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Introduction

 
 

The extended essay that makes up the Personal Investigation is an opportunity for learners to engage in independent 

research. The 3500–4000 word limit means there is the chance to study a subject in depth and to follow individual 

interests either within or beyond the periods and topics encountered in the other papers. Candidates have an entirely 

free choice of title with the following provisos: 

 the essay must be on an historical subject 

 the title has to be approved in advance by Cambridge 

 the subject matter may not be taken from within the candidate’s chosen Special Subject 

 candidates within a Centre may not choose the same title 

 

This guide has broken down the process of developing a Personal Investigation into the steps shown below: 

 

 

Step 1
• Identifying a topic area

Step 2
•Developing a title

Step 3
•Research

Step 4
• Identifying and annotating key sources

Step 5
•Drafting and refining the Personal Investigation 

Step 6
•Understanding and exemplifying the mark scheme
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Step 1

 
 

Identifying a topic area 

It is important for learners to be able to quickly identify and start to refine a topic area that they are interested in. 

Learners need to spend some time thinking about the topic and how it might develop into an extended essay. Careful 

thought at this point will prevent learners spending long periods of time on a topic that may not be suitable for the 

Personal Investigation. 

 

Learners should engage in some preliminary investigations before they settle on a particular topic area. It might be 

useful to offer them the opportunity to discuss emerging ideas in pairs. In this way, they can ask questions of their 

partner’s project and potentially identify areas that could cause a problem. The questions shown in the diagram below 

may provide useful prompts. 

 

To inform their discussions learners could bring with them a mind map of their proposed topic. It may show: 

 everything they currently know/think they know on the topic 

 anything they want to know 

 what things they want to find out 

 any points that they feel might be developed into a tentative argument. 
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marks learners must 
have been able to 

access, distill, 
organise and debate 
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Titles which are too 
narrow, or too broad 

may hamper 
learners' efforts to 

engage in a 
worthwhile debate.
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Step 2

 
 

Developing a title 
 

The development of an appropriate title is a crucial stage in the extended 

essay. 

 

The title has to enable the learner to build an argument throughout their 

work. The way a title is phrased can help learners to develop and 

maintain a critical stance. A title phrased as a question is more likely to 

encourage learners to analyse the interpretations they read, the sources 

they encounter and the evidence they find. 

 

The sorts of title that should be avoided include: 

 those which are too broad to develop a structured argument, 

such as How important was Napoleon Bonaparte? or How 

significant was the British Empire? 

 a focus on music, the arts, literature or local studies which may 

lead into an essay which is too technical or antiquarian in nature 

 those which are military in nature as these are likely to lead to 

descriptive accounts of campaigns and battles 

 those which deal with moral issues as these are infrequently 

dealt with by historians, e.g. Mary Stuart: saint or sinner? 

 

The question stems on the right are likely to encourage balanced 

arguments in which learners engage in analysis and critical evaluation. 

The example questions below show how these might be used. 

 

To what extent was Nicholas II personally responsible for the overthrow 

of Tsarism? 

 

How successful was the Elizabethan government in dealing with the 

problems of poverty and vagabondage? 

 

How valid is the judgement that, as Lord Protector, Oliver Cromwell was 

largely concerned with achieving a Godly reformation? 

 

Question stems
 

 

 
 

To what extent …? 

 

How significant was …? 

 

How successful was …? 

 

How serious were …? 

 

How important was …? 

 

How valid is the judgement …? 

 

How accurate is the view …? 

 

Assess …? 

 

Account for …? 

 

Explain …? 

 

How far did …? 

 

 

 

  

It is crucial that all 
Personal Investigations 
are submitted with the 
outline proposal form. 

This helps examiners to 
understand how learners 
have approached their 

investigation, particularly 
in cases where there are 

unusual or awkward 
questions. 
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Step 3

 
 

Researching the topic 
Learners should be prepared to undertake research that is wide-ranging 

and varied. However, it must be made clear that the Personal 

Investigation is not simply a summary of everything learners can find on 

a topic. Therefore the following points should be reinforced: 

 

 the research should be focused on the question 

 learners might need to do some additional wider reading to 

ensure they fully understand the historical concepts that underpin 

their topic 

 sources and historical interpretations should be read and used 

critically 

 sufficient research should be done so that the arguments 

presented are well supported 

 research will be largely from secondary sources, but to reach 

Band 5 there must be some familiarity with primary sources 

 at all times when researching, learners should note the 

provenance of sources, the date and context within which they 

are written, how they corroborate or provide a different view for 

their argument, how they might be used and whether they are 

reliable. 

 

On the next page are some suggestions about how learners might 

annotate sources as they complete their research. 

 
Useful links

 
 

 
BBC History 

www.bbc.co.uk/history 

 

British Library 

www.bl.uk 

 

Historical Association 

www.history.org.uk 

 

National Archives 

www.national archives.gov.uk 

 

Institute of Historical Research 

www.history.ac.uk 

 

Best of History Websites 

http://besthistorysites.net/research/ 
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Step 4

 
 

Identifying and annotating key sources 

This approach is just a suggestion and there is no specific requirement for learners to complete this type of activity. 

However, encouraging annotation may help to prevent them from simply amassing all they can on a topic and then 

reproducing this in a narrative way. Learners could be encouraged to annotate or make notes in the way suggested 

below. 

Good annotation and notes should: 

1. encourage critical engagement 

2. provide notes which will help in the selection and deployment of resources 

3. identify where themes, links or counterarguments may be found 

4. help learners to sort and order their research in preparation for writing the Personal Investigation 

 

The source below is annotated with the types of questions learners could ask of the material they find. 

 

 

 

 

 

An Excerpt of a first-hand account of the Black Death from 
a chronicle written at the cathedral Priory of Rochester 
between 1314 and 1350. 
 

A great mortality ... destroyed more than a third of 
the men, women and children. As a result, there 
was such a shortage of servants, craftsmen, and 
workmen, and of agricultural workers and 
labourers, that a great many lords and people, 
although well-endowed with goods and possessions, 
were yet without service and attendance. Alas, this 
mortality devoured such a multitude of both sexes 
that no one could be found to carry the bodies of 
the dead to burial, but men and women carried the 
bodies of their own little ones to church on their 
shoulders and threw them into mass graves, from 
which arose such a stink that it was barely possible 
for anyone to go past a churchyard. 

Does the source 
provide evidence in 

support of the 
argument you intend 

to pursue? 

When, why and by 
whom was the 

source written? How 
do the answers to 
these questions 

affect how you will 
use this source in 
your argument? 

Does the source 
offer a counterpoint 
that can be refuted 

based on your 
research? How 

could this be used 
to develop the 
argument you 

intend to pursue? 

What argument 
could this source 
help you to make 

that will address the 
question posed in 

the title of your 
Investigation? 
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Step 5

 
 

Writing the Personal Investigation 
 
The quality of argument and evaluation determines the mark band that 

an essay is placed in. In the higher bands, writing will be ‘markedly 

analytical’; in the lower bands this characteristic is less prevalent and 

descriptive and narrative work predominates. 

 

As teachers are unable to mark and provide feedback on the Personal 

Investigation, the points below may help learners to develop and then 

self-assess their writing before submission. 

 

1. Write an outline of what will be included in each paragraph. 

2. Consider and make a note of what links each paragraph and how 

these links will develop the argument. 

3. Check that the sequence of ideas makes sense and that there is 

no repetition or ideas out of order. 

4. Does the introductory paragraph clearly state the argument and 

how this will be investigated? 

5. Does each paragraph have a topic sentence that introduces the 

main points that will be raised? 

6. Does each paragraph support the argument or offer a counter 

point? 

7. Is there sufficient evidence in each paragraph to make a point? 

8. Is there a transition between paragraphs so it is clear how the 

argument will be developed? 

9. Is every quotation, introduced, analysed and correctly 

referenced? 

 

Mark scheme
 

 

 
 
Sharing mark schemes with learners 

is an excellent way to help them 

understand how their Personal 

Investigation is marked. There are 

also useful points given in the 

Generic Marking Principles and 

Introduction. Examples of these are 

shown below: 

Examiners will give their 
highest marks to candidates 

who show a ready 
understanding of the 

relevant material and a 
disciplined management of 
the discussion the question 

provokes. 
 

They will be impressed 
more by critical judgement, 
careful discrimination and 

imaginative handling than by 
a weight of facts. 

 
Credit will be given for 

evidence of a good historical 
intelligence and for good 

use of material. 
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Step 6

 
 

Understanding and exemplifying the mark scheme 
 

The table below shows how different features seen in learners’ work are reflected by each of the bands in the 

mark scheme. 

 

Features seen in a Band 5 Personal Investigation 

 The introduction is used to show that the question has been well understood. Successful introductions 

demonstrate a clear understanding of historical context rather than deploying descriptive background 

information. 

 All elements of the answer will link to the specific terms introduced by the title. Material that addresses the 

broader topic but is not directly relevant to the terms of the argument will be uncommon at this level. It will be 

clear how each paragraph or section relates to the demands of the title. 

 At this level there should be clear analysis of the debate and indication of the line of argument. For example, a 

learner may outline the historical debate and then follow this with a sharp discussion of context, an evaluation of 

possible factors and a clear line of argument. 

 It would not be unusual to see learners use language such as ‘in order to assess’, ‘a range of factors must be 

considered’ and ‘the context of’. This shows that they understand that other historians’ approaches should be 

evaluated in context and not used uncritically as illustrative evidence to corroborate the argument. 

 Band 5 of the mark scheme describes an answer in which ‘historical interpretations will be treated critically’, so 

at this level it should be evident that the historiography is described not as a static narrative but as 

interpretations that can be evaluated in context. 

 Passages that narrate or describe are not seen in essays that warrant Band 5 marks. 

 The key determinant for all answers is the quality of debate and analysis. In the best work the line of argument 

outlined in the introduction is followed rigorously and there is a sense of very sharp focus on the exact terms of 

the question throughout. 

 The judgements should link the material to the terms of the question and the line of argument. These frequently 

encompass the historical debate and an evaluation of the views of a wide variety of historians. 

 There is a clear and consistent judgement made in the conclusion and sustained analysis throughout, the effect 

is that the precise question has been answered. 
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Step 6

 
 

Features seen in a Band 4 Personal Investigation 

 Work placed in Band 4 will follow a broadly similar pattern to that in Band 5, but with slightly less linkage 

between factors, and a less consistent sense of judgment. 

 There is likely to be a good sense of analysis in most of the answer, but the conclusion may not rigorously 

reflect the quality of the analysis elsewhere. 

 The conclusion may not bring together the analysis of the individual factors to make clear that the judgement 

made was based on the preceding arguments that had been sustained beforehand. 

 There will be sufficient material to demonstrate a clear and analytical response. 

 What differentiates Band 4 from Band 3 is the issue of description and narrative. Such writing appears rarely in 

the Band 4 essays, where the mark scheme describes work in which there are only ‘occasional passages which 

do not go beyond description or narrative’, but is clearly discernible in the Band 3 essays. 

 

Features seen in a Band 3 Personal Investigation 

 Band 3 answers will attempt an analytical approach, but contain some passages of descriptive material. 

 Clear and frequent points that are linked to the question will be made, but in places these will rely more on 

evaluation than analysis. 

 Counter-arguments may be introduced, but not developed in sufficient depth for the answer to be placed in 

Band 4. 

 Work in Band 3 may be limited in terms of balanced counter-arguments. 

 Band 3 responses may have convincing conclusions, but be generally less effective than the answers placed in 

Band 5 because they do not have rigorous analysis and judgement throughout the whole essay. 

 

Features seen in a Band 2 Personal Investigation 

 The introduction to answers placed in Band 2 may lack a clear line of argument or direction. It is likely that the 

introduction does not explain how the investigation will address the question. 

 There may be a narrative account provided as background to the question rather than information to outline the 

approach and argument that the learner intends to take. 

 Answers placed in Band 2 tend to be highly descriptive. 

 The material presented may not relate precisely to the terms of the question. 

 There will be few instances where factors are weighed against each other and it will be unlikely to find evidence 

of judgements being made. 
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Step 6

 
 

Features seen in a Band 1 Personal Investigation 

 The introduction may introduce a thesis but will not state what the candidate’s line of argument is going to be in 

the investigation. This means that learners are unable to demonstrate that ‘the demands of the question have 

been understood … and that a conscious attempt has been made to respond to them … [and] there will be 

effective focus on the question’ [mark scheme, Band 2]. 

 Answers placed in Band 1 are likely to be narrative and it may not be clear what specifically is under discussion.

 Learners may make relevant points, but it may be difficult to discern how these points connect to a line of 

argument, giving an overall impression of a lack of coherence. 

 Answers in which the terms need better definition in order to help to introduce a clear line of argument are likely 

to be credited in this band. 

 The selection and deployment of material may not be balanced or accurate. 
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Step 6

 
 

Below are three examples of introductions that help to exemplify the standards for some of the mark bands. 

 

Band 5 

The analytical approach has been set up here in the introduction. There is an immediate focus on the exact terms of 
the question and there is clear knowledge of the historiography and debate. A range of factors has been identified and 
a line of argument has been defined. There is only focus on the perspectives relevant to the question rather than a 
generic description of the background which is a common mistake. 

What best explains the motivation of the people who went on the First Crusade? 

 

Discerning what really drove between 60,000 and 100,000 Latin Christians1 to set off on the First Crusade is a 

complex question and Phillips emphasises that “historians should resist the temptation to ascribe a single 

motivation to crusaders.”2 Crusaders were not a single homogenous group and “with the surviving evidence, we 

can gain only a limited insight into their motivation and intent.”3 Nevertheless, it is possible to identify the key 

motives which explain the extraordinary scale of the First Crusade, and to judge their relative significance. In the 

past, commentators such as Setton and Galbraith asserted that worldly motives were the key reason why people 

went on the crusade, but more recently historians such as Phillps, Asbridge and France have all emphasised piety 

as the most significant factor, and their consensus on the issue is compelling. Papal ambition was integral to the 

launching of the crusading movement but it fails to explain the mass support generated for the crusading 

movement as well as religious or worldly motives. Whilst papal ambition played an important instigating role, 

ultimately religious zeal underpinned the first crusade, supported by enthusiasm generated by the prospect of 

worldly gain. 

 
1 Asbridge T., “The Crusades”, p.42 

2 Phillips J., “The Crusades, 1095-1204”, p.23 

3 Asbridge T., “The First Crusade: A New History”, p.41 
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Step 6

 
 

Band 3 

The introduction to this essay clearly sets out the aims of the investigation. However, these appear simply as a list and 

there is no evidence of any critical engagement at this stage. There is a clear, if not sophisticated line of argument, but 

this could be much better developed. At this stage, unlike the Band 5 example there is no explicit engagement with 

any historical sources or interpretations. 

 

How beneficial for Great Britain was the Treaty of Versailles? 

 

This personal investigation will look into four main areas of the Treaty of Versailles in order to establish how 

beneficial the outcome was for Great Britain: the military clauses; the territorial clauses; the ‘War Guilt’ and 

reparations clauses; and the establishment of the League of Nations. Although the Paris Peace Conference also led 

to the conclusion of other treaties including: the Treaty of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, Treaty of Neuilly-sur-Seine, 

Treaty of Trianon, and the Treaty of Sèvres, this essay will focus solely on the Versailles Treaty concerning 

Germany. 

 

This essay argues that the short-term results of the Treaty in 1919, up until its undermining via the negotiation 

at Locarno in 1925, were largely beneficial for Britain because they served to establish her chief aim of European 

security. However, in the longer term, German resentment for which the Treaty became a focus, in particular the 

War Guilt and reparations clauses, led to a revanchist Germany that committed several violations of its terms, so 

that by 1932, Germany had defaulted on all payments of reparations. This essay will mark the German default 

as the beginning of the end of the European peace and the certain demise of Britain’s hopes for the Treaty. 
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Step 6

 
 

Band 1 

The focus for this essay is outlined at the beginning of the introduction. However, this is only provided as an assertion 

which is then followed by a narration of the issue. The learner does list other factors that may be involved, but to 

improve they would need to demonstrate a sense of interplay between these and how this would develop into a clear 

line of argument. There is no sense of any critical engagement with any sources or interpretations. 

 

‘Britain’s policy of appeasement in the 1930s was largely unjustified’. How far do you agree with this statement? 

 

Britain’s policy of appeasement in the 1930s was largely justified. The policy must be seen as ‘justified’ because of 

the events leading up to appeasement. Appeasement was the policy adopted by Neville Chamberlain, which most 

crucially ceded parts of Europe to Germany, and giving into Hitler’s demands in an attempt to prevent a second 

world war – compromising was preferable to conflict. Chamberlain signed the Munich agreement in 1938, and 

in doing so agreed that Germany could take portions of German-speaking Czechoslovakia for form the 

‘Sudetenland’. Hitler reneged on his promise by annexing beyond the German parts of Czechoslovakia, leaving 

Chamberlain with the decision whether to deter Hitler with threats of to placate him with concessions. When 

questioning whether appeasement was justified, I shall focus on the motives of appeasement rather than the 

consequences. In order to do this I shall look at three areas. Firstly, one must consider the vast amount of public 

support for the policy, demonstrated through the Peace Ballot, 1935, the Oxford Union debate, 1933, and the 

Oxford City By-Election of October 1938. Secondly, I will demonstrate that appeasement was justified based on 

the economic imperatives, which is shown by the Treasury’s view, rather than a Keynesian view, including easing 

the trading balance deficit and unemployment. Finally, I will look at the political context, domestic party politics 

and international alliances, which shows that appeasement was not completely justified. Ultimately, although the 

political motivations do not justify Chamberlain’s policy to appease Hitler and Germany, overall appeasement was 

justified because democratic and economic motivations which were more influential factors than the political 

aspect towards the policy of appeasement. 
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