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About this Exam Buster
This exam buster is split into three main sections which cover the four key topics that 
Edexcel require students to know as they take the GCSE (9-1) History paper on Early 
Elizabethan England (1558-88). 

Each section starts with the key knowledge that students need to learn. This is followed 
by review activities and exam-style questions to help them test that knowledge.

The QR code on the back of this exam buster book take students to exemplar answers 
for the 16-mark questions, as well as a wide range of other interactive learning activities 
to help them revise for the Elizabethan unit. 
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TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS

1558

1559

1559

1560

1563

1566

1568

1568

1569

1570

1571

Date Details Domestic policy vs. Foreign policy

Elizabeth I is crowned Queen
She replaced her Catholic half-sister Mary, who died childless. Mary was married to Philip II of Spain.

Elizabeth and the religious settlement
This included: 1) the Act of Supremacy – which stated that Elizabeth was Head of the Church, 2) the Act of Uniformity – which 
set out expectations for church appearances and church services and 3) Royal Injunctions – a set of instructions reinforcing 
the Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity.

Treaty of Cateau-Cambresis
This peace treaty between England and France ended the war inherited by Elizabeth from her half-sister Mary I, who went to 
war alongside her Spanish husband Philip II in 1557. Humiliatingly, Elizabeth had to confirm the loss of Calais, which had been 
an English possession since 1347. 

Treaty of Edinburgh
This established a new Anglo-Scottish peace and also reconfirmed the agreement at Cateau-Cambresis. Elizabeth was eager to 
nullify the threat of the Auld Alliance (Scotland and France), which had been further reinforced by the marriage of Mary, Queen of 
Scots and French King Francis II. The treaty also stated that Mary would give up her claim to the English throne, although this 
was not formally agreed by Mary. 

Statute of Artificers
This aimed to ensure poor relief was collected. Anyone refusing to pay poor rates could be imprisoned and officials failing to 
organise poor relief could be fined. 

Dutch Revolt
The Netherlands had been part of the Spanish empire since the 1550s. However, the Dutch had always governed themselves. 
Philip II’s decision to reorganise the Dutch government and church angered both the Dutch Catholics and the Protestants. They 
began to revolt against the Spanish. 

Genoese Loan
Italian bankers from Genoa had lent Philip II money to fund his campaign in the Netherlands (which was trying to put down 
the Dutch Revolt). Crucially, when the Spanish ships docked in English ports, the gold was seized by Elizabeth. This increased 
tension between England and Spain.  

Mary, Queen of Scots, flees from Scotland to England
Mary was forced to flee following her unsuccessful attempt to win back her Scottish throne. She raised an army following her 
escape from prison but was defeated at Langside (Glasgow). The imprisonment owed to her likely involvement in the murder of 
her second husband, Lord Darnley. Her first husband, Francis II, had died in December 1560. 

Revolt of the Northern Earls 
Two influential Catholic families – the Percys and the Nevilles – plotted alongside the Duke of Norfolk to overthrow Elizabeth 
and replace her with the Catholic, Mary, Queen of Scots (who now resided in England). Norfolk was also expected to marry 
Mary. Elizabeth sent an army of 14,000 men to crush the revolt, which lasted around a month (November to December).  

Pope Pius V excommunicates Elizabeth from the Catholic Church 
This Papal Bull meant that the loyalty of English Catholics towards Elizabeth was now always in doubt and placed a wedge 
between the English Catholics’ monarch and their faith. 

The Ridolfi Plot 
Roberto Ridolfi was a spy of the Pope. He plotted a Spanish invasion of England, which would involve the killing of Elizabeth 
and the placing of Mary, Queen of Scots on the throne. As with the 1569 plot, she would marry the Duke of Norfolk. The plot 
was uncovered whilst Ridolfi was abroad (he never returned). Norfolk was killed in 1572. Mary was spared. 
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1574

1576

1576

1576

1577-
80

1580

1583

1584

1585

1585

1586

1585

Catholic priests are first smuggled into England 
With the Pope’s blessing, foreign Catholic priests were smuggled into England with the sole purpose of continuing recusancy 
amongst the English Catholics and undermining the influence of Protestantism.

Poor Relief Act
This focused on dividing the poor into the able-bodied and the impotent. JPs provided the able-bodied with raw materials (like 
wool) to make items to sell. Those who refused this were sent to prison.

The Spanish Fury
Spain’s forces in the Netherlands mutinied (as they hadn’t been paid by the now bankrupt Spanish government). This led to a 
rampage of Spanish soldiers and the sacking of Antwerp. 

Pacification of Ghent
The Spanish Fury united both the Dutch Catholics and Protestants, who demanded in response to the violence: 1) the expulsion 
of all Spanish troops from the Netherlands 2) political freedom and 3) an end to religious hostility via the Spanish Inquisition. 

Francis Drake circumnavigates the world
Drake was the first English person to achieve this (and the second person in history at the time). It was estimated that Drake 
returned with approximately £400,000 of Spanish treasure from regular raids of Spanish ports in South America. 

Francis Drake is knighted on the Golden Hind
This was an important symbolic gesture, which angered Philip II. He saw Drake as a pirate and therefore deemed Elizabeth’s 
act as deliberately provocative.  

The Throckmorton Plot
Mary, Queen of Scot’s cousin (the French Duke of Guise) intended to invade England, free Mary, overthrow Elizabeth and 
restore Catholicism. English Catholic Francis Throckmorton was the link of communication within this plan. Spymaster and 
Secretary of State from 1573 Francis Walsingham uncovered the plot. Throckmorton was tortured and although he confessed, 
was then killed. Thereafter, up to 11,000 English Catholics were either arrested or placed under surveillance.   

Treaty of Joinville
The French Catholic League signed this treaty with Philip II of Spain. The aim was to rid France of heresy (Protestantism). This 
meant two of the most powerful European nations were now united against Protestantism, placing Elizabeth in a precarious 
position. 

Treaty of Nonsuch
This significantly committed Elizabeth to support the Dutch rebels directly against the Spanish. She pledged to finance an army 
of 7,400 English troops and placed Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, in charge of them. Essentially, this meant England and 
Spain were now at war. 

All Catholic priests are ordered to leave the country
With the seemingly imminent war between Spain only a matter of time, Elizabeth was determined to rid England of the 
‘enemy within’. Catholic priests were ordered to leave so as not to influence the English Catholics with divided loyalties. 

Treaty of Berwick
Elizabeth and James VI agreed to maintain Protestantism as their respective countries’ religion. James also pledged to help 
Elizabeth if invaded. The treaty essentially allowed Elizabeth to focus on developing events in the Netherlands and not worry 
about protecting her northern border. 

First English colony in Virginia established
This was viewed as significant because it was seen as a means to increase trade, to expand Protestantism and to use the area 
as a base for attacks on Spanish colonies in the New World. In this sense, the colonisation of Virginia should be understood in 
relation to the wider conflict with Spain.

1572 Vagabonds Act 
To counter homelessness and the begging/criminal activity that sometimes accompanied this, a law was passed that stated 
that, if found, vagrants were: 1) to be whipped and have a hole drilled through each ear 2) if found a second time would be 
imprisoned 3) would be killed if found a third time. However, the Act also established a national poor rate, made JPs (Justices 
of the Peace) keep registers of the poor and gave towns and cities the responsibility to find work for the able-bodied poor. 
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 2 France – A failed war in France under Mary I (who was influenced by her husband Philip II) had not only led to  
  Elizabeth’s debt, but had also resulted in the loss of Calais, a French port that had been under English control  
  since 1347. The 1559 Peace Treaty of Cateau-Cambresis confirmed the fact that Calais was now French. Although  
  not her fault, this was still humiliating for Elizabeth.  

 3 AULD ALLIANCE – The traditional alliance of Scotland and France had always been problematic for England,   
  as they were geographically sandwiched between them. More problematically, in 1559 the French King Francis II  
  married Mary, Queen of Scots (who had a claim to the English throne).  

 4 FRANCE AND SPAIN – With these two countries no longer at war and with Philip II no longer involved in English  
  affairs following the death of his wife Mary I, Elizabeth was fearful that the two Roman Catholic countries might  
  unite against her.   

 5 RELIGION AND LEGITIMACY – Elizabeth’s half-sister Mary I was Catholic. Elizabeth was a Protestant. This had  
  implications on the relative peace and stability within England and would have a bearing on the extent to which  
  Elizabeth could control her country. This also had an effect on accusations that Elizabeth was not a legitimate heir  
  to the throne (see below).

The question of legitimacy 

Elizabeth I and her half-sister Mary both shared the same father, Henry VIII. Henry VIII was initially Catholic but in 
1532-3 ‘broke from Rome’ and established Protestantism in England. He did this in order to grant himself a divorce 
(which the Pope had refused) from his first wife Catherine of Aragon, who was Mary I’s mother. Catherine was Spanish 
royalty and Catholic. Mary was therefore raised as a Catholic too. Henry’s desire for a divorce stemmed from his need 
for a son, which was deemed important in securing the Tudor dynasty. Henry’s divorce from Catherine and Roman 
Catholicism resulted in him marrying his second wife, the Protestant Anne Boleyn. Anne Boleyn was Elizabeth’s mother 
and so Elizabeth was raised as a Protestant. 

Issue of Legitimacy 1 – English Catholics did not recognise Elizabeth as a legitimate heir because the Pope had not 
granted Henry’s divorce, nor did they accept England as a Protestant nation. 

Early Elizabethan England Family Tree
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Preparing for your exam!
4-mark questions 12-mark questions 16-mark questions (+4 marks 

SPAG)

Describe two features of Elizabeth’s 
religious settlement.

Describe two features of the Act of 
Uniformity.

Describe two features of Protestant 
worship. 

Explain why establishing a religious 
settlement in 1559 was difficult.  

Stimulus points:
 • The Puritans
 • Geographical divide

‘Geographical divisions were the 
biggest problem in establishing the 
religious settlement in England’.  
How far do you agree?  

Stimulus points:
 • Crucifix controversy (see   
  section 1.3)
 • The influence of London

1.3 Challenges to the religious settlement

The Puritan Challenge
The Puritans did not feel that Elizabeth went far enough in promoting Protestantism and in the 1560s it was the 
Puritans who became more vociferous in their opposition. 

The Crucifix Controversy

1 A crucifix is an image 
of Jesus dying on a cross, hence 

it is an important religious 
symbol. 

3 Elizabeth insisted 
that crucifixes were placed

 in all churches. Important Puritan 
bishops, however, rejected this 

and threatened to resign. Elizabeth 
backed down. 

4 Since there 
was a lack of 
trained Protestant 
clergy, Elizabeth could not
threaten the bishops who
refused to have a crucifix 
in their church with being 
dismissed. Elizabeth 
did,however, keep a 
crucifix in the 
Royal Chapel. 

2 For Puritans, 
having a crucifix 
was seen as idol 

worship, which detracted 
from the message of God. 

Elizabeth, however, wanted 
to keep crucifixes; firstly, 
because she liked them 
and secondly, because 

she did not want 
to anger the 

Catholics. 
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KEY TOPIC 2: 
CHALLENGES TO ELIZABETH AT HOME AND ABROAD 
(1569-1588)
2.1 Plots and revolts at home

The Revolt of the Northern Earls, 1569
Why did the revolt take place?

Who were the key protagonists in the revolt?

There was a 
desire for 

Catholicism to 
be restored

The earls had lost 
influence at court 

since Elizabeth 
became Queen

England’s future 
was uncertain as 

Elizabeth still 
would not name 
an heir or marry

With Mary, Queen 
of Scots now in 
England, there 

was a legitimate 
Catholic heir 

in waiting

Note: New influential people at court included Elizabeth’s chief advisers, William Cecil and Elizabeth’s favourite 
Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester. 

Thomas Percy, Earl 
of Northumberland

• Out of favour in court
• Catholic

• Had lost rights to a 
copper mine on his land 

to the Queen 

Charles Neville, Earl 
of Westmorland

• Out of favour in court
• Catholic

• Brother-in-law to the 
Duke of Norfolk

Thomas Howard, Duke 
of Norfolk

• Out of favour in court
• Protestant (but with 

ties to Catholic families)
• Was due to marry Mary, 

Queen of Scots as 
part of the plot

Other significant 
characters!

Ann Percy 
(Northumberland’s 

wife)

Jane Neville 
(the wife of 

Westmorland and the 
sister of Norfolk)

Mary, Queen of Scots 
(who approved of the 
marriage to Norfolk)

The role of religion
The north of England was the most supportive Catholic area within the country. Although following the settlement 
Elizabeth was tentative in enforcing Protestantism, she appointed a Protestant (James Pilkington) as Archbishop of 
Durham in 1561. This was a highly unpopular move and only made more northerners resistant towards Protestantism.

The role of politics
Under Mary I, Northumberland and Westmorland had been influential. This dramatically waned following the arrival of 
Elizabeth. Aside from the roles of Dudley and Cecil at Court, Elizabeth had also entrusted Sir John Forster with the job 
of protecting the English borders against the Scots. Westmorland and Northumberland felt threatened by the rise to 
prominence of another family in the region. The fact these men were from long-established powerful families and the 
likes of Forster, Dudley and Cecil were not, meant that tension increased.
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By 1585, Spain and England were effectively at war. Elizabeth could not ignore the Treaty of Joinville and therefore 
involved herself more directly in Dutch affairs.  .

Key character summary

Philip II

John Casimir

Meanwhile…Sir Francis Drake! Drake continued…

Duke of Alba

Henri Navarre

Don Juan

Duke of Alencon and 
William of Orange

Duke of Parma

Robert Dudley, Duke of 
Leicester

King of Spain, the most 
powerful country in the 
world.

Loyal to the Pope. 

Resolved himself to invade 
England by the end of 1585. 
This did not take place until 
1588, however. 

Mercenary soldier employed 
by Elizabeth to interfere in 
Dutch affairs. Raised an 
army of 6000 English and 
Scottish soldiers.

Problematically however, 
these mercenaries attacked 
Dutch Catholic Churches 
who then decided to make 
peace with Spain.  

In 1570-71 Drake initiated trading with the West Indies. 
He also captured numerous Spanish ships and seized their 
cargoes. 

In 1572 he captured 40,000 pounds of Spanish silver in 
Panama.

In 1577, Elizabeth gave Drake secret orders to attack 
Spanish colonies in the New World. 

Between 1577 and 1580 Drake circumnavigated the globe. 

Drake managed to bring £400,000 pounds worth of 
treasure back, after plundering Spanish ships and ports in 
Chile and Peru. 

Elizabeth’s knighting of Drake was important because it 
sent a strong message of defiance to Spain.

Drake attacked Cadiz in 1587 and destroyed 30 Spanish 
ships that were meant for Spain. This was known as the 
‘singeing of the King’s beard’. 

Responsible for the Council 
of Blood in the Netherlands, 
looking to punish the 
Protestants since the Dutch 
Revolt of 1566.

He sent an army of 10,000 
men to deal with the revolt.  

Was violent and aggressive. 

Protestant Henry of Navarre 
(he eventually became King 
of France in 1589) was 
heir to the throne following 
Alencon’s death.  

The Catholic League of 
France and Spain were 
fearful of him forming a 
potential alliance with 
Elizabeth. 

This partly led to The Treaty 
of Joinville in December 
1584. It allied the French 
Catholic League and Henry 
III of France with Philip II 
of Spain to rid France of 
Protestantism.  

In 1577 Don Juan (Philip 
II’s brother) agreed to the 
Pacification of Ghent. 

However, less than 6 
months after this, Philip II 
sent a new army to attack 
the Dutch.

Duke of Alencon:
A Catholic who fought on 
behalf of the Dutch rebels 
because he didn’t like the 
power that Spain had. 
Received £70,000 from 
Elizabeth in 1581. Eventually 
returned to France in 1583 
following failed campaigns. 
Died in June 1584. 

William of Orange:
United the Dutch territories 
and led them against Spain. 
Was assassinated in July 
1584. 

By 1579, the Spanish had 
the Duke of Parma leading 
the army instead of Don 
Juan. The Spanish had once 
more seized the advantage.

In 1585, following the 
Treaty of Joinville between 
Spain and France, England 
decided to finance an army 
of 7,400 troops under a 
commander of her choosing.

In January 1586, Leicester 
accepted the title of 
Governor General of the 
Netherlands on Elizabeth’s 
behalf. She was furious as 
it implied deposing Philip 
II as king of Netherlands. 
Dudley’s campaign was 
ineffective because he 
was underfunded. He 
was eventually recalled to 
England in 1587. 
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In 1571, Elizabeth founded Jesus College in Oxford. The college was reserved for Welsh boys and the objective was 
to increase the number of educated, Protestant clergymen. 

Education within the nobility
 • Noble children were educated in the home.
 • Notable subjects included: Latin, Greek, History, Philosophy, Government and Theology.
 • As Elizabeth was a highly educated woman, the nobility encouraged their daughters to be well-educated too.
 • Both girls and boys were taught horse riding and archery.
 • Gender differences did occur though due to boys being taught fencing, swimming and wrestling whilst girls 
  were taught music, dancing and needlework. 

Grammar schools 
Education was traditionally provided by the Church and run by the clergy. Basic literacy was taught to the children of 
yeoman farmers and craftsmen. However, this changed under Elizabeth.

In the 1560s, 42 grammar schools were founded. In the 1570s, 30 more were created. Therefore, there were more 
schools in Elizabethan England than there had ever been before. Elizabethan author William Harrison declared that 
(by 1577) a grammar school existed in every English town.  

Grammar schools were only for boys aged between 10 and 14 (girls were still educated in the home) and their 
education was paid for. Grammar school attendees were mainly sons of the ‘middling sorts’ – the gentry or businessmen 
within towns. Some boys who had the talent but not the means, had their education paid for by people who left 
grammar schools money in their wills to serve as bursaries. 

The curriculum and timetable – ‘6 of the best’ facts
 • The school day tended to last from 6am until 5pm. School also took place on Saturday mornings.
 • Latin was studied (although the best grammar schools also studied French and Greek).
 • Classical historians and philosophers, like Aristotle and Plato, were studied (as was the norm in the Renaissance). 
 • Other activities included chess, wrestling, archery and running.
 • Huge importance was placed on public speaking and debating skills.

Punishments
Many punishments used today were also used in Elizabethan grammar schools. These included being on report, being 
kept in at break time or being excluded from school. Similarly, schools also had student monitors that reported on any 
misbehaviour outside of the classroom.

One big difference, however, lay in the use of corporal punishment – physical harm could be inflicted on students e.g. 
through use of the cane.

Alternative Grammar schools 
There were also alternative grammar schools, aimed at people who formed a different part of the social hierarchy.  

Schools for the sons of merchants and
craftsmen

Schools for the sons of skilled craftsmen and 
yeomen

Schools for the sons of these men focused on:

 English
 Writing
 Arithmetic
 Geography

as it was expected these boys would follow 
in their fathers’ footsteps. 

Education for these boys would be more 
practical and focus on running a small family 
business or working on a farm. 
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Expanding trade 

Support
Ultimately, the increased investment for exploration and voyages of discovery from Elizabeth and other business 
owners meant that the creation of colonies was promoted by the establishment at the time. This helps explain why, 
for example, Elizabeth was so supportive of Francis Drake’s privateering in the 1570s. 

Sir Francis Drake’s circumnavigation of the globe and its significance:
Motivations
Between 1577 and 1580 Drake became the first Englishman (and only second in history up to that point) to 
circumnavigate the globe. There were different motivations behind this exploration:

Spain’s success in the New 
World set a precedent for 
other countries to follow. 
Their exploitation of silver 
mines in Peru increased 
the wealth of the most 
powerful country in the 
world.  

So much of the New World 
had yet to be explored so 
the possibilities appeared 
endless.  

Conflict with Spain meant that the wool 
trade between England and the Neth-
erlands was in decline, which impacted 
upon poverty within England. Therefore...

The New World would:
 a Provide new markets for the   
  English to sell their goods.

 b Give England new raw materials  
  to bring back (for instance 
  tobacco, sugar cane, animal   
  skins and precious metals).

Significance
 1 English morale: The achievement of this feat (despite a difficult start to the voyage – 4 of Drake’s 5 ships had  
  been destroyed by 1578) helped showcase England as having some of the best ships and sailors in the world,  
  which was important considering the ongoing threat from Spain. The survival of Drake, his ship the Golden Hind  
  and his crew of 56 men, gave people a sense of pride! 

Motivation 1 
To raid Spanish colonies and, in turn, disrupt Spanish focus on the escalating tensions between 
themselves, England and the Netherlands.

Motivation 2 
To enact revenge on the Spanish for 1567-8 at St. Juan de Ulua. Alongside John Hawkins, Drake 
was attacked by Spanish ships on a transatlantic journey. The English fleet was destroyed and 325 
sailors were killed. Hawkins and Drake returned with only 15 soldiers. 

Motivation 2 
Profit! Drake’s journey was motivated by piracy and wealth. Upon returning, he made his investors 
very rich. The £400,000 worth of Spanish treasure he returned with is the equivalent of half a 
billion pounds today!
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Review Activities

1 6

2 7

3 8

4 9

5 10

Why did the English want to colonise Virginia? Which ship experienced seawater damage in 
1585, which impacted the success of the first 
voyage?

Why did Sir Walter Raleigh not personally take 
part in either voyage?

Who were the three leaders that Raleigh entrusted 
to lead the first voyage?

Which types of people did Raleigh want to take 
part in the first voyage and why?

What was the name of the leader of the Algonquian 
people in Virginia? What was his attitude towards 
the English?

Which supplies were taken on the voyage? How did the make up of the colonist group differ 
the second time around?

What was the name of the two Native Americans 
who helped with the expedition? How was 
Thomas Harriot linked to them?

When John White returned in 1590, what did he 
find on Roanoke island?

Preparing for your exam!
4-mark questions 12-mark questions 16-mark questions (+4 marks 

SPAG)

Describe two features of Walter 
Raleigh’s plans ahead of the 
attempted colonisation of Virginia.

Describe two features of the Tiger 
during the voyage to Virginia in 
1585.

Describe two features of the Native 
American resistance against the 
English colonists in 1586.

‘The main reason that the first 
colonisation attempt of Virginia 
failed under Elizabeth was due to 
Native American resistance’. How 
far do you agree?   

Stimulus points:
 • Bad luck  
 • The role of Wingina

Explain why the colonisation of 
Virginia failed.  

Stimulus points:
 • Grenville, Lane and Harriot
 • Events at Roanoke 

Or

Explain why organising the 
colonisation of Virginia was so 
difficult for Raleigh:  

Stimulus points:
 • Raising money
 • Spanish ships


