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Introduction
The collective general view of the examiners on the summer 2015 examination for 6GP02 
was that it was an extremely accessible paper with a great deal of breadth and choice for 
candidates who had worked well and who had prepared thoroughly. It provided a very 
good basis for those who had revised and prepared, to do well and reach the higher level 
thresholds set on the paper. It was extremely pleasing for examiners to see so many well 
prepared candidates display a range and breadth of knowledge and understanding combined 
with an increased level of contemporary political awareness and a ready willingness to 
critically analyse the questions set. 

Examiners commentated strongly on a considerable improvement in essay performance 
and evidence of better planning for the essay questions. Q1 on the UK Constitution and 
sovereignty was extremely popular, attracting slightly over 80% response from candidates 
with Q2 on Judges and Civil Liberties attracting a little less than 20%. Q4 on the Prime 
Minister was by far the most popular essay question with a little under 65% of candidates 
opting for it. The least popular essay question was the one on Parliament, attracting a little 
over 35% of candidate responses. The time factor again this year did not seem to be an 
issue with comparatively few unanswered or partially answered questions and examiners 
commented on a much better gauging of the time factor by candidates, they seemed to be 
more in control. 

The examination was set some time before the May 2015 General Election and reference 
to this was not a pre-requisite to gain full marks on any question or sub-section of the 
examination. However, for many candidates this was a bonus which they were able to 
exploit and advance their understanding of the subject if the opportunity arose.

Examiners were generally pleased with the improvement in performance in the essay style 
questions but repeat two points for the attention of centres.

(1) The critical importance for L3 responses of the need to use contemporary and informed 
examples. The situation is improving but this was a crucially limiting factor on Q3, 
Parliament.

(2) The need for a balanced answer when a question requires an assessment to be made. 
‘Discuss’, ‘To what extent?’ ‘How far?’ and so on.
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Question 1
Q1(a) 

Examiners commented that this was a well answered question and many candidates 
achieved Level 3 marks. Most were able to pick out statute law, conventions, judicial 
decisions and treaties from the source. Better answers gave a short development of each 
of the three sources chosen with relevant examples and many candidates scored maximum 
marks. However, many candidates in a sense threw marks away by referring to ‘works of 
authority’ and ‘tradition’ which are accurate but which are not mentioned in the source 
and therefore could not be credited. Some candidates clearly did not understand what is 
meant by ‘sources of the UK constitution’ and instead referred to principles or features such 
as parliamentary sovereignty or the rule of law and such answers could receive no credit. 
Some candidates clearly understood what conventions are but provided inaccurate examples 
whilst better responses referred to Collective and Individual ministerial responsibility and the 
Salisbury Convention. Many candidates understood the EU as a source but were confused 
or asserted that the Human Rights Act/ECHR was part of EU law and received no credit. 
Stronger answers used Maastricht/Lisbon. 

Q1(b) 

Surprisingly, many candidates struggled with this question and most answers only reached 
Level 2 marks or even lower. Many answers relied heavily on the features mentioned in the 
source – parliament remains dominant over the monarchy, its laws outrank those of all other 
institutions and that no legislature can challenge the authority of parliament. These were 
often explained with the use of examples. To reach level 3, candidates needed to use their 
own knowledge; stronger answers identified that parliament’s sovereignty derives from the 
fact that the UK has no codified constitution, and that parliament is the representative body 
of the UK population. In addition, no parliament can be bound by its predecessors, nor is it 
able to bind its successors. It is worth stressing again that developing/illustrating from the 
source is own knowledge.

A number of candidates picked up on the point about the Glorious Revolution and then 
devoted much of their answer to showing how the monarchy is now less important than 
Parliament. While valid, this is a relatively marginal point. Similarly candidates referred to 
the supremacy of the Commons over the Lords which, while true, is not strictly a feature 
of parliamentary sovereignty as the Lords is part of parliament. A minority here gave a 
response to the (c) section that was not always repeated in the correct section.

Q1(c)

This was generally a well answered question and many candidates scored well into Level 
3. Parliament remains sovereign for the reasons outlined in part (b) and a good number 
of candidates correctly used the source to identify these reasons. However, its sovereignty 
has been challenged in a number of areas, notably by membership of the EU, the power of 
the executive, the establishment of devolved assemblies, the increased use and growing 
significance of referendums and the greater powers now enjoyed by senior judges. Most 
candidates were able to identify at least three of these factors and explain why they have 
limited parliamentary sovereignty. They were also, though, able to show how parliament, at 
least theoretically, retains sovereignty. Those managing this with some detail were likely to 
achieve Level 3 marks and very many did. Such factors included EU law takes precedence 
over UK law and Qualified Majority Voting (QMV) has also limited sovereignty; however 
pooled sovereignty has arguably enhanced de facto sovereignty and EU membership could 
be reversed (though realistically only through referendum). Devolved institutions now 
have legal powers and are protected through referendum giving rise to a quasi-federal UK. 
However, Parliament retains the most important political and economic powers and, although 
highly unlikely, devolution could be reversed without recourse to further referendums. 
Referendums give sovereignty back to the people but have only been used for a small 
number of issues, usually constitutional ones, and could, in theory, be ignored, though this 
is unlikely. Judges have achieved some sovereignty through the HRA and judicial review, but 
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these powers are limited, not used a great deal and could be reversed. A limited but worrying 
number of candidates continue to assert that the Human Rights Act/ECHR is part of EU law. 
Centres are reminded of the importance of teaching candidates about both and ensuring 
they understand what the ECHR actually is and how the Human Rights Act, by incorporating 
it in to UK law, has arguably eroded parliamentary sovereignty. The best answers could cite 
examples (The Belmarsh Case being the most obvious) but also were able to counter argue 
with reference to judges only being able to issue a declaration of incompatibility between 
UK statute law and the Convention and/or the ability of Parliament to derogate from certain 
Convention rights. Many answers used the issue of prisoners voting to good effect. The 
executive clearly remains dominant over Parliament, as a result of party loyalty, though 
government legislation is occasionally stopped, executive powers restricted and a vote of no 
confidence in the executive remains an option for Parliament, though rarely used.

Most candidates concluded that parliamentary sovereignty has indeed become somewhat 
restricted in recent decades.

Overall, this was a well answered question, and those achieving lower marks did so largely 
because they discussed a limited range of factors or repeated the same factor a number of 
times particularly in relation to Parliament remaining sovereign and the de jure power of 
statute law. There were however comparatively few Level 1 responses with weak to very 
limited knowledge and analysis. 

This response is mid level 2. Lots of incomplete areas in the response.
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On (a) there is some confusion in the points that 
are raised. It cannot advance beyond 2 marks as a 
result of this. With regard to (b) this does cover both 
source and own knowledge but it is not at Level 3 
the answer is to an extent superficial. Part (c) again 
sees a quite limited response which fails to fully 
answer the question.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2
Q2(a) 

Most answers achieved at least three marks by being able to highlight at least three civil 
liberties from the source at a very basic and functional level, typically free speech, free 
press, right to protest, freedom of religion and association. Stronger answers would then 
develop the examples given with fuller explanations and examples and very many of this 
type of answer achieved full marks. Some stronger candidates provided good examples 
of civil liberties to achieve fuller marks, as well as expanding explanations beyond merely 
repeating the source information. There were a number of candidates who included actual or 
inaccurate ‘civil liberties’ from their own knowledge, and these could not be credited due to 
the specific requirement to use the source. Candidates and centres are reminded once again 
to only use information that is in the source. There were fewer issues of misunderstanding 
and interpretation as in Q1 (a) and better and full marks were achieved by ‘fleshing’ out the 
three liberties accurately described. 

Q2(b) 

This question was answered reasonably well, with most candidates achieving at least half of 
the marks available. If using the source within their answer, the stronger candidates could 
highlight at least three key areas where civil liberties have been reduced by governments 
over recent years - typically anti-terror legislation, restrictions on public protest and erosion 
of right to trial by jury. Stronger answers then went into more detail and highlighted 
specific policy examples such as particular anti-terror laws, control orders, ASBOs, Internet 
monitoring, treatment of asylum seekers, etc. This ‘how’ element was therefore generally 
covered quite well and to a reasonable standard, although what constituted ‘recent years’ 
could be a matter of debate. Stronger candidates also came to terms with the ‘why’ element 
for AO2. Less able candidates tended to do less well here often because they appeared to 
lose focus of what the question was asking (and because it was effectively a question in 
two parts). Less able candidates also failed to make effective use or reference to the source 
as required. Here again there is a clear message to centres of the need to highlight to 
candidates that they must fully read instructions on this type of source question in order to 
maximise the marks available. Nevertheless, stronger answers did identify a valid number 
of ‘why’ factors including actual terror attacks at home and abroad including 7/7, public 
concerns over law and order, the economic crisis and cuts in the law and order budget. The 
very top answers were able to explain and summarise these effectively by linking them to 
contemporary political developments. 

Q2(c)

Although this was not a particularly popular question Examiners commented that the 
standard of responses received this year showed a small but significant improvement over 
the standard received in other years on the Judiciary. This seems to be a core question 
to ask about the Judiciary and Examiners found the standard of response was reasonably 
good compared to responses to other types of questions that have appeared on this topic. 
This would possibly suggest that this type of question concerning Judges and the protection 
of civil liberties is a key contemporary debate and is one that many candidates/centres 
have perhaps focused on in their revision/preparation. A significant number of answers 
managed to achieve a fairly reasonable standard of response, with few achieving less than 
half marks, a significant improvement on previous years. However, many candidates did 
seem to be answering a similar question to the one they had prepared for - if not this exact 
one. Most answers tended to adopt a reasonably balanced approach, highlighting evidence 
for the judiciary protecting civil liberties, and also highlighting key arguments against the 
proposal, before offering a concluding judgement. The most recurring/popular arguments 
in terms of claiming judges do protect civil liberties included the increased role of the HRA 
since the late 1990s (stemming from the ECHR beforehand), the growth of judicial review 
(using figures in some cases), the increasing separation of the judiciary following the 2005 
Constitutional Reform Act, as well as a general feeling that judges were more willing to ‘take 
on’ the government (often featuring some excellent references to the ‘Kilmuir Convention’ 
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about whether judges should intervene in government affairs). Common arguments that 
judges do not protect civil liberties in the UK included the significant power of the executive, 
the sovereignty of Parliament (with valid reference to the Belmarsh ruling dispute), as well 
as the social background of judges (citing current Supreme Court figures as examples) that 
suggest they tend to side with the government’s interests if and when civil liberties were 
alleged to be threatened. Some candidates also made the earlier point (but in a different 
way) about judges keeping quiet on political matters and being unable to be proactive on 
civil liberties cases - in this case arguing that they tend to intervene less, not more. Some 
weaker answers lost focus on the fact the question was about the UK and went into too 
much detail about the US judicial system, its Supreme Court and its role which is fine as a 
brief comparison, but not in excessive depth. 

Examiners, although noting some improvement in responses to the Judiciary question noted 
two points for the attention of centres.

(1) The critical importance for Level 3 responses of the need to use contemporary and 
informed examples which raise marks and grades. Nowhere is this more apparent than on 
the Judiciary.

(2) As indicated above the role and increased importance of the Judiciary is of fundamental 
importance in the UK political system, it is a regular topic which is asked each year and 
there is a clear message to centres that should be taken on board when considering the 
preparation of candidates for this section of the syllabus. A key teaching ‘must’ emerges 
here for centres. It is good practice to go over with candidates how judges actually operate. 
How practically can and do they protect civil liberties? How can you evaluate how well 
somebody does or does not do something if you do not know what their precise role is and 
what is their remit and scope?
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This is a clear example of a Level 2 response. It drifts from the set question and is not well 
versed in accurate detail surrounding how civil liberties have fared in recent years.
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With (a) it covers three civil liberties accurately and 
gains full marks, a good start. However in (b) we 
are presented with a clear problem as essentially, it 
does not answer the question as it makes reference 
to judges as opposed to government - with the 
latter being the demand for the question. Finally on 
to (c) this is a L2 response. There are elements of 
confusion in that the judiciary and House of Lords 
are not accurately depicted.

Examiner Comments

Look at the core message in the report for how to 
secure success in both teaching and responding to 
this section of the specification

Examiner Tip
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This response is clearly a 'step up' on the other presented. It may at times be brief but it is 
accurate.
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On (a) we see full marks. It is brief but does meet the criteria. On to (b) this falls short of 
L3 for AO1 but achieves this for AO2. Finally on (c) the response attains L3 for all AOs. It is 
focussed and considers both sides of the debate.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3
This question proved to be by far the least popular of the essay questions with a 35% 
response rate; nor was it answered as well as Q4.  Most answers were able to identify that 
both Houses have a number of shortcomings and could benefit from a number of reforms – 
stronger scrutiny powers and committees, improved debating procedures, elections for the 
Lords, an improved electoral system and recall elections for the Commons, mechanisms to 
improve social representation, boundary reforms and changes in size amongst a number 
of others. Many candidates considered which House needed the greatest reform; however, 
many answers did not go further than this and thus tended to remain in Level 2. A number 
of answers also remained in L2 and below because they dealt solely with the issue of 
representation (often in great detail), making the case to introduce PR for the Commons 
and to at least partly elect the Lords.  Unless the candidate then widened their analysis to 
look at how effectively scrutiny of the executive is carried out by both Houses and/or the 
ability of MPs or peers to influence the legislative process it was unlikely they could reach 
Level 3. Those that proceeded to indicate that both Houses enjoy a number of strengths, 
for instance, improved select committees, expertise and experience in the Lords, and 
debates linked to e-petitions, or who were able to point out the procedural and institutional 
difficulties of having an elected Lords competing with the Commons were likely to enter and 
proceed quite high into Level 3 territory. Such answers indicated that both Houses had areas 
that did not need reform. However these answers were a distinct minority.

This was clearly a less popular choice partly because it called for candidates to think and 
plan in advance and to harness together a combination of skills to look at both Houses from 
a variety of different aspects. It was accessible at a variety of different levels and it was well 
argued by many. The main weakness was that many candidates were much better informed 
about reform in the Lords than the Commons and this often produced imbalanced responses 
with the Commons tending to receive superficial coverage. Fewer candidates scored 
Level 3 responses because they did not seem to be able to identify what was required, 
frequently producing disjointed responses. Fewer candidates could hold all the information 
together and form a lucid conclusion. Knowledge of and speculation about proposed and 
future reform was not good. Nevertheless the very best candidates examined the range of 
responses identified in the mark scheme examining why the Commons needs reform more 
than the Lords and vice versa and the view that the Lords is in greater need of reform and 
those who reject this view. The most able candidates could put all this into perspective 
displaying a good knowledge of further reform proposals and being able to speculate as to 
the future of both houses.

Without exception all Examiners commented on the unpopularity of and weaknesses in 
the responses to this question. There is perhaps a message to centres that they might 
wish to examine ways of preparing candidates for ‘non-standard’ essay questions requiring 
candidates to reflect and marshal what they know a little more whilst under exam 
conditions.
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Once again a clear example of one way in which to approach a question and enter Level 3 
terrain for marks
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This addresses reform of both Houses - it does so in 
a manner which keeps in view the core demands of 
the question

Examiner Comments

Parliament is now such an accessible topic with a 
range of up to date resources available. It is good 
to look at a range of these to inform responses with 
sharp accurate information and detail.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4
A highly popular question which generally resulted in a large number of good quality 
responses which often reached well into the top marks within Level 3. There were also 
relatively few borderline Level 1 to 2 responses. It was a relatively straightforward question 
and it was clear to Examiners that many candidates had prepared well. It was a question 
that had obvious appeal to many candidates, offering a debate that many would be familiar 
with, but the key challenge was to move beyond the standard analysis of the powers and 
weaknesses of a UK Prime Minister. Weaker answers did merely present a list of rather 
basic arguments about how strong or weak the British Prime Minister was, without really 
grasping or developing the key concept of ‘presidentialism’. There was little reference to 
leadership style or any understanding of the nature of a parliamentary system as opposed to 
a presidential one. This would reflect the fact that many candidates will have prepared for a 
specific question about prime ministerial powers which was similar but not the same as the 
one that came up in the exam. Stronger candidates successfully identified and addressed 
the ‘presidential’ element throughout the response, and there were some impressive 
references to academic theories such as Michael Foley’s model of ‘spatial leadership’ and 
the ‘Elastic Theory’ as promoted by George Jones. The integration of such arguments was 
usually although not always the sign of a strong and on occasion a sophisticated answer, 
and the effective use of examples was also a feature of stronger answers, with Blair and 
Thatcher generally cited as the two best examples of ‘presidential’ leaders over recent times 
in the UK. This was linked to their often dominant personalities, and contrasts were often 
drawn with the less personally dominant figures of Major and Brown, who most agreed were 
not presidential. The existence of a small majority was often cited as a factor in determining 
how ‘presidential’ a Prime Minister is likely to be, although this can be seen as a speculative 
argument, with the example of David Cameron as head of a coalition government being 
used as an example where his powers were certainly perceived to be somewhat restricted 
and limited as a result. Frequent references were made to the Prime Minister’s role in 
foreign affairs and the importance, good and bad of media image. References were 
frequently made illustrating the different viewpoints and importance of and size of cabinet 
including ‘sofa’ politics and ‘quad’ government.

Comparison to the USA was a recurring theme due to that country’s presidential structure, 
and some valid comparisons were made between the UK Prime Minister and the US 
President. The very best candidates highlighted the constitutional differences between 
the two positions including the role of Head of State, the greater separation of powers in 
the USA, and the limitation of terms that can be served by a US President. The uncodified 
and less flexible UK Constitution was also cited in stronger answers as a factor in allowing 
the UK Prime Minister to wield powers in excess of the more restrained US President, 
kept in greater check by that country’s codified system. Stronger answers acknowledged 
the clear constitutional differences between the two political systems that prevents 
the UK government becoming presidential in a structural sense, although there was an 
acknowledgement that in style terms it could certainly be already moving in that direction. 
The role of the media was also highlighted as a factor in pushing this presidential image in 
the UK, with stronger candidates again linking this point to the leadership debates of the 
2015 general election. This aspect was also linked to the increased use of special advisors 
within British politics, which some stronger candidates likened to the presidential image of 
the ‘West Wing’. 
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This response fails to really develop and address the question. The topic of presidentialism 
as noted in the report is a distinct topic area and not simply assessing the power of the 
Prime Minister.



GCE Government and Politics 6GP02 01 35



36 GCE Government and Politics 6GP02 01



GCE Government and Politics 6GP02 01 37

This is clearly a L2 response. It lacks detail and precision. There is little contemporary material 
and a narrow range of examples.

Examiner Comments

The topic on Prime Minister and Cabinet is always a popular choice - and ever more so in an 
essay choice. Once again as with all other aspects of the examination - the citation of clear 
examples surrounding the fluctuating nature of PM power serves to demonstrate both AO1 and 
AO2. Added to this is the ability to reference several Prime Ministers and give a broad scope in 
responses.

Examiner Tip
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The previous response was in Level 2 - this solid answer hits Level 3 with ease.
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A really good example of how to approach 
this topic. Concise and sharply focused on 
the set question. A good base of evaluation. 
Exceptionally well written.

Examiner Comments

This response is not extensive - nor is 
it exhaustive - more could be noted. 
However it sticks so rigidly to the set 
question and is well planned and delivered. 
Getting level 3 is not about quantity it is 
built on quality.

Examiner Tip
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Paper Summary
Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

• Candidates often did not quote evidence that was clearly in the sources and it is 
the collective view of a number of examiners that candidates seem to be looking for 
problems that are simply not there. Centres should continue to take this on board in 
their preparation for and assessment of the sourced based questions. 

• Candidates should be reminded that the source material is always of value to part (b) 
responses and often to part (c) as was clearly evident this year in Q1.

• Candidates should be aware that each question requires information from the source and 
their own knowledge. Candidates frequently do not quote information which is clearly in 
the source nor do they develop points from their own knowledge or develop the points 
made in the source as own knowledge and therefore move into Level 3.

• The role and increased importance of the Judiciary is of fundamental importance in the 
UK political system, it is a regular topic which is asked each year and there is a clear 
message to centres to help prepare candidates for this section of the syllabus. It is good 
practice to go over with candidates how judges actually operate. How practically can and 
do they protect civil liberties? How can you evaluate how well somebody does or does 
not do something if you do not know what their precise role is and what is their remit 
and scope?

• Examiners commented that there was more evidence this year that candidates had 
planned their responses in advance and this could in part be a factor in the improvement 
in essay performance. Examiners believe that a few minutes thought prior to the essay 
to marshal ideas together is one of the keys to success.

• Higher quality responses do tend to use more contemporary and informed examples 
which clearly lift the overall mark and therefore grade in all questions. Examiners 
commented on a better use of examples this year but it remains an important area for 
development for all candidates and centres.
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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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