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Introduction
The summer of 2019 saw the first sitting of the new Politics specification. It was pleasing to see that

many centres had prepared their candidates well. Candidate performance on core political ideas

was impressive with some really excellent responses.

The political world has certainly been eventful in recent times – and we have seen record numbers

taking the Politics A level exam – which is encouraging and positive.

However with all major changes on the educational landscape the demands of the new

specification do differ from that of its legacy predecessor, not to a large extent in content, but in

form and process. Four major changes – and thus challenges – stand out.

1.UK politics is now examined at A level as opposed to AS level standard. This does increase the

expectation and demand.

2.New Assessment Objectives (AOs) – in particular the demands of the new AO3 which carries

parity with the two other AOs in terms of mark allocation. This makes it imperative for the

candidate to say which side in a contested debate they feel is the stronger and more pertinent and

to justify their choice.

3.A more holistic approach to content. This means not only synoptic elements (though there are no

marks for synopticity on 9PL01) but a broader and more inclusive approach to questions. This

means that questions will cut across and be drawn from differing sections within the specification

both on sources and on essays. This reflects the move from a modular based specification to a

linear one.

4.A different approach to source questions. The drive will be that the source contains a contested

topic – with no set correct or prescribed answer – but both sides have to be developed and a

verdict reached on the stronger or favoured perspective.

Reference will be made as the report progresses through each question. Overall we see a good

base – but one on which centres will wish to develop and progress.
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Question 1 (a) 

Source questions – general guidance

Many answers to both questions simply explained the arguments in the source, with varying

degrees of own knowledge added as exemplification.

Where candidates did try to contrast arguments from the source, quite often they were unrelated

arguments, so the trade-off was hard to assess.

Some candidates barely mentioned the source, but as the question is ‘using the source’ and not

‘directly referringto the source’ they were not penalised; nonetheless, candidates should be

advised to be more explicit in their use of the source.

The better responses cited the source regularly, making effective use of quotes to guide the

direction of the discussion presented.

Better answers had a clear sense of the direction of travel, they considered their position at the

outset and then planned their response.

In general, Q01(a) was less well answered than Q01(b). Almost all candidates were able to find

competing viewpoints in the source and could identify what the two paragraphs were about.

At the lower end of the mark scale were candidates who did little more than this and used the

source as a comprehension exercise, merely identifying what each side of the debate believed.

A large amount of answers had introductions that simply said that there were two sides to the

argument and did not make clear which side they felt had the stronger line of argument.

Many candidates were unable to offer a clear line of argument throughout, instead just

summarising both sides of the argument, and suffered accordingly with their AO3 marks.

Better responses offered a line of argument and compared the opposing arguments directly, rather

than in separate halves of the essay.

The best answers were able to consider opposing arguments in conjunction with one another

before reaching a judgement as which was the stronger/more valid argument.These responses also

made evaluative (as opposed to summary) judgements throughout their essay, offering sustained

evaluation throughout, so their concluding paragraph flowed from what had been argued

throughout, but this was rare. It was also rare for candidates to evaluate the relative strength of

different arguments.

Other weaknesses were seen in responses that got sidetracked into a debate about which factors

were more significant to the outcomes of elections, or into debating the importance of a particular

factor such as opinion polls or the media, rather than how predictable elections are.

The source was used most effectively when candidates recognised changes over time and tied the

evidence in the source directly into the issue of stability and predictability.

There was strong reference to the 2017 election, but less to other potentially relevant general

elections. There was also some detailed knowledge of relevant voting statistics which some

candidates deployed effectively.
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Most students were able to use the arguments contained within the source and there were very

few scripts that were one sided.

Weaker answers tended to be too descriptive and just explain each point separately. Better

answers used signposting eg ‘conversely’ or ‘the source contrasts’ or the ‘counter-argument is’.

All questions on the new specification take a contested political topic or issue, for which there are

valid and competing viewpoints. The task is then for the candidate to appreciate this contest,

investigate the depth and scope of the competing views and come to a judgment of the stronger

case. This progress to AO3 is done by establishing clear AO1 and AO2 to form that judgement.
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This response has some accurate knowledge but it fails to grasp the core

demands of the question and as such it is limited to level 2 overall.

It is vital given that there is a political divide, that the candidate has to take

sides and present a view of what they perceive as the stronger or superior

viewpoint.
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All questions on the new specification take a contested political topic or issue, for which there are

valid and competing viewpoints. The task is then for the candidate to appreciate this contest,

investigate the depth and scope of the competing views and come to a judgment of the stronger

case. This progress to AO3 is done by establishing clear AO1 and A02 to form that judgement.
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This response has accurate knowledge although it could have made better

use of the source. Its comparative analysis and evaluation are generally

effective. It achieved Level 4 overall.

It is vital that candidates make references to the source throughout the essay

and use it as the basis of their answer.
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This response not only has more detail it is constantly focused on the question and its implications.
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This candidate takes a point from the source and examines each side – thus

providing balance throughout the response.

It is vital to always keep the source and the remit of the question in sight.

New information works in a complementary way with the fact base of the

source.
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This has a good base of AO1 and AO2 - more could be developed on AO3.

Despite the lack of high AO3 it does just enter the top level.

The use of clear and accurate data is a major boost to a response
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Question 1 (b) 

This was the better done of the two sources, perhaps because the arguments were very familiar,

and because the source presented two clearly opposing views.

Candidates were able to use source points to frame each paragraph. The main issue, again, was the

fault made by some candidates of answering essays using the principles of the legacy syllabus and

AO’s.

Most candidates recognised that the source presented two clearly opposing views and used these

to frame their response to the question: this was done better where the views of Double and Lucas

were directly contrasted in an alternating style, and explicitly rather than implicitly.

Weak answers did little more than summarise/illustrate the points uncritically (‘on the one hand the

source says … but on the other the source also shows’) and in a few cases ignored the source and

wrote a pre-planned essay on the strength and weaknesses of FPTP.

AO3 was quite weak overall, where there was good evaluation; it was too often all dumped into the

conclusion rather than spread throughout the answer.

The best responses selected key points that were found in both elements of the source and

contrasted the points being made with effective analysis and the coming to a judgement

throughout their essay which was consolidated in their conclusion.

Some own knowledge was used very effectively to analyse and evaluate, including the results of

various elections eg the 2019 European Elections. Others used own knowledge to challenge

assertions in the source, for example, that FPTP always leads to strong government.

A few candidates confused AV or SV as proportional systems, although others did make legitimate

use of the AV referendum to argue that there was not support in general for electoral reform.

UKIP was often referred to as an extremist party, a qualifying ‘some would regard…’ would have

been better.

The new source question demands that the focus is largely on the source content, this must be the

core demand.
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This response reads more like an essay around proportional representation

than addressing the contested issues put forward in the source. It is a level 3

response: 14 marks.

In reflection the task is to ‘unpick’ the source and develop the arguments

which it provides. It demands a consistent focus on the source content.
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A response which is focused and from the outset appreciates the binary challenge posed in the

source.
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The response uses new political information (and accurate data) which aligns

with the source and further enhances it. This response scored 27 marks.

The source is the core platform to answer the question. However the probing

of the source by showing further depth of knowledge and understanding

builds up the AO1 profile.
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Question 2 (a) 

Q02(a) was the least popular and in many respects the least well done of all the essay questions. It

was common for candidates to consider this question as a pressure groups only question and fail

to consider lobbyists and think tanks. The best answers considered all three independently of one

another.

Unsurprisingly many candidates focused heavily, and sometimes exclusively, on pressure groups:

either not mentioning think tanks and lobbyists or naming them but making no specific relevant

points about them and therefore could not get above level 3. Some confused lobbyists with the

general practice of ‘lobbying’ MPs as carried out by pressure groups. Others gave examples of

pressure groups and incorrectly applied the label think tank or lobbyist. Some considered think

tanks as set up by government. Further, there seemed to be confusion as to what exactly lobbyists

were – whether or not they were corporations themselves, hired by corporations or just a different,

more covert type of pressure group. A few candidates made creditable points about all three sorts

of groups with pertinent examples. Some stronger candidates also recognised relevant changes

over time such as increased regulation of lobbyists. However, understanding of think tanks and

lobbyists was relatively weak and perhaps this is an area of the specification which warrants more

focus.

Most candidates considered arguments on both sides of the debate and many reached a

judgement, but in many cases a conclusion at the end was their only significant AO3, with few

candidates sustaining a judgement throughout their response. Very strong candidates made

judgements as to the relative impact of the different types of organisation, but this was very rare.

The best responses were able to provide a range of factors and circumstances which played a role

in affecting how far the different groups influenced government decision making.

Some candidates spent too long on definitions at the expense of argument or got side-tracked into

discussions of ‘success factors’ or the pros and cons of PGs for democracy. Also, many candidates

did not focus on the 'impact on government decisions' and focused more on the notion of success

or failure and a significant number of responses treated the question as if it were asking candidates

to assess the factors that impact the power of pressure groups.

Some candidates were still using very old examples where much more relevant ones were available

eg using Fathers4Justice rather than say, Extinction Rebellion, although Extinction Rebellion was

used by a number of candidates.

The strongest candidates dealt with think tanks, lobbyists and pressure groups in turn with a

paragraph on impact and lack of impact. Very few however considered who out of the three had

the most impact (or least) as part of their evaluation.

One feature of the new specification is that questions will not tend to be repetitive and will

encompass new material – here the importance of lobbyists and think tanks – new content to

cover.
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This question really avoids any meaningful discussion on lobbyists and think

tanks; all is built around pressure groups. This acts to restrict the level and it

just makes level 3. This response scored 13 marks.
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The full remit of the question should always be covered. It is damaging to

choose a question if all aspects cannot be given their due attention.
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Here the candidate does widen out to encompass all aspects of the question.
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This response uses clear and relevant examples of all three collective

organisations. It has debated the influence of all three groups with fine

illustrations. It achieved a Level 5

Examples in the main are a source of AO1 marks but they have the ability to

lay the foundations for AO2 and AO3 marks.
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Question 2 (b) 

Q02(b) was a popular question with some very good answers and was generally answered better

than Q02(a), using a range of contemporary examples.

The evidence supporting the view in the essay was more often older, including an excessive

reliance from some candidates on the 1940s and 50s, although others also recognised such points

as the decline of the Lib Dems in 2015 and UKIP in 2017. Brexit was ever present in most

candidates’ responses and its significance for showing increased influence of smaller parties.

Weaker candidates focused too heavily on voting in Westminster elections, giving a narrow focus on

the question which led to a discussion of FPTP. Stronger candidates considered a range of aspects

of the question including impact of devolution, coalition governments and influence of smaller

parties’ ideas.

Most answers were able to refer to the Lib Dem coalition, DUP confidence and supply agreement,

UKIP and the referendum. Better answers ranged even further discussing devolved assemblies,

European elections, local elections and mayoral contests. They also assessed the way the two main

parties modified manifesto commitments in the light of the threat they saw from minor parties.

As on other questions few candidates made any attempt to evaluate the relative weight of different

arguments and it was common for candidates to offer reasonable arguments of both sides, but less

common for them to effectively evaluate them. Again, too many candidates did not attempt

significant AO3 until the conclusion, and even then, a significant minority did not come down clearly

on one side.

Better answers tended to take a clear stand in their introduction and integrate the two opposing

arguments as they went along, showing analysis and one point in agreement and then comparing

this to the opposing viewpoint. This structure then helped them to reach these judgements

throughout which made their answers more cohesive and their final answer more convincing.
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Here the answer is broad ranging and just about scores a Level 5 overall

The need to keep the question in focus and reach a reasoned conclusion is

vital
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This question has a wide hinterland and a clear example of how the linear specification can draw in

several sections of the specification.
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This is a top level response – it is true that more could be developed;

however, in the time period allocated it is hard to expect much more to enter

the top level. This response scored 30 marks.

This response uses examples really well and is well informed. The crafted use

of examples does make a difference by supporting arguments and enhancing

contested debates.
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This response – although in the main correct – lacks detail and precision. It

tends to make generic points but does not produce a ‘sharp’ picture – the

facts in the vast bulk are correct but they do not raise the response out of

level 3.

It is good practice for candidates to learn and reproduce key data to inform

and illustrate their work.
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Question 3 (a) 

Core political ideas  – general guidance

As question 3 has a different stem (“To what extent...” not “Evaluate the view…”) the nature of

comparative analysis and evaluation is different from that on question 1 and 2. For question 3 on

this paper, candidates were required to evaluate whether the similarities were greater than the

differences within the named ideology over the economy or society. In order to do this, they

needed, in the first instance, to look at areas of similarity and difference and then decide which was

greater.

Most students were unable to come to a sustained judgement like this as too many students were

not comparing strands within their answer. We would advise centres to focus on this going forward

for question 3 on this paper.

While many centres have expressed concern over the use of thinkers, very few candidates were

caught by the ‘thinkers cap’, and almost all of those who were had an otherwise weaker answer so

were not significantly affected by it.

In overview given that many centres were new to the teaching and delivery of core political ideas,

the work that had been done was excellent and often it was very pleasing to see a range of really

good answers. The comments below may seem critical and pedantic however their core aim is to be

constructive to build on this excellent start.

The biggest problem with Q03(a) was ‘storytelling’, whereby candidates would tell the “story of

socialist views on the economy”, usually beginning with Revolutionary socialists, then moving on to

a paragraph on Social Democracy and then finally a paragraph on The Third Way. The problem with

this approach was that, even when the knowledge was very good, this was really only hitting AO1.

In order to address the issue of the extent of conflict over their views on the operation of the

economy, paragraphs should ideally address a theme and then discuss where there was agreement

and disagreement within socialists, ie by comparing the different strands of socialists as identified

in the spec.

Thus, the main distinguishing features between stronger and weaker responses were, firstly how

far they directly compared branches, as opposed to a more ‘storytelling’ approach, and secondly

how far they recognised similarities within the strands of socialism as well as differences, with too

many candidates ignoring or rejecting the idea of any similarities.

A few candidates got overly sidetracked by the current policies of the Labour party which is not

necessary for these answers.

Another area of confusion was that many students argued that Marx supported a totally state

controlled economy and used as an example to assert their claim the so called ‘communist’ states.

This is inaccurate on two counts. Firstly, Revolutionary socialists like Marx, Engels and Luxembourg

reject the use of the state in the long term, supporting only a temporary use of the state in the

dictatorship of the proletariat, before insisting that the state would “wither away” to allow a fully

communist society to develop, ie a stateLESS society. Equally, the USSR and China, despite calling

themselves Communist, were not run on the basis of the principles and beliefs of Marx and Engels.

Another area of concern was the confusion of the term “fundamentalist” with “revolutionary”. These

terms are not the same. Fundamentalist has become to be understood as referring to socialists

who want to abolish capitalism completely and replace it with socialism – its opposite is a

revisionist approach. Revolutionary refers only to the process of achieving the change – its opposite
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is evolutionary. So, while Marx & Engels are revolutionary fundamentalists, Webb is an evolutionary

fundamentalist. There was a great deal of confusion over this with students.

In addition, it appeared that a number of students had been taught many additional strands of

socialism than are prescribed by the specification and, although very useful in educating and

engaging students with this new aspect of the course, actually caused them to not focus on the key

aspects as required by the specification. To recap, the three strands identified in the specification

are Revolutionary Socialists (illustrated by Marx & Engels & Luxembourg), Social Democracy

(Crosland) and the Third Way (Giddens).

In the case of Webb, better responses associated her with “the inevitability of gradualism”. While

Webb was indeed a Democratic Socialist, a detailed analysis of Democratic Socialism (as opposed to

Social Democracy) is not required. Webb is perhaps best used as an effective critique against the

revolutionary perspective. This perhaps needs clarifying in terms of teaching.

Also, while there was a great deal of focus on the thinkers by students, lots of very generalised and

sometimes dubious ascription of views to key thinkers was recorded by students. For example, far

too many candidates labelled Webb as a revolutionary socialist, and only the strongest responses

were able to identify the fact that Beatrice Webb was one of the earliest evolutionary socialists who

were still committed to the eventual overturning of capitalism, with many responses confusing

Webb’s views with those of Crosland.

It is also perhaps useful for centres to note that questions should be answered with primary

reference to the strands and then exemplified by thinkers. Too often students framed their

answers on the basis of the view of thinkers, not strands.

Also, a number of candidates did not focus on the 'economy' but simply discussing the state

without connection to it was a common feature of weaker responses.

Focus and attention to the question is crucial and important in handling political ideas questions.

This is because marks can easily be lost when the confines of the question are breached and the

candidate veers off to where marks cannot be gained.
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This response on the surface mentions key thinkers but fails to connect in

many ways – indeed some of the links and connections are mistaken. This

response scored 11 marks.

Focus, as noted in the introduction, is central to a good performance on

political ideas. As above we veer off and cover the role of the state and

equality is beyond the remit of the question: stick to the brief on the

economy.
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Question 3 (b) 

Q03(b) was the least well answered of the two question while being as popular, although there

were some very good responses.

As on Q03(a), a storytelling approach was less effective than direct comparisons, with many

candidates simply summarising the views of the various conservative strands and thinkers. Strong

candidates clearly stated the differences between organicism and atomistic individualism and could

differentiate clearly between traditional, one-nation and New Right conservatism. As with Q03(a),

the strongest candidates took a number of aspects of conservative views of society and looked at

areas of agreement and disagreement between the strands within a single paragraph, which was

an effective way of structuring the answer. Again, most students did not adequately compare the

differences between the strands, and this held them back.

A significant number of candidates lacked focus on ‘society’ and instead treated the question as if it

was a generic question of the differences that exist between different strands of conservatism.

While the role of the state, the economy or the imperfection of individuals were relevant to a

discussion of society, it was important that they were related back to society if it was to receive

maximum credit.

Many candidates showed a fair grasp of the major issues around the organic society versus

atomism and related principles, although a worrying number stated that all conservatives believed

in an organic society (and some going on to discuss atomistic individualism within an organic

society), thus demonstrating a lack of understanding as to what the terms actually represent.

Additionally, a worrying amount of candidates did not discuss the organic approach to society

throughout their entire essay which severely hindered their ability to do well.

Some candidates were confused by the distinction between traditional and one nation

conservatives, the confusion being what the differences are between them, although most

recognised their similar approaches to society and their clear contrast with the New Right.

Distinctions within the New Right were used effectively by some candidates, with the very strongest

responses able to differentiate between the neoliberal and neoconservative strands of the New

Right and the contrasting ideas they offer regarding society, whereas the vast majority of responses

talked simply about the New Right as a cohesive whole.

A few candidates got sidetracked into a general commentary of the development of the different

strands of Conservatism without linking this to their view of society. Often these candidates

referenced conservative politicians (eg Disraeli and Thatcher) instead of key named thinkers.

Nonetheless, there was again good reference to thinkers, and few candidates were caught by the

‘thinkers cap’. Many students were able to contrast Burke’s ‘little platoons’ and Disraelian

paternalism with Rand’s neo-liberalism in terms of society and used these ideas effectively to

identify areas of disagreement within Conservatism.

Many candidates referenced Disraeli and Thatcher (Disraeli cited at least as often as any of the

actual key thinkers), which although useful and relevant, could not be credited as a key named

thinker. Burke and Hobbes were often treated as having the same views and it was rare to see any

contrast drawn between them, likewise Nozick and Rand.

Another common issue was that candidates understood what different conservative thinkers

believe, but were unable to link this to the premise of the question. Additionally, candidates

seemed to have greater confusion with which strand of conservatism they relate to.
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This is a good example once again of how a sharp focus and close attention to the question does

deliver – here is a top level response.
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The key thinkers alongside additional contemporary politicians are noted and

this is effective (though it is not essential) and produces clear AO2 and the

basis for AO3. This is a level 5 response

Key thinkers have to be covered to satisfy the demands of the specification.

However other thinkers and politicians can provide effective support in many

responses and gain credit. Care has to be taken however that we are dealing

with the idea of conservatism – with a small ‘c’ and not essentially the

Conservative Party.
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A central message issued with regard to political ideas is that coming from the question stem

command ‘to what extent’. This indicates we are dealing not with a one sided outcome but we are

dealing with tensions on both sides – yes a verdict has to be reached – but the counter point has to

be articulated. A total rejection of one side with no consideration of alternatives will weaken the

overall mark.
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In this response we see a primary focus on the disagreements within

conservatism about society – in order to increase marks and move beyond

what is a level 3 response areas of agreement need to be referenced. This

response scored 9 marks.

As noted few candidates were caught by the level restrictor or ‘cap’ by failing

to cite two thinkers in the relevant political idea. However good practice is not

just to simply ‘name drop’ but to effectively understand how a key thinker

contributed to the political idea.
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Paper Summary
Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

a pattern where higher level answers were not attained as a result of not fully developing and

articulating judgements, verdicts and conclusions – AO3, heavily visible in the source question

but equally relevant elsewhere;

a need to see the source question as an essentially binary challenge with differing – but

nonetheless acceptable positions to adopt;

a clear confidence in candidates approaching the core political ideas –with detailed knowledge

and understanding. An impressive start to this area;

as always with politics good contemporary examples add sophistication and depth to responses;

Pearson Edexcel will continue to offer support and guidance in reflection to this first examination

and throughout the academic year – please use our dedicated website to access these along with

other training events.
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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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