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Introduction
Most candidates found this an accessible paper and the few weak answers came from the 
obviously under-prepared.  There was a roughly even spread of answers across the long-
answer questions, with the Electoral College question proving, slightly surprisingly, to be 
the most popular.  The spread among four of the five short-answer questions was also fairly 
even, but only a relative few opted for the question on immigration reform. 

The usual and predictable weaknesses in answers were present; many candidates still 
introduce their short answers with an unnecessary summary of the points they are about to 
make, or, more puzzlingly, if the question asks about criticisms, an irrelevant summary of 
positives.  There is a tendency to narrate, rather than analyse, so that answers to question 
five were frequently prefaced by (or consisted in their entirety of) a history of campaign 
finance reform or answers to question eight by a detailed description of the workings of the 
Electoral College. 

Key terms in the question were sometimes overlooked, so that for example points made in 
answer to question one, which asked about criticisms of pressure groups activities, were 
frequently either not criticisms or did not relate to activities. 
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Question 1 (b)

This was a popular question and answered well by the majority of those who attempted 
it.  As mentioned above, some weaker answers failed to appreciate the significance of the 
term activities and wrote for example about pressure groups’ lack of internal democracy, 
or indeed the term criticised, when they cited the greater influence of pressure groups with 
large memberships, or attempts by pressure groups to influence the Supreme Court via 
amicus curiae briefs. 

Most candidates focused on activities connected with Congress, with revolving door, iron 
triangles, and campaign contributions being extensively covered.  As usual with pressure 
group answers, candidates were more or less completely dependent on textbooks for 
examples, with the consequence that discussion, for example, of the veterans’ iron triangle 
inevitably sounded dated.  

An interesting point made by some stronger answers was that pressure groups’ promotion 
of wedge issues makes consensus-building difficult, and contributes to an adversarial 
political culture. 
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This is a very typical low Level 3 answer.  It makes three 
clearly-explained points, all of which are explicitly linked to the 
title and which are supported by evidence.  To move up further 
towards full marks, it would need to show a more obvious 
attempt to evaluate its points and evidence.

Examiner Comments

Introductions - a lot of candidates seem unable to 
resist beginning their short answers with an opening 
paragraph which 'sets the scene', as this candidate 
does here.

As this example illustrates, these introductions almost 
never say anything which can be rewarded, and in an 
exam where every second is precious, it is much more 
productive to get straight into your first point.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2 (b)

Perhaps a little surprisingly, this was the most popular short-answer question and the 
overwhelming majority were able to mention at least one group, and most, two or more. 

Weaker answers could only list the groups, with a sometimes rambling discussion of the 
history of who had supported the Republicans and Democrats, whereas stronger answers 
were able to explain the reasons for their support using recent evidence; a number of 
candidates, for example, cited the Republican ‘War on Women’ as a recent factor in 
alienating female voters.  

A characteristic of a more sophisticated approach was to recognise factors which cause 
support to fluctuate, and some candidates cited the president’s half-hearted attempts at 
immigration reform as likely to diminish Latinos’ support in 2012.
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This is another typical example of a low Level 3 answer. 
There are three well-explained points, all supported by 
recent evidence.  To move towards full marks, the analysis 
would need to be a little more subtle and detailed.

Examiner Comments

Keep up with the news - each of the three points 
in this answer is supported by examples of actions 
or policies of the Obama administration, including 
at least one from the last 12 months.  It gives 
the answer a freshness and immediacy, which is 
impossible to convey if you just rely on textbooks.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3 (b)

The addition of immigration reform as a possible topic for questions in the racial politics 
topic has been extensively signalled in examiners’ reports, but this question was by a 
considerable margin the least popular short-answer question.

Most answers seem to have at least a basic knowledge of the Dream Act and the criticisms 
of it (perhaps because of its coverage during the Republican primary debates; a number of 
candidates mixed it up with the Texas Dream Act).  Good answers were able confidently to 
discuss earlier attempts at reform and the two parties’ approaches.

This was one of several questions where many candidates favoured a narrative approach, 
and they would have improved their answer by focusing sharply on the demands of the 
question, rather than giving a description of the various reforms.



10 GCE Government & Politics 6GP03 3C



GCE Government & Politics 6GP03 3C 11

This is an example of a full-mark answer.  Full marks does 
not mean that it says everything there is to be said on 
the topic,  but rather that it is as good an answer as an 
18 year old could be realistically expected to produce in 
15 minutes in an exam.  It is sharply-focused on the title, 
shows a comprehensive and confident knowledge and 
explains the various criticisms with intelligence and flair.

Examiner Comments

Read widely - what comes over more than anything 
in this answer is the sense that the candidate is 
completely comfortable discussing these quite complex 
issues; s/he is not repeating something they have  learnt 
by heart from a single book.  This can only come through 
reading as much and as widely as you can.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4 (a)

This was apparently a straight-forward question but many candidates found it difficult to 
make the necessary distinction between a pressure group’s methods and what makes it 
successful, and what it is specifically about the U.S. system that gives pressure groups such 
significance.  

Consequently, their answers discussed methods such as postal blitzes, and also pressure 
group functions such as participation and education.  

Perhaps as a consequence of their uncertainty as to what exactly the question was asking, 
some candidates reproduced significant sections of their answers to question 1.  

Weaker answers also stood out by showing minimal knowledge that was distinctive to 
the US, and some were indistinguishable from Unit 1 answers.  Stronger candidates 
recognised the requirements of the question and identified access points as a key factor, 
along with the weakness of parties and the cost and multiplicity of elections.
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This is another low Level 3 answer.  Unlike a 
number produced for this question, it shows 
a very clear understanding of exactly what 
the question is asking, and looks in turn at 
access points, the nature of US society and 
the weakness of the political parties.

Examiner Comments

Be sure what the question is asking - this 
question asked about the factors which give 
pressure groups a significant role in US politics; it 
was not asking about pressure group methods or 
functions, which many candidates took it to be.  
If you are unsure what a question is really about, 
it is probably better to leave it alone.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5 (c)

Campaign finance is a complex and technical topic and it was pleasing to see how many 
strong answers there were to this question.  Even weak answers were generally able at 
least to make reference to the Supreme Court’s role, and knew that ‘soft’ money existed 
and had been a significant issue, even if they could not explain why.

The stronger answers often had a detailed knowledge of the relevant judicial decisions, 
particularly of course Citizens United, as well as full some discussions of the various 
legislative attempts to control election finance.  A number made the logical point that 
since legislation is the responsibility of the main beneficiaries of campaign finance, it is 
unsurprising if there is little imperative to reform it. 
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This is another example of a top Level 3 answer.  It identifies 
two main factors, the decisions of the Supreme Court and the 
ability of groups to find loop-holes in legislation.  It discusses 
them lucidly and accurately. It then discusses two further 
factors in less detail - altogether an impressive answer.

Examiner Comments
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Question 6

This question drew proportionately more weak answers than the other two long-answer 
questions, probably because a lot of candidates came into the exam wanting to answer a 
question on race but were unsure what to make of the term political will. 

These weaker answers quickly became, in many cases, a general discussion on the nature 
and impact of affirmative action, often shading into a more general discussion still of the 
position of African Americans in USA, both historically and in the present. Many of these 
answers also used an excessively broad definition of affirmative action, and brought in the 
Brown decision, the Civil Rights Act and bussing as examples, to name just three. 

At the other end, there were some impressive answers, which showed an intelligent 
engagement with the question and the issue of political will.  These answers discussed 
both evidence for and against the failure of affirmative action and linked both of these 
perspectives to political will.  Relevant Supreme Court cases seemed less well-known than 
they once were, which was a pity as the role of the court was clearly relevant.  
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The strengths of this answer are its consistent engagement 
with the question and its logical structure.  There are a number 
of points which could be more developed and detailed,  but at 
each stage, the reader knows exactly where it is going.  It is in 
low Level 3 for all Assessment Objectives.

Examiner Comments

Signpost the direction in which you are going - use 
the first sentence of each paragraph to make it 
completely clear to the reader what you are about to 
say, and how it relates to what has gone before and 
to the title.  Even if you do not know very much, you 
will receive credit for the clarity of your argument.

Examiner Tip
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Question 7

As usual, the best answers in the paper were produced on the topic of parties and 
there were some very impressive answers, which showed a detailed and sophisticated 
understanding of the state of the two major parties. 

Parties are a topic more than any other where the best candidates are able to leave their 
textbooks behind and draw on their knowledge of recent developments.  It is puzzling 
that centres do not steer more of their candidates towards the party questions.  Both the 
tensions within the Democratic Party over the policies of the Obama administration - such 
as health care, and more recently, the Keystone pipeline - and the divisions within the 
Republican Party exposed by the recent presidential primary, were well-explored.  

Most candidates made some attempt to advance a comparative argument, in some cases 
(perhaps understandably) changing the judgement during the course of the essay, whilst 
others just made a brief statement of comparison in the conclusion.  
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This is a not untypical response to this question, in that it shows 
a detailed and largely accurate knowledge of the fortunes of 
different groups within the two parties, whilst offering only a 
fairly limited discussion of the nature of the ideological divides 
between them.  Clearly,  everything the candidate writes is 
relevant and rewardable,  but ideally there would be a little 
more on the ideas behind the various groups.  Nevertheless, it 
is overall a low Level 3 answer.

Examiner Comments

Conclusions - a conclusion is an important part of 
an essay, and gives the writer's definitive answer 
to the question set.  This candidate does this and 
sums up the main arguments which support it.

Examiner Tip
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Question 8

There was a sense in many answers to this question that candidates were pleased to 
be discussing such a familiar topic as the arguments surrounding the Electoral College.  
However, few brought any degree of sophistication to their answers, or gave any indication 
that they had thought about the issues for themselves.  An inordinate amount of time was 
often given to peripheral issues, such as faithless electors. 

It was asserted frequently that the Electoral College protects the voice of the smaller states, 
as though this was a self-evident good that needed no further justification. Only rarely was 
a link made to its original conception, or to how a national popular vote would be seen by 
some as undermining the federal identity of the US.  

Nearly all answers, however strong or weak, were primarily focused on the strengths and 
weaknesses of the Electoral College itself, and were unaware of the specific weaknesses of 
the national popular vote.  A good number of candidates were keen to discuss alternative 
systems to the Electoral College other than the national popular vote, such as ‘Maine-
Nebraska’, possibly because they were uncertain of what exactly the national popular vote 
is; this would be surprising, given that it is specifically mentioned in the notes of guidance 
for this topic available on the Edexcel website.  

For a significant number of candidates, memories of electoral reform in Unit 1 seemed not 
too far away, and they referred to the possibility of a coalition being formed, should no 
candidate achieve 50% of the vote.  Similarly, many discussed the effect of reform on minor 
party candidates, and whether a reform might be fairer or less fair on them than the current 
system, with no recognition that only one office-holder is to be elected.
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This is one of the better answers produced for this question.  
Inevitably with a topic like the Electoral College, the arguments 
will be familiar and the range of examples limited, but at least this 
candidate is engaging with the arguments and there is the sense of 
a mind at work, rather than the mere repetition of what has been 
learnt.  S/he also considers the issue of swing and safe states, 
which is surely one of the principal arguments against the Electoral 
College, but was strangely omitted in many answers.  Overall,  this 
answer would a low Level 3 on all Assessment Objectives.

Examiner Comments

Introductions - although it need be no more than two 
or three sentences, an introduction is a vital part of an 
essay.  In the introduction you set out the nature of the 
debate the question raises and give your answer to it, 
and this introduction does both successfully.

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

• Read each question carefully and make sure you have identified the key issues it raises

• Avoid introductions in short answers and get straight into your first point

• Plan your essay answer and make the structure clear

• Follow the news and keep up-to-date with US politics
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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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