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Introdution
Overall, the impression of examiners was that this was an inviting paper in which the 
reasonably well prepared candidate, i.e. the great majority, could find plenty of openings to 
demonstrate their knowledge. 

It is striking how year after year certain topics remain more popular than others. The 
political parties are usually the least popular, although there was an interesting pattern 
this year with the parties questions, in that the 15 mark question was the most popular 
of the five and the 45 mark question the least. It may be that candidates were deterred 
by the angle of the 45 mark question although, given that we are into the sixth year of 
a Democratic presidency, it is hard to think of two more central topics than traditional 
Democratic values and policies, and those of the current president. In any event, as seems 
to be the case every year, the select minority who chose the 45 mark parties question 
produced the best answers examiners saw.  Race remains a very popular topic, although 
candidates should remember that there are race questions other than the justifications and 
criticisms of affirmative action, and not resort to writing about them even in the absence of 
a relevant question. Thankfully, there was a little less of this syndrome in this series. 

Time management is obviously a vital skill and the relative lengths of many 15 and 45 
mark answers led some examiners to wonder how effectively candidates are managing 
their time. Many 45 mark answers in this series were only about double the short answer 
length, if that, and it was unusual to see an answer that went much beyond four sides. 
It is always much easier to gain the first few marks on an answer than the last few, and 
candidates should try and be disciplined about stopping their short answers on the stroke of 
15 minutes. 
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Question 1
This question will have looked unfamiliar to candidates, and perhaps this explains why 
it was by some way the least popular of the short answers. It was a good test, in that it 
required candidates to pull together different strands of their knowledge, mainly from the 
racial and ethnic politics section, but also from the parties section of the specification. Many 
were able to identify at least one issue of shared concern for minorities, such as health 
care, and one where different groups have different priorities, such as affirmative action for 
African American voters and immigration for Latino voters. Knowledge of the recent debate 
over immigration was clearly relevant here, and candidates rewardably referred to the 2012 
presidential campaign and Mitt Romney’s promise of ‘self-deportation’. Stronger answers 
argued that it was often misleading to see one group of minority voters as a homogenous 
bloc and that, for example, Latinos of Central American descent and Latinos of Cuban 
descent might have quite different concerns.  Some candidates were evidently hoping for a 
question on why different groups vote for a particular party, and so based their answer to 
this question around party affiliation. This approach produced some rewardable points along 
the way, but a clear focus on the wording of the question would obviously have been better. 
It will have been evident to candidates from the choice of other short answers available that 
this question was from the racial and ethnic politics section, but those who interpreted it to 
include such groups as gay voters could be rewarded. No reward could be given though for 
discussion of groups which are either not minorities, such as women, or those which could 
not be plausibly termed ‘minority voters’, such as the young. 
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One of the strengths of this answer is the clarity of its structure. The candidate has chosen 
three policy issues to discuss and deals wiith them in three clearly separated pargraphs. S/
he answers the question fully by looking at two issues of concern to specific groups in the 
first two and then in a third paragraph considers an issue common to several. It is certainly 
possible to imagine this question being answered quite a lot better - there is important 
detail missing in this answer, and the reader would not know from the middle paragraph, for 
examples, that the DREAM Act has not actually been passed - but nevertheless it does enough 
to get into the bottom of Level 3.

Examiner Comments

Structure - the three paragraph structure of this answer is a model for 
answers to 15 mark questions. Three paragraphs strikes pretty much the right 
balance between the breadth you need to answer the question and the detail 
you need to include to develop your points sufficiently. For some questions, 
four paragraphs may work as well, and if you don't know enough detail you 
may as well demonstrate breadth, but any more than four and the answer 
starts to read like a list.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2
Lobbyists and their role are a central part of the pressure group section, and this 
straightforward question was evidently welcomed by a lot of candidates. The main weakness 
of their answers was that many seemed hazy, if not completely unaware, of the distinction 
between lobbyists and the clients they represent, and frequently wrote as if they are one 
and the same. Pressure questions often invite a generic response which is produced no 
matter what the specific wording of the question is, and elements of this were seen here; 
the revolving door syndrome featured in almost every answer, obviously relevantly, as 
did iron triangles, usually somewhat less relevantly. The problem with the iron triangles 
discussion was that, firstly, such examples as are available are often very dated and, 
secondly, most candidates were unable to convincingly describe the exact part played 
by lobbyists in either their creation or maintenance. The distinguishing characteristic of 
stronger answers, as is always true for every question, was the use of specific and detailed 
evidence, and candidates who knew of the dealings of Jack Abramoff, or could discuss the 
Honest Leadership and Open Government Act, were well rewarded. As ever, candidates 
needed to pay attention to the precise wording of the question; the term ‘controversial’ 
in the question is more or less synonymous with ‘criticised’, and discussion of what were 
claimed to be the positive aspects of lobbyists’ role could not be rewarded. 
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It is hard not to be impressed by the sheer number of words 
this candidate has managed to put down on paper in just 15 
minutes. It does emphasise that this exam, like many others, is 
a test of speed writing, and as word processed work becomes 
the norm, it is a reminder to candidates and centres that the 
ability to write fast by hand remains an important skill. There 
are two features of this answer worth highlighting, one to 
be emulated, the other not: the candidate keeps using the 
key term of the 'controversial' and this ensures they keep 
everything they are writing relevant. However, short answers 
do not need an introduction, and the candidate wastes time by 
outlining the points they go on to make in the paragraphs which 
follow.  Although there is an occasional loss of clarity - the 
point on the top of the third side isn't immediately apparent on 
first reading - overall this is a full and detailed answer which is 
securely into Level 3.

Examiner Comments

Introductions - short answers do not need an 
introduction. They are not like an essay which is an 
argument, and where an introduction explains the 
nature of the debate the question is based on and the 
direction the writer is going to take, but are simply a 
series of separate points. You cannot be rewarded for 
the same material twice, so just get straight into your 
first point.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3
This was a broad question, inviting discussion of both the positive and negative 
contributions of initiatives and propositions to democracy, and well prepared candidates had 
plenty to say. As is always the case for questions which overlap with AS, some relied either 
largely or wholly on their AS knowledge and, while this was to some degree rewardable, it 
also exposed confusion when some discussed, for example, the problems associated with 
federal referendums.  Most answers had at least a couple of points on either side of the 
argument, although some looked at just one side, and these remained in Level 2 at best. 
Despite being almost six years old now, California Proposition 8 was by some way the best 
known single example, although nearly all the discussion on it focused on the funding of the 
campaign; little was apparently known of its subsequent judicial history, which candidates 
might have made something of. The Colorado and Washington marijuana initiatives were 
also quite widely known.  The two undemocratic aspects of initiatives and propositions most 
often seen were the undue influence of pressure groups and the tendency to promote a 
tyranny of the majority through the denial of minority rights, both of which Proposition 8 
illustrates. The numbers attached to initiatives and propositions can sometimes be hard to 
remember, so that even better answers referred to the Arizona initiative SB 1070.  A claim 
frequently made was that initiatives and propositions are democratic because they hold 
politicians to account, but it is hard to see in what sense this can be true; they are more 
plausibly seen as a means of circumventing politicians who are unable or unwilling to act.  
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This is another solid Level 3 answer and it adopts the same 
structure as the answer to question 1, namely three clearly 
separated and developed paragraphs. It is possible to read 
this answer and not be entirely convinced the candidate knows 
what propositions and initiatives actually are, but s/he says 
enough that is rewardable to give them the benefit of the doubt. 
One area where this answer could be improved is in its use of 
examples; the reference to the ban on property tax increases in 
California would have read more convincingly if the candidate 
had specified Proposition 13 passed in 1978, and the references 
to initiatives in Maine and Ohio are similarly vague. Examiners 
do check these references and willl give them very little credit if 
they cannot be verified.

Examiner Comments

Examples - examples are a really important part of 
any answer as they provide the evidence to support 
the points you are making, but you need to give as 
much detail and make them as precise as you can. The 
vaguer they are, the less support they provide.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4
Examiners reported that this was the best answered 15 mark question, as well as being 
the most popular, and most candidates could at least name three or four policies or values 
associated with the Republican Party.  It was rare to see a Level 1 answer.  The question 
invited two different approaches, both equally rewardable: candidates could either identify 
a value, such as social conservatism, and then discuss some of the policies associated with 
it, or alternatively devote a whole paragraph to a single policy such as ‘pro-life’. The first 
was probably the easier option, insofar as it required less detailed knowledge to sustain a 
paragraph. Many candidates were able to refer to recent examples of policies to support 
their points, but only the stronger answers were able to show how the values and policies 
of the party are fluid and have changed significantly in only a few years. Some candidates 
knew the history of immigration and were able to point out that the approach of Ronald 
Reagan, who in many other ways set the party on its current conservative course, has been 
completely reversed. Others contrasted the George W. Bush era, less than six years past, 
with the current orthodoxy; ‘compassionate conservatism’ has been completely repudiated, 
and the preoccupation with same sex marriage considerably reduced. 

A small quibble: a good number of candidates referred to ‘right-winged’ policies and values, 
which is an odd image, if it means anything at all.
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This is a very broad question and allows for a variety of 
approaches. While this is in no sense a 'perfect' answer, it is 
impossible not to be impressed by the breadth of knowledge 
and the enthusiasm for the subject this answer conveys. One 
of its strengths is the recognition that, despite increasing 
ideological unity in recent years, the parties remain coalitions 
and there are still significant divisions within them. It is as good 
an answer as could be reasonably expected from an 18 year old 
in 15 minutes in an exam, and it was awarded full marks.

Examiner Comments

'Sophisitication' -this is a quality highly valued by 
examiners and one way to demonstrate it is through 
an awareness that very little in life or politics is black 
or white, and that there are always quaifications and 
fine judgments to be made. This candidate shows it by 
arguing there is no one set of Republican values and 
policies but rather variations on a theme.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5
This proved to be a more demanding question than might have been expected. Examiners’ 
impression was that, for a good number of the candidates who answered it, it was the 
third of their three 15 mark answers, and they struggled to come up with any plausible 
factors which would lead to congressional elections being uncompetitive. A few candidates 
even seemed to be unsure exactly what ‘congressional elections’ were and brought in 
discussion of presidential elections.  Low turn-out and the presence and/or absence of a 
presidential ‘coat-tails’ effect were frequently cited but rarely convincingly explained. The 
weakness of many answers was that, although candidates were aware of the significance of 
incumbency, they offered little or no further development beyond quoting some statistics. 
Some candidates seized on the two and six year election cycle of the House and Senate as 
a significant factor, but then came to the erroneous conclusion that incumbents were more 
under threat in the House than the Senate.  Stronger answers were able to identify three 
or four of the factors which make incumbency so potent, and there was certainly a lot to 
say about gerrymandering and campaign finance; a few who had been following the 2014 
primary season made the point that the effect of gerrymandering is that, for many members 
of Congress, the only real threat to their seat is from members of their own party in the 
primary election. 
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This answer begins with a different sort of introduction from 
the the answer to question 2, but it is still a waste of time. If 
the intervals between congressional elections are relevant to 
the question then they need to be incorporated into a point 
but, as presented here, they are redundant 'background'.  
The answer has the three paragrph structure already seen in 
earlier answers; some of the points could be made with more 
sophistication (it has a rather simple view of gerrymandering, 
for example) but overall it just does enough to get into the 
bottom of Level 3.

Examiner Comments

Keep focused on the question from start to finish - this 
question asks 'why' so the opening sentence of the 
answer should read 'The first reason...'. This answer 
does eventually get round to some reasons, but it 
takes too long to get going.

Examiner Tip
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Question 6
This question offered candidates the broadest canvas of the three 45 mark questions but 
also examiners felt was the most challenging. Pressure groups and political parties are 
very familiar topics but having to compare their influence seemed to disorientate many 
candidates. Most seemed more at ease with the pressure group side of the argument, with 
many ultimately agreeing with the quotation in the question. In some cases only belatedly, 
some candidates realised that a lot of the material they had prepared for a party decline 
essay could be made relevant to this question.  Weaker answers tended to 

merely describe the functions of pressure groups, and ignore the word ‘now’ in the question 
altogether, while other answers failed to move beyond the undeniable but basic point that, 
because parties occupy seats of government, then they are obviously more powerful. As 
last year’s report pointed out, Brown v Topeka Board tends to be overused as an example, 
and it did not make for the most compelling evidence for the contemporary role of pressure 
groups. Campaign finance was an obvious area for arguments on the increased importance 
of pressure groups to focus on, and a good number of candidates were aware of the impact 
of the Citizens United and Speechnow cases, and the subsequent rise of ‘super PACs’; some 
referred to McCutcheon but were often less aware that it can be seen as partly reasserting 
the equality of parties against pressure groups.
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This is in many ways a model 45 mark answer. There is an introduction and a conclusion; 
the candidate looks at two arguments on either side of the debate, and uses a quite impressive 
range of relevant detail to support and evaluate them. Even if some of the arguments are 
less than watertight, there is a real sense of engagement with the question and, for an exam 
answer put together in 45 minutes, to a question the candidate had probably not considered 
before, it is an excellent answer, and towards the top of Level 3.

Examiner Comments

Introductions - whereas introductions are unnecessary in a short answer, they are an 
important part of an essay. The purpose of an introduction is to explain the nature of 
the debate the queston is based on, in this case the relative significance of parties and 
pressure groups, and to indicate the direction of the argument the writer intends to 
take; this candidate makes a reasonable go at one, although their introduction would 
be improved by reference to a recent devleopment, such as the emergence of 'super 
PACs', which has made the debate especiallly relevant.

Examiner Tip
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Question 7
Race is always a popular topic with candidates, and most now seem able to curb their desire 
to always discuss the pros and cons of affirmative action, when such discussions used to be 
a feature of race answers irrespective of the wording of the question. As is still customary, 
a battery of  statistics were unleashed on both sides of the argument; some figures, such 
as the number of black congressmen and women are easily verifiable, but the claim, for 
example, that ‘30% of African-Americans are still in poverty’, without a date or source, is as 
good as meaningless. Candidates would be better off using approximations such as doubled 
and trebled, which would at least avoid the implausible precision of a percentage.  Many 
candidates pointed to the election of President Obama as evidence that race is no longer an 
issue, when 60 years ago Washington DC was itself still segregated. Of course, affirmative 
action could be rewardably referred to, but its political impact was more relevant than 
the arguments for and against it. Interestingly, recent Supreme Court cases and state 
referendums were used on both sides of the argument: some candidates argued that the 
limitations which both are placing on the use of affirmative action programmes show that 
they are less needed, whereas others saw these as continuing evidence of a white backlash, 
and race to be as salient as ever. 
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This is a very solid Level 3 answer, the strength of which is undoubtely the 
range of knowledge it demonstrates. One obvious way it could be improved 
would be if it conveyed more of a sense of arguing towards a definite answer 
to the question. Of course, it will never be the case that the answer will be an 
unambiguous 'yes' or 'no', but equally it will never be the case that the debate 
is balanced exactly 50:50. Even in his conclusion, this candidate is still sitting 
on the fence, only coming down on one side in the final sentence.

Examiner Comments

The first page of this answer is instructive. You really do not need, 
as this candidate does, to write out the question at the top of 
the page - if you want to remind yourself of the key terms of the 
question, underline or highlight them on the question paper. A plan 
though is essential, just a word or two for the key idea of each 
paragraph works well, as seen here.

Examiner Tip
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Question 8
As usual, the parties question was the best done of the three 45 mark questions but the 
candidates who attempted it, only just over 10% of the entry, were for the most part a 
self-selecting elite. Why parties is a recurringly unpopular topic continues to be a mystery, 
when it offers candidates the opportunity to use far more contemporary knowledge than, for 
example, a pressure group question, and as a consequence they produce better answers. 

Democratic and Republican politicians and their policies are in the press daily, when 
candidates will be waiting a long time to read of the latest iron triangle. The definition of 
‘traditional Democratic values and policies’ was for the most part unproblematic, although 
there was some interesting discussion of what really represented the Democratic foreign 
policy tradition, given the record of Truman and Johnson. The very best answers – and 
a number were awarded full marks – showed an impressively detailed knowledge of the 
administration’s record, and ways it might or might not be considered to be in accord with 
the traditions of the Democratic Party. Some candidates mixed up the repeal of ‘Don’t 
Ask, Don’t Tell’ with President Obama’s more recent expression of support for same sex 
marriage, while the attempts of House Republicans to defund the Affordable Care Act, and 
Senator Cruz’s quixotic filibuster to the same end, evidently led some candidates to believe 
that the act has yet to be implemented. 
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This is another example of a very good Level 3 answer. It shows 
a detailed knowledge of the subject and conveys a sense of 
confident control over its material. If there is an area where the 
Obama administration could be argued to have departed from 
traditional Democratic values, it is probably foreign policy, and 
the extent to which this is the case and the reasons for it might 
have been evaluated with more subtlety. Nevertheless, a very 
good answer.

Examiner Comments
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Paper Summary

Some key points for next year’s candidates to bear in mind:

•	 three or four well developed points are the right balance between range and depth in 15 
mark answers

•	 try to make your examples as precise as you can

•	 short answers don’t need an introduction 

•	 introductions to 45 mark answers should explain the nature of the debate and indicate 
the direction the argument is going to go in
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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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