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Introduction
US politics is endlessly fascinating and this year’s cohort of candidates was fortunate to 
have been the one in four for whom live coverage of a presidential election forms part of 
their course.  They will have experienced for themselves the forces driving an election 
campaign and the divisions within, as well as between, the two major parties, on vivid 
display. They were doubly fortunate in that the availability of US newspapers, television 
news channels and campaign ads on the internet brings the subject to life in a way which 
was unimaginable only a few years ago.  It was therefore slightly surprising to examiners 
that in some questions which appeared to be an open invitation to demonstrate knowledge 
of current events, such as the short answer question on party conventions or the long one 
on presidential elections, there was often a lack of such detail. Only a minority of candidates 
for example made reference to Clint Eastwood and his chair, surely one of the more 
memorable episodes of recent conventions. Such events are the very stuff of the subject, 
and candidates should be encouraged as much as possible to watch and read about them 
happening and then use them in their answers.
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Question 1

This was a popular question which rewarded candidates who had made even a minimal 
effort to keep in touch with current events in US politics. A feature of weaker answers was 
a description of traditional areas of division between the parties, outlining broad differences 
on affirmative action for example, with little or nothing on how those divisions have been 
apparent since 2008. Foreign policy was chosen by some candidates and this discussion was 
particularly prone to generalisation, often amounting to little more than an assertion that 
Republicans are pro-war and Democrats anti, with significant divisions within both parties 
on, for example, Iraq, Afghanistan and Libya. It was difficult (although not impossible) to 
make a strong case here. The strongest answers typically focused on three or four key 
issues, with detailed reference to legislative acts, votes in Congress or Party or statements 
by politicians providing the evidence.
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This is a fairly typical top Level 2 response to this question. There are 
three points made: the first two are developed with reference to events 
since 2008, albeit with inaccuracies, but the third is less well-developed 
and doesn't make specific reference to anything said or done by a party 
politician. If the third point had been stronger the answer would have 
made it into the bottom of Level 3, but as it stands it is worth 10 marks.

Examiner Comments

This answer has a good structure for a short answer question 
- three distinct points are made in separate paragraphs. If you can 
make your points as clearly as this, it reassures the examiner that 
you know what you are doing and are in control of your material. 
Some candidates manage four points which, if done well, will push 
the answer well into Level 3.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2

Most answers showed an awareness of some of the formal and informal functions of 
conventions, usually arguing that the former had become largely redundant. The weakness 
in a good number of responses was the lack of detailed evidence, with knowledge from 
2012 particularly, missing. It was common for candidates to be able to cite Hillary Clinton’s 
support for Barack Obama in 2008 but little or nothing else. There were a number of 
recurring misconceptions, with some candidates arguing that frontloading has led to a 
decline in the importance of conventions, or that super delegates played a crucial role in the 
Democratic convention of 2008. Stronger responses showed firstly that conventions had lost 
their traditional functions and then evaluated the significance of the informal ones, such as 
party unity, enthusing the party faithful and gaining positive publicity. One stronger answer 
interestingly argued that the stage-managed nature of modern conventions is indicative 
both of their importance and their lack of it. 
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This is another top Level 2 response which was awarded 10 marks. It is reasonably 
comprehensive and uses evidence from three recent conventions to support its points, but it 
could be improved in two important respects. Firstly, the most recent evidence is always the 
strongest, and it is surprising that no reference is made to either of the 2012 conventions, 
as there was certainly a lot to comment on. Secondly, there is little attempt to evaluate the 
significance of the points made; the opportunity for the candidates to address a national 
audience is referred to, for example, but no indication is given of its likely effectiveness. Some 
candidates made the point that the intensity of the modern media campaign is such that it is 
unlikely the candidate will have much new to say by the time the convention comes around.

Examiner Comments

Try to keep up with what is going on in American politics - the use of 
a recent example immediately lifts the quality of your answer, and as 
you will have seen or read about it yourself, you can comment on its 
significance with much more confidence and authority.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3

Some of the answers to this question were strangely one-sided. Many candidates were 
hazy about the powers of the Senate,  but there were also a good number of answers 
which focused just on those powers and neglected pressure group methods almost entirely. 
Consequently there were a lot of answers placed in mid-Level 2, either focusing on how 
or why, while the strongest answers of course had a balance of both. Many covered the 
ratification of treaties, the ratification of appointments, as well as the Senate’s legislative 
function and the use of the filibuster. Some of the most effective answers were able to link 
the filibuster with specific pressure groups, explaining how it could be currently used by 
conservative pressure groups seeking to limit Obama’s agenda, and many used the filibuster 
of the Dream Act to make this point. AIPAC were sometimes cited in relation to the Senate’s 
power to ratify treaties but very few linked this with an actual treaty, and little credit could 
be given to the often made claim that senators were easier to influence because there are 
only 100 of them. 
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This answer has a sufficient range and detail to get into the bottom of Level 3 and it 
was awarded 12 marks. There are three reasons given why pressure groups should 
wish to influence the Senate and two methods cited which they might use. All are 
developed and supported with evidence; the reference to the expense of state-
wide elections and the involvement of American Crossroads in 2012 is a nice touch, 
although it would have been better still if the group's lack of success had been 
acknowledged. A couple of points aren't completely convincing; Billy Tauzin was a 
member of the House of Representatives rather than a senator before becoming a 
lobbyist, and there is nothing on record to suggest that AIPAC campaigned against 
Susan Rice's nomination. Nevertheless, this is a good answer.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4

While this was the least popular question, virtually every answer demonstrated an 
understanding of social conservatism in the US and could show evidence both for and 
against its success. Some candidates covered policies which are not clearly related to social 
conservatism such as the economy and the Affordable Care Act, while others focused on 
factions within the parties, looking at the rise of The Tea Party and the decline of Blue Dog 
Democrats, often leading to a lack of focus on social conservative aims. Answers reaching 
Level 3 typically took three or four aims of social conservatives and provided evidence 
and analysis both for and against the success of each aim. Stronger candidates could give 
several pieces of evidence on each side using contemporary examples - for example, on 
abortion, many cited Roe v Wade on the one hand, and the Partial Birth legislation, state 
restrictions and the Obama executive order on the Stupak amendment, on the other. 

This response was awarded 11 marks.
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There are three points made which are well explained and supported 
in each case by relevant examples. To get higher marks, it needs just 
a bit more detail and precision; a reference to Roe v Wade for example 
would have been highly relevant in the paragraph on abortion.

Examiner Comments

One of the best features of this answer is the use of 
current examples, such as 'Stand Your Ground' and 
proposition 8, and it again emphasises the need to 
keep up-to-date with the politics news.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5

This was the most popular short answer question with most candidates being able to outline 
at least three reasons for the loyalty of black voters to the Democrats. The commonest 
factors cited were Democratic support for the civil rights movement and affirmative action, 
economic and welfare policy favouring the less well-off and the selection of Barack Obama 
as a presidential candidate. A significant number of candidates wrote an introductory 
paragraph, explaining the extent of loyalty by giving recent voting figures, but without 
any link to why black voters are so loyal. A small number of candidates still believe that 
the Democrats ended slavery, and rather more discussed immigration policy, citing for 
example President Obama’s support for the Dream Act, which was at best only marginally 
rewardable. 

The majority of candidates focused more on the 'pull' factors than the 'push' away from 
the Republicans, where there is plenty of contemporary evidence to discuss, such as recent 
attempts in some Republican-controlled states to strengthen voting ID requirements.
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There are four points made here, all rewardable, and sufficient to place this 
answer at the top of Level 2, but again just lacking the detail and precision 
to go any higher. There are obvious details which could be added to the 
first two points and, while expression might not be perfect in the rush of an 
exam, the reference to the 'issues' President Clinton had with affirmative 
action could be put more precisely. It is impressive though that the figures 
from the Minimum Wage Act of 2007 are remembered correctly. 10 marks 
were awarded for this response.

Examiner Comments
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Question 6

All centres will by now be aware of the inclusion of issues important to Latinos in the 
US in the ‘Racial and Ethnic Politics’ section of the specification, and a short answer on 
immigration reform appeared in the June 2012 paper. This long answer question proved 
to be very much a specialist interest, and by some way the least popular of the three such 
questions on the paper,  but there were nevertheless some impressive answers. Given the 
gap between the president’s promises as a candidate and his achievement in office, the 
challenge for candidates was to mount a credible defence to the quotation in the question. 
However, stronger candidates were able to discuss the attempts to push the Dream Act 
through Congress and subsequent executive action to implement it in practice without 
congressional approval. Weaker candidates had often heard of the Dream Act but little else, 
and even then sometimes mixed it up with the Texas Dream Act and its role in the 2012 
Republican primary.
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This is one of the better answers to this question and it was awarded 37 
marks. Among its strengths are the security of its knowledge and the sense it 
conveys of an intelligent engagement with the question; in a sentence such as 
the one that appears in the middle of the third side beginning 'Whilst this in itself 
is not necessarily a criticism of Obama's immigration policy' the reader has the 
feeling of a mind at work, which is a sure sign of a good essay.

Examiner Comments

Make sure the reader knows where your argument is going - this 
answer is very good at signalling its direction through the use 
of key words at the beginning of each paragraph, e.g. 'Firstly', 
'However', Despite this' and 'Following on from this'. They give 
a clear indication of the connection between different points and 
give a strongly structured feel to the whole essay.

Examiner Tip
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Question 7

Pressure group questions are always popular with candidates at both AS and A2 and 
this was by a long way the most popular long response question. Many who did attempt 
it though struggled to come to grips with the terms of the question, and there was a 
persistent sense in lots of answers that candidates wanted to answer a slightly different 
one. Many focused on the methods of pressure groups but were unable to make clear 
or develop connections with their influence. This often led to imbalanced answers, with 
candidates showing an awareness of the ways in which pressure groups could exert 
influence but little of their limitations. Others drifted into the desirability of pressure group 
influence, often discussing democracy and elitism, again leading to a loss of focus on the 
key terms. Some candidates discussed the influence of pressure groups in very general and 
theoretical terms and made only limited connections to the distinctive features of the US 
political system, such as federalism and propositions, the separation of powers and issues 
of party renewal. Iron triangles and revolving doors were, as ever, extensively referred to 
but there were often no instances cited of influence actually being exerted, and the fact of 
their existence was taken as proof that they were influential. Every topic has its share of 
recurring misconceptions and one of the more persistent ones concerning pressure groups 
is that the NRA were instrumental in the progress of DC v Heller, when in fact there was too 
much concern about the decision going the wrong way for the group to support it, except 
when it finally reached the Supreme Court. 
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This is a not untypical answer to this question, in that it is structured 
around different methods and access points pressure groups might 
use, and comments as it proceeds on the level of influence they might 
have. It does so with more detail - the reference to Heidi Heitkamp's 
election in North Dakota is a nice touch for example - and more 
subtlety than some, and does enough to be awarded 31 marks.

Examiner Comments

Introductions are important in essays and essentially need to do two 
things - explain the nature of the debate the question raises and signal 
the line of argument you propose to advance. This introduction makes 
some attempt at the first but none at the second, and the essay would 
have benefited if it had - it helps both you and the reader if you know 
where you are going.

Examiner Tip
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Question 8

Election essay questions are usually popular and, given that the latest presidential 
election was only two months before the exam, it was surprising that more candidates didn’t 
attempt this one.  It offered more opportunities for candidates to use their own knowledge 
than the much more popular pressure group question. A common weakness was a failure to 
distinguish between an incumbent president’s record and the general advantages of being 
an incumbent, while some candidates brought in knowledge of congressional elections in 
general and midterm elections in particular, to zero rewardable effect. One difficulty with the 
question was the extent to which incumbents’ records can be accurately characterised, so 
that while some argued that Presidents George W. Bush and Obama had strong first terms, 
others described them as disasters.  Understandably most answers focused on 2012, but 
to achieve Level 3, there needed to be reference to more than one election, and a good 
number showed a sometimes quite impressive historical knowledge, going back at least into 
the 1970s.
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As noted before, a common failing in answers to this question was not to distinguish 
sharply enough between the role of an incumbent's record in the election outcome, 
and the role of the benefits of incumbency, and this answer is not immune to criticism 
in this respect. Nevertheless, it is a clearly structured answer and shows a detailed 
knowledge of three different elections; as such, it was awarded 36 marks.

Examiner Comments

Conclusions are as important as introductions in long answers, and in this 
answer the conclusion does a good job of summing up the preceding argument 
and delivering the final verdict. Don't worry if your conclusion sounds like it is just 
repeating what's gone before - that's its job, and you definitely don't want to start 
introducing new material or ideas at this stage in an answer.

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

• Keep up-to-date with US politics and use recent examples in your answers.

• Answer the question on the paper and not the one you wish was there.

• In short answers aim for three or four well-developed and clearly separated paragraphs.

• Remember the importance of introductions and conclusions in long answers.

• Make the direction of your argument clear to the reader in the first words of each 
paragraph. 
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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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