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Introduction
This paper saw a pleasing level of focus on contemporary events, with a marked jump in 
the degree of discussion of coalition policy, particularly in those questions that forced such a 
focus (such as Questions 6 and 8) but also in Question 4 which triggered an impressive level 
of awareness of contemporary debate over Heathrow and 'Boris Island'.

It is encouraging to see so many candidates and centres adopting the contemporary 
approach that this paper demands, and actively embracing the opportunities to show their 
knowledge of current policy and debate.

Nevertheless it was noticeable that a significant number of candidates continue to avoid 
the more contemporary focus, and look for opportunities to take a more historical approach 
over such issues as economics and law and order, which was particularly apparent on 
Questions 3 and 8. Such an approach, which is sometimes rooted in an understanding of 
politics that precedes even Blair, does not serve candidates well.

In this paper candidates showed a fear of the economic questions which many of those who 
did tackle those questions were able to prove unnecessary. It may be that the two short 
responses 'competed with each other' for candidates, but both questions were accessible 
and offered strong scope for contemporary awareness.

Law and Order, whilst proving a more popular topic, continues to entrap candidates 
who wish to focus on a general 'soft vs. tough' debate, whereas both questions sought 
consideration of more specific areas - one on policing and one on punishment vs. 
rehabilitation.

The final common weakness of many candidates was a tendency to engage the question, 
but not the whole question. The key words 'to what extent' continued to be disregarded 
by a surprising number of candidates, whilst the failure to address both parts of a 
double assertion (such as Question 8 with its twin focus on social unfairness and political 
popularity) is a less serious fault but can still prevent candidates from accessing Level 3 
marks. Some candidates also failed to note the subtle distinction between the modifiers 
'between government and opposition' and 'between the major parties' which prior to 2010 
were able to be considered as one and the same, but are no longer.

It was pleasing to see a reduced number of candidates eschewing a political approach 
in favour of a Business Studies approach (Questions 1 and 3), a Geographical approach 
(Question 4), a Sociological approach (Questions 7 or 8) or any of the numerous other such 
traps for those who study related subjects. In general there was a strong political focus.

It was also very pleasing to see a more subtle understanding emerge of synopticity, which 
was encouraged by the variety of essay questions. Whilst Question 8 did offer a certain 
level of traditional dichotomy between different parties, Question 7 encouraged candidates 
to consider both changing party views and alternative views within parties, and Question 6 
enabled the strong use of alternative political viewpoints from outside the party system - 
from pressure groups and campaigners. Candidates were often able to engage synopticity 
within individual points, making use of different interpretations (for energy of the Green 
Investment Bank, or the means testing of Child Benefit) to support different points of view. 
The major synoptic weakness was a failure amongst many candidates to specifically engage 
and contrast the different views, as opposed to tackling one 'side' followed by the other.
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Question 1

This was by far the least popular short response question and evidently many candidates 
were 'frightened away' by its specific focus on inflation. This was perhaps surprising in that 
this was the only short response not to demand a two-sided answer, with candidates given a 
clear steer as to their line of approach.

There was a high variance in the level of awareness shown of the contemporary 
political situation with weaker responses failing to discuss what the problems with inflation 
were at all, and the strongest responses showing detailed knowledge of the levels of 
inflation, the missing of MPC targets, and the subsequent number of letters from the 
Governor of the Bank of England to the Chancellor. It was notable though that relatively 
few candidates drew an explicit contrast between the low interest rates needed to promote 
growth and the higher rates that are seen as more likely to limit inflation.

Level 1 responses were often marred by failing to engage 'since 2010' - some attempted 
to remedy this by assuming that the Coalition had continued a Keynesian approach of 
over-spending which had fuelled inflation. Others simply stated that there were issues with 
inflation without clearly engaging the reasons for them.

Level 2 responses were characterised by either a solid exposition of a single point - such 
as the tension between quantitative easing for growth and curbing inflation; or the lack 
of direct influence of the government as opposed to the MPC - or else offered two points 
but failed to develop them sufficiently well. A number of candidates recognised that there 
were economic factors beyond the control of single countries, but could only offer a vague 
explanation of what they were.

Level 3 responses were able to engage specific factors outside of the UK economy that had 
contributed to pressure of prices, with some impressive use of the impact of flooding on 
food prices, and of instability in the Middle East on energy prices. Strong awareness was 
often shown of the role of the MPC, and of the various tensions between policies designed 
to promote growth and those needed to limit inflation. Both quantitative easing and interest 
rates were used effectively by some candidates in this regard.
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This is an example of a response that attempts to make a number 
of points, but those points are either asserted and not argued, 
such as the impact of the Euro crisis, or else are not germane to 
the question, such as the spending cuts. This candidate does not 
make any clear valid points and subsequently remains in Level 1.

This answer was awarded 3 marks.

Examiner Comments

Points must be relevant to the specific question, not just 
the general topic, and must be argued not simply asserted.

Examiner Tip
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This is another response to Question 1.
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This is a much stronger answer than the previous response and is a good 
example of credit being given for unexpected but valid arguments: in this 
case the argument about fractional reserve lending is well-made and, 
whilst not being politically undisputed, is certainly a valid point of view.

The content on Gordon Brown is weak for a post-2010 focused question 
whilst the point on the Euro crisis is acceptable but not argued in 
sufficient detail to carry this into Level 3. The response instead reaches 
the top of Level 2.

This answer was awarded 10 marks.

Examiner Comments

Valid points that are not included in the mark 
scheme will still gain credit.

Examiner Tip
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This answer secured a strong Level 3 mark.
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There are three clear and valid points here - rising commodity price, the 
need to keep interest rates low in the face of limited growth and the impact 
of quantitative easing. This is coupled with a strong awareness of the role 
of the MPC and of the political and economic dangers of ‘stagflation’.

This answer was awarded 14 marks.

Examiner Comments

You do not need to cover every possible point to 
get a high mark - two strong, detailed points can 
often carry you into Level 3, and three strong 
points can take you as high as full marks. The 
quality of the points is as critical as the quantity.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2

This was the most popular of the short response questions. It was a shame to see a number 
of candidates take their context no further than Labour's 50% policy (or erroneously assert 
that the coalition had maintained this policy) although this did not entirely exclude Level 3 
marks if the specific points made were strong enough.

Most candidates recognised 'to what extent' and were often separated by the strength of 
their points, and how well they developed them on each side of the debate.

Level 1 responses were rare and were usually characterised by a brief assertion of points 
without evidence.

Level 2 responses generally recognised the two sides to the debate and often embraced the 
common points of economic benefits vs. the cost, and the value, of degrees. What usually 
distinguished them within Level 2, and from Level 3 responses, was the level of detailed 
argument offered - weaker responses stating that more graduates meant a stronger 
economy, but a less worthwhile degree. The question of 'mickey mouse' degrees was often 
asserted rather than argued.

Level 3 responses showed a willingness to explore the sides of the debate in detail often 
showing sophisticated awareness of the specific threats to Britain's economy, and the ways 
that more graduates could aid this - emerging Asian markets and high technology jobs were 
discussed well in this respect. 

On the other side of the debate the arguments as to degree devaluation were made in a 
more detailed and sophisticated way, often with reference to the need for higher degrees 
to distinguish graduates, and the lack of genuine graduate level jobs currently available. 
Candidates also did not simply assert that most university places meant more cost for the 
government, but argued with reference to the number of graduates who would be unlikely 
to pay off their debts.

More marginal arguments, such as a perceived lack of manual workers and an assumption 
that more graduates meant more people in better jobs, lower crime or a more politically 
aware populace, were also given more consideration than they deserved, receiving only 
minor credit. Arguments as to cost were sometimes out of date, being based on the pre-
coalition assumption that the government automatically met most of the cost.

A small but surprising number of candidates equated sixth form with higher education.
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This is a Level 1 response.

A brief listing of points without argument cannot escape Level 1.

This answer was awarded 4 marks.

Examiner Comments

To secure more than a small number of marks you 
must argue your points, not simply assert them.

Examiner Tip
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This is an example of a mid Level 2 response.
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The first point within this response illustrates the dangers of 
assertion versus argument - the candidate moved with little pause 
from higher education to better paid jobs to a stimulated economy 
to a more competitive economy, without pausing to offer evidence 
or argument. The point can be made well but in this form secures 
only limited credit. This pattern continues in the remaining two 
points. None of the points are illegitimate but none are made in a 
fully developed way which leaves this response in mid Level 2.

This answer was awarded 8 marks.

Examiner Comments

It is important to include 
some brief ‘political context’ 
at the start of an answer - 
most candidates did reference 
Labour’s 50% policy and 
some went on to discuss the 
coalition’s alternative view. 
This does make a difference 
to your mark.

Examiner Tip
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This is a Level 3 response.
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This candidate begins by clearly setting the context, specifically in the case of 
Labour and with some awareness of a change without a total reversal under the 
coalition. The same competition and jobs point made by the previous candidate 
is also covered but in a more coherent fashion and with useful explicit contrast 
to the alternative. Similarly the point about the devaluing of degrees is clearly 
argued, and the effects on both graduates and employers are clearly discussed. 
Finally the candidate briefly, but legitimately considers finances and makes 
a useful cross-topic link to the state of the economy. This answer therefore 
secures a mark of 13; secure mid Level 3.

Examiner Comments

Whilst it is critical to focus mainly on the specific 
examination topic addressed by the question 
there are some useful links to be made and 
these will be credited (particularly between the 
economy and virtually any other political issue).

Examiner Tip
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Question 3

This question was of middling popularity but attracted more interest than the other short 
response question on the economy. It did allow candidates the chance to consider economic 
policy from all three parties - although specific reference to the Liberal Democrats was not a 
requirement to reach Level 3.

Many candidates did struggle with 'to what extent', and there was also something of a 
dichotomy between those who adopted a very contemporary policy-focused approach, and 
those who relied on historical and theoretical analysis. Some candidates were able to link 
the two and they often performed highly.

Level 1 responses often focused entirely on the historical Keynesian / Monetarist debate 
(which would have been effective had it been linked to contemporary policy and positions). 
Others briefly discussed economic policy but made no reference to growth.

Level 2 responses were often very solid but one-sided, with little specific argument as to 
agreement. Whilst some responses considered a range of points to illustrate disagreement, 
often in a sophisticated way, they remained limited to the top of Level 2. 

Other answers considered the alternative only briefly, often with a short assertion that 
despite disagreements there was general consensus on the need to cut. Some Level 2 
responses had a more general economic focus, and were credited in so far as their points 
dealt with achieving growth specifically.

Level 3 responses were often not equally balanced, favouring the lack of consensus, but 
were still able to advance at least one clear point that did demonstrate consensus, often 
in terms of the lack of a 'Plan B' and the relatively superficial level of the disagreements 
discussed. The focus on growth was strong at this level, and there was awareness of 
subtleties such as the speed, as well as the level, of cuts. Tensions within the coalition were 
used effectively.
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This is a Level 1 response.
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This candidate discusses a valid policy contrast but their description of 
Labour makes no reference to post-2010, and their ‘evidence’ on Cameron’s 
policy is weak at best given the triple dip recession. Ultimately only one 
point is considered and so this response stays in Level 1 with a mark of 5.

Examiner Comments

If a question asks about whether the major 
parties do agree or disagree (as opposed to 
have agreed or disagreed) then the positions 
must be current, not predominantly related 
to previous governments or leaders.

Examiner Tip
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This is a Level 2 response.
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This historical discussion sets some context 
here but this could be done far more briefly, 
and be embedded into the first main point 
about cuts vs. spending.

Ultimately this candidate makes two valid 
points - about the cuts in general, and about 
the impact of benefits policy. However the 
response is entirely one-sided and so even 
several strong points of disagreement would 
not have taken this into Level 3.

This answer was awarded 9 marks.

Examiner Comments

When addressing a ‘to what extent’ 
question about policy difference it 
is critical to consider arguments 
on both sides - this does not mean 
simply consider the different views 
of the two political ‘sides’, but 
rather consider their similarities as 
well as their differences.

Examiner Tip



GCE Government & Politics 6GP03 3A 23

An example of a Level 3 response follows.
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This candidate, as with the other two, considered the 
obvious point about cuts, but in doing so also gave 
useful information on related tax policy. Crucially the 
candidate goes on to discuss similarities in approach. 
There is sufficient detail and balance here to reach 
Level 3, although a higher Level 3 mark would 
probably require a further valid point on either side.

This answer was awarded 12 marks.

Examiner Comments
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Question 4

This was a popular question and it was very pleasing to see a genuine awareness of the 
current political debate, particularly with respect to the Heathrow second runway. The 
corollary of this was that only a very small number of candidates went 'beyond Heathrow' to 
consider arguments with regard to other airports.

One-sided answers were much less common than those to Questions 3 or 5 and there was 
very little wandering from the question asked. The discriminating factor was therefore 
usually the level of argument vs. assertion and the amount of detail and evidence 
presented.

Level 1 responses were rare, but would have been characterised by assertion with 
little evidence that expansion would either benefit the economy or harm the environment.

Level 2 responses generally recognised the two sides to the debate and embraced the 
themes of economy vs. environment. What usually distinguished them within Level 2, and 
from Level 3 responses, was the level of detailed argument offered - weaker responses 
stating the need for jobs and business vs. the environmental downsides of air travel in 
a straightforward and basic way. Tourism was sometimes cited but it was often simply 
assumed that 'more airport capacity equals more tourism'. 

There was general awareness of the contemporary debate although it was not often 
explained beyond a simple statement of the situation.

Level 3 responses showed a willingness to explore the sides of the debate in detail often 
showing sophisticated awareness of the competing markets threatening Britain's business, 
and the specific industries that would benefit (and why). On the other side of the debate 
there was effective reference to the levels of carbon emissions, to Kyoto, and to noise 
pollution as well as CO2 based pollution. The political context was considered in a more 
detailed way, with reference to 'where,' as well as 'whether', there should be expansion, and 
the political and local opposition to it.
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The following response was awarded Level 2 marks.
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This candidate considers a range of points on both 
sides of the debate and may well have hoped to 
reach Level 3. What prevented them from doing 
so was the lack of development, particularly in 
terms of the points in favour of expansion - more 
jobs and more tourism are certainly argued by 
proponents but this does need evidencing.

The answer was awarded 10 marks.

Examiner Comments

For short responses it is 
better to focus on 1-2 
points on each side and to 
consider them in more detail 
with evidence, than to rush 
through all of the legitimate 
points you can think of.

Examiner Tip
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This answer is an example of a Level 3 response.
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The jobs section of this response, although giving specific figures 
in contrast to the previous example, could still be argued more 
fully. However the second point in favour is very well made, 
with strong awareness of recent developments  (and not just at 
Heathrow). This leads into a clear point about competition, with 
specific competitors cited.

The use of specific evidence continues with the reference to 
carbon emissions and although the ground infrastructure point is 
not well developed there is sufficient detail and balance to clearly 
secure a Level 3 mark of 13.

Examiner Comments

Specific evidence is important and 
can turn high Level 2 answers into 
mid-high Level 3 answers.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5

This was the most popular 'third choice' question and, as is often the case, the range of 
responses reflected this with a significant number of candidates failing to fully comprehend 
the requirements of the question having perhaps tackled it as a 'last choice'.

In this question in particular (although also seen with Question 3) many candidates did 
not recognise 'to what extent', which limited them to Level 2. More seriously a minority of 
candidates did not recognise the specific topic of policing, and were easily distracted by 
discussing law and order generally or sentencing policy. Finally a number of candidates 
failed to recognise the contemporary nature of the paper, although it was specifically 
highlighted in the question, and adopted an overly historical approach.

Level 1 responses often fell into one or more of the errors identified above, and in particular 
commonly fell back on a simplistic historical division of the 'tough' Conservatives versus the 
'compassionate' Labour party. These responses rarely recognised any specific contemporary 
policy.

Level 2 responses were commonly able to identify two points of discussion, most often the 
approach of the Police and Crime Commissioners, and the Coalition cuts. Often these were 
both portrayed as straightforward divisions, with the quality of explanation determining 
the mark within Level 2. Alternatively some candidates were able to identify subtleties with 
one of these areas, such as Labour opposing PCC but standing candidates, but failed to 
consider a second point or did so only briefly. Time was occasionally wasted on discussions 
of tensions within parties or within the coalition - this incurred no penalty but did bring an 
opportunity cost as the question asked specifically about 'government and opposition'.

Level 3 responses embraced the need for balance, although this did not need to be equal. In 
addition to Labour's arguably ambivalent approach to the PCC there was awareness shown 
that Labour, whilst opposing the cuts, did not have a clear, radically different alternative. 
Some candidates also made effective use of the continuity on some policing policies, such 
as the retention by the coalition of increased police powers. The consensus on the need to 
reduce bureaucracy and focus on 'front-line policing' was also used effectively.
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This response achieved low Level 1 marks.
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This candidate adopts a very historical approach and much 
of their answer was not credited. Only a brief reference to 
post-2010 policy avoids a mark of 0, and even this is more 
general to law and order than to policing specifically.

This answer was awarded 3 marks.

Examiner Comments

On a contemporary issues paper keep 
your focus as recent as possible with 
regard to the question asked.

Examiner Tip
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This is a Level 2 response.

There are two clear well-made points here, but a lack of 
balance. There is a brief nod given to Labour’s acceptance of 
some cuts, but this is insufficient to push marks into Level 3.

This answer was awarded 10 marks.

Examiner Comments

Where a question states ‘between 
government and opposition’ 
agreement/disagreement within the 
coalition does not count towards 
any requirement for balance.

Examiner Tip
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This is an example of a Level 3 response.
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The ‘agreement’ here is relatively brief but it is clear and well explained in terms 
of the structural deficit. The points on cuts are well illustrated with figures and 
whilst the PCC point is less well developed than in the previous response, it is the 
range of points and just sufficient balance that takes this into Level 3.

The final point, although it does relate to police powers, wanders away from the 
policing aspect in terms of ID cards, control orders etc. It is worthy of some credit 
but this response cannot go higher in Level 3 because there is insufficient balance.

This answer was awarded 12 marks.

Examiner Comments

Even stronger candidates need to take care to keep explicit 
focus on the question - terrorism, policing, sentencing etc 
are all aspects of Law and Order policy but are not the same.

Examiner Tip
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Question 6

This was a moderately popular question and it was pleasing to see that most candidates 
who tackled it did not simply repeat a rehearsed environmental response but instead 
embraced the specific focus on renewable energy. Most candidates were also able to adapt 
to the premise that a Conservative led government might be overly focused on renewable 
energy, although a small minority struggled to come to terms with this concept which made 
it hard for them to maintain their focus on the question.

There was generally good use made of specific policy initiatives and in some cases 
candidates were able to use a specific policy to address both sides of the question, the 
Green Investment Bank being a case in point. Candidates showed good awareness of the 
context of European targets, and explored a range of government environmental policies. 

There were a few basic errors that marred some responses, for example in terms of what 
constitutes 'renewable' (both Fracking and Nuclear being advanced by some candidates), 
but these were exceptions.

The weakest responses did sometimes fall back on the general pros and cons of coalition 
environmental policy, without specifically engaging renewables, but this was rare. More 
common was argument by assertion, or confusion about the nature of renewables.

Middling responses could often offer sound examples of coalition policy that did target 
renewables, but for the other side of the debate would often fall back on asserted 
opposition or general 'this doesn't go far enough' arguments. Specific examples of non-
renewable policies such as Fracking or Nuclear were not often used, or their nature not fully 
understood. Alternatively both sides of the debate were engaged but the policy examples 
were too general.

The strongest responses were driven by specific policy and were able to illustrate effectively 
how each of these supported one or both sides of the question. Specific tensions within the 
coalition, for example over nuclear policy, were often discussed and the views of pressure 
groups were brought in to good effect.

In terms of synopticity this question posed a challenge in that the parties are prima facie 
fairly united on environmental and energy policy. This prompted some candidates to 
fall back on 'some say, but others argue', which left them struggling to exit Level 1 on 
synopticity. Other candidates embraced the challenge and discussed tensions within the 
coalition (and even between Conservative ministers and backbenchers) whilst also making 
effective use of the views of Pressure Groups.
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This is an example of a Level 1 response which scored 16 marks.
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This candidate shows a clear awareness of the variety 
of renewable options available to government, as well 
as some of the financial limitations they face. However 
they are not quite able to turn this knowledge into direct 
engagement with the premise of the question; essentially 
they remain limited to the argument that the government 
could do more and therefore they remain in Level 1.

Marks were awarded as follows:

AO1: 5

AO2: 4

Syn: 3

AO3: 4

Examiner Comments

Always start with the question - 
an essay will always want you to 
engage with at least two points 
of view - so read the question 
carefully, work out what they are 
and then engage all of them.

Examiner Tip
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The following example is a mid Level 2 response which scored 24 marks.
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The candidate clearly engages the question, providing 
balance with consideration of both nuclear and wind policy 
and reference to international agreements as a driving force. 
They are also able to bring in different points of view about 
the appropriateness of these responses. They do suffer 
somewhat from not broadening their focus of examples, and 
this ends as a ‘middling response’ in mid Level 2.

Marks were awarded as follows:

AO1: 7

AO2: 6

Syn: 6

AO3: 5

Examiner Comments

No matter how germane or useful 
a particular example or point is, 
breadth is also important - good 
essay responses will consider at 
least 2 arguments in detail on 
each side of the question and 
often more than this.

Examiner Tip
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This response achieved Level 3 marks.
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This is a clear and straightforward response that clearly 
grasps the requirements of the question and engages 
both sides of the debate. Although the ‘pro’ side is 
stronger, there is sufficient balance to achieve Level 3. 
Critically specific policies are engaged that provide robust 
evidence, and references are made throughout to varying 
views including those of environmental groups and the 
press. Further ‘con’ evidence, perhaps on fracking and 
nuclear, could have taken marks higher in Level 3.

Marks were awarded as follows:

AO1: 10

AO2: 9

AO3: 7

Syn: 9

Examiner Comments

Balance is essential to achieving 
a Level 3 mark in essays but 
this does not necessarily mean 
equal balance, provided there is 
sufficient consideration given to 
each point of view.

Examiner Tip
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Question 7

This was the most popular of the essay questions but this was, in part, because some 
candidates erroneously identified it as requiring less very contemporary content. Whilst 
the question did expect candidates to consider more than one government, and made no 
restrictions as to timescale, it is expected in a contemporary issues paper that candidates 
will include at least moderate reference to the government of the day, and that this will 
significantly outweigh discussion of governments of 20 or more years ago.

Most candidates did show an awareness of the inherent political tensions within this policy 
area, and many could apply these to both Labour and Conservative governments. 

However, a number were let down by a focus that was overly general rather than linked to 
specific policy.

The weakest responses were, as with Question 5, sometimes distracted from the 
punishment vs. rehabilitation debate into a more general law and order focus taking in anti-
terror, civil liberties, police numbers etc. There were some policy errors (particularly an 
assertion that various governments introduced the concept of prisoner education, which has 
in fact been present for much longer in various guises), and an over-historical focus with too 
much of the governments of Thatcher and Major relative to those of Brown and Cameron. 

Middling responses were still prone to some of these distractions but had a greater focus on 
specific policies with some useful discussion of ASBOs, community sentencing and prison 
numbers. There was often awareness shown that governments since Blair have adopted a 
dual approach, although the level of specific evidence offered varied.

The strongest responses often focused entirely on post-1997 governments enabling them to 
consider contemporary policy in much greater detail. Specific policy examples were offered 
of both punishment and rehabilitation, with reference to the rationale of each. In terms of 
the coalition the contrasting approaches of Grayling and Clarke, and in some cases May, 
were put to strong use, and consideration was given to the impact of events such as the 
London Riots on both policy and rhetoric. The very strongest responses were able to identify 
tensions within Grayling's own approach in terms of the rehabilitation revolution and the 
new super prisons.

In terms of synopticity this question allowed candidates to consider differing political views 
within governments (including between ministers of the same party), and many did so 
effectively. A few attempted to draw a straightforward and crude dividing line between 
Labour and the Conservatives which, if it ever existed, dates from the 1980s or earlier, and 
this left their synopticity mark firmly in Level 1.
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The following response was awarded 16 marks.
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This candidate addresses a good deal of material 
but falls into a number of the traps discussed in the 
question comments section. Firstly the material has 
very little contemporary focus. Secondly it wanders in 
places from punishment vs. rehabilitation into a more 
general law and order debate. There is a small amount 
of coalition content but it is rushed and superficial.

The most serious weakness here is a failure to engage 
the debate, as opposed to describing the policies of 
various governments, and it is this that leaves the 
synopticity mark stuck firmly in Level 1, while the other 
marks move, just, into Level 2.

Marks were awarded as follows:

AO1: 5

AO2: 5

Syn: 2

AO3: 4

Examiner Comments

In a contemporary issues paper 
the two critical priorities are 
firstly to make it contemporary, 
and secondly to address the 
issues (in this case punishment 
vs. rehabilitation). A descriptive 
and semi-historical approach 
achieves neither and therefore 
earns relatively little reward.

Examiner Tip
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This response was awarded 25 marks.
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In some ways this candidate falls into a similar trap as the previous 
example, in terms of historical content, but they are distinguished 
in three clear ways. Firstly rather more time is spent on post-1997 
governments. Secondly the coalition content, although still a little 
rushed, is more clearly addressed to the question. Most critically 
there is an effort throughout, including in the pre-1997 content, to 
tie the policies to the specific issue of punishment vs. rehabilitation.

Consequently this response receives a mark in the middle of Level 2.

Marks were awarded as follows:

AO1: 7

AO2: 7

Syn: 6

AO3: 5 

Examiner Comments
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This final example of a response to Question 7 was awarded 33 marks.
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This answer had a much more contemporary focus, relating to both 
Labour from 1997 and the Coalition government. It shows an awareness 
of specific policies on both sides of the arguments (such as rates of 
reoffending and of mental illness and ‘the universities of crime’ argument 
vs. the closure of prisons and increased use of community sentences). It 
also discusses the argument that prisons are, in fact, effective.

It does not achieve Level 3 on all Assessment Objectives because it 
requires more discussion of specific policy, but it goes high within Level 2.

Marks were awarded as follows:

AO1: 10

AO2: 9

Syn: 8

AO3: 6

Examiner Comments
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Question 8

It was pleasing to see that, even without a specific pointer within the question, virtually 
all candidates recognised that this was about post-2010 coalition policy, and there were 
no efforts to focus on the policies of earlier governments (except occasionally to illustrate 
either contrast or continuation from the Labour government). Nevertheless and perhaps 
surprisingly given its very contemporary focus, it was only of middling popularity.

Virtually all candidates were able to address general arguments in favour of or against 
limiting benefits. However a significant number failed to show sufficient awareness of 
specific relevant policy debates on universal credit, means-testing of child benefit, housing 
benefit cap etc and could only recognise common themes within the coalition’s policies and 
opposition critiques. 

Furthermore many candidates did not fully address the question. This question wanted 
candidates to discuss two issues: whether the changes were socially unfair, but also whether 
they were politically popular. Many candidates either embraced the premise of the question - 
offering evidence of both political popularity and social unfairness but not of the alternatives 
- or else entirely disregarded the issue of popularity and focused exclusively on (un)fairness. 

Whilst it was expected that social fairness would be the main focus of an answer, there was 
definite scope for candidates to discuss the assertion of popularity, given the controversy 
of the child benefit proposals, and the criticisms made by various pressure groups of the 
impact of other changes.

The weakest responses were sometimes distracted by their own personal views, failing to 
recognise that there is a genuine debate. They sometimes avoided or skirted specific policy, 
instead delivering generally critiques or justifications.

Middling responses were more willing to consider the particular pros or cons of specific 
policies, but quite often could not do both. Alternatively some candidates recognised the 
debate but maintained it in terms of general principles - that someone has to pay, that 
not all claimants were genuine vs. the general need for welfare, the impact of families etc. 
Candidates at this level generally either ignored the question of popularity or assumed it 
to be correct, often with brief justification in terms of the media and public perceptions of 
claimants.

The strongest responses addressed both aspects of the question, tackling the issue of social 
fairness in particular in considerable detail and with reference to specific policy. Some could 
recognise subtleties within this concept, such as the argument that child benefit has only 
been restricted to those who did not need it vs. the 'squeezed middle' argument. Discussion 
of popularity was still generally either brief (but two-sided) or more detailed but one-sided 
- either was sufficient to enter Level 3, though a more detailed two-sided approach, which 
was rare, was necessary to reach the higher end of the level.

In terms of synopticity this question did give ample scope to consider the rival views of 
different parties, including within the coalition. Stronger candidates were also able to bring 
in the views of the media and of relevant pressure groups such as CPAG and, in a few cases, 
the Taxpayers' Alliance.
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This response was awarded 16 marks.
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This candidate has engaged some general arguments 
with respect to limiting welfare but these arguments are 
quite simplistic in places and, even more importantly, 
they have made very little reference to specific policy. 
This leaves them struggling to exit Level 1.

Marks were awarded as follows:

AO1: 4

AO2: 4

Syn: 4

AO3: 4 

Examiner Comments

In a contemporary issues paper 
reference to current specific 
policy, and where applicable 
current policy alternatives, is 
essential.  Similarly providing 
contemporary specific evidence 
is very important. Both should be 
embedded into your arguments 
allowing them to be argued in a 
contemporary way not asserted 
in the abstract.

Examiner Tip
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This response was awarded 27 marks.
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This candidate shows an impressive awareness of the 
specific changes proposed and the individual impacts of 
these changes. Had they been able to link this into the 
general points of debate in a more coherent overarching 
way they might have reached Level 3. As it is the lack 
of a more drawn out overall ‘story’ keeps them in mid-
high Level 2. Whilst synoptic explanation might have 
been detailed they gain credit for explicitly contrasting 
different views with respect to specific proposals.

Marks were awarded as follows:

AO1: 8

AO2: 7

Syn: 7

AO3: 5

Examiner Comments

Knowledge of relevant 
contemporary policy, and 
different points of view with 
respect to it, will take you a long 
way, but to achieve Level 3 it is 
also necessary to tie the policy 
together in a clear overarching 
way that supports the thrust of 
your argument.

Examiner Tip
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This final response to Question 8 was awarded 34 marks.
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This candidate shows an extensive knowledge of relevant policy and a 
willingness to engage with both sides of the fairness debate. Furthermore the 
points considered are specific to individual policies - such as the thresholds for 
the means testing of child benefit - and not simply general.

This candidate does not however engage specifically with the question of 
‘popularity’ - they do so only implicitly, when considering criticisms of the means 
testing and the media portrayal of claimants.

Nevertheless the strength of the discussion on fairness is such that this implicit 
consideration of the popularity debate is enough to take the answer into Level 3.

Marks were awarded as follows:

AO1: 9

AO2: 9

Syn: 9

AO3: 7

Examiner Comments

Always consider the requirements of the question very carefully, 
where it poses two assertions for you to discuss ensure that you 
do consider both of them, even if one is clearly the more critical.

Examiner Tip
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Paper Summary
In order to improve performance, candidates should:

•	 Ensure they address the question as set, paying particular attention to the words 'to 
what extent', and noting where a question makes more than one demand (such as 
Question 8 setting two premises, but also where a short response might ask 'How and 
why?').

•	 Avoid the temptation to give the 'prepared response' particularly on law and order, 
bearing in mind that terrorism policy, policing policy, sentencing policy and penal policy 
are linked but are not the same.

•	 Avoid assertion or general debate in favour of specific argued points (for example the 
ways in which something will benefit the economy or harm the environment, not simply 
that it will). 

•	 Continue to develop their use of synopticity, avoiding  simplistic yes/no, agree/disagree 
approaches and making use of competing viewpoints between, within and outside of 
parties, where appropriate, to the demands of the question. 

 •	 On short responses in particular, aim to develop points with the use of evidence and 
examples, in preference to a list of brief or asserted points.

•	 Maintain a contemporary focus, and avoid overly historical content, particularly that 
which predates 1997. Embrace content post-2010, and in particular endeavour to link 
any relevant philosophical, theoretical or historical points to specific contemporary policy.
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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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