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Introduction
It is pleasing to report that overall achievement in 3C was markedly up on the previous 
January sitting, and the paper gave nearly all candidates the opportunity to demonstrate 
their abilities. The spread of answers across the different questions is always revealing and, 
as usual, the popularity of a question was not always a guide to the success with which it 
was tackled. The questions on minor parties and the invisible primary were the most popular 
short answer questions, followed by the question on pressure groups and the question on 
caucuses. The Black Nationalism question was only answered by a select few although, 
given that Black Nationalism is a key concept in the specification as it was in the previous 
one, its appearance should not have come as a surprise. The race question continued to be 
the most answered long answer question, but it was quite closely challenged in popularity 
by party ideology, with pressure groups relegated to third place for once. As usual, the party 
question produced the best long answers, some of which were really outstanding, and as a 
question choice the parties topic was almost certainly to the advantage of most candidates 
who chose it.

The impressive level of contemporary detail in many of the parties answers, and indeed 
several others, is obviously testimony to the efforts of candidates and also their teachers’ in 
keeping on top of the daily developments in US politics, and presenting relevant material to 
their students in an accessible and stimulating form. Politics teachers are perhaps uniquely 
burdened among their colleagues in this need for constant up-dating but, of course, it is 
also what makes the subject so fascinating.  Where candidates, for whatever reason, did 
not have access to this sort of detail and, for example, could only cite the Blue Dogs and 
the apparently defunct Democratic Leadership Council as an example of ideological divisions 
among the Democrats, the quality of their answer inevitably suffered.

Aside from the need for contemporary detail, examiners highlighted three useful lessons for 
candidates to be drawn from this series. Firstly, the importance of answering the question is 
probably the most hackneyed exam advice, but it was striking in a number of answers how 
candidates were determined to answer their own question and not the one in front of them.  
If the terms of the question barely appear in the answer, it is a fairly strong sign to an 
examiner that it is being ignored. Secondly, a significant number of candidates persist with 
long introductions to their short answers which add very little that is rewardable. Finally, 
most candidates are now aware that it is not necessary to refer to conservative and liberal 
viewpoints to score synoptic marks, and where candidates did invoke them – for example, 
in equating conservatism with elitism and liberalism with pluralism in the pressure groups 
question – it rarely served to advance or clarify their argument.

The ‘Threshold Guidance’ examiners receive has been added to the end of the report on 
each question; this defines the characteristics of typical bottom Level 2 and bottom Level 3 
answers. 

It is worth pointing out to any centres which have not so far found them that further notes 
of guidance on topic C were issued last summer, and they can be found via the ‘GCE from 
2008’ politics page on the Edexcel website under ‘Teacher Support Materials’.
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Question 1

As was the case last January, third parties continue to be a popular topic.  Most candidates 
had a sound grasp of the subject matter and could discuss the effect third party candidates 
– mainly Wallace, Perot and Nader - had had on the elections they took part in, and the 
extent to which they had influenced the policies of the major party candidates, although 
there was often a degree of confusion over exactly who had stood in which year, and for 
what. Weaker answers made the reasons for third-parties’ lack of impact their focus, often 
touching on impact itself only tangentially, and a large number failed to provide any detailed 
evidence of the dominance of the Democrats and Republicans, which they seemed to take 
as a given. Relevant topical references always raise the quality of an answer, and a number 
of candidates compared the impact of Ron Paul as a Republican primary candidate in 2012 
with his impact as a Libertarian presidential candidate in 1988. Some generally stronger 
answers referred to minor party success at state level, such as the tenure of Jesse Ventura 
as Reform Party Governor of Minnesota.

Threshold guidance

To attain level 2, candidates typically need two points with fairly simple and/or superficial 
explanation.

To attain level 3, candidates need a range of points (typically at least three/four well 
developed distinct points), a sense of competence and control in their handling of the 
material, developed use of contemporary/recent examples to support most points, some 
degree of balance and a logical structure.
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This answer is a typical mid-Level 
2 answer. It makes three points, 
regarding ballot access laws, the 
'spoiler effect' and co-optation; the 
last two are really the heart of the 
answer but are not developed in detail 
or evaluated. It is worth 8 marks.

Examiner Comments

Introductions - it is never necessary to introduce a short 
answer; time is too short and you need to get straight in 
with your first point. The introductory paragraph on the first 
side of this answer is essentially unrewardable.

Statistics - unless they have a precise attribution, statistics 
in an exam answer always look made up; the claim here 
regarding '29% of registered voters', aside from apparently 
being eight years out of date, is unconvincing and adds 
nothing to the answer. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 2

Candidates were generally able to define the ‘invisible primary’ but, given that the 2011 
Republican version had been playing out during their A2 studies, it was surprising how 
many candidates based their answers on 2007 (or indeed 1999 and the ever ubiquitous 
Elizabeth Dole).  The demise of Tim Pawlenty and Herman Cain, the role of the debates in 
raising Newt Gingrich and sinking Rick Perry, and the sudden emergence of Rick Santorum 
in the invisible primary were all cited relevantly by stronger answers as evidence either for 
the significance of the invisible primary, or lack of it. Any question which uses the phrase 
‘how important’ requires candidates to evaluate the points they are making, and certainly 
to move into Level Three candidates needed to show how some elements of the invisible 
primary are more important than others.

Threshold guidance

To attain level 2, candidates typically need a simple and partially accurate definition, and 
two points with fairly simple and/or superficial explanation.

To attain level 3, candidates need a full and mostly accurate definition, and a range of points 
(typically at least three/four well developed distinct points), a sense of competence and 
control in handling of material, developed use of contemporary/recent examples to support 
most points, some degree of balance and a logical structure.
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The question explicitly asks for a definition, and this answer 
provides a generally accurate one. It goes on to make a 
number of rewardable points, and uses an example from 
2007-8 to point out that the 'winner' of the invisible primary 
does not always end up as the nominee. Aside from the 
reference to Elizabeth Dole, however, this is the only evidence 
used, when there are other points, for example about 
candidates being 'weeded out', which could easily have been 
illustrated, and strengthened, from 2011.  It is worth 9 marks.

Examiner Comments

Try to make your evidence as up to date as 
possible - sometimes an older example will be 
the only one available, but plenty of candidate 
have dropped out at the invisible primary stage 
since 1999, the year of the case cited here.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3 

The Iowa caucuses took place three weeks before the date of the examination, and it was 
surprising that more candidates did not have a detailed knowledge of the workings of 
caucuses and their benefits and drawbacks. Most candidates knew there was an element 
of participation involved, but a number believed they involved the candidates addressing 
a meeting and being questioned by the participants, and some discussed the role of Iowa 
as ‘first in nation’. Candidates who followed the news were aware that Rick Santorum had 
been declared the winner of the Iowa caucuses a few days after Mitt Romney had, and were 
able to use this to make a point about the shortcomings of events largely run by unpaid 
volunteers.

Threshold guidance

To attain level 2, candidates typically need two points with fairly simple and/or superficial 
explanation and show some understanding of what caucuses are.

To attain level 3, candidates need a fairly precise understanding of how caucuses work, 
a range of points (typically at least three/four well developed distinct points), a sense of 
competence and control in handling of material, developed use of contemporary/recent 
examples to support most points, some degree of balance and a logical structure.
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This is a strong answer. Unless it is actually asked for, it is never 
a requirement to define the terms of a question, and sometimes 
the same information can be more economically conveyed in  
the course of the answer, but the first paragraph establishes that 
the candidate knows exactly what they are writing about. The 
points on both sides of the question are lucidly advanced, and 
three separate bits of evidence are relevantly cited in the 
second half. It would arguably be improved by a final paragraph 
indicating which is the stronger side of the argument, but this is 
not essential in a short answer. It is worth 14 marks.

Examiner Comments

Structure - in any short answer question which 
asks 'how' or 'to what extent', the simplest and 
probably best approach is to divide your answer 
into two halves, as this candidate does here.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4

This question explicitly asked about ‘the most powerful US pressure groups’, which really 
required candidates to show knowledge of the groups which might plausibly be argued to 
be in this category. There are a number of groups beyond the three in the mark scheme 
to whom the term might apply, but the case for MADD - Mothers Against Drunk Driving, 
a perennial favourite of candidates, is not persuasive. Some candidates made pressure 
group methods the focus of the answer and, while this was certainly rewardable, it had to 
be linked to the success of powerful groups to score highly; the methods of the ‘Occupy’ 
movement, for example, could consequently only receive minimal reward.

Threshold guidance

To attain level 2, candidates typically need two points with fairly simple and/or superficial 
explanation which need not name individual groups.

To attain level 3, candidates need a range of points (typically at least three/four well 
developed distinct points) based securely on a knowledge of specific groups, a sense of 
competence and control in handling of material, developed use of contemporary/recent 
examples to support most points and a logical structure.
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This is a very typical answer. It makes three separate and 
rewardable points on pressure group methods, relating to the 
constitution, wealth and popular support. The second is most 
convincing, in that it gives an example of a pressure group 
actually exercising power. It would have been stronger still had 
it attempted to evaluate it, by considering, for example, to what 
extent factors other than the 'Harry and Louise' ad contributed 
to the demise of the Clinton health reforms. It is worth 9 marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 5

This was not a popular question, but it was often quite well answered.  Most candidates 
showed a detailed knowledge of the aims of Black Nationalism and its influence in the 
1960s, but then struggled to find more current names and events, which was obviously a 
guide to the answer and which stronger answers were able to point out. A minority thought 
Black Nationalism was synonymous with the civil rights movement which, if nothing else, 
illustrates the dangers to centres of leaving some parts of the specification uncovered:  if 
candidates at least knew enough about Black Nationalism to avoid writing about it, they 
may have been able to make a more judicious choice of question.

Threshold guidance

To attain level 2, candidates typically need a simple and partially accurate definition, and 
two points with fairly simple and/or superficial explanation.

To attain level 3, candidates need a full and mostly accurate definition, and a range of points 
(typically at least three/four well developed distinct points), a sense of competence and 
control in handling of material, developed use of contemporary/recent examples to support 
most points, some degree of balance and a logical structure.
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There is an intelligence and confidence about this answer which 
is persuasive. It shows a clear understanding of what Black 
Nationalism is, and makes a convincing case for its past and present 
lack of influence. To be critical, it is a little short on specifics and, 
although the attitudes of the main political parties and the Supreme 
Court are undoubtedly relevant, evidence of the views of the black 
population would strengthen its argument. It is worth 11 marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 6

The extent to which the two main parties have become ideologically coherent – and 
consequently distinct – is obviously a core question of this part of the specification, and 
many candidates showed a confident grasp of the issues and the recent history of both 
parties.  Considering the relatively brief period which most of them will have had to study 
for this paper, the insight and command of detail the best answers showed was very 
impressive. Some answers were based to a large part on congressional voting patterns and, 
although this was obviously rewardable, it is worth pointing out that ideology may only be 
one factor in the polarisation which has taken place in Congress in the last few years. Less 
rewardably, a number included a section on the different groups of voters who support the 
two major parties, and this was at best indirectly relevant to the question.

Threshold guidance

To attain level 2, candidates typically need a couple of undeveloped points on each side of 
the argument, or one more developed point, with some simple explanation; points need 
only be partially accurate; the argument may not be consistently clear, and some points 
made may not be relevant to the question.

To attain level 3, candidates typically need at least three reasonably developed points 
on both sides of argument; the answer conveys a sense of competence and control in 
both explanations and direction of argument; expression is mostly precise, and relevant 
contemporary examples are fairly consistently used to develop and qualify points; the 
argument keeps the question firmly in focus and has a convincing conclusion.
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This answer is typical of the stronger answers to this question, 
in the range of its knowledge and the sense it conveys of 
a genuine personal engagement with the subject. It could 
certainly be improved; there are inaccuracies, and some 
parts of the argument are more convincing than others. The 
structure zigzags between the two sides of the argument, and 
the first part of the conclusion relating to the significance of 
time has not featured in the rest of the essay. Nevertheless, it 
is a secure Level 3 answer and is worth 34 marks in total.

Examiner Comments

An essay is an exercise in advancing a case, 
and persuading the reader that your argument 
is stronger than the alternatives. Make it clear 
throughout your answer what your case is, and 
don't leave it until the conclusion to reveal it.

Examiner Tip
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Question 7

Pressure group questions rarely seem to bring out the best in candidates, and do not 
play to the strengths of weaker candidates in particular. Either their examples are mostly 
UK-based, with even the RSPB and RSPCA being cited as supporting evidence, or they 
produce a formulaic answer about pluralism and elitism, which conveys minimal sense of 
engagement with the subject (or sometimes both). Stronger answers were able to draw 
on a detailed knowledge of US groups, and link it explicitly to the question.  Topical and 
relevant examples are not usually a feature of pressure group answers, but some better 
ones rewardably discussed the impact of the ‘Occupy’ movement and the success of the 
recent protests against SOPA and PIPA.

Threshold guidance

To attain level 2, candidates typically need a couple of undeveloped points on each side of 
the argument, or one more developed point, with some simple explanation; points need 
only be partially accurate; the argument may not be consistently clear, and some points 
made may not be relevant to the question.

To attain level 3, candidates typically need at least three reasonably developed points 
on both sides of argument; the answer conveys a sense of competence and control in 
both explanations and direction of argument; expression is mostly precise, and relevant 
contemporary examples are fairly consistently used to develop and qualify points; the 
argument keeps the question firmly in focus and has a convincing conclusion.
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This answer illustrates the point that pressure group answers do 
not always show candidates in their best light. It is well written, 
makes a range of points and advances a case logically. Many 
of the points though are undeveloped and some are just are a 
sentence. The claim, for example, that iron triangles are 'less 
important than in previous years' is entirely unsupported, as is 
the point about the disproportionate influence of the NRA and 
AIPAC. It is a mid-Level 2 answer and is worth 26 marks in total.

Examiner Comments

Introductions - unlike short answers, an introduction is 
an important part of an essay. You should briefly explain 
the nature of the debate the question raises, and which 
side of it you propose to argue is the stronger. Although 
it could be sharper, the introduction to this answer does 
a reasonable job in both these respects.

Examiner Tip
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Question 8

This question was better answered than some race questions have been in the past.  It 
required candidates to explicitly link their knowledge of racial issues to their political 
significance (which, given this is a politics exam, should not be a surprising requirement) 
and stronger answers analysed the significance, for example, of racial voting blocs. Answers 
which discussed measures of black inequality such as graduation rates and home ownership 
without considering what, if any, their political impact was, could not be highly rewarded.  
As seems inevitable with any question on race, a number of candidates wanted to discuss 
the arguments for and against affirmative action, some of which could have been made 
relevant to the question but which were frequently not made so. Some generally stronger 
answers discussed the legal action by some states against the Voting Rights Act and the 
significance of the ‘Birther’ movement.

Threshold guidance

To attain level 2, candidates typically need a couple of undeveloped points on each side of 
the argument, or one more developed point, with some simple explanation; points need 
only be partially accurate; the argument may not be consistently clear, and some points 
made may not be relevant to the question.

To attain level 3, candidates typically need at least three reasonably developed points 
on both sides of argument; the answer conveys a sense of competence and control in 
both explanations and direction of argument; expression is mostly precise, and relevant 
contemporary examples are fairly consistently used to develop and qualify points; the 
argument keeps the question firmly in focus and has a convincing conclusion.
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It would be difficult not to be impressed by this 
answer, and it is a good example of a candidate 
intelligently adapting what they know to the 
demands of the question. Every point made 
is brought back to its political significance, 
and there is a pleasing fluency in the delivery. 
Admittedly, it is a little statistics-heavy in 
places, but at least in most cases there is an 
attribution. It is worth 36 marks in total.

Examiner Comments

Structure - as with short answers, simplest is 
often best, and a two part structure as used here 
works very effectively. In the first half, explain 
the arguments for your case, and in the second 
why the alternative arguments are flawed.

Examiner Tip
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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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