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Introduction
This paper saw a marked preference amongst candidates for the questions focusing on more 
recent policies and events, with a majority of candidates choosing to answer Questions 1, 
2 and 5 on higher education funding, benefits reform and coalition policy on policing. It is 
gratifying to see so many candidates and centres apply themselves so fastidiously to the 
study of current affairs that this paper requires, and this was evidenced in a number of 
excellent top-mark responses across such questions.

It was noticeable, however, that many candidates still avoid and find more challenging 
issues surrounding the economy, particularly recent issues which have arisen on reform of 
the banking system (the focus for Question 3). This suggests that this is still a weak point 
for many centres and individual candidates.

An inability to address the question set continues to be an issue across the paper, 
particularly for candidates who are very knowledgeable about general themes on the four 
key issues. This was a major factor in limiting the marks of many excellent responses to 
Question 6 in particular. 

There are also still a significant number of candidates who are failing to include the vital 
political aspect of their studies in their responses, particularly in Environment questions and 
also in the Law and Order essay.

However, synopticity marks have continued to improve. A significant number of candidates 
now avoid the simplistic yes/no style of response when answering essays that so often 
keeps their  synopticity marks at the lower end of level 2. More candidates are now 
choosing to answer thematically, either by factors for discussion or by the overall perceived 
success/failure of governments/parties. This encourages more direct and explicit comparison 
and contrast of different ideas, policies and perspectives as required by synopticity.
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Question 1

This was the second most popular short-answer question, and covered an issue that 
many candidates obviously felt very strongly about. Unfortunately, this meant that many 
candidates tried to turn this into a question on the arguments for and against tuition fees in 
general, so missing the focus of the question on political divisions.

Surprisingly few candidates referenced either the Browne review or the issue that has arisen 
from plans to cut university funding whilst claiming the increase in fees will fund better 
services and facilities for students. Many candidates were prevented from entering level 3 
by only being able to cite divisions between the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats.

The most successful answers were from candidates who focused from the outset on the 
question - explicitly addressing the “politically divisive” part of the question. Level 3 
responses usually identified this as the key evaluative issue in their opening sentences, and 
went on to address the party-political impact of the topic, especially within the coalition.  
It was not enough, however, to merely identify divisions within the coalition for level 3 - 
candidates would also need to identify and explain at least one more aspect of “political 
division” to enter this level. Most candidates who accessed this level used Labour party 
policy as their second area of political divisiveness, e.g. by evaluating their arguments that 
fees of £6000 and a graduate tax would be less likely to disadvantage poorer students than 
fees of £9000.

Equally important for entering level 3 was the depth of explanation of the divisions within 
the coalition. Many candidates cited pre-election policy as their sole evidence of such a split; 
such responses were generally limited to level 2 for a lack of depth of knowledge. More 
successful answers were able to reference rebellions on the tuition fees vote and in some 
excellent cases, the response of the Liberal Democrat grassroots members at last year’s 
party conference.

Less successful answers tended to equate “politically divisive” with more general reasons for 
the changes to be unpopular, failing to balance criticisms with consideration of arguments 
for the changes. Such responses often discussed the impact of the increase in fees on 
students rather than the political impact. Responses such as this were limited to the middle 
of level 2.

A number of weaker candidates also put the issue of higher education funding into the 
general context of cuts, and were unable to develop their responses further, thus limiting 
their marks to a maximum bottom level 2.

There were also a significant number of irrelevant responses on other educational sectors: 
further education, the EMA, academies, free school and even primary schools.  Such 
responses were awarded 0 marks if there were no references at all to higher education.
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This is an example of a response where the candidate 
has missed out the political part of the question. They 
have explained two reasons for divisions, so entering 
level 2. However, there are no references to political 
policies or viewpoints, thus keeping this at the bottom 
of the level. 7 marks were awarded.

Examiner Comments
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This is a good example of a level 3 response, where the candidate 
clearly understands the splits that the issue of higher education 
funding has caused both within the coalition and between parties.

The points include the pre-coalition position, current attitudes 
and also the potential electoral impact of the issue on the Liberal 
Democrats. This combines to demonstrate a candidate who merits a 
level 3 award for both the range of points and depth of understanding 
of several facets of the issue.

This response was awarded 12 marks. To progress to the top of the 
level, the candidate could have included an additional point on cuts 
to higher education funding as a contrast to the tuition fees debate.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2

This was the most popular of the short-answer questions, and allowed candidates to 
demonstrate a wealth of knowledge of this very current political issue. The main problem 
that candidates encountered in this question was a tendency to list points without 
explanations and such responses were limited to the middle of level 2 at most.

There were, however,  a significant number of excellent answers to this double-barrelled 
question. Many candidates chose to explain the “why” part of the question in their opening 
paragraph, and then go on to develop the “how” in subsequent paragraphs. This was a 
valid approach to the question, and it was pleasing to note that far fewer candidates in 
this examination series misread the question and only addressed one half of the “how” and 
“why”. This meant there were far more responses at the top end of level 2 and level 3.

Level 3 responses saw candidates explain fully at least two reasons for the changes/
proposed reforms as well as at least two changes/proposed reforms. It was expected that 
level 3 responses would be able to specify coalition government policy, reflecting the ‘Key 
Issues’ nature of this examination. To progress within level 3, candidates would be expected 
to link the “how” and the “why” together, thus showing an explicit understanding of the 
relationship between the reasons for reform and the actions taken.

Less successful candidates limited their own marks by over-answering the question. A 
significant number of very knowledgeable candidates treated this question as though it 
asked,  “Why are the benefit changes controversial?” This often led to very critical answers 
rather than an explanation of why reforms are being carried out.  It was unfortunate to note 
that many of these responses write far more than was necessary for such an answer as 
they got carried away with criticising the proposals and ‘shoe-horning’ in the House of Lords 
rejection of the Welfare Reform Bill the night before, which was not relevant to this particular 
question. Such candidates then found themselves short of time later on in the paper, and so 
had to limit their responses to the essay in particular, or miss out one short-answer question. 
This demonstrates again, as did the NHS question in the June 2011 series, the importance of 
emphasising the strict adherence to time required to complete this examination. 
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This is a clear example of a level 3 response where the candidate 
explains a range of reasons why reforms have been proposed/
carried out as well as three reforms. 12 marks were awarded.

Examiner Comments
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This is an example of a knowledgeable candidate who spends too much time on the 
history of benefit reform. The candidate writes nearly 2 pages before they reference 
the coalition.

While the historical background does include valid points, such as explaining the 
increase in claimants under New Labour which has led to a 'benefit culture', the answer 
does not focus enough on the "how" part of the question to achieve its full potential. 
The points made about the financial drain and the benefits culture could have been 
summarised in a paragraph rather than nearly 2 pages, thus allowing the candidate 
more time to add specific reforms and so fulfil the criteria required for level 3.

Nevertheless, the reasons why reforms have been proposed are well enough explained, 
especially in the latter half of the essay which references the coalition. This allows this 
candidate to achieve the top of level 2 with 10 marks awarded.

Examiner Comments

Remember to 
examine the 
wording of the 
question. Here, 
both 'how' and 
'why' were required 
to enter level 3. 
A knowledgeable 
candidate missed 
out on the highest 
level because of a 
lack of examples.

Examiner Tip



12 GCE Government and Politics 6GP03 3A

Question 3

This was by far the least popular question, which was somewhat surprising given the topical 
nature of the issue and how it follows on directly from candidates’ study of the causes and 
consequences of the 2008 economic crisis. 

This question also showed the weakest range of responses, suggesting that for many 
candidates it was a poor choice of question, particularly as the depth of understanding 
displayed was also very weak.

A number of candidates chose to focus their responses on the Thatcher era, which is too 
historic and so, if there were no references to Labour or coalition policy or attitudes, would 
be limited to level 1.

Most responses seen were level 2 calibre candidates who were mostly able to identify the 
issue of globalisation as a reason for a lack of reform, and the fact that the banks do not 
want to be reformed. For most candidates, this was the full extent of the depth of their 
understanding of the issue. There were almost no references to reforms that have been 
carried out or proposed, even of the bankers’ levy which has been a fairly topical issue. 

The very few level 3 responses that were seen were able to fully explain at least two 
reasons for difficulties in reforming the system (usually linked to a particular government) 
and were able to cite at least one example of a reform/proposal. This was most likely to be 
the bankers’ levy or the difficulties in establishing international rules in a globalised system. 

Surprisingly, there were only a handful of candidates who were able to cite Project Merlin or 
the Vickers Report as examples of reforms/proposals, suggesting that this is an area that 
centres have omitted from their teaching.
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The quality of explanation and range of reasons 
here when discussing why it is difficult to reform 
the banking system allowed this response to 
be awarded a top level 2. The lack of context 
such as specific examples of reforms/proposed 
reforms prevented this from entering level 3. 10 
marks were awarded.

Examiner Comments

Always include examples of political party/
government policies/ideologies/attitudes/
criticisms etc to ensure you enter level 3.

Examiner Tip
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An example of a level 3 response. The candidate clearly 
understands why action by the previous administration has 
made reform difficult, and links this to some proposed reforms.

12 marks.

Examiner Comments



16 GCE Government and Politics 6GP03 3A

Question 4

This question showed that candidates have a firm grasp of the concept of ‘green taxes’, and 
are mostly very aware of the key arguments for and against ‘green taxes’. 

However, the majority of responses to the question were marked by the exclusion of any 
political reference whatsoever, so limiting a large number of very knowledgeable candidates 
to level 2. While the question did not specify ‘what are the political arguments for and 
against ‘green taxes’, the very fact this is a Politics paper tells candidates that they need 
to include explicit references to either party or government policies or attitudes. Too many 
candidates used very generalised arguments that could have been taken from a Geography 
or a General Studies paper, so limiting their marks on this political paper.

Low level 2 answers tended to be dominated by examples from transport, often generalised 
in terms of 'reducing emissions', while stronger top level 2 answers were able to extend the 
range of arguments referenced to include energy policy or landfill/recycling.

Level 3 responses were expected to have at least two arguments for and two arguments 
against ‘green taxes’, which were backed up by specific references to examples of 'green 
taxes’ that have been carried out or proposed, or political party attitudes towards such 
taxes. The most common examples seen were Vehicle Excise Duty, fuel duty, aviation taxes, 
the third runway at Heathrow and the HS2 rail link.
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An excellent level 3 response where the candidate clearly and 
explicitly links the arguments they present to policy examples in 
a balanced answer. This response was awarded 15 - full marks.

Examiner Comments
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This is an example of how candidates can achieve 
level 3. The candidate offers a balanced response 
with 2 brief examples.

To progress within the level, the candidate should 
have included more specific policies and examples 
of green taxes. 11 marks were awarded.

Examiner Comments
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Question 5

This was the most popular third choice question for candidates, and the range of responses 
seen quite often reflected the ‘last choice’ attitude, as a significant number of candidates 
made this into a question of their own choosing on police powers rather than coalition policy 
on policing.

Consequently, there were a large number of responses where candidates were side-tracked 
into discussing the summer 2011 riots and the questions that arose from those events such 
as should the police have more powers to use tasers or rubber bullets or kettling. These 
were not valid points, however knowledgeable candidates may have been about arguments 
for and against using such tactics, as none of these powers are specific coalition policy.  It 
appeared that a number of candidates had also learned the provisions of the Protection of 
Freedoms Bill, which was not entirely relevant to this question. 

There was also a degree of confusion about changes to Section 60 stop-and-search powers. 
This was also inaccurate, as this was a change by the Metropolitan police rather than 
the coalition. References to the dropping of Section 44, however, were correct and some 
excellent candidates were able to discuss the controversial nature of this policy in light of 
suggestions that this unrestricted power to stop-and-search may be restored temporarily 
during the Olympic Games this summer.

Indeed, few candidates seemed to be aware of any coalition policy other than generalised 
knowledge on cuts the coalition plan to make in all areas, or references to directly elected 
police commissioners. Even responses on the commissioners were also often limited by a 
lack of knowledge as to why they have been controversial. As a result, many candidates’ 
marks remained at the bottom or middle end of level 2, for a lack of knowledge of proposals.

There were also a number of candidates who had obviously prepared responses on prisons 
and sentencing policy, neither of which were relevant to this question and so gained 0 
marks. The minority of responses which once again read “policing” as ‘policy’ and wrote 
generalised answers criticising the coalition, also failed to gain any marks.

Level 3 responses saw candidates explain at least three reasons why coalition policy has 
been controversial, and needed to include examples of specific policy as evidence for this.
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This is an example of a mid level 2 response. The 
candidate explains one point only, on directly elected 
police commissioners, and is quite general about 
who finds it controversial. 9 marks were awarded.

Examiner Comments

Remember that even a 15 mark question 
requires more than one point to be 
discussed. If you are offering criticism or 
support for a policy, whose criticism or 
support are you offering? Can you make 
you response more political, and so more 
likely to enter level 3?

Examiner Tip
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This is a clear level 3 response. The candidate outlines 
3 policies and explains why they are controversial.

Like the last exemplar response, this candidate has 
also been general about who criticises the policies. 
This is why this response remains at the bottom of 
level 3. 11 marks were awarded.

Examiner Comments
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Question 6

This essay focused on the issue of the Economy. Unfortunately, a significant number of 
candidates misinterpreted this as a Welfare question instead, and so write responses that 
were entirely focused on the cuts being made/proposed to the welfare state. While this was 
a valid point, it was only one factor in a 45-mark essay that required a range of 4-5 factors 
for analysis. If the analysis of the welfare cuts was done in detail, with explicit reference to 
arguments for and against ‘too far, too fast’ from a political perspective, it was possible for 
such responses to reach the middle of level 2 across the assessment objectives. The lack of 
range and depth, however, would preclude further progression within the level.

Many ‘welfare’ answers also sadly spent too long describing cuts to welfare, rather than 
specifically economic/financial measures such as examining the general social impact of 
welfare cuts, rather than analysing them in the economic context of deficit reduction.  Such 
responses would be limited to the bottom of level 2 for a lack of balance and range.

There were also still a minority of answers that focused on giving a historical review of 
the origins of the credit crunch as a means of explaining the Coalition's deficit reduction 
programme rather than focusing on the actual programme itself thus limiting their marks to 
level 1 across all assessment objectives for failing to address the question as set.  

Candidates also need to beware of answering such questions in an opinionated way. Some 
very knowledgeable candidates limited their marks to mid level 2 for AO2 and level 1 for 
synopticity by failing to provide at least an attempt at a balanced answer. Conversely, there 
were some excellent synoptic responses that were balanced and even able to reference 
Labour’s recent acknowledgement that they would have to maintain the cuts in government, 
even if they would prefer a ‘growth’ rather than ‘cuts’ plan of action.

To reach level 3, candidates were required to be able to explain and exemplify at least three 
policies from the deficit reduction programme. Education and health could be two of these 
policies, as long as they were teamed with a third economic policy such as the Enterprise 
zones, apprenticeships or taxation. For level 3 synopticity, an awareness of divisions 
within the coalition would be expected, even if not fully explained. Many candidates simply 
accepted that the whole coalition whole-heartedly accepts and endorses all the cuts and 
changes being made.
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This candidate demonstrates a strong understanding of 
the key issues surrounding the coalition's deficit reduction 
programme, and backs this up with good examples of 
specific policies. There is a clear line of argument and 
balance offered, along with explicit party views offered.

AO1 10

AO2 19

Synopticity 9

AO3 7

Examiner Comments
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The first page of this response is introductory, with a brief and unnecessary history of Labour's 
fiscal policies. The response then goes on to reference policies in quite general ways, with 
mention of cuts and managing monetary policies, but with no specific examples of policy.

There is little analysis offered of the points made, and limited synopticity other than criticisms 
made by the Labour Party.

Overall, this response does not show a clear understanding of the arguments that are taking 
place over the coalition's deficit reduction programme and the alternatives that have been 
offered, and is quite unbalanced in its criticisms of the overall cuts being made.

This limits the marks allocated to this response.

AO1 6 (low level 2)

AO2 6 (low level 2)

Synopticity 5 (low level 2)

AO3 5 (level 2)

Examiner Comments

Make sure your essay has at least an attempt at balance- this will increase your AO2 and 
synopticity marks in particular. Remember, each essay question has been designed to allow 
you to answer a key debate or issue and so access those AO2 and synopticity marks. Ask 
yourself whether or not you are addressing these in your work.

Examiner Tip
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Question 7

As with Question 4, this question often saw quite generalised responses about whether or 
not governments in general are ‘all talk and no action’, citing general environmental issues 
as evidence of this. This once again demonstrates the need for centres to emphasise the 
need to include specific policy and party political/government attitudes and views towards 
this issue.

There were also a number of responses that interpreted “recent governments” to mean pre-
1997, and so included large amounts of historical detail on the rise of the ‘green lobby’ and 
Thatcher’s attitudes towards the issue of the environment. Candidates should be reminded 
that examples are expected from the Labour and coalition governments on this paper as 
pre-1997 is too historical for a Key Issues paper. Although it has now been nearly 2 years 
since the coalition took office, the Labour government is also still a valid and important area 
of study for contrast and comparison to the current coalition.

Top level 3 responses were able to address both the coalition and Labour governments, and 
were able to cite a range of specific policy examples from both governments. There were 
some excellent discussions of the motivation behind such policies, and how subsequent 
policies have contradicted government claims thus suggesting that governments can indeed 
be ‘all talk and no action’. Examples include Labour’s drive to reduce car use while building 
more roads and backing down on fuel duty, or the coalition abolishing plans for a third 
runway but now possible considering the Thames Estuary plans.

Candidates who were limited to level 2 found themselves able to argue a balanced case, 
but not always backed up with evidence from either government, or were only able to 
examine two areas of policy such as climate change targets or transport. A minimum of 3 
policies were expected for discussion for level 3.

A number of candidates also accepted the premise given in the question, and limited their 
AO2 and synopticity marks in particular by failing to balance their answers in anything other 
than very general terms such as the coalition must be green because of the Conservative 
Party slogan ‘vote blue, go green’.

One very common error, in terms of knowledge of policies, was the assumption that the 
Thanet windfarm opened in 2010 was a coalition project. Candidates should be made aware 
that this was in fact begun in 2008 by the Labour government, and merely opened by the 
coalition one month after taking office.
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A strong level 3 response where the candidate covers 
the last two governments and examines a range of 
policy. This response is clearly synoptic, and even 
discussed the divide within the coalition Cabinet.

There is a good range of examples, and the response 
addresses the question directly throughout.

AO1 10

AO2 10

Synopticity 10

AO3 7

Examiner Comments
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This is a top level 2 answer, where there is a good range 
of knowledge, particularly from the Labour governments. 
There is a tendency to list policies that contrast rather 
than explicitly analyse them, so the AO2 and synopticity 
marks are lower than AO1.

More evaluation of the coalition in particular, and in the 
overall conclusion would progress this to level 3 across all 
the assessment objectives.

AO1 8

AO2 7

Synopticity 7

AO3 5

Examiner Comments
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Question 8

As with Question 4, many candidates gave very knowledgeable but also very non-political 
responses to this question and in many cases limited their marks across all assessment 
objectives to a top level 2. It is worth bearing in mind that the topic of Crime and Deviance 
is a popular A-Level Sociology option. Many candidates who are studying both Politics and 
Sociology may find that this study helps with their revision of this topic but also limits their 
marks on this political paper.

This was the most popular essay question by far, and also the one which saw the widest 
range of responses. Weaker candidates often took a very descriptive or historical approach; 
there were several general analyses of crime rates and the 'causes of crime' without 
specific link to penal policy i.e. prison sentences and the experience of prison.  This limited 
candidates’ marks to the bottom of level 2.

The style of response that candidates adopted also significantly affected many synopticity 
marks. Candidates who answered in a simplistic agree/disagree fashion often found it very 
difficult to access synopticity marks, as many ran out of time before writing an evaluative 
conclusion that would have allowed them to gain such marks. When adopting this style of 
response, candidates should be aware that they will need to counter their own points when 
writing the ‘disagree’ part of their essay or risk just listing points and so remaining in level 
1 for synopticity for failing to explicitly and directly compare and contrast ideas, viewpoints 
and perspectives.

Common errors included candidates who, when discussing Labour policies, drifted off into an 
explanation of Labour’s attempts to tackle the social causes of crime without linking this to 
prison policy. It was also surprising to see so few candidates reference arguments referring 
to restorative justice, particularly as this was a manifesto pledge for all three main political 
parties in 2010.

The key to level 3 on this question was to include and evaluate coalition policy, particularly 
divisions within the coalition for level 3 synopticity. A number of excellent responses were 
able to discuss the division of traditional ideology between the coalition parties or the clash 
between the Justice Secretary and the Home Secretary (Ken Clarke and Theresa May).
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This is a mid level 2 response, where the candidate includes 
a wide range of points but is not always focused on the 
question. More examples of policy and references to political 
party views would progress this within and above the level.

AO1 7

AO2 7

Synopticity 6

AO3 5

Examiner Comments
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An excellent example of an essay that merits 
full marks. There is a wide range of points 
and a balanced set of arguments with political 
references that are coherently organised into a 
direct answer to the question.

Examiner Comments
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Paper Summary
In order to improve performance, candidates should:

•	 Ensure they address the question as set and keep within that framework. For example, 
in Question 2, they should not include erroneous information such as why proposed 
benefit reforms are controversial and instead of focus on how and why reforms have 
been proposed.

•	 Answer all questions in a political way.  As they are planning an answer, candidates 
should always check that they have referenced specific political party ideology/attitudes/
policies 

•	 Make sure they do not include too much historical information.

•	 Check their knowledge and understanding of economic issues is up-to-date, as this was a 
major weakness for many candidates.

•	 Remember that simplistic yes/no or agree/disagree answers do not explicitly 
demonstrate synopticity, and so will require a longer, more evaluative conclusion to show 
the examiner you have utilised this skill.

Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx
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