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Introduction
As in other recent series this paper saw a concentration on contemporary events from many 
candidates, with a strong focus on the policies of the coalition, as well as some awareness 
of the emerging priorities of both the Conservative government and the Corbyn-led Labour 
party. The questions were structured to encourage a contemporary approach, although this 
did not prevent some over-reliance on historical content, particularly with regard to law and 
order policy, where some candidates remain too fond of the policies of the Blair and even 
Major governments. 

The choice across the short response questions was reasonably even, although quality 
was less consistent than in some recent series. Too many candidates were caught out 
by a failure to carefully attend to all of the demands of the question, notably in a failure 
to give sufficient weight to both the ‘how and why’ of questions 1 and 4, or a sufficiently 
contemporary focus on questions 3 and 5. Even relatively straightforward demands such 
as ‘agree’ confused a small minority of candidates who wasted too much time, effort and 
potential marks on disagreements.

Equally, with the essay questions a significant number of candidates did not fully appreciate 
that where a question used two distinct content words, such as ‘sustainable and desirable’, 
there was a need to consider both concepts and not to treat them as one.

Candidates must remain vigilant in their attempts to respond to exactly what is asked. This 
will allow them to access the maximum marks whilst making the most effective use of their 
time.

It was pleasing to again see the vast majority of candidates maintaining a political focus 
with most candidates accepting the additional hint of question 2 of the word ‘political’ which 
helped them to avoid an overly statistical analysis.

Timing was sound overall with most candidates apparently devoting a roughly equal amount 
of time to each response, including the essay. A few candidates’ grades were affected by 
spending too long on certain questions. Similarly, a few candidates clearly spent rather 
longer on either section A or section B and again this affected their grade adversely.

Balance remained critical to achieving Level 3 in essay responses, especially on question 3. 
Only a small number of candidates offered one-sided responses. 

Synopticity was particularly strong on question 8, where candidates were specifically 
invited to consider party views. Candidates’ responses to question 6 were generally robust, 
especially in terms of different approaches to welfare. They were generally weaker on 
question 7, where a number of otherwise capable candidates failed to specifically ascribe 
different views to those who hold them. Too many opposing arguments were credited to ‘it 
could be argued that’ or ‘some say’, rather than to the individual parties, persons or other 
relevant groups who have actually argued that point.

A final point of note was a moderate but nevertheless noticeable number of avoidable factual 
errors, some as basic as which party and politicians were in power in a particular year, but 
also details lacking, for example, in terms of individual party policies. This may partly reflect 
an assumption on the part of some candidates that the view of one individual represents the 
whole of that party. Candidates should therefore be advised of this fallacy.
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Question 1
This question was of middling popularity.

The key to answering this question well was a focus on specific policies that were relevant to 
unemployment, giving weight to both the ‘how and why’ of the situation.

A number of candidates addressed the question more in terms of welfare policy than 
economics, and this was an acceptable route to a reasonable mark provided those policies 
were clearly linked to their impact on unemployment. A more serious limitation for many 
candidates was a failure to significantly engage with why limiting unemployment is an 
important political goal.

The efforts of the Coalition to both incentivise work benefit claimants were thoroughly 
discussed, as (to a lesser extent) were attempts to expand apprenticeships and to invest 
in infrastructure. In terms of ‘why’ there was much discussion of reducing benefits bills but 
less mention of the wider political significance of unemployment, or of the link between 
unemployment and the more general economic health of the nation.

Weaker candidates restricted their ‘why’ to brief or general points (often about reducing 
the cost of welfare), and were limited in how well they linked the policies described to their 
specific impact on unemployment.

Level 1 responses were rare, but where they did occur tended to be very general, or to 
discuss policies that had a very tenuous link to unemployment, such as the posited retention 
of Trident as a job creation scheme.

Level 2 responses tended to focus more on ‘how’ than ‘why’, often limiting the latter to a 
brief reference to cost, and focusing the former on different aspects of welfare reduction.

Level 3 responses showed balance between ‘how’ and ‘why’, with the former being clear, 
specific and covering more than one government, and the latter showing awareness of 
the economic impacts beyond welfare as well as sometimes reflecting on the electoral 
significance of unemployment.
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This candidate gives clear weight to 
both ‘how’ and ‘why’ content with good 
contemporary knowledge of policy.

Examiner Comments

Linking each ‘why’ to a specific 
‘how’ can be a very effective way of 
tackling this kind of question.

Examiner Tip
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The material covered here is relevant but it 
quite narrowly focused on benefits, and the 
‘why’ aspect is quite repetitive.

Examiner Comments
‘Unemployment’ is a key concept from the 
economy topic and although different topics 
are clearly linked an economy question should 
include specific reference to economic policy as 
well as to welfare policies.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2
Key to answering this question was a focus on controversiality and crime statistics, rather 
than on crime in general. 

Candidates were generally good at distinguishing between police statistics and the National 
Crime Statistics, and linking these effectively to controversiality. The quality of examples 
was variable, and was a significant discriminator between middling and strong responses, 
but there were some excellent illustrative points, for example, about knife crime, sexual 
offences and cyber-crime.

Level 1 responses sometimes focused on political controversies surrounding crime in 
general, such as the London riots or the rise in youth crime, but often lacked more detail.

Level 2 responses tended to either explain one controversy well, often the different pictures 
painted by different statistics and resulting potential for political dispute; or else examined a 
wider range of points but without specific examples.

Level 2 responses showed clear understanding of the different statistics available, as well 
as political criticisms of the use of crime statistics generally, tied into specific examples of 
particular crimes that helped to elucidate the points discussed.
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The points here are relevant and clearly 
explained, taking the answer into level 3, 
but the examples are consistently explicit 
enough to go higher within the level.

Examiner Comments

Make your examples detailed and specific 
as you can, especially where the question 
specifically says ‘using examples’.

Examiner Tip
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This candidate clearly wanted to discuss 
penal policy rather than crime statistics 
and tries, but fails, to fit the key question 
around their intended answer.

Examiner Comments

If the question you want to answer is not 
asked then do not try to twist an answer 
to a different question, as it rarely results 
in a good mark.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3
This was the most popular of the short response questions, perhaps reflecting many 
candidates’ own experiences of academy schools and their first-hand understanding of both 
their strengths and weaknesses.

Lack of balance was a relatively uncommon issue for candidates. The main discriminators 
were the extent to which candidates specifically tied their points to post-2010 approaches to 
academies, as opposed to Labour’s previously academisation programme, and the quality of 
examples used to back up their points. The most common points discussed were the greater 
degree of autonomy vs a lack of accountability, debates as to the positive or negative impact 
on standards, and different views about the voluntary or forced nature of the academisation 
process. Interestingly, in terms of accountability, there seemed to be no awareness from 
candidates about recent developments in terms of Regional Commissioners, and this may be 
an area that more centres will wish to note with students.

There were a small but surprising number of candidates who appeared to be confused by 
the distinction between free schools, faith schools, and academy schools. This may reflect 
the fact that a school can feasibly fall into all three of these categories, but nevertheless it 
hindered some candidates’ progress, for example in terms of weakly made links between 
academisation and the ‘Trojan horse’ affairs.

Level 1 responses were uncommon. These responses tended to misunderstand the nature of 
academies, or to make one or two vague points about the need to improve education.

Level 2 responses often focused on general points about academisation without a clear 
explicit focus on post-2010 policy, or else considered a reasonable point on each side of the 
debate, but without the further range of reference necessary to go higher.

Level 3 responses possessed a clear Coalition focus, balance, and a good mixture of depth 
and breadth. They often drew effectively on personal experiences, and were clear on how 
strengths and weaknesses linked specifically to academisation as opposed to other policies.
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The arguments advanced are reasonable 
but are more closely related to academies 
in general than to governments from 2010-
2015 in particular - most apply just as much 
to Labour’s academies programme.

Examiner Comments

Take careful note of instructions about 
dates or particular governments and 
tailor your arguments closely to these.

Examiner Tip
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The content here is not greatly more developed 
than in the previous response but is much more 
contemporary. Had the final point been further 
developed this might have reached the top of 
level 3.

Mark: 12

Examiner Comments

Try to avoid rushing your stronger points 
at the end – they can make the different 
between a good mark and an excellent one.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4
This question was of only middling popularity, but was perhaps the best answered question 
overall, with a generally better balance and wider policy awareness than on question 1.

In terms of ‘why’ almost all candidates were aware of the motivational importance of climate 
change, with the level of specific discussion of targets and international agreements marking 
out the strong candidates from the middling, whilst energy security and the sustainability 
of resources were all well discussed. On the ‘how’ side of the question the responses 
demonstrated detailed understanding of recent developments on both fracking and nuclear 
energy, as well as the more traditionally ‘green’ area of wind power.

Level 1 responses were uncommon, most being too brief, resulting from poor timing.

Level 2 responses were sometimes strong on ‘how’ but brief and a little vague on ‘why’, or 
were consequent on too much time spent on irrelevant diversions such as the objections to 
some methods of tackling energy diversity.

Level 3 responses showed clear understanding of the driving forces behind energy diversity, 
and often linked these to the different methods for tackling the issue – for example fracking 
as reducing dependency on foreign oil, and wind energy as mitigating climate change.
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This  candidate gives consideration to both 
how and why but some of these points are 
quite underdeveloped whilst the content on 
the second page is not especially helpful to 
answering the question.

Examiner Comments

Keep all content tightly focused on 
the question – wandering from it 
loses time and gains no marks.

Examiner Tip
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The candidate shows clear awareness of the 
both why and how, effectively linking them 
and providing accurate policy examples.

Mark: 14

Examiner Comments

‘Why’ content is the reasons something 
is done, and ‘how’ is the ways it is done 
- balancing these two elements is key to 
success in ‘how and why’ questions.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5
This was the second most popular of the short response questions, but also saw the largest 
number of weaker answers. As is often the case with law and order questions there were too 
many candidates who desired to give a general and overly historical response.

The number of candidates who failed to address ‘agreements’ was relatively small but 
nevertheless higher than would be hoped, as was the number who focused exclusively on 
one particular aspect of law and order policy. More importantly, too many candidates remain 
over-reliant on out-of-date developments – Blair’s ‘tough on crime’ speech continues to 
receive more attention than would be expected on a contemporary issues paper, whilst 
Howard’s even pithier ‘prison works’ continues to be used by candidates who could be aware 
of more contemporary debates.

A number of candidates did recognise that agreement was not always between all parties, 
but could take place in different combinations, for example between Labour and the 
Conservatives on Crime Commissioners, or the Conservatives and Lib Dems on ID cards.

Level 1 responses were generally vague and historical, often relying on assertions about all 
parties now being ‘tough on crime and tough on the causes of crime’ with little or no base of 
policy evidence. There were also some factual inaccuracies in terms of police numbers and 
budgets.

Level 2 responses sometimes suffered from a lack of specific policy, but covered shared 
principles across a wider range of policy areas, such as terrorism, prison policy and policing, 
or alternatively were much more detailed but narrowly focused.

Level 3 responses were highly contemporary and offered good exposition of the 
‘rehabilitation revolution’, recent shifts in Labour policy towards Police and Crime 
Commissioners, and the more up-to-date law and order issues raised by the war on terror.
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The first point is reasonable albeit not 
spectacular, whilst the second adds 
little.

Examiner Comments

Including only one developed 
point will limit your marks.

Examiner Tip
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None of the points made are spectacular, but 
they are all concise and reasonable and there 
is clear engagement with ‘agreement’.

Mark: 12

Examiner Comments
On short responses addressing a range 
of common relevant points concisely will 
enable you to access high marks more 
than a smaller number of more unusual 
points.

Examiner Tip
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Question 6
Although this question was perhaps the most complex structurally, requiring as it did a 
balanced consideration of two different concepts, it was the most popular of the essay 
responses.

As is always the case with questions that relate to welfare generally, rather than ‘benefits’ 
in particular, candidates were welcome to discuss health and education as well as benefits 
policy, and some candidates did so. Nevertheless, level 3 could still be achieved with an 
exclusive benefits focus. 

A surprisingly small number of candidates chose to offer a clear definition of ‘universality’, 
although in most cases it was apparent from the subsequent arguments that they did in fact 
grasp the concept. Equally ‘sustainability’ and ‘desirability’ were often not clearly delineated, 
and this did make it harder for some candidates to enter level 3.

In addition to the clarity of the key concepts the other key discriminators were the degree 
of balance, the quality of argument over assertion, and the links to specific evidence – for 
example in terms of the ‘pensions time-bomb’ or strain of the NHS.

Synopticity was reasonable overall, with a number of candidates discussing the policies of 
Labour, the Coalition and the Conservatives and linking these back to the question. Equally 
some candidates did fall back on ‘some argue’ and were limited accordingly.

The weakest candidates either misidentified the question as being about whether the welfare 
system is still based on universality, or all were marred by excessive brevity or inaccuracy.

Middling responses were characterised by either a balanced response that overtly focused on 
either sustainability or desirably but not both, or else addressed both aspects but were too 
one-sided to progress higher.

The strongest responses recognised the importance of both sustainability and desirability, 
and were often able to recognise that the system could be desirable without being 
sustainable or indeed the reverse. These responses also made good use of evidence and 
developed their points to clearly link them back to the question posed.
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This is a strong level three essay 
that clearly engages the question 
throughout and shows strong balance.

Examiner Comments

The quality and relevance of 
examples are keys to essay success.

Examiner Tip
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The candidate makes clear efforts to engage 
sustainability but the candidate clearly seems 
to lack sufficient time to fully engage the 
question to the extent required.

Mark: 6, 6, 6, 4 = 22

Examiner Comments

It is critical to allow enough time 
to develop your essay and fully 
engage with the question asked.

Examiner Tip
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Question 7
This essay was of middling popularity but attracted more responses than economy essays 
sometimes have in the past, perhaps reflecting the importance of economic policy to the 
2015 General Election campaign.

Most candidates recognised that both domestic and international factors were important 
to this question, as well as appreciating that some developments in global economics 
could be both empowering or constraining depending on the circumstances, with Britain’s 
membership of the EU particularly well discussed in this regard.

Similarly, there was some dispute, and on occasion confusion, as to how the economic 
influence of the Bank of England related to government control although many candidates 
recognised the complexities of the relationship.

The level of argument over assertion was particularly important with this question and those 
candidates who could cite specific evidence about the role of multinational corporations or 
global bodies in the modern economy did better.

In terms of Synopticity very few candidates discussed the different views on completing 
economic theories, but equally only a relatively small number considered how Brexiteers and 
Bremainers might view the role of the EU differently in the context of this question, or how 
different parties or politicians might view the degree of impact that government could have.

The weakest responses were one-sided and overly assertive, and in some cases focused 
entirely on one particular issue such as the government’s ability to control deficits.

Middling responses tended to focus excessively on either international or domestic factors to 
the exclusion of the other, or alternatively to consider a range of pertinent points but fail to 
fully develop these and link them back to the question of government control.

The strongest responses focused on government control throughout, showing balance, and 
offering clear evidence to support their arguments regarding both domestic and international 
issues of relevance. In some cases they were able to paint a picture of a changing level of 
control, and in others to argue that governments had always either possessed or lacked 
control and continued to do so.
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This is another relatively brief essay 
although it is less clear the candidate 
has run out of time, or simply not been 
able to fully develop their points.

Examiner Comments

The level of detail and development 
of points is more important than 
the number – it’s key to know your 
arguments in depth for any essay.

Examiner Tip
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This response is strong all round but particularly 
strong on synopticity on a question where many 
scored relatively poorly on this aspect.

Mark: 10, 10, 11, 8 = 39

Examiner Comments

Synopticity is a significant contributor to 
essay success; explore different views 
and try to specifically ascribe them to the 
people, parties or groups who hold them.

Examiner Tip
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Question 8
In contrast to question 6 this was an apparently quite straightforward question, which gave 
a clear premise and directly invited synopticity, and yet gained a relatively modest number 
of responses. This may partly reflect the reduced profile of environmental issues during the 
general election and its aftermath, where the economy and austerity, and therefore welfare, 
sparked a much higher level of debate.

Many candidates were able to effectively debate tensions and agreements within parties, 
between parties and, in some cases, cutting across party lines. Equally the cross-cutting 
nature of the topic confused some candidates into inaccuracy, for example in terms of 
competing party policies on Heathrow, HS2 and the Green Investment Bank. 

There was wide awareness of how Cameron had shifted the environmental position of the 
Conservative Party, although those candidates who moved beyond the slogans to seek 
competing evidence in practice, performed much better.

Synoptically the question clearly invited competing views and many candidates embraced 
this, discussing the positions of UKIP, the Greens, and the nationalist parties as well as the 
Conservatives, Labour and Liberal Democrats. Fewer candidates discussed the relevant 
views of pressure groups, for example, or of international bodies driving some economic 
consensus.

The weakest responses were marred by inaccuracy, or strongly focused on general perceived 
party positions on the environment, without sufficient reference to specific evidence.

Middling responses either described the different party views accurately but without 
sufficiently engaging them with each other, or alternatively were overly focused on one 
side of the debate, albeit again with a good level of accuracy on the policy areas that were 
covered.

The strongest responses were balanced, synoptic and policy-driven, and showed good 
awareness of the political complexities of environmental policy where parties often disagree 
amongst themselves or shift, or dilute, their positions over time.
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This response is not only brief but also 
wastes precious space on very historical 
content which gleans little credit.

Examiner Comments
On a contemporary issues paper focus your 
efforts on current and recent developments 
– content prior to 2000 is unlikely to gain 
much credit, and discussion of the policies 
of the Thatcher and Major governments 
even less so.

Examiner Tip
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This argument is extensive and balanced 
but also, critically, refers to specific policy 
throughout. The structure is also very clear 
and readable.

Mark: 11, 11, 11, 9 = 42

Examiner Comments

Policy knowledge is very important to 
gaining high marks, and understanding 
how different parties agree and disagree 
will help you score well.

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

• Divide their time roughly equally between Section A and Section B, and between the 
three short responses within question A.

• Explicitly define key terms, make concepts clear, and avoid ambiguity in analysis.

• Read the question carefully, then read it carefully again, and ensure that the question is 
being answered.

• Give roughly equal weight to the different parts of the question.

• Maintain a contemporary focus and avoid overly historical commentary. This applies 
particularly where a question specifies a particular time period, but even if it does not 
candidates should now expect to spend most of their time on post-2010 content, with 
20th century material discussed only briefly, if at all.

• Endeavour to strike a balance between range and depth of points, particularly on short 
responses where three well explained points will usually out-perform seven brief points, 
or one very in-depth point.

• Prioritise argument over assertion, the specific over the general, and the particular 
groups or individuals offering synoptic arguments over ‘some argue that’.

• Take care to avoid careless errors of fact.

• Ensure that sufficient balance is offered in all essay questions.
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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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