
History of the Americas 
Internal Assessment 
 
Purpose of internal assessment 
 
Internal assessment is an integral part of the course and is compulsory for both SL and HL students. It enables students to 
demonstrate the application of skills and knowledge, and to pursue their personal interests, without the time limitations 
and other constraints that are associated with written examinations.  
 
All students complete a historical investigation into a historical topic of their choice. The internal assessment allows 
flexibility for students to select a topic of personal interest. The topic need not be related to the syllabus and students 
should be encouraged to use their own initiative when deciding on a topic. The free choice of topic means that the 
historical investigation provides a particularly good opportunity for students to engage with topics that are of personal 
interest, or topics related to their own local or national history. 
 
Guidance and authenticity 
 
The historical investigation submitted for internal assessment must be the student’s own work. However, it is not the 
intention that students should decide upon a title or topic and be left to work on the internal assessment component 
without any further support from the teacher. The teacher should play an important role during both the planning stage 
and the period when the student is working on the internally assessed work.  
 
Teachers and students must discuss the internally assessed work. Students should be encouraged to initiate discussions 
with the teacher to obtain advice and information, and students must not be penalized for seeking guidance. As part of the 
learning process, teachers should read and give advice to students on one draft of the work. The teacher should provide 
oral or written advice on how the work could be improved, but should not edit the draft. The next version handed to the 
teacher must be the final version for submission.  
 
Please note: The same piece of work cannot be submitted to meet the requirements of both the internal assessment and 
the extended essay. 
 
Historical investigation 
 
The historical investigation is made of up three sections. 

1. Identification and evaluation of sources  
2. Investigation  
3. Reflection 

 
Students have a free choice of topic for their historical investigation—the topic need not be related to the syllabus, and 
students should be encouraged to use their own initiative when deciding on a topic. However, the topic must be historical, 
and therefore cannot be on an event that has happened in the last 10 years. 
 
Students should choose their own topic, with their teacher’s guidance and approval. Teachers must approve the topic and 
question for investigation before work is started. It is crucial that there are sufficient sources to support the investigation, 
and that the investigation can be assessed by the criteria for internal assessment. Teachers must also make students aware 
of any relevant ethical considerations when undertaking their investigation, for example, the need to show sensitivity or to 
respect confidentiality. 
 
The investigation is an opportunity for students to demonstrate the application of their skills and knowledge to a historical 
topic of their choice. The emphasis must be on a specific historical inquiry that enables the student to develop and apply 
the skills of a historian by selecting and analysing a range of source material and considering diverse perspectives. The 
activity demands that students search for, select, evaluate and use evidence to reach a relevant conclusion consistent with 
the evidence and arguments that have been put forward. 
 
Section 1: Identification and evaluation of sources 
 
This section requires students to analyse in detail two of the sources that they will use in their investigation. The sources 
can be either primary or secondary sources. In this section students must: 

• clearly state the question they have chosen to investigate (this must be stated as a question) 
• include a brief explanation of the nature of the two sources they have selected for detailed analysis, including an 
explanation of their relevance to the investigation 
• analyse two sources in detail. With reference to the origins, purpose and content, the student should analyse the 
value and limitations of the two sources in relation to the investigation. 



 
A crucial element of this section of the internal assessment task is formulating an appropriate question to investigate. The 
six key concepts for the history course (causation, consequence, continuity, change, significance and perspectives) can be a 
very useful starting point in helping students to formulate a question. 
 

Change:  The study of history involves investigation of the extent to which people and events bring about change. 
Discussion of the concept of change can encourage sophisticated discussions such as encouraging students to 
think about, and look for, change where some claim none exists, or using evidence to challenge orthodox theories 
and assumptions about people and events that it is claimed led to significant change. Students’ questions and 
judgments about historical change should be based on deep understanding of content and on comparison of the 
situation before and after the events under examination. 

 
Continuity While historical study often focuses on moments of significant change, students should also be aware 
that some change is slow, and that throughout history there is also significant continuity. Students can 
demonstrate deep historical knowledge and understanding by, for example, showing awareness that there are 
times when there has been considerable continuity in the midst of great historical change. Alternatively, students 
may question and assess whether a change in political leadership, for example, brought about a change in foreign 
policy, or whether it was more accurately mirroring policies of previous governments. 

 
Causation Effective historical thinkers recognize that many claims made about the past seek to more thoroughly 
explain and understand how a certain set of circumstances originated. Deep historical understanding is 
demonstrated where students recognize that most historical events are caused by an interplay of diverse and 
multiple causes that require students to make evidence-based judgments about which causes were more 
important or significant, or which causes were within the scope of individuals to direct and which were not. 

 
Consequence History is the understanding of how forces in the past have shaped future people and societies. 
Students demonstrate competency as historical thinkers where they understand and can explain how significant 
events and people have had both short-term and long-lasting effects. Students use evidence and interpretations of 
those people and events to make comparisons between different points in time, and to make judgments about the 
extent to which those forces produced long-lasting and important consequences. 

 
Significance History is not simply the record of all events that have happened in the past. Instead, history is the 
record that has been preserved through evidence or traces of the past, and/or the aspects that someone has 
consciously decided to record and communicate. Students should be encouraged to ask questions about why 
something may have been recorded or included in a historical narrative. Similarly, they should be encouraged to 
think about who or what has been excluded from historical narratives, and for what reasons. Additionally, 
students’ questions should encourage them to think about, and assess, the relative importance of events, people, 
groups or developments, and whether the evidence supports the claims that others make about their significance. 

 
Perspectives IB students should be aware of how history is sometimes used or abused to retell and promote a 
grand narrative of history, a narrowly focused national mythology that ignores other perspectives, or to elevate a 
single perspective to a position of predominance. Students are encouraged to challenge and critique multiple 
perspectives of the past, and to compare them and corroborate them with historical evidence. Students should 
recognize that for every event recorded in the past, there may be multiple contrasting or differing perspectives. 
Using primary-source accounts and historians’ interpretations, students may also investigate and compare how 
people, including specific groups such as minorities or women, may have experienced events differently in the 
past. In this way there are particularly strong links between exploring multiple perspectives and the development 
of international-mindedness. 

 
The following are examples of historical investigations recently submitted by students. 
• How systematic were the deportations of the Jewish population of Dusseldorf to Minsk between 1941 and 1942? 
• How significant were economic problems as a cause of the Bamberg Witch Trials (1623–1633)? 
• What were the most important reasons for the failure of Operation Market Garden? 
• To what extent was weak leadership responsible for the collapse of the Egyptian Old Kingdom in 2125 BC? 
 
Section 2: Investigation 
 
This section of the internal assessment task consists of the actual investigation. The internal assessment task provides 
scope for a wide variety of different types of historical investigation, for example:  

• a historical topic or theme using a variety of written sources or a variety of written and non-written sources 
• a historical topic based on fieldwork, for example, a museum, archeological site, battlefields, places of worship 
such as mosques or churches, historic buildings  
• a local history study. 



 
The investigation must be clearly and effectively organized. While there is no prescribed format for how this section must 
be structured, it must contain critical analysis that is focused clearly on the question being investigated, and must also 
include the conclusion that the student draws from their analysis. 
 
In this section, students must use a range of evidence to support their argument. Please note that students can use 
primary sources, secondary sources, or a mixture of the two. 
 
Section 3: Reflection 
 
This section of the internal assessment task requires students to reflect on what undertaking their investigation 
highlighted to them about the methods used by, and the challenges facing, the historian. Examples of discussion questions 
that may help to encourage reflection include the following. 
 

• What methods used by historians did you use in your investigation? 
• What did your investigation highlight to you about the limitations of those methods? 
• What are the challenges facing the historian? How do they differ from the challenges facing a scientist or a 
mathematician? 
• What challenges in particular does archive-based history present? 
• How can the reliability of sources be evaluated? 
• What is the difference between bias and selection? 
• What constitutes a historical event? 
• Who decides which events are historically significant? 
• Is it possible to describe historical events in an unbiased way? 
• What is the role of the historian? 
• Should terms such as “atrocity” be used when writing about history, or should value judgments be avoided? 
• If it is difficult to establish proof in history, does that mean that all versions are equally acceptable? 

 
Bibliography 
 
A bibliography and clear referencing of all sources must be included with every investigation, but these are not included in 
the overall word count. 
 
Word limit 
 
The word limit for the historical investigation is 2,200 words. A bibliography and clear referencing of all sources must be 
included in the investigation, but are not included in the overall word count.  
 
Below are suggested word allocations for each section of the historical investigation. Please note that these word 
allocations are suggestions only. 
 

1. Identification and evaluation of sources = 6 marks, suggested 500 words 
2. Investigation = 15 marks, suggested 1,300 words 
3. Reflection = 4 marks, suggested 400 words 

 
Total (maximum word limit) = 2,200 words, 25 marks 

 
 
 
  



 
  



 
  



 


