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ESSENTIAL

SKILLS
HSC MODERN HISTORY

CHAPTER 1: 



 

How to Write a 10/10 HSC Modern 
History Source Analysis 
Have no idea where to start when it comes to undertaking a source analysis for HSC 
Modern History? 
 
We’ve broken it down into an easy step-by-step guide you can follow to ace your HSC 
Modern History source analysis! 
 
Let’s jump in! 

Step 1: Figure out what the question is 
asking 
The first thing you need to do is find out what the question is asking. 
 
A typical HSC question will ask ‘Assess the usefulness of Sources X and Y to a 
historian studying _____”. 
 
It is the end of that question that is important as it will normally be straight from a 
syllabus dot point. 
 
Skeptical? Let me prove it to you – check out these previous HSC questions below and 
their corresponding syllabus dot points! 

HSC Modern History Exam 2019: 

Contrast the value of Sources B and C to a historian studying the impact of the Nazi 
regime on German youth. 

● Syllabus Point: the impact of the Nazi regime on life in Germany, including 
cultural expression, religion, workers, youth, women, minorities including Jews. 
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HSC Modern History Sample Paper 2018: 

Study Sources B, D and G. To what extent do these sources provide evidence of the 
methods of control used by the Nazi regime? 

● Syllabus Point: the various methods used by the Nazi regime to exercise 
control, including laws, censorship, repression, terror, propaganda, cult of 
personality 

 
HSC Modern History Exam 2019: 

To what extent was the Nazi regime successful in eliminating opposition in the period 
1933–1939? In your response, integrate relevant evidence from Sources D and E. 

● Syllabus Point: the rise of the Nazi party and Hitler in Germany and the collapse 
of the Weimar Republic 

 

Step 2: Use an analysis checklist 
Many students struggle with source analysis questions for HSC Modern History, so 
we’ve included a great acronym to help you remember what to discuss and in what 
order! 

 
  
Depending on the source, addressing each of the above points should require 1-2 
sentences. 
 
So 1-2 sentences for origin, 1-2 sentences about motive, and so on. This means you 
should have at least 7-14 sentences in your final answer.  
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To help you out, we’re going to give you an example of how to analyse a source 
using OMCAPUR. 
 
Example: Source D from the 2014 HSC Past Paper 

 

Step 3: Determine the origin of the 
source 

● Is source primary or secondary? 
● When was the source created? 
● Who created the source? 

 

Example answer: Source D is a primary source created during World War 1 by the 
Australian Government as part of the recruitment effort. 
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Step 4: Determine the motive behind 
the source 

● Why did the author create the source? 
● Was it to document an event, write a historical summary of an event, give their 

opinion and/or to sway an audience? 
● Why was the source created? 

 
Here you can also bring in bias if appropriate. 
 
For example, a propaganda poster is created in order to influence public opinion on a 
matter according to an agenda. The source would be highly biased, as it was not 
created based solely on neutral facts. 
 

Example answer: 

The motive behind Source D is to aid in the recruitment of Australian soldiers to help 
the war effort. The text of the source “will you help us keep that promise” is used to 
sway the audience into feeling an obligation to assist the British forces, and is 
intended to encourage Australians into joining the war effort. 

 
 

Step 5: Consider what content is 
presented in the source 

● What is in the foreground? 
● What is in the background? 
● How are the figures positioned? 
● What kind of symbolism has the composer used? 
● What do these symbols represent? 

 
Tell the reader what the source contains. 
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Example answer: 

The foreground features a kangaroo, using a native Australian animal to symbolise 
Australia as a nation. The background features troops in active battle, symbolising the 
war effort. The position of the text between these two features symbolises the 
connection between Australia and Britain, heightening the obligation the audience 
feels to Britain when observing the source. 

 

Step 6: Consider the intended audience 
of the source 
This links to motive, as you must answer who the intended audience of the source is 
which is often considered when creating a source. 

● Who is the intended viewer? 
● In what context would they arise? 
● Where would they be likely to view this? 
● What would they be doing with the information? 

 
If it is a historian it is likely that the audience is the general public or an academic 
circle. 
 
If the source is a diary entry it is highly likely that the intended audience was either 
solely to the author or their family. 
 
Considering the audience is very important, as it will also reveal elements of bias that 
may be present in the source. 
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Example answer: 

The intended audience is the Australian public, as encouragement to join the war 
effort is not limited to only men who are eligible to become soldiers. Families of 
eligible men were also targeted to encourage their family members to volunteer. It is 
likely this source was presented in newspapers, posters and flyers. 

 
 

Step 7: Assess the perspective 
presented in the source 

● What opinions or belief statements are evident in the article? 
● What is the source’s or the composers’/’s context? 
● Would another source/composer have a different point of view depending on 

his/her background experiences? 
● What opinions does the source/composer paint for a reader? 
● What facts were missing? 
● What words and phrases did the source/author use to present the information? 
● Why is the source presented in such a way, or why does the author present it in 

such a way? 
 
This considers whether a source is objective or subjective. 
 
Perspective is extremely important as it helps establish your two most important 
arguments of the paragraph reliability and perspective. 
 

Example answer:  

The perspective presented in Source D is pro-enlistment, presumably coming from 
the Australian Government. The phrasing presented in the source is of very high 
modality to sway the audience’s opinions and emotions. 
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Step 8: Determine the reliability of the 
source 

● Is the source consistent with data available about the topic? 
● Are there other sources which could validate the information given from this 

source? 
● Does it have scholarly credibility? Where was it published? How was it 

published? 
● Does the source fulfil an agenda? (i.e. was the source produced for an 

opinion/stance, or was the stance a product from the source?) 
 
For a source to be considered reliable it must contain accurate historical 
information. 
 
This means that a source can be written in a completely subjective manner and still be 
considered reliable, as all facts are accurate. 
 
 

Example answer:  

This source is a reliable depiction of efforts to recruit Australian soldiers to the war 
effort. While the source is obviously geared to sway its audience’s opinion and 
encourage them to enlist, and in that sense is not an objective source of information, it 
does give reliable information on the nature of propaganda during WWI in Australia. 

 

Step 9: Consider how useful the source 
is 
All sources are useful whether or not they are reliable. In order to concisely answer 
whether a source is ‘useful’, consider the three R’s: 
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● Is the source relevant to what is being asked? 
● Has the source revealed an insight into the question? 
● Is the source reliable in providing the information required to answer the 

question? 
 

Example answer: 

Source D would be an extremely useful piece of information for historians studying the 
nature of propaganda and the recruitment effort of Australia during WWI. It gives great 
insight into the way propaganda was used by the government to recruit soldiers by 
giving a reliable depiction of the recruitment effort. 
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How to Write a Strong Thesis 
Statement for Your HSC Modern 
History Essay 
 
Writing a strong thesis for your Modern History essay may seem more important than 
you think. 
 
Imagine you’re sitting in a hard chair in the middle of the HSC marking centre marking 
yet another Modern History essay on why Albert Speer was a bad person.  
 
They all say Albert Speer was bad because ‘he was a Nazi’. Now imagine you read 
another 20 essays arguing the exact same thing. Then, another 30. 
 
Then you read one Modern History essay that says that Albert Speer is a complex and 
multi-faceted individual who was later known to be the ‘Apologetic Nazi’. 
 
It steals your attention. 
 
Why? Because it argued against the question. Arguing against the question, if done 
well, guarantees you some extra marks for your modern history essay! 
 
So, I’m going to walk you through why you might want to argue against the question and 
how you do this successfully! 
 

Why challenge the status quo? 
Arguing against the question, or playing devil’s advocate as it’s commonly known, 
guarantees that you stand out from the rest. 
 
It involves arguing an unpopular opinion.  
 
To put it simply, it would look like this: 

● Charlie: Albert Speer was a bad person. 
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● Bob: Albert Speer was not a bad person as you may think he was. Why are you 
so certain that he was a bad person? 

● Charlie: Because of reasons A, B and C. Why do you think he was not a bad 
person? 

● Bob: Because of reasons X, Y and Z. 
● Charlie: Wow, I have never considered reasons X, Y and Z before! 

More than 5,000 students study HSC Modern History. Most of them will be Charlie. You 
want to be Bob.  
 
Playing devil’s advocate for your Modern History Essay is a great exam strategy and will 
help you on your way to a Band 6 response! 
 

5 Reasons Why You Should Argue 
Against the Question 
 

1. Sets you apart from the rest of your cohort 
Your Modern History essay will be different from your peers and therefore is more 
likely to catch the marker’s attention. 
 
This means they’ll devote more time to reading your response and you are more likely 
to get better marks. 
 

2. Allows you to test your argument skills 
It tests your ability to argue as you have to convince the marker why the point you 
are making in your Modern History essay is true. 
 
This also includes the most important persuasive tool —evidence. 
 
As a bonus, this shows that you have thought extensively about the question. 
 
The marker will ultimately think that you are someone who has a deep understanding of 
the subject and has great insights on it. 
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3. Gives you the opportunity to interpret your sources 
to a greater extent 
For example, everyone might be using Leni Riefenstahl’s film(s) as evidence for her 
support of Nazi Germany, but perhaps you can show how some parts of this support are 
simply the byproduct of demonstrating her cinematographic skill. 
 
This opens the window for you to delve deeply into a source. 
 
As a result, this showcases your unique analytical skills in your Modern History 
Essay. 
 

4. Gives you the opportunity to critically evaluate 
sources 
An example of this is a quote used by NESA in a past HSC Modern History paper: 
“History is always written by winners”. 
 
This statement is often an accepted part of history, but it doesn’t need to be that way 
—give the marker a reason to see why this quote isn’t true. 
 

5. Makes you think critically 
Being able to articulate a point and see both sides of an argument is something that is 
going to benefit you later in life, so why not master the skill as early as possible? 
So, how do you go against the grain? 
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How to Argue Against the Question 
 

Step 1: Identify the different sides of the question 
All Modern History essay questions will require you to take a side. 
 
Questions are often directed to one side of the argument through their wording. 
Examples of this are seen where phrases like ‘to what extent’ and ‘how successful’ are 
used. 
 
Here’s the 2010 HSC Modern History Personality question: 
 

 

So, what are the two sides to this question? 

1. Some people ARE swept along by events, and these people DO use these 
events to their advantage; or 

2. Some people ARE NOT swept along by events, and these people DO NOT use 
these events to their advantage. 

Let’s re-frame these statements with Albert Speer in mind: 

1. Albert Speer WAS swept along by events, and Albert Speer DID use these 
events to his advantage; or 

2. Albert Speer WAS NOT swept along by events, and these people DID NOT use 
these events to their advantage. 

Note: The key word here is ‘how accurate’, as stated in the question. Not only you are 
to choose a side, but you need to provide a judgement regarding the statement. That is, 
you need to address to what extent is this statement accurate. 
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Step 2: Choose a side 
The most common consensus is that Nazis are bad —Albert Speer was a Nazi, 
therefore he was bad. 

Side 1: ‘The Good Nazi’ 

However, Albert Speer was known as ‘The Good Nazi’ or ‘The Apologetic Nazi’. 
 
Essentially, Albert Speer was swept along with the Nazi wave, and he used these 
events to his advantage in becoming the Reich Minister for Armaments and War 
Production. 
 
Albert Speer’s own writings (for example, Inside the Third Reich) establishes that he 
was not concerned with anything more than architecture and design, rather than being 
involved in racial and labour policies. 

Side 2: ‘The Bad Nazi’ 

How would we challenge this? We take the view that he was ‘a bad Nazi’. 
 
What does that look like? We would then claim that Albert Speer was not swept along 
with the Nazi wave, and that he did not use these events to his advantage. 
 
Therefore your argument in response to the question is that ‘to a significant extent, the 
statement above is not necessarily accurate after analysing Albert Speer on a critical 
level.’ 

Step 3: Plan your argument 
It is critical that you substantiate your claim.  
 
Our central focus would be that Albert Speer was NOT swept along with the Nazi wave 
and DID NOT make use of the Nazi wave for his own benefit. 

Let’s deconstruct this thesis with two central points and some further questions. 
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Albert Speer was NOT swept along with the Nazi Wave. 

● What was the context through which Albert Speer lived? 
● What events motivated Albert Speer into joining the Nazi Party? 
● What were Albert Speer’s personal ideologies, and moral standings? 

Albert Speer DID NOT make use of the Nazi wave for his own advantage. 

● What responsibilities did Albert Speer hold in the Nazi Reich Ministry? 
● What actions did Albert Speer commit to during his position of power? 

Let’s see how the first two questions are important in 
delineating our central thesis and statements. 

What was the context through which Albert Speer lived? 

● German economic depression as a result of the World War I and the Treaty of 
Versailles; 

● Upper-middle-class family, well educated; 
● Wanted to become mathematician, pursued architecture for better financial 

prospects; 
● Apolitical as a young man. 

What events motivated Albert Speer into joining the Nazi Party and rising to 
power? 

● Persuaded by his students to attend NSDAP Party Rally in 1930; joined the 
NSDAP in 1931; 

● Speer visited Berlin to help NSDAP in 1932 Reichstag elections; 
● Met NSDAP Official Karl Hanke; recommended to Joseph Goebbels to renovate 

NSDAP Headquarters as a contractor; 
● Requested to design 1933 Nuremberg Rally; approved by Führer Adolf Hitler; no 

longer a contractor but officially ‘Commissioner for the Artistic and Technical 
Presentation of Party Rallies and Demonstrations’; 
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● Requested to redesign Reich Chancellery in Berlin; skills and expertise has him 
trusted by Hitler; 

● Becomes part of Hitler’s ‘inner circle’. 

There are many benefits in playing devil’s advocate for HSC Modern History. 
 
Give it a go in your upcoming exam and make yourself stand out from 5000 other 
students! 
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STUDY SKILLS
HSC MODERN HISTORY 

CHAPTER 2: 



 

How to Write Effective Study Notes 
for HSC Modern History 
Coming into HSC Modern History you’ve probably heard the phrase ‘write your own 
notes’ a thousand times. 
 
The problem is that often students don’t know how to write them properly or what to 
include in order to use them for effective study. 
 
If you’re unsure how HSC Modern History notes differ to English, or even Ancient, look 
no further because we’ve got your ‘How to Write HSC Modern History notes’ questions 
covered below. 
 

Step 1: Know what you need to know 
At the beginning of the year or as soon as possible, ask your teacher what topics you 
will be covering for each section. 
 
This is helpful as it allows you to think of writing notes in the long term and also sets you 
up so there are no surprises further along in the year. 
 
Once you have your topics, download the syllabus here and in a separate pdf file 
put only the syllabus points that you are doing. If you prefer physical copies, print 
this out and keep it handy for each week. 
 
Each week, update your syllabus points after every modern lesson by writing the date 
you completed each dot point on your pdf/paper file or highlighting them off your list. 
This is useful for keeping up with notes and also will help show what work you need to 
catch up on if you miss a lesson. 
 
Once you finish that dot point, rate how confident you are with the content – with 1 
being not at all, and 5 being very! 
 
This will help you with knowing how much detail to put into the notes and study before 
an exam. 
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Your syllabus might look something like this after you rate it: 

 

Step 2: Write notes in advance 
A great tip lots of top scoring HSC Modern History students do is to write your notes 
the week before you learn it in class. 
 
This method is what you will do at university — it means that you learn everything 
before the lesson so that class time is used to consolidate that knowledge rather 
than trying to remember new concepts and techniques. 

This helps to reduce stress because if you don’t understand something in your earlier 
study you can ask your teacher for clarification and nip it in the bud well before exam 
time. 
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If you are working a week in advance, get your information from your textbooks and 
read through the information for the syllabus point ahead of the one you are 
currently doing. 
 
Then, when you’re in class, you can add to your notes! 

 

Step 3: Write your notes using the 
syllabus 
This step should be done a week in advance. 
 
Ideally you should read your textbook/ information the teacher provides for the dot 
point you will be working on in the following week. 

Pro tip: Most teachers follow the syllabus so it’s fairly easy to guesstimate what you will 
be learning — if unsure just ask. 

In a word document/notebook type the syllabus dot point you will be writing notes for. 
This means you should write your notes grouped against syllabus dot points. 
 
As this is your first attempt you should be putting in as much detail as possible. Don’t be 
afraid to include the silly things if you don’t know them off by heart yet (e.g. WWI began 
in August 1914ish?) 
 
Include any and all info you think may be relevant to the dot point. 

Things to include in this first draft of notes: 

● Images that help you remember information or show an event 
● A timeline — This is great if you get confused about the order of events 
● Infographics & mindmaps — These are great if you are a visual learner 
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Step 4: Revise after class 
After you have finished that dot point in class go back over the notes you had previously 
written and add in any other important points you missed earlier. 
 
You may notice your teacher emphasising certain points more than others, those 
are the bits of information you must include. 
 
At this point your notes should have all relevant historical information included; now it’s 
just a matter of adding historians. 

Step 5: Add sources 
The aim of this step is to choose at least three historians that could be used to 
support each dot point in an exam. 

Pro tip: For Section 1, this is not as important as it is a source-based study and does 
not require as much historiography rather focus on revising important sources that could 
be used to support an argument. 

Make sure your historians are italicised/bolded and/or in another colour so they stand 
out. This will help you when you read back on notes, as you will be able to see what 
historians you are using for each argument. 
 
When choosing historians you should be using the most well known historians on 
each topic. 

Step 6: Cut down your notes 
About 4-6 weeks before your HSC Modern History exam you should start to cut down 
your notes. 
 
By this we mean removing any facts that you either know or are not important 
enough to remember. 
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For example, at this stage you should be cutting out things like ‘WWI started in August 
1918′, which will become common knowledge, but could leave information like ‘ The 
Battle of the Somme began on 1st July, 1916’. 

This means that with 3 weeks till your exam your notes will be concise, dense with 
historical information and easy to revise. 
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How to Memorise Everything for 
HSC Modern History 
The HSC Modern History content can be overwhelming with the sheer amount of facts, 
dates and names you need to remember! 
 
On top of that, you might have hundreds of pages of notes, worksheets and textbook 
content you need to be across! 
 
Luckily for you, we’ve come up with some fun and easy ways to memorise HSC Modern 
History content in 3 simple steps – let’s dive in! 
 

Why is memorising the facts important? 
In 1946 Professor Edgar Dale created the concept of the ‘Cone of Retention’ which was 
the idea of how we remember facts. He broke this theory into two stages: 
 
Active — This was where a person completed a task as part of their learning e.g. 
doing the thing, role-plays and participating in discussion. This is why it’s very important 
to be involved at school and ask questions. 
 
Passive — This is where you don’t participate in anything rather you observe 
something e.g. watching demonstrations, listening, reading. You’ll see that these are 
often the activities you participate in during class time. 

What does this look like in application? 
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If you’ve looked at the above diagram you’ll notice that people learn more when they 
are actively participating. 
 
This shows that to be remembering lots of facts, especially for a content heavy subject 
like modern, you need to be actively learning. 

And so, we’ve created 9 ways to help you remember facts, figures, dates, events and 
names in HSC Modern History! 

 

Step 1: Know what type of learner you 
are 
Now that we’ve established why memory is so important for HSC Modern History, you’ll 
need to know what type of learner you are as each person processes information 
differently. 
 
If you find watching documentaries easier than reading, then you’re probably audio or 
visual rather than rote. 
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Check out this article to find the 7 different styles of learning and figure out which 
one/combination you are. 
 
For this article we’ve made the learning styles slightly simpler and broken it down into 
three categories. 
 

1. Audio — People who learn best from hearing and speaking 
2. Visual  —People who learn best by seeing and reading 
3. Kinesthetic — People who learn best by touching and doing 

Chances are you learn from a combination of these styles so don’t just stick to 
your style – try out study techniques from the others too. 
 

Step 2: Write your notes 
With so much content for history, it’s important to know the basic facts and what 
syllabus points they fall under. 
 
You should try to write your notes before/as you are learning the content. 
 
Notes are super important as they are used as reference points for all future study and 
essay writing, so make sure to spend that little bit of extra time and make sure yours are 
perfect.  
 
If you need help writing and organising HSC Modern History notes, make sure you 
check out our guide here! 

Step 3: Repetition 
The best way to learn facts is to actively repeat them until you know them by 
heart. 
 
However repetition can be boring and difficult to do over and over so below we’ve 
created some fun study techniques to help you memorise facts and figures in modern 
history. 
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Visual: 
1. Timelines 
These are great for visual learners as they allow you to see the order at which events 
occurred. 
 
When you first start learning a new topic, timelines are great to make as they allow you 
to conceptualise the order of events — especially if you are going backwards and 
forwards in time during school lessons.  
 
For example, just like the one on World War I below! 
 

 

2. Mind Maps  
These are another visual tool that allow you to see facts associated with an event. 
 
Mind maps are great for essay planning and when you need to connect events in a way 
that might not have been as straightforward as in a timeline. 
 
They’re great for conceptualising key themes and ideas in Section II of your exam.  
 
Pro-tip! If you prefer to do it digitally, we use draw.io to make pretty mind maps like the 
one below!  
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3. Venn Diagram 
This is another visual aid that is useful when comparing two events. 
 
This would be particularly helpful when comparing/ contrasting home fronts and total 
war. 
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Verbal: 
1. Reading notes out loud 
This helps you remember facts better as it is an active task rather than passive. 
 
Repeating notes weekly will help you memorise all the content for modern history. 
 
Don’t do this in a library or around other people as chances are you’ll get a) a few funny 
looks and b) some annoyed friends/family members. 
 
You’re 50% more likely to remember something if you speak it aloud instead of 
simply reading it inside your head. 

2. Tell the dog 
This technique involves telling a person who doesn’t know the content of the HSC in 
a way that explains key dates and events simply so they understand. 
 
This is great as it highlights what you don’t know/need to study more as well as 
being an active learning task which helps you remember more. 

Kinesthetic: 
1. Fill in the blanks exercise 
For this technique you will need to create your own worksheet but leave key dates/ 
themes out. 
 
The following week fill the worksheets out with correct information without looking 
at study notes. 
 
This is once again a form of active learning and will help with remembering dates, facts 
and figures. 
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2. Rewriting notes 
If you are writing notes you should be using a technique like ‘look/cover/write/check’ 
rather than mindlessly copying notes. 
 
By doing it from memory rather than zombie copying you are ‘switching on’ the 
connections between short and long term memory. 

3. Tables 
This is a great technique as it allows you to compare and contrast information as well 
as having it all neatly set up for future references. 
 
When creating tables they should be made by hand and grouped according to dates, 
events and/or historians. 
 
Another great and simple table is a pro/con list of historians and historiography 
surrounding an event. 

4. Flashcards 
Create these by yourself using memory techniques such as ‘look/cover/write’ and 
then have someone else quiz you. 
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This is a really great technique as it is an active task but in itself has two sections, the 
creation of the cards and the verbal dialogue that occurs when answering the questions.  
 
If you’d like to do it digitally, we use StudyBlue by Evernote (free, iOS) is a fantastic app 
for flash cards! 
 
Try combining a few techniques to give you an interesting and varied study approach. 
 
Remember to give most, if not all, of these techniques a go as they are all active tasks 
which largely improve your memory and help you get better marks in an exam. 
 
Let us know down below which techniques you will be trying and which you already 
incorporate into you study routine. 
 
And that wraps up our 3 simple steps to memorising HSC Modern History content – 
good luck! 
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The Ultimate 7 Day Study Plan for 
HSC Modern History 
You’ve got 7 days to study over 100 years worth of Modern History – what do you do?! 
Create a HSC Modern History study plan! 
 
If you’re a week out from your Modern exam and haven’t started studying, don’t worry, 
not ll is lost! 
 
It’s time to buckle in and make the most of your 7 days with a little help from our 7 day 
HSC Modern History study plan! 
 
We understand that you can’t spend all your time studying for HSC Modern History (no 
matter how interesting it is), so each day has a maximum of 3 hours of study. 
 
This is great because you can combine it with some of our other study plans to use your 
days most effectively! 
 
So, what are you waiting for? Let’s get stuck in! 
 
Pro Tip: All of the work in this study plan should be completed by hand – there are no 
laptops in the HSC! Get some good practice in writing by hand! 
 

Day 1: Know Thy Enemy 
In order for you to know what to do, you need to know what there is to do. 

Step 1: Identify Your Weaknesses 
The best way for you to do this is through the HSC Modern History Syllabus here. 
It’s a bit of a read, so here’s some handy page numbers for you: 

● Part I: Core Study: Power and Authority in the Modern World 1919–1946 (from 
Page 64) 

● Part II: National Studies (from Page 66) 
● Part III: Peace and Conflict (from Page 75) 
● Part IV: Change in the Modern World (from Page 82) 
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Print out the pages which are relevant to you. 

 
Go through each dot point and then on a scale of 0 to 5, rate yourself on your 
perceived level of knowledge and understanding. 
 
0 = I know nothing about this dot point and unless I study am screwed 
5 = I know this dot point back to front – I’m going to kill the exam 

 
Your syllabus should look something like this: 

 

Step 2: Ensure your notes correspond with the 
Syllabus 
Spend about 45 minutes going through your own notes or class notes and make sure 
they correspond to each dot point listed on the HSC Modern History syllabus. 
 
Tick each syllabus dot point off as you’ve identified that you’ve covered them in your 
notes. 
 
As you’re moving through, pay particular attention to areas that you rated less than 4 in 
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your understanding and knowledge. 

For each dot point check whether your notes include these key pieces of information:  

● What is the key content for this dot point? List at least 3 facts. 
● List at least 1 piece (ideal is 2) of historical evidence (e.g a quotation from a 

historian). 

 
If you can answer these for the syllabus dot point, highlight it: this is what you need to 
revise. 

Step 3: Start filling the gaps 
Now that you’ve identified the areas of the HSC Modern History syllabus you are weak 
in and where you’ve got holes in your notes it’s time to start filling in the gaps. 
 
Spend an hour converting each syllabus dot point you are weak in into a HSC question. 
 
How? It’s simple. Add a verb (if there isn’t one already) to the beginning of the dot point 
and a question mark at the end! 
 
Here’s how you can do this: 
 
So, for example, if I take the dot point from Core: Power and Authority in the Modern 
World: 

Converted to HSC Style Question: 

● Explain the features of the dictatorships that emerged in Russia, Italy and Japan 
post World War I. 

Dot Point Answer  
 
Respond to the question in dot point format.  
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Make sure you do the following: 

1. What is the content for this dot point? List at least 3 facts. 
2. Provide at least 1 (ideal 2) pieces of historical evidence 

 
If you haven’t kept on top of your study notes, now isn’t the time to be writing them or 
making them pretty but consolidating information of which you may not be so sure. 
 
If you do need a bit of help figuring out how to get on top of your notes, check out our 
article on updating notes here! 

 
Action Point: 

● Print your your HSC Modern History syllabus 
● Go through and so a self-rating, giving yourself a score of 0-5 for each dot 

point 
● Go through your study notes and ensure they correspond with the syllabus. 

Ask yourself whether you’ve got 3 facts and at least 1 piece of historical 
evidence for each syllabus dot point 

● For any dot points you’ve rated yourself weak in, or your notes aren’t up to 
scratch, convert the dot point into a HSC question and in dot point format 
respond making sure you cover 3 facts and 1 piece of historical evidence 

 
 

Day 2: Core – Power and Authority in the 
Modern World 1919–1946 
 

Step 1: Start on a Part I of a Practice Paper 
This section of the paper should take you 45 minutes. Unfortunately, as the Modern 
History syllabus has changed recently, there are no past papers you can use. 
 
Luckily, we’ve created our own set of practice questions here for you to use when 
studying Power and Authority in the Modern World! 
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For your first past paper, go through it under timed conditions – open book.  
 
This means stick to the 45 minutes time limit strictly. You need to start getting 
comfortable with this. 
 
Why open book? The first run through it to help you memorise and lock-in the correct 
content. Only check your notes when you absolutely need to! 
 
When you’re done, have a go at marking your responses as honestly as possible. 
 
Use the following rating when you’re marking as well: 

● Silly mistakes 
● Did not know the answer at all 
● Misunderstood the question 
● Incorrect knowledge 

 
This way, you know what you’ll need to brush up on. 
 
If you’re getting less than 21/25 you need to do some more revising! 
 
Why the 21/25 threshold? This is 85% (roughly) – Section 1 is the easiest part of the 
paper so it’s critical you pick up as many marks as possible as you can here. The more 
the better! 

Step 2: Revise Your Notes 
For the areas you’ve identified as being wrong, go to the HSC Modern History syllabus 
and without looking at your notes (so look, cover, check style) ask yourself the same 
questions I’ve set out above. 

● What is the key content for this dot point? List at least 3 facts. 
● List at least 1 piece (ideal is 2) of historical evidence (e.g a quotation from a 

historian). 
 
Answer these out aloud using your own knowledge. 
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When you’re done, look back to your notes – give yourself an honest rating of 
how well you did: 

● 0/5 – No attempt, or completely incorrect 
● 1/5 – Attempt made, but mostly incorrect 
● 2/5 – Source listed but no correct fact provided OR correct fact provided by no 

source 
● 3/5 – Sources listed but fact is erroneous OR sources are erroneous but fact is 

correct 
● 4/5 – 2/3 sources are correct and substantiate the fact OR 3/3 sources are 

correct but fact is erroneous/incorrect 
● 5/5 – All sources are listed and correctly substantiate the fact 

 

 
 
Anything less than a 3/5 should be revised once more! 
 
Pull out your study notes and re-write out the key content and evidence in dot point 
format x 3 quickly. 
 
Don’t stress out if you’re not getting everything correct. Remember, you are marking 
yourself, and more often than not, we can be a harsher critic to ourselves than our 
markers! 

Step 3: Complete a 2nd Practice Paper 
Now choose another Practice Paper to complete in 45 minutes which you can again find 
here. 
 
The goal for this 2nd paper is to really reinforce and lock the content in your mind as 
well as help you get comfortable responding to the source analysis questions in Section 
1 (practice makes perfect!) 
 
Go through the paper completely closed book this time. You want to mirror exam 
conditions as closely as possible. 
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10% Less Time Rule 

In practice you want to give yourself 10% less time, as this way, in the exam it will feel 
as though you’ve got lots of time! This will reduce the incidence of silly mistakes + give 
you more time for planning. 
 
So, for this paper, give yourself 40 minutes (as opposed to 45 minutes) which is a little 
over 10% less time. 
 
Mark your paper afterwards. Have you improved from your previous scores on 
the first paper Section 1 you complete? 

 
Action Point: 

● Complete Section 1 of a past HSC Modern History Practice Paper in timed 
conditions open book 

● Mark your responses and if you’re scoring less than 21/24 in practice open 
book, revise! 

● Revise by going through your notes, conducting a look, cover, check test, 
verbally testing yourself on 3 key facts and 1 piece of historical evidence per 
dot point 

● Complete your 2nd HSC Modern History practice paper in timed conditions, 
closed book 

● Give yourself 10% less time (so 40 minutes) for this paper. 
● Mark the paper – have you gotten over the 21/25 threshold? 

 

Day 3: National Studies 
Today’s focus is on your national study and the big 25 mark essay. You’ll be given a 
choice of 2 essays, of which you’ll need to respond to one, worth 25 marks. 
 
No pressure right! 
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The questions for HSC Modern History National Studies generally takes the form: 

1. To what extent is [this statement/fact] accurate? 
2. To what extent [event/policy] affect [nation]? 
3. How significant was [fact/event/policy] for [nation/key event]? 
4. Assess impact/role of [policy] on [nation/key event]? 

 
Given that this is generally what is asked, you want to make sure you’ve covered all of 
these styles of questions for your particular National Study. 
 
However, specific focus must be placed on the Content Focus as outlined by NESA at 
the top of the syllabus for each National Study. 
 
In fact, it lists ‘key features and issues’ where they draw the extended response themes 
from. So make sure you go through this and get familiar with it! 
 
For example, the content focus and key features for the China study looks like this: 
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Make sure you also have a read of the Outcomes of the National Study, as 
prescribed by NESA: 
 

 

1. Revise Your Notes 
While revising, ask yourself questions which shape themselves towards the key 
features of the dot point. For each dot point ask yourself one of the typical extended 
response questions listed above, connecting to the ‘key features’ of the principal focus 
in your syllabus. 
 
For Example, Syllabus Dot Point: 

● The Long March and its political and social consequences 
 
Question: 

● To what extent did the Long March in contribute to Communist victory in 
China? 

 
In dot point format, jot down any key points that come to mind. Anything that you cannot 
recall in less than 30 seconds of writing you’ll need to revise. 
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Rule of 3 

Go through and complete this for your whole National Study. Revise by getting out 
your notes and writing out the key points in dot point format 3 times to lock it into 
your memory. 
 
Why 3 times? From our research over the last 8 years with student’s who scored 
ATAR’s over 98, they shared that it typically took 3 times of re-writing out key points to 
really lock material into their memory. 

2. Complete Section 2 of a Past Paper 

National Studies have remained the same in the new syllabus. This means that Section 
2 of the old HSC Papers are still valuable to practice with. 
 
Start with Section 2 from the 2019 HSC Modern History Exam Paper here. 
 
Mirror exam conditions and give yourself 45 minutes – although on your first run through 
do your paper open book so if you get stuck you can find the answer you need. 
 
Remember, the goal on your first run through of a paper is to build strong 
knowledge rather than test your knowledge! 
 
When you’re done, check it against the Marking Guidelines and give yourself an honest 
marking against the Guidelines (especially for the short answers and extended 
responses). 
 
If you’ve scored less than 20 out 25 marks for Section 2, you’ll need to go back to 
revising in the step above! 

3. Complete a 2nd Past HSC Paper – 
Section 2 
Complete Section 2 from 2018 HSC Modern History Paper here. 

10% Less Time 

Once again give yourself 10% less time for this section. So 40 minutes as opposed to 
45 minutes. Furthermore, complete this past question closed book, as the goal is to now 
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start testing your knowledge. 
 
Mark your work when you finish using the marking guidelines. 
 
Did you score less than 20 out of 25? Go back and revise again! 
 

 
Action Point: 

● Get familiar with the principal focus and key features for your National Study 
from the HSC modern history syllabus 

● Revise your study notes – for each dot point convert it into one of the 4 typical 
types of national study questions and connect it to a key feature in the syllabus 

● Respond to it quickly in dot point format by writing 
● Identify any key areas you’re struggling to respond to – allocate specific time to 

go through your notes on this, and re-write out the content x 3 
● Complete Section 2 of 2016 HSC Modern History Exam Paper here in 45 

minutes. Mark yourself – if you give yourself less than 20/25, go back and 
revise repeating steps above. 

● Complete Section 2 of the 2015 HSC Modern History Paper here in 40 
minutes. Mark yourself – score less than 20/25? Go back and revise again! 

 

Day 4: International Studies in Peace 
and Conflict 
Today’s focus is on your International Studies in Peace and Conflict topic, and another 
big 25 mark essay. You’ll be given a choice of 2 essays, of which you’ll need to respond 
to one, worth 25 marks. 
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The questions for HSC Modern History International Studies in Peace and Conflict 
generally takes the form: 

1. To what extent is [this statement/fact] accurate? 
2. To what extent does [event/policy] affect [international conflict]? 
3. How significant was [fact/event/policy] for [international conflict/key 

event]? 
4. Assess impact/role of [policy] on [international conflict/key event]? 

 
Given that this is generally what is asked, you want to make sure you’ve covered all of 
these styles of questions for your particular International Studies topic. 
 
However, remember to focus on the Outcomes and ‘Key Features’ that can be 
found in the syllabus: 
 

 

Step 1: Revise Your Notes 
Like with the National Study and Peace/Conflict Study, ask yourself questions based on 
your notes, which should shape themselves towards the key features of the dot point. 
 
The questions in this section will test your knowledge as well as require you to make 
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judgements about the period. You may also be asked to assess an existing 
interpretation of the period, so be prepared to make arguments about the content you 
have learnt. 
 
For example, if you are studying ‘Option D: The Cold War 1945-1991’ and you’re going 
through the section ‘Renewal and end of the Cold War’ for each dot point ask yourself a 
question that requires a judgement in the answer- if possible link this question to the 
Syllabus outcomes or key features of the option. 
 
For example: 
 
Syllabus dot point:  

● Soviet attitudes and policies under Gorbachev 
Question:  

● To what extent did Soviet policies under Gorbachev contribute to the end of the 
Cold War? 

 
Jot down in dot points any key points that come to mind. Anything that you cannot recall 
in less than 30 seconds of writing you’ll need to revise. 

Rule of 3 

Go through and complete this for your Peace and Conflict option you have studied. 
Write down the key pieces of information and evidence for each dot point. 
 
Repeat this three times. 

Step 2: Complete Section 4 of a Past Paper 
The Peace and Conflict study has also remained from the pre-2019 syllabus, meaning 
that you can use an old practice paper here! 
 
Mirror exam conditions and give yourself 45 minutes – On this first run through do your 
paper open book so if you get stuck you can find the answer you need. 
 
The goal on this first practice essay is to build strong knowledge and practice 
responding to a question. 
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When you’re done, mark your essay against the marking guidelines. 
 
If you’ve scored less than 20 out 25 marks for Section 2, you’ll need to go back to 
revise, by repeating the step above! 

Step 3: Complete a 2nd Past Paper 
Complete another practice essay. Once again give yourself 10% less time for this 
section and try to write your essay within 40 minutes. 
 
This time complete the essay closed book, to test your knowledge of the syllabus. Mark 
your work when you finish using the marking guidelines. 
 
Did you score less than 20 out of 25? Go back and revise again! 
 
 

 

Action Point 

● Get familiar with the principal focus and key features for your International 
Study from the HSC modern history syllabus 

● Revise your study notes – for each dot point convert it into one of the 4 typical 
types of International Study questions and connect it to a key feature in the 
syllabus 

● Respond to it quickly in dot point format by writing 
● Identify any key areas you’re struggling to respond to – allocate specific time to 

go through your notes on this, and re-write out the content x 3 
● Complete a practice essay, within 45 minutes. Mark yourself – if you give 

yourself less than 20/25, go back and revise repeating steps above. 
● Write another practice essay, this time within 40 minutes. Mark yourself – score 

less than 20/25? Go back and revise again! 
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Day 5: Change in the Modern World  
Today’s focus is on the new topic, Change in the Modern World, which is examined in 
the HSC through a series of short answer and extended response questions. 
 
The section has a total of 25 marks, and will consist of 3-4 questions. 
 
Check out this article for tips on how to ace the Change in the Modern World 
questions! 
 
Remember to focus on the Outcomes and ‘Key Features’ that can be found in the 
syllabus, as questions will be based on these, as well as the syllabus of your chosen 
topic. 
 

 

1. Revise Your Notes – 60 minutes 
Like with the National Study, ask yourself questions based on your notes, which should 
shape themselves towards the key features of the dot point. 
 
For example, if you are studying ‘Option F – The Cold War 1945-1991’ and you’re going 
through the point ‘1.Origins of the Cold War 1945–1953’, for each dot point ask yourself 
one of the typical extended response questions listed above, connecting to the ‘key 
features’ of the Principal Focus in your syllabus. 
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Syllabus Dot Point: 

● 1945 conferences and the emergence of the superpowers 

Question: 

● To what extent did the 1945 conferences and the emergence of the 
superpowers play a role in the development of the Cold War? 

Jot down in dot points any key points that come to mind. Anything that you cannot recall 
in less than 30 seconds of writing you’ll need to revise. 

Rule of 3 

Go through and complete this for your whole Change in the Modern World syllabus. 
Revise by getting out your notes and writing out the key points in dot point format 3 
times to lock it into your memory. 

Step 2: Complete Section 4 of a Practice Paper 
As this is a brand new topic from 2019, there is currently only one past paper available 
which you can access here! 
 
However, you can also access two Art of Smart Practice Papers for Change in the 
Modern World here! 
 
Mirror exam conditions and give yourself 45 minutes – On this first run through do your 
paper open book so if you get stuck you can find the answer you need. 
 
The goal on this first practice essay is to consolidate your knowledge of the topic and 
practice responding to different types of questions. 
 
The NESA Sample paper, from page 51, provides marking criteria for answers to the 
sample questions. Use this as a guide for assessing your own answers. 
 
If you’ve scored less than 20 out 25 marks for Section 2, you’ll need to go back to 
revise, by repeating the step above! 

Step 3: Complete a 2nd Practice Paper – Section 
4 
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Complete another practice section. Once again give yourself 10% less time for this 
section and try to complete the questions within 40 minutes. 
 
This time, answer the questions closed book, to test your knowledge of the syllabus. 
Mark your work when you finish using the marking guidelines. 
 
Did you score less than 20 out of 25? Go back and revise again! 
 

 
Action Point: 

● Get familiar with the principal focus and key features for your Change in the 
Modern World Study from the HSC Modern History syllabus 

● Revise your study notes – for each dot point convert it into one of the 4 typical 
types of International Study questions and connect it to a key feature in the 
syllabus 

● Respond to it quickly in dot point format by writing 
● Identify any key areas you’re struggling to respond to – allocate specific time to 

go through your notes on this, and re-write out the content x 3 
● Complete a practice section, within 45 minutes. Mark yourself – if you give 

yourself less than 20/25, go back and revise repeating steps above. 
● Complete another practice section, this time within 40 minutes. Mark yourself – 

score less than 20/25? Go back and revise again! 

 

Day 6: Fine Tuning 
Step 1: Identify problem areas 
Skim the entire HSC Modern History syllabus, identify your problem areas, and focus on 
perfecting those in time for the exam. Struggling with your National Study? Dedicate 
most of your spare time to that. Bemused by your International Study? 
 
Go back and convert each syllabus dot point into a question, using the principal 
focus, key features, and typical question types as a guide. Respond to each 
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question quickly in dot point format. 

Step 2: Have a break 
Give yourself a 20 minute breather and get yourself prepared to do a practice exam. 

Step 3: Revise notes 
You’re standing outside the exam room for your HSC Modern History exam and you’ve 
got twenty minutes to look over your problem areas. 
 
Ask yourself challenging questions and give yourself 100% answers. 
 
Go back and ask yourself the 2 vital questions in the ‘look – cover – write – 
check’ style.  

Step 4: Practice exam 
Putting together a practice paper for the new syllabus will be a bit like completing a 
jigsaw puzzle. 
 
You can use an old HSC Exam for the National and Peace/Conflict Studies, but will 
need to also have the sections for the Core Study and Change in the Modern World 
ready to use for your practice exam. 

Day 7: Last Minute Preparation 
 
The goal from the day before is to do the following: 

1. Reinforce the content in your memory 

2. Complete as many practice essay/extended response plans for all possible 

questions 

 
Here’s a 5 step plan for doing this: 
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Step 1: Get out your study notes 
Get your study notes out and re-write out 3 key points + 1 piece of historical 
evidence (e.g quote) for each dot point. Do this 3 times following the rule of 3. 

Step 2: Complete 3 past papers in dot point 
format 
So, go through them and rather than write complete essays, just write the answers in 
dot points. 
 
The goal here is to help you apply your knowledge and work out how to respond for 
typical questions. Do this closed book. 

Step 3: Mark your papers 
Anything you’ve got wrong, revise. Get a family member of friend to quiz you on the 
syllabus dot point and teach them 

Step 4: Get to sleep early 
Studies reveal that even 90 minutes of lost sleep can reduce your cognitive 
performance by 33% the next day! 

Step 5: Avoid studying your notes the morning 
before the exam  
The reality is if you haven’t learned the content by then, you’re not going to learn it in 
time. 
 
All reading your notes will do is tell you what you don’t know. And all that will do it 
freak you out! 

What to do now? 
I hope this HSC Modern History study plan has helped you to plan your week before the 
Modern History exam. Remember to keep calm and take a second to think about what 
the question is truly asking instead of rushing in blindly! 
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