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Introduction

Taken overall, many candidates found this a more accessible paper than its equivalent 
last January, and achievement was generally higher. Only question 5 on civil rights was 
completely new, although, since it is a key concept in the specification, its inclusion should 
not have come as a surprise to centres. Question 6 on pressure groups was predictably the 
most popular essay question, and almost twice as many candidates attempted it as the 
other two questions combined. As has been true of essay questions on race in the recent 
past, however, candidates’ eagerness to tackle it was not always reflected in the quality of 
their answers.  

The concept of synopticity is still causing difficulties for some candidates. It is worth 
repeating that synopticity requires the recognition of, and engagement with, the competing 
viewpoints around the question set; these may be ideologically based but more often they 
are not.  There are no liberal and conservative viewpoints that it is helpful to refer to, or 
indeed construct, in answer to a question such as question 8 on party decline and renewal, 
and neither is it helpful to refer to the aims of the Founding Fathers, which, in any event, 
are themselves the subject of debate. 

Candidates do not need to use the word ‘synoptic’ at any stage in their answer and neither 
do they need a section (the favoured position is towards the end) where they announce 
that they are about to begin ‘synoptic analysis’. All that is required is consideration of the 
competing evidence and arguments, and a judgement as to which is stronger. Even where 
there are recognisable ideological positions, while it may be convenient to refer to what 
conservatives and liberals may or may not believe, it is not essential, and it is certainly not 
necessary or even desirable to refer to these positions in short answers.

A further point of technique worth mentioning concerns evaluation. In both short and long 
answers, candidates fail to maximise AO2 marks by a failure to evaluate the evidence they 
use. For example, in the question on pressure groups’ approach to the Supreme Court, 
many candidates used Brown to illustrate the method of a pressure group sponsoring a test 
case (Brown was ubiquitous on this paper and appeared in answers to at least four different 
questions). This is perfectly valid but the case was heard almost 60 years ago, and, if it is 
the best example available (and it may well not be), then this says something about the 
likely success of the method it is being used to illustrate. 

Recognition of this raises the quality of the answer and accumulates AO2 marks.

It is now a number of years since the specification was drawn up, and inevitably since that 
time new issues have emerged. The specification itself obviously remains unchanged, but, 
to reflect these changes, new notes of guidance for centres have been produced.  A link 
to these can be found on the Government and Politics subject page of the Edexcel website 
(http://www.edexcel.com/quals/gce/gce08/gov/Pages/default.aspx), under ‘Teacher 
Support Materials’.
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Question 1

This question was second in unpopularity only to question 5, but it was well done by the 
majority of candidates who did attempt it. Level 1 answers were relatively infrequent, 
although a number of candidates misunderstood the question and devoted some or all 
of their answer to presidential or gubernatorial incumbents; Arnold Schwarzenegger was 
particularly popular in this connection. Answers which could refer in general terms to 
advantages such as fundraising, track record in pork procurement, etc, were usually well 
into Level 2 but, as is true of almost every question, knowledge of contemporary examples 
to support the points made lifted the answer into Level 3.  
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Follow the news: one of the 
strengths of this answer is the 
references to recent political 
events such as the 2010 midterms, 
which will not be found in most 
textbooks. Internet sources as 
 Politico  will help keep you up to 
date.

Follow the news: one of the 
Examiner Tip

This answer deals fully with both sides of the question 
and is securely in Level 3. It is not exhaustive - some 
candidates discussed partisan gerrymandering for 
example - but those that are made are developed 
intelligently. It illustrates the effectiveness of using 
recent examples to support the points made, even if 
one or two details are not quite accurate.

Examiner Comments

This answer deals fully with both sides of the question 
Examiner Comments
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Question 2

Affirmative action is always a popular topic, and this was an inviting question for many 
candidates. While the majority were able to explain at least three or four criticisms with 
some degree of clarity, a lot of the evidence cited tended to be anecdotal social observation 
and some way removed from traditional political analysis.  The Bakke case was frequently 
cited and its background rehearsed in some detail, but it was not always obvious that 
candidates understood what the court’s decision actually was.  Some candidates discussed 
the case for reparations, but the case for reparations is not a case against affirmative 
action.  Only a few were able to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the criticisms 
they discussed, and some wasted their time by describing justifications as well. 

Questions on the ‘Racial and Ethnic Politics’ section of the specification will continue to 
feature affirmative action, but the scope of the topic will be broadened to include other 
issues of contemporary relevance, particularly immigration reform.  Guidance on this can be 
found in the notes on the Edexcel website, referred to above.
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Introductions:  for short answers, introductions 
are not necessary.  Do not feel you either 
have to 'set the scene' or give a summary of 
the points you're about to make, just launch 
straight in with your fi rst developed point.

Introductions:  for short answers, introductions 
Examiner Tip

This is a chararacteristic mid-Level 2 answer in two respects.  
Firstly, there are a number of points made but none are 
explained very convincingly.  Both the points on the second 
side about affi rmative action having 'run its course', and on the 
fi nal side about the position of the president's daughters, have 
potential but are undevleoped.  As characteristic is the time 
wasted on the fi rst side in historical background, which takes 
up about a third of the answer and is essentially unrewardable.

Examiner Comments
This is a chararacteristic mid-Level 2 answer in two respects.  

Examiner Comments
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Question 3

This was another well answered question and many candidates were able to describe a 
range of pressure group methods with supporting examples.  The role of groups in the 
nomination process, particularly in the Bork and Miers nominations, was usually the most 
successfully developed point. Surprisingly, given that they were presumably taking Unit 
Four only a few days later, some candidates had only the sketchiest notion of the function of 
the court (there were fairly frequent references to the court passing or making laws), and 
others gave a list of all the pressure group techniques they could think of, including giving 
judges a foreign holiday.

Many candidates failed to recognise that this was a two part question and only gave a 
cursory nod in the direction of ‘why’ pressure groups seek to influence the court. Finally, 
as already mentioned in the introduction, relatively few answers attempted to evaluate the 
techniques they were describing;  the example of Brown as a test case has been referred 
to, and amicus curiae briefs were another missed opportunity.  Many candidates mentioned 
these as having been submitted in considerable numbers – 350 was the favourite – in the 
Grutter case; it would be reasonable to wonder, given the quantity involved, how likely it 
would be that any given brief would have a significant influence, or, even if it is cited in the 
judgment, as several were in Grutter, how far it had actually influenced the court, or merely 
supported a position it intended to take anyway. 
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 Two part questions:  unless the fi rst part is just a 
defi nition, try to give the two parts roughly equal 
treatment, not necessarily 50:50, but at least 66:33. 
 Evaluation:  you should always try to give some 
assessment of the points you are making;  in this 
question on the Supreme Court, you would aim to 
give an indication of the likely success of the various 
methods pressure groups might adopt. 

Examiner Tip

 There are two points arising from this answer.  
The fi rst part of the question is answered in a 
single paragraph;  it is certainly rewardable, but 
is on the short side for one half of a two part 
question. 
 The second paragraph is an illustration of the 
point made above;  a pressure group method is 
described, an example is given and the point is 
left there.  It would be stronger if there was an 
evaluation of its likely success. 

Examiner Comments

 There are two points arising from this answer.  

Examiner Comments
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Question 4

This was the second most answered short answer question, a welcome rise in popularity for 
the parties topic. Most candidates managed to at least reach Level 2, although some took 
the question to be about ideological factions rather than groups of voters, while others spent 
almost as much time discussing why some groups do not vote Republican as on those that 
do. The most successful approach to questions of this type is to take a single demographic 
at a time – for example men or evangelicals – rather than attempt, as some did, to explain 
the loyalty of the southern white middle class.  A lot of answers made generalised points 
– for example, that wealthier Americans tend to vote Republican because of the party’s 
traditional support for lower tax rates – but when reference to recent trends and policies, for 
example, the marked increase in the support of elderly voters for Republican candidates in 
the 2010 midterms, was made, the quality of the answer instantly went up.
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This is another secure Level 3 answer;  a range of 
different groups are identifed and most points are 
supported by detail and specifi c events.  Two points of 
technique;  it is not necessary to write out the question, 
and, like the previous answer, the fi rst paragraph is 
unrewardable, although here it is obviously much shorter.

Examiner Comments
This is another secure Level 3 answer;  a range of 

Examiner Comments
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             Question 5 

    Civil Rights have not been the subject of a question before, and unsurprisingly it attracted 
fewest answers of all the short answer questions. When a question actually requests 
a defi nition, it would seem commonsensical to give it, and it would have helped many 
candidates to clarify exactly they took the term ‘civil rights’ to mean. For some, the 
opportunity to deliver a narrative is apparently irresistible, and a number of answers 
comprised a history of the black struggle for freedom, beginning in 1787 and ending in 
1965. Some others attempted to turn the question into another affi rmative action question, 
and saw the opportunity to reproduce statistics on black deprivation. More rewardably, a 
minority of candidates expanded the scope of the question to include other minority groups 
and discussed for example the status and availability of same sex marriage in the US.     

     

  
 

When a question asks for a defi nition, a 
short paragraph is all that is required.  The 
paragraph in the clip could be developed 
further, but nevertheless it is a reasonably 
effective fi rst part of the answer nevertheless.

Examiner Comments

When a question asks for a defi nition, a 

Examiner Comments
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     Question 6 

    Almost two thirds of the entry attempted this question, with varying degrees of success. The 
main criticism was that many answers read like a slightly amended version of the answers 
the same candidates might have written to a question in Unit 1.   The only discernible 
difference in some cases was that Mothers Against Drunk Driving was substituted for 
Fathers for Justice, although Fathers for Justice was actually mentioned by a few.   This led 
such answers to only partially engage with the question, and a more convincing approach 
was based on the distinctive features of the US system – fragmented government, multiple 
access points, weak parties, ballooning costs of elections – and the implications of these for 
the contribution of pressure groups to democracy.     

    
 
 

 
 
 

 

Try to write an effective introduction;  the introduction is 
not a summary of all the points you intend to make nor 
the opportunity for some historical 'background'.  For this 
question, you would briefl y explain why the activities of 
pressure groups have given rise to competing views on 
their impact, and then state which of these views you 
intend to support in the rest of the essay.

Try to write an effective introduction;  the introduction is 
Examiner Tip

The purpose of an introduction to an essay is to 
explain why there is a debate around the subject of 
the question, and to state which side of the debate the 
writer favours, setting up the direction of the argument 
for the rest of the essay. This introduction does neither 
of these things; instead, it gives an outline of some of 
the points the writer intends to cover, and might as well 
have been omitted.

Examiner Comments
The purpose of an introduction to an essay is to 

Examiner Comments
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Question 7

This was the least popular of the essay questions and the level of achievement was not 
generally high, although as ever there were a handful of outstanding answers. A number 
of candidates misunderstood the scope of the question and discussed the functioning of 
the Electoral College, as well as the system for selecting presidential candidates. It also 
attracted a number of candidates who offered little beyond some general musings on the 
nature of democracy, which might have been deployed more effectively in the question on 
pressure groups. Others knew a range of points for and against the current system, but 
were unable to link them convincingly to the promotion of democracy.  Even in confidently 
written answers, there was very often a lack of detailed knowledge of developments in 
primary funding or frontloading, which could have been very rewardably discussed.
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Keep examples relevant - recent examples are the best 
evidence but they need to be relevant. The point made on 
the second side about open and closed primaries is certainly 
valid, but the example cited relates to a Senate primary and 
is not therefore the strongest evidence in an answer on the 
nominating process for presidential candidates.

Keep examples relevant - recent examples are the best 
Examiner Tip

This is one of the stronger answers to this question which 
was not generally done well. Some of the detail this candidate 
knows, for example concerning the use of 'First Past the Post' 
in Republican primaries, was seen in very few answers indeed. 
The repeated use of 'one might refer' to introduce points reads 
oddly, and an alternative construction would be preferable. 

Examiner Comments
This is one of the stronger answers to this question which 

Examiner Comments
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Question 8

As is often the case, the question on parties generated the best answers of the essay 
questions, and it is a pity that parties as a topic does not attract a higher proportion of the 
entry.  In comparison to pressure groups, for example, there is much more opportunity for 
candidates in discussing parties to draw on knowledge gained from following contemporary 
events, and to avoid writing formulaic answers largely or wholly derived from textbooks.  
This was not true of all, however, and some cited evidence such as the Brock reforms 
and the votes in the Senate on the Clinton impeachment as evidence of party renewal; 
while rewardable, neither was compelling evidence that party decline is out of date. More 
rewardably, many candidates were able to discuss the agenda of the Obama administration, 
the continued partisan divides within Congress and the rise and influence of the Tea Party; 
interestingly, the last named was used to argue for both the redundancy and continuing 
relevance of theories of party decline.
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Answers to this question could draw on a wide variety of 
evidence but usually the increasing ideological coherence 
of the two main parties formed a central part. Interestingly, 
this answer ignores this, and focuses instead on elections 
and Congress, deploying some accurate knowledge about 
recent devleopments to very good effect on the fi nal side.

Examiner Comments

Answers to this question could draw on a wide variety of 

Examiner Comments
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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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