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Principal Examiner Report 
Autumn 2020 
Pearson Edexcel Advanced Level in Politics (9PL0/01) Paper 1: UK Politics and Core 
Political Ideas 
Introduction 
This exam series was unique in many ways. It was sat outside the normal examination 
window, during the on-going concerns of the Covid-19 pandemic which still continues to 
disrupt daily lives and the established educational framework to which we are 
accustomed.  It came after Centre Assessed Grades (CAGs) were delivered and the 
issues which followed. The summation of these circumstances produced a cohort which 
was far smaller than in any past series of exams – both the new specification and its 
legacy peers. 
 
Taking all these difficulties on board the exam was approached by the vast majority with 
dedication and preparation. We saw some excellent up-to-date responses which 
reflected on the contemporary political environment. Many made use of recent events 
to display their knowledge and understanding of the subject. 
 
However after every examination series we look back and reflect on what went well and 
garner evidence of sound learning but we also consider areas where candidates 
appeared to struggle and un-pick and understand their difficulties. We look back on the 
wider experience in the hope that we approach future series with greater confidence 
and clarity. 
 
Planning in both essay and source questions plays a huge role in raising the profile of 
an answer. Where a candidate with insight maps out their planned journey it serves to 
focus the response and when this is combined with the need to appreciate both sides of 
an argument it is impressive how this improves the quality of the answer.  
 
Question 1(a) 
This was by far the most popular of the two source questions. It was very rare that 
candidates had little to comment on the topic of voting behaviour and this is a credit to 
both themselves and the Centres who have covered this new area on the specification.  
Few candidates wandered off the set source and the vast majority adhered to the 
groundwork established in the source. All made relevant comments about the impact of 
age on voting behaviour – however it was the minority which drilled down on this and 
fully drew out AO2 and AO3 points that age is a good predictor at its extremes but not 
in the centre, few also made the connection that the voting behaviour in age varies in 
impact when combined with turnout – younger voters often don’t vote whereas the 
older voters are far more reliable voters. Likewise many had a solid understanding of 
the impact of the media: high performing candidates linked not only newspapers but 
the growing importance of other forms of media such as social media. 
 
The issue of class and region was well appreciated by the vast majority of candidates. 
Region was especially well covered. Interesting and relevant material surrounding the 



2019 General Election was employed to discuss both region and class with the 
breaching of the so-called ‘Red Wall’ which defied regional and class patterns. It is worth 
stressing that AO3 can emerge from ranking and discussing the salience of the factors 
of age, media region and class  

 
Examiner Comment: 
This is an example of a clear introduction, which establishes the nature of the debate, 
and lays out clearly the argument that it will put forward throughout the essay.  
 
 



 
Examiner Comment 
Here the student has taken an issue from the source and developed it using examples 
from their own knowledge. 
 
 
 



 
Examiner comment 
This paragraph above follows a section considering an argument that social class is 
important. In this excerpt the student is rejecting the argument that class is significant, 
arguing instead that age is the most significant. It is clear which side they are arguing. 
 

 
Examiner Comment 



In their overall conclusion the student addresses both sides but concludes agreeing 
with the statement in the title. 
 
 
Question 1b 
This proved to be the less popular of the two source questions and it introduced a topic 
again new to the current specification, the condition of how political parties are funded 
in the UK and its equity. 
The better responses made diligent use of the data provided in the question. Such as 
the vast imbalance of funds held by the two main parties compared to the scare 
resources held by minor parties. In terms of membership numbers, how low some 
parties are in paid up members. For instance, the low numbers in the current 
Conservative Party when set aside other parties such as the SNP. At the core of this 
question was the remit of does this imbalance of funding matter? Furthermore, we 
required both a case for the status quo or change. Weaker responses failed to 
effectively connect and see the issues which the data exposed in funding and its impact 
on both electoral success and democracy. 
 

 
Examiner comment 
Here the student is referencing a point in the source and then using it to add their own 
knowledge with good development of the point. 
 



 
 

 
Examiner Comment 
Here the student is engaging with the source and considering the essay question in a 
highly thoughtful way, probing deeply into the heart of the debate. 
 
 
 



 
Examiner Comment 
Here the student is critiquing the opposing argument, concluding that state funding is a 
fairer way,  
 
 
 



 
Examiner Comment 
Here the student has expressed a view that state funding is preferable. However, they 
are still recognising some problems with state funding. This is a good example of a 
nuanced conclusion.  



 
Question 2a 
The essays enjoyed equal take up from candidates.  
 
In the summer exam of 2019, the scope of pressure groups and the connection with 
‘other collective organisations’ was highlighted. In this series the connection was probed 
between Section 1.3 and 1.4 – both are connected to a joint topic and serve to illustrate 
how pressure groups are integrated in the new specification.  
 
In this first essay many candidates were able to reach out to combine the breadth of the 
new specification with regard to the position of pressure groups and the advancement 
of rights. They were aware of a range of examples where pressure groups have been at 
the forefront in delivering the force to enable an advancement of rights. Many saw 
pressure groups as integral to the work of government departments when new 
legislation is being designed – and they cited many good examples – such as Children’s 
rights and the drive for the minimum wage. Many also used their knowledge of two 
appropriate pressure groups linked to civil liberties from Section 1.4. Good citation of 
the role of pressure groups in advancing rights through Private Members Bills was 
illustrated – such as the legislation on abortion, the decriminalisation of homosexuality 
and the abolition of the death penalty, the free vote on same sex marriage was also 
widely noted. 
 
However, a significant minority were still fossilised on the traits of the legacy 
specification and spent a huge amount of time in classifying pressure groups, and while 
this has some synergy it cannot deliver the wider response required. A notable minority 
could not cite contemporary civil liberties pressure groups nor link any relevant 
legislation noted on the specification such as the Human Rights Act or the Equality Act. 
 
 

 
Examiner Comment 
Here the introduction defines the nature of the debate, which provides a framework for 
the essay that follows and ends with a clear idea of ‘direction of travel’ 
 



 
Examiner comment 
Above the student does a very effective job of outlining how pressure groups have been 
more significant than government legislation in promoting rights. There is a good use of 
contemporary examples which are evidenced to probe the point in depth 
 
 



 

 

 
Examiner Comment 
…here the same student as above then goes on to argue that in fact Government 
legislation does a better job than pressure groups in promoting and defending rights. 
Throughout this section the student is arguing against their earlier point above. 
 



 
Examiner Comment 
In their final conclusion, the student comes down on the side of government legislation, 
arguing that to a greater extent government legislation was more significant, while still 
recognising that pressure groups still play a key role. This is a good example of a 
nuanced conclusion.  



 
Question 2b 
At the core of this essay was the question do electoral systems make a difference to the 
representation and hence the success or otherwise of political parties? The essay 
required competency in two key areas on the specification – how various electoral 
systems in the UK operate and then the outcomes of those elections in terms of results. 
Many were well furnished with clear operative details and could label and identify 
various electoral systems and then link this to their consequences. It was good to see 
candidates had come prepared and was able to use their knowledge of at least one 
devolved parliament/assembly as required on the specification. A comparison often 
used was the SNP in Scotland – and outcomes under first past the post for general 
elections and then AMS as used in Holyrood. 
 
However, where faults emerged it was invariably linked to insufficient or incorrect 
knowledge to back up points and set out the issues which arise. It was common to see 
incorrect labelling and understanding of electoral systems – and although this is not a 
major hurdle – problems tended to cascade when outcomes were in addition not well 
mastered. This gave a weak AO1 base on which to build meaningful AO2 and AO3. 
Often students answered this question as “how representative are different electoral 
systems”, rather than debating whether having different electoral systems makes 
significant differences to party representation. 
 

 
Examiner Comment 
This introduction sets out the way the student is going to answer the question as well as 
the conclusion they are going to come to. 
 



 
Examiner Comment 
This student is addressing the issue of how significant the differences are that electoral 
systems make, making a number of interesting observations along the way. 
 
 
Section B 
Overall – as with candidate responses in summer 2019 – knowledge of core political 
ideas was impressive. There were many well informed and articulate responses. 
Compared to 2019, there was evidence of more comparative paragraphs with different 
strands being included in single paragraphs. This could be improved by improving the 
comparisons within the paragraphs. AO3 evaluation was still problematic. It is 
important to remember that in Ideas essays, the judgement made is whether the 
disagreements are greater than the similarities or vice versa, NOT simply whether 
differences exist. 
 
 
Question 3a 



This question was by far the more popular of the two questions on core political ideas. 
It was handled really well. Many produced a good and contextualised debate as to 
whether modern liberalism was still heavily influenced by classical liberal ideas. It was 
good to see how well the thinkers were employed to take the argument to the reader – 
Rawls was well understood and the ‘Veil of ignorance’ featured prominently. Also, there 
was effective citation of Locke in the continuity of classical and modern liberal. What 
was really impressive was the quality of the debate and the ease in which candidates 
took to the topic. Many candidates scored their highest mark on this section of the 
paper. Weaker examples were constrained simply by a lack of detail and depth – but it 
was rare to see such responses. 
 

 
Examiner Comment 
While this introduction is quite long, it is effective in outlining what the student is going 
to argue in the rest of their essay. 
 



 

 
Examiner Comment 
This is a good paragraph which outlines effectively areas of agreement between 
Modern & Classical Liberals. It also uses the Key Thinker, John Locke, effectively to 
illustrate the point. 



 
Examiner Comment 
Here we have a ‘disagree’ paragraph. While it is excellent that the student has outlined 
clear differences, it would be even better if they employed more comparative language 
and tried to make more direct comparisons between modern & classical liberals. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
Examiner Comment 
This conclusion argues very effectively that on balance the differences are greater than 
the similarities as differences are on fundamental issues. This is the key to AO3 in Ideas 
questions. 
 
 
Question 3b 
In summer 2019 socialism proved the more popular choice to conservatism but here we 
do really see the ‘triumph of liberalism’, and socialism took second place. Lots of sound 
answers explained Revolutionary Socialists like Marx and Engels and their view of class 
and this was contrasted with the view of social democrats and the Third Way.  Many 
understood the view of society driven by conflict as indicated by Revolutionary Socialists 
like Marx & Engels and were able to contrast it with a less conflict driven view which was 
heralded by Social Democrats like Crosland and further endorsed by the Third Way and 
Giddens. Weaker answers focussed too much on their view of society without linking it 
to class.  
 



 

 
Examiner Comment 
Here a student is outlining the view of some socialists towards class while also showing 
disagreements between them. There is also effective use of Key Thinker Webb. 
However, please note it is important to focus on the strands of socialism that are 
identified in the specification. 
 
 



 
Examiner Comment 
Here a student is effectively explaining different attitudes towards class from Third Way 
socialism and Revolutionary socialism.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key points paper summary 

• Candidates and Centres have to take credit for preparation outside the normal 
examination window and with a disrupted pattern of teaching in the previous 
academic year. 

• In the new specification, planning is as important as ever. It really does benefit 
an answer if a candidate sets out their journey before writing – to give a route 
plan of the approach taken. 

• Marks are derived from three Assessment Objectives – invariably, stronger 
responses tapped into all of these objectives which carry equal weight. 

• The devil can be in the detail – scant knowledge of electoral systems and 
outcomes did limit candidates and this requirement is boldly set out in the 
specification. Examples which are clear and contemporary lift a response and 
invariably show insight.  



• Building on the above when the specification requires knowledge of elections in 
devolved assemblies and evidence of contemporary civil liberty pressure groups 
their omission can limit answers. 

• It is clear that candidates enjoy and engage with voting behaviour and prove 
their insight and effective teaching taking place in Centres. 

• Any concern that candidates or perhaps Centres had about handling the core 
political ideas were put at ease again here in 2020. This area new to many has 
been handled really well. 
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