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Introduction
US politics continues to generate an enthusiastic response in students and this was evident 
in many of the scripts produced for this exam. The best answers showed an impressively 
up to date knowledge and conveyed a real sense of personal engagement with the subject. 
That said, a weakness noted by examiners was that there are still some candidates who 
seem to have little or no knowledge of contemporary events in US politics from the last 
four years. It is self-evident that the most recent evidence is the most convincing and, for 
some questions, knowledge of recent developments significantly raised the quality of an 
answer. An answer to question 8 on Congress as the ‘broken branch’, for example, was 
much stronger if it drew (as many did) on President Obama’s recent confrontations with 
the Republican House of Representatives. Two other points arising out of answers seen this 
session:

Many short answer questions could be answered at much greater length than is possible in 
15 minutes, and writing answers to them is an exercise in identifying the crucial points and 
balancing breadth and depth. The threshold guidance specifies a minimum of two points for 
Level 3 but experience suggests that for most candidates three or four points work best. 

Secondly, when there is more than one question on the same topic, there may be a degree 
of overlap, and the same material potentially usable in both, but candidates should ensure 
that they make it relevant to the question. Some candidates who based their answers to 
question 8 around their answer to question 2 failed to do this.
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Question 1

This question was the best answered of all the short answers and there were few placed 
in Level 1. Most candidates were able to identify three factors at least which influence the 
president’s choice, and among the most popular were ideology, experience, the prospects 
of Senate ratification and demographics.  A few candidates believed that the president is 
required to maintain the present ideological balance of the court, no matter what his own 
inclinations are.

 There is also a fairly widespread misconception that Samuel Alito (and on some accounts 
Antonin Scalia as well) is of Hispanic descent. 

Political views, ideology and the extent of a justice’s constructionist tendencies were often 
dealt with separately, when they would have been more logically considered together.
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This answer illustrates the point about breadth and depth made in the 
introduction. The candidate makes four clearly explained and valid points, and 
each is relevantly supported with an example. The analysis clearly could be 
developed further, and the examples evaluated, but there is sufficient range to 
put the answer into the bottom of Level 3.

Examiner Comments

Up to date examples - try to ensure you support every point you make with 
relevant evidence and the more recent the better.

Structure - a strength of this answer is the clarity of its structure, four points, 
one per paragraph. This is an excellent model to follow for short answers.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2

This was unsurprisingly the most popular short answer question and most candidates were 
able to get into the bottom of Level 2 at least. Any question on the powers of Congress 
elicits a number of recurring misconceptions; among them this time were that the passage 
of legislation requires a two thirds majority, that the House has the ‘power of the purse’ 
and that the Senate has the exclusive power to declare war. Many candidates devoted a 
considerable proportion of their answer to discussing such factors as different term lengths, 
numbers of members and areas of representation and, although a few attempted to make 
them relevant to ‘power’, most did not. The discriminator between a Level 2 and a sound 
Level 3 answer was the extent to which candidates could evaluate the significance of the 
two chambers’ concurrent and significant powers rather than simply state them.
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This is a fairly typical answer to this question. There is a comprehensive knowledge of 
the joint and exclusive powers of the chambers of Congress, and only one or two are 
missing. Some points are supported by examples but not all, and there is relatively little 
explicit attempt at evaluation; the initial judgement that the two chambers are equal in 
power is not altogether convincing. It does enough to get into the bottom of Level 3.

Examiner Comments

Try to get the figures for different congressional procedures right 
- the requirements for the passage of legislation, ratification of 
treaties etc. are easily confused, and it's not a disaster if you mix 
them up, but it looks better if you don't.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3

This question was by some margin the least popular short answer question and was 
generally less well done, with a lot of candidates finding it difficult to define constitutional 
rights, and give arguments and evidence on both sides. Only a few candidates were aware 
that there are constitutional rights outside the first ten amendments, which was a pity as 
the 15th amendment’s guarantee of the constitutional right to vote is a paradigm example 
of the difficulties of enforcement.   Last year’s essay question on judicial interpretation was 
popular and, if they had thought about it, candidates might have realised that this question 
gave them the opportunity to discuss much of the same material; enforcement of the 
second amendment, for example, depends fairly critically on determining  what exactly it 
means.

A few candidates misinterpreted the question and took constitutional rights to refer to the 
‘rights’ of the three branches of government.
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The strength of this answer is its clarity; there is a logical three part structure, 
the first part defining constitutional rights, the second discussing cases when they 
have been successfully enforced and the third cases when they have not. It is not a 
sophisticated answer and reaches the top of Level 2.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4

This was the second most popular short answer question, and most candidates were able 
to identify three or four limits on the court’s powers. As for question two, a number of 
answers spent time making points which were unrewardable; a surprisingly high number 
began with a paragraph which outlined the powers and roles of the court, and others 
devoted a paragraph to the appointment and confirmation process which, unless it was 
related to FDR’s attempt at court packing, was difficult to make relevant. The claim that the 
Supreme Court is limited by its inability to initiate was rewardable, but few candidates went 
on to make the point that, given the number of cases presented each year, it is difficult 
to be convinced that this is a significant limit. Some candidates cited the War Powers Act 
as a law that the court has been unable to deal with, but in fact there have been several 
attempts to involve it, which the justices have largely resisted. 
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This answer again illustrates the trade-off between depth and breadth. There are 
five separate points here, none of them analysed  in any detail and there is a certain 
amount of inaccuracy mixed in.  It does enough to get to the top of Level 2 but the 
overall quality of analysis prevents it getting any higher.

Examiner Comments

Don't attempt to cover too much ground in short answers - it is 
important to get the balance right between range of points and 
depth of analysis, and three or four well developed points is usually 
about right.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5

Next to question three, this question was the least well done and many candidates found it 
difficult to structure an answer, often making points as a narrative rather than analytically. 
Relatively few candidates seemed to be aware of the decline in the number of vetoes over the 
20th century, and the line item veto was sometimes discussed as though it could still be used.

Many candidates could have made much more than they did of the history of the veto 
under President George W. Bush, and the effect of a change in party control of Congress, 
as occurred in 2007. 

Surprisingly, very few answers mentioned signing statements, when they would have been 
quite extensively covered as part of the alleged imperial tendencies of the same president.
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This is another answer whose clarity is its strength. It goes through the basics 
of the significance of the veto power very methodically, sufficient to place it in 
the top of Level 2. Similar to the example answer for question four though, it is 
the quality of analysis which prevents it going higher, and it exemplifies the point 
made above about the need to discuss George W Bush's use of the veto in more 
detail; there is a lot more to be said beyond the claim that the president must be 
careful not to use the veto too much.

Examiner Comments



16 GCE Government & Politics 6GP04 4C

Question 6

Most candidates could present at least basic arguments on either side of the debate, 
showing an awareness of the vision of the Founding Fathers and the extent to which it is 
realised today.

 A few misinterpreted the question and took it to be on judicial interpretation, consequently 
straying into a discussion of loose and strict constructionism, and whether the constitution 
should be transformed from the vision of the Founding Fathers. Most answers ranged 
broadly over the three branches of the federal government and the relationship between the 
federal and state governments, although some weaker answers concentrated exclusively on 
the bill of rights. The second amendment sometimes received disproportionate coverage.  

The existence of an amendment procedure presented a conundrum for candidates, and the 
27 amendments were cited as evidence both of the retention and rejection of the founders’ 
vision.
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This is a fairly typical answer to this question; it focuses mainly on the 
relationship between the president and Congress, with briefer looks at the 
changing nature of democracy and the expanded role of the Supreme Court. Its 
only uncertain moments are when it invokes conservatives and liberals, and it is 
worth repeating that the views of neither are required to gain synoptic marks. It 
deserves to be placed at the top of Level 2.

Examiner Comments

Synopticity - synopticity assesses the extent to which you 
can recognise and engage in a debate. It is not essential and 
sometimes unhelpful to structure the debate around what 
liberals and conservatives are thought to believe.

Examiner Tip
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Question 7

This was the most popular of the long answer questions and the best answered. Most 
candidates had at least a broad understanding that the term ‘imperial presidency’ was 
linked to the expansion of presidential power, even if they did not relate it specifically to the 
president breaking free from his constitutional restraints. Level 2 answers were typically 
all-purpose president versus Congress essays, citing constitutional powers such as the 
veto, and measures such as ‘Obamacare’ and the Patriot Act, to support the case for the 
president’s imperial tendencies. Some misconceptions are hard to dispel, and it is still widely 
believed by candidates that the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq were carried out without 
Congressional approval. The assassination of Osama Bin Laden was given some credit as 
evidence of the president acting imperially but it was rarely acknowledged that ‘secrecy and 
dispatch’ have long been recognised as essential in at least some areas of foreign policy; 
more convincingly cited as evidence was the current administration’s policy of drone strikes.
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This is a literate and intelligent answer which is securely in Level 3. There is a 
confident command of detail and a sense that the candidate is engaging with the 
debate; as this answer shows, a count up of the use of 'however' is often a reliable 
guide to the quality of the analysis. Possibly the weakest point made relates to the 
use of the veto since, given it is a purely obstructive power, it is hard to argue it 
adds much by way of imperial power.

Examiner Comments

Conclusions  - conclusions are important and perhaps, as the 
last impression the reader receives, the last sentence is the most 
important of all. If you can finish with a neat and well balanced 
summary, as this candidate does, the examiner will be impressed.

Examiner Tip
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Question 8

It is hard to follow the US media for any length of time at all without becoming aware of 
the debate around the current state of Congress, and the book ‘The Broken Branch’ will be 
well known to most politics teachers. It was surprising then that a proportion of answers 
to this question consisted of a general discussion of Congress’s functions, without any 
recognition of the effects of increased partisanship in recent years. Discussion of the rise of 
the president’s war power, the use of the presidential veto and the length and complexity 
of the legislative process was not entirely irrelevant, but was certainly on the margins of 
the main debate. There were though at least as many candidates who were familiar with 
the key issues, and able to discuss the effect of partisanship in reducing Congress to a 
lapdog during the much of the Bush administration, and its role in the subsequent series of 
confrontations between the Republican House and the Obama administration.
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This is another secure Level 3 answer which, as the work of a candidate who has 
been studying US politics for barely more than two terms, shows an impressive 
grasp of the subject. The use of a quote from a Washington Post columnist in 
the opening paragraph gives a favourable impression from the outset and the 
command of detail is confident throughout. If one had to be critical, the different 
sections of the essay could be linked more strongly, and the theme of partisanship 
sustained more consistently; nevertheless, a very good essay.

Examiner Comments

Keep up with the news - a lot of the points this candidate makes, 
especially on the first two sides, are too recent to be included in the 
textbooks, which shows it is vital you keep up with current events 
and developments.

Examiner Tip
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Paper Summary
Some key points for candidates to remember for future exams:

•	 Keep the structure of your short answers clear, one point per paragraph.

•	 Three or four well developed paragraphs is usually the best balance between breadth 
and  depth.

•	 In essay answers you don’t have to refer to what liberals and conservatives believe.

•	 You should end with a conclusion which restates your answer to the question and the 
main arguments which support it.
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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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