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Introduction
This was the first assessment of the new specification, and it was pleasing to see how well

candidates coped with the requirements of this course. The majority of candidates had been well

prepared for the new comparative element of A Level Politics, and had a relatively strong grasp of

the conceptual and institutional knowledge and understanding required for the extended response

questions.

There are, as with any examination, however, a number of areas to reflect upon and lessons to be

learned which will enable future cohorts to address this style of examination effectively.
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Question 1 (a) 

This was an optional question, and the least popular of the choice given. This was somewhat

surprising, as interest groups have historically been a popular choice for candidates, and perhaps

reflects the reduction in content on the new specification. Centres are reminded, however, that all

of the content on the specification can be assessed in the examinations.

The majority of candidates were able to address the comparative element of this question

effectively, making clear and distinct comparisons between interest groups in the USA and pressure

groups in the UK. Most candidates were able to recognise that this question required a specific

focus on the reasons why US interest groups tend to be more effective than their UK counterparts,

and were able to build an answer around this focus. However, there were fewer candidates able to

move beyond the Bill of Rights for evidence to substantiate their explanations, and it was

noticeable - and disappointing - that contrasting exemplification from the UK was lacking in all but

the strongest responses.

The strongest approaches to this question were able to identify clear criteria for effectiveness such

as access points, constitutionally protected rights and amicus curiae, and explicitly linked these

criteria to civil rights.

Weaker approaches were more general discussions of why US interest groups are usually more

effective without a clear focus on civil rights. Such responses remained in level 1 as the points

included were not explicitly linked to the question.

Some candidates adopted the US/UK technique when addressing this question with no direct

comparisons, but this was only a small minority of candidates. Such responses would gain no AO2

award, therefore severely limiting their marks. Candidates should be reminded that half the marks

awarded on the 12-mark questions are for comparative analysis, which requires direct and explicit

comparison of the US and the UK.

A minority of candidates also wasted time countering their own points by arguing that UK pressure

groups can be more effective that US interest groups, which was not relevant to this question and

so gained no credit. Candidates should be reminded to answer the question as set, as this was a

common error in all the 12-mark comparative questions.
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This is a high level 4 response which achieved 12 marks.

The candidate makes a range of points with strong

development and explicit comparisons between the US

and the UK. It is clearly focused on the question

throughout, with a good range of evidence from both

countries.

Substantiating your answer with evidence from both

countries helps determine how far in the level your answer

can progress. This is a top level response because of the

detailed evidence included.
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This is a level 3 response which achieved 9 marks. While

the first two points outline relevant arguments with

explicit comparison of the UK and the US, and is focused

clearly on the question, the third point given is not relevant

to this question and so gains no credit.

Underline or highlight the key words and phrases in the

question to help you stay focused and avoid including

irrelevant material.
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Question 1 (b) 

This was the more popular of the optional questions.

The strongest responses were able to construct an effective discussion of the contrast between the

constitutionally entrenched nature of federalism and the absence of such protections for

devolution under parliamentary sovereignty, alongside a discussion of the asymmetric nature of

devolution contrasted with the division of power and reserved powers in the US Constitution. There

were also a number of excellent responses able to draw upon recent changes in the arrangements

for devolution, often contrasting them with the changing nature of federalism.

It was noticeable that the strongest responses referred back to the wording of the question in each

paragraph, enabling the candidate to keep the focus of their response on the question rather than

drifting into a general description of federalism and/or devolution.

The most effective approaches to this question, as with Q01(a), were able to identify clear criteria

for identifying the differences and explained each in a separate section with explicit contrasts made

between the US and UK with specific exemplification.

Some candidates adopted the US/UK technique when addressing this question with no direct

comparisons, but this was only a small minority of candidates. Such responses would gain no AO2

award, therefore severely limiting their marks. Candidates should be reminded that half the marks

awarded on the 12-mark questions are for comparative analysis, which requires direct and explicit

comparison of the US and the UK.

A minority of candidates also wasted time countering their own points by including similarities

between federalism and devolution, which was not relevant to this question and so gained no

credit. Candidates should be reminded to answer the question as set, as this was a common error

in all the 12-mark comparative questions.

Common errors on this question that candidates may need additional guidance on included the

assertion that federalism allows US states to be more powerful than any of the devolved bodies;

the incorrect argument that none of the devolved bodies have legislative power; historical

inaccuracies such as that the Constitutional Reform Act 2005 introduced devolution;

misunderstandings about the status of the Stormont Assembly; that the Supreme Court can play no

role in settling disputes within the UK. There was also some confusion about the differing powers of

the devolved bodies in the UK, and a lack of understanding of how this has changed over time in

the weaker responses.
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This is a strong level 4 response which achieved 12 marks.

The points made are directly comparative and

demonstrate a thorough and in-depth understanding of

the differences between federalism and devolution.
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This is a level 3 response which achieved 9 marks. The

candidate is able to identify a number of differences with

some exemplification from both the US and the UK. The

development of these points, however, is quite descriptive

and lacks a detailed understanding of the constitutional

versus statutory nature of federalism and devolution.
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Question 2 

This question had a different focus from the optional Q01(a)/Q01(b).

Here, candidates are required to analyse rather than examine. The definitions of the command

words used in the questions on this assessment can be found on page 63 of the specification.

Candidates must also refer to at least one comparative theory in their response. There is no

expectation that candidates will refer to all three comparative theories, but they must refer to at

least one theory to access level 4 marks. Candidates may choose between structural, rational and

cultural theory. This choice will depend on the analytical arguments selected by the candidates -

they must choose the theory that best supports the arguments they have selected.

Having said that, the most common theory selected by candidates for this particular question was 

structural. Many candidates were able to successfully link this to the separation/fusion of powers

and the differences between the powers of the legislative bodies in the US and the UK, generally

through a comparison of the Senate and the House of Lords. A smaller number of candidates were

also able to successfully link rational theory to separation/fusion of powers when discussing

executive dominance and how this affects the legislative powers in each system of governance.

The strongest responses were able to use the comparative theory selected to explain a difference

rather than simply state that the theory was relevant. A common successful approach to integrating

the comparative theories within an analysis would typically begin with “The structural theory

demonstrates how Congress may have more legislative power than Parliament because…”

The most effective approaches to this question, as with Q01(a)/Q01(b), were able to identify clear

criteria for identifying the differences and explained each in a separate section with explicit

contrasts made between the US and UK with specific exemplification. Common differences

identified were contrasting the Senate and the House of Lords, the strengths of the whip systems,

the role of party unity, the issue of gridlock and the impact of parliamentary versus constitutional

sovereignty.

Weaker responses tended to ‘bolt-on’ the comparative theories rather than integrate them within

their answer. There were also a surprising number of responses where candidates failed to even

attempt to include comparative theories, thus limiting the maximum number of marks they could

be awarded. Centres are reminded that teaching the comparative theories is a compulsory element

of the course, as outlined in Section 6.1 on page 45 of the specification.

The most common error on this question came from misreading the question. Candidates were

directed to analyse legislative powers in this question, and it was very concerning that a significant

minority of candidates seemed unable to understand what is meant by this key concept. This

meant that many candidates were unable to access marks beyond level 1 as they largely focused

their responses on powers in general rather than legislative powers as specified in the question.

Erroneous material included impeachment, the power to declare war and power over executive

appointments. Such responses were not awarded as they were excluded by the question.

Another common error - also seen in Q01(a)/Q01(b) - was to attempt a balanced answer by

including similarities as well as differences. Again, this was not required by the question which

clearly stated that candidates were expected to analyse the different legislative powers.

The most worrying error seen, however, was demonstrated in a large number of responses, and

often seen even in high-level responses. There is a common misconception that Congress requires

a supermajority to pass legislation. Another less common error in factual knowledge was the
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assumption that there is no filibuster available in the UK. While it is true that filibusters are less

common, they are still used on occasion, most often against private members’ bills lacking

government support. There have been some notable and well-publicised examples of this in recent

times, including Philip Davies in 2016 and Christopher Chope in 2018.
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This is a strong level 4 response which achieved 12 marks.

There is an explicit focus on the question throughout with

clear and direct comparisons. Structural theory is used to

support the analysis on the first page, allowing this

detailed response to access the top level.
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This is an example of a response where the candidate has

written convincingly about the differences between

Congress and Parliament - however, because there is no

reference to legislative powers, the response cannot gain

any credit. 0 marks had to be awarded to responses like

this for failure to answer the question set.

Every word of the question is there as a signpost for what

you are expected to write about. Look for key concepts

and phrases that will help make sure you answer the

question in the correct way.
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This is a mid level 3 response which achieved 8 marks. The

candidate includes two developed arguments that are

directly comparative and include good evidence to

substantiate the points, with an integrated reference to

structural theory. However, there is insufficient range to

reach the top level.
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Question 3 (a) 

This was the most popular first choice question for candidates.

The strongest responses were able to challenge the premise and consider not only whether one

branch was more dominant than the other, but also the extent to which such dominance could be

limited by the other branches of government. Many responses demonstrated an excellent and in-

depth understanding of the constitutional powers of each branch, and were able to exemplify this

with clear and specific evidence. It was pleasing to see a wealth of examples from the Trump and

Obama era alongside useful contrasting examples from Bush and Clinton. Centres are reminded,

however, that the study of Politics is a current affairs subject, and that they should caution

candidates against relying on historic examples - particularly those from the Cold War era - as

reliance on such examples alone will limit the mark awarded for AO1.

The most effective approach to answering this question was demonstrated by candidates who

analysed and evaluated throughout their responses, thus accessing the AO2 and AO3 marks.

Centres are reminded that the balance of the assessment objectives is equal on this new

specification - so equal attention should be paid to candidates for AO1 knowledge and

understanding, AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation. All three assessment objectives must be

addressed to access the higher levels, and many candidates found their marks restricted here by a

reliance on AO1 to the exclusion of AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation.

Weaker approaches to this question included the more traditional ‘for’ followed by ‘against’

structure. Such responses relied heavily on AO1 knowledge and failed to analyse whether or not

the president or Congress are dominant in foreign policy as there was no debate over the

argument presented. Such responses often attempted to shoe-horn analysis in to one or two

sentences at the end of their ‘for’ or ‘against’ arguments, but were unable to do so convincingly or

with substantiation.

Other approaches which were more successful gave an argument - for example, that the president

is the chief diplomat and so responsible for international treaties - with development and

substantiation, then attempted to analyse the strength of this argument by qualifying presidential

dominance with the constitutional power of the Senate to ratify treaties. This was often then

supported and developed further with a discussion of the growing significance of executive

agreements. This demonstrated high-level AO2 comparative analysis, and where such responses

were then also concluded with a judgement as to which branch seemed more dominant - based on

the arguments and evidence included - this would also be high-level AO3 evaluation.

A common error with such an approach, however, was where candidates attempted to counter the

argument that presidents dominate foreign policy as chief diplomat with an unrelated point about

Congress. For example, a number of candidates made valid arguments about treaties and

executive agreements, then followed this up with arguments related to the congressional power to

reject legislation related to foreign policy. The links and evidence between the presidential point

and the congressional point were often tangential at best, and most often unexplained and

unsupported. This limited the AO2 marks awarded to such responses.

A minority of candidates, as with the 12-mark questions, failed to read the question carefully, and

focused much of their response on comparing presidential and congressional power in general,

rather than focusing on foreign policy. Such responses would gain little credit as they were not

directly answering the question as set.
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Centres should remind candidates that this is not a narrative question. A number of candidates

wrote very detailed but descriptive answers about changing foreign policy, but failed to access the

higher levels for AO2 and AO3 as there were no explicit attempts to analyse or evaluate.

28     GCE Politics 9PL0 3A



GCE Politics 9PL0 3A     29



30     GCE Politics 9PL0 3A



GCE Politics 9PL0 3A     31



This is a level 4 response which achieved 20 marks. The

candidate is clearly well-versed in foreign policy, including

a number of examples from both presidential and

congressional action. There is an attempt to analyse the

extent to which each branch can dominate, and how this

can be limited by the other branch, and the evaluation is

clearly explained in the conclusion. The response is,

however, more reliant on AO1 description of foreign policy

eg president can do this, but Congress can do that, rather

than a sustained analytical explanation, so the response

remains in level 4 rather than reaching level 5 because the

AO2 is less well developed. The AO3 evaluation is also

summative rather than integrated throughout the

response.
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This is an example of a narrative response. The candidate

outlines very brief arguments in relation to the question,

but is mainly focused on describing foreign policy powers

with some examples. This response was awarded a low

level 3 mark: 14 marks.
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Remember that the marks for AO1 are equally weighted

with AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation. Focusing too much

on demonstrating knowledge alone will keep your marks

in the lower levels.
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This is a sophisticated response which is clearly analytical

throughout, integrates evaluation and substantiates the

arguments made with an excellent range of knowledge.

This response was awarded full marks.
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Question 3 (b) 

This was the least popular option for candidates.

As with Q03(a), the strongest responses were able to challenge the premise and consider not only

whether interest groups or the Supreme Court was more effective than the other, but also the

extent to which each relied on the other to ensure the effective working of the Constitution. Many

responses demonstrated an excellent and in-depth understanding of the methods used by each to

protect the Constitution, and were able to exemplify this with clear and specific evidence.

Again, the most effective approach to answering this question was demonstrated by candidates

who analysed and evaluated throughout their responses, thus accessing the AO2 and AO3 marks.

Centres are reminded that the balance of the assessment objectives is equal on this new

specification - so equal attention should be paid to candidates for AO1 knowledge and

understanding, AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation. All three assessment objectives must be

addressed to access the higher levels, and many candidates found their marks restricted here by a

reliance on AO1 to the exclusion of AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation.

Weaker approaches to this question included the more traditional ‘for’ followed by ‘against’

structure. For many candidates, this involved a focus on just arguing ‘for’ then ‘against’ interest

groups or the Supreme Court, usually with little, if any, reference to the other part of the question.

Such responses relied heavily on AO1 knowledge and failed to analyse whether or not interest

groups or the Supreme Court are more effective in ensuring the Constitution works as there was

no debate over the argument presented. Such responses often attempted to shoe-horn analysis in

to one or two sentences at the end of their ‘for’ or ‘against’ arguments, but were unable to do so

convincingly or with substantiation.

Other approaches which were more successful gave an argument - for example, that interest

groups are more able to ensure the Constitution works effectively because of amicus curiae - with

development and substantiation, then attempted to analyse that this means that even interest

groups have to rely on the Supreme Court (or other lower courts). This was often then supported

and developed further with a discussion of the inability of the Supreme Court to generate cases,

and how this in turn means that they must rely on interest groups or other interested parties to

raise constitutional matters. This demonstrated high-level AO2 comparative analysis, and where

such responses were then also concluded with a judgement as to which seemed most able to

ensure the Constitution works effectively - based on the arguments and evidence included - this

would also be high-level AO3 evaluation.

Weaker responses tended to structure their answer around what interest groups can/cannot do,

often with limited focus on the question and so drifting on to a more general discussion of how

powerful interest groups are. Such responses would be limited across all assessment objectives for

lack of relevance to the question set. Another common error was to focus on the power of the

Supreme Court without relating it directly to ensuring the Constitution works effectively. In both

cases, there was a lack of balance and little, if any, attempt to directly compare interest groups and

the Supreme Court - thus severely limiting the AO2 marks available.

Overall, there was a distinct lack of evidence for both interest groups and the Supreme Court, which

was surprising given that they are covered in Sections 4 and 5 of the specification. Responses that

did include exemplification were heavily reliant on the NRA, particularly for interest groups, which

demonstrated a limited range of knowledge and understanding which was disappointing for A

Level Politics candidates.
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This is a high level 3 response which achieved 17 marks.

The candidate does attempt to compare both interest

groups and the Supreme Court, and concludes with a

judgement that is somewhat supported by the arguments

in the essay. However, the argument about the

amendments process is less convincing, and the AO3

evaluation is less well integrated, keeping this response in

level 3.
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This is a low level 4 response which achieved 20 marks.

The candidate makes a range of arguments about interest

groups and the Supreme Court, with evaluation

throughout and some evidence to support the arguments

made. However, the AO2 comparative analysis is less

successful, with only limited attempt to directly compare

the ability of interest groups to the Supreme Court when

discussing which can ensure the effective working of the

Constitution.
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This is a level 5 response which achieved 26 marks. There

are a good range of arguments made about both interest

groups and the Supreme Court and their ability to ensure

the effective working of the Constitution. There is

integrated AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation throughout,

and a clear judgement made in the conclusion that is

supported by the evidence provided.
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Question 3 (c) 

This was the most popular of the three essay questions, and was the second essay completed for

most candidates. There was, therefore, quite a wide variation in the performance of candidates, as

many had clearly run out of time on the second question and so were unable to complete the essay

in the detail required.

Overall, as with Q03(a) and Q03(b), the strongest responses were able to challenge the premise and

consider not only whether congressional elections or presidential elections are fit for purpose, but

also the extent to which one may have been more fit for purpose than the other. Many responses

demonstrated an excellent and in-depth understanding of the procedures used for both type of

elections, and were able to exemplify this with clear and specific evidence.

Again, the most effective approach to answering this question was demonstrated by candidates

who analysed and evaluated throughout their responses, thus accessing the AO2 and AO3 marks.

Centres are reminded that the balance of the assessment objectives is equal on this new

specification - so equal attention should be paid to candidates for AO1 knowledge and

understanding, AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation. All three assessment objectives must be

addressed to access the higher levels, and many candidates found their marks restricted here by a

reliance on AO1 to the exclusion of AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation.

Weaker approaches to this question included the more traditional ‘for’ followed by ‘against’

structure. For many candidates, this involved a focus on just arguing ‘for’ then ‘against’ presidential

elections being fit for purpose or that congressional elections are/are not fit for purpose, usually

with little, if any, reference to the other part of the question. Such responses relied heavily on AO1

knowledge and failed to evaluate whether or not one is more fit for purpose than the other, as

there was no debate over the argument presented. Such responses often attempted to shoe-horn

evaluation in to one or two sentences at the end of their ‘for’ or ‘against’ arguments, but were

unable to do so convincingly or with substantiation, so losing AO3 marks.

The strongest responses were able to define what they perceived to be ‘fit for purpose’ with clear

criteria for analysis, most often linking this to the original purpose of the Founding Fathers and

considering how far the procedures still fulfil those purposes in modern times. Such responses

were able to establish a judgement to the question at the outset, and followed this judgement

throughout their essay, thus accessing AO3 marks for consistent and sustained evaluation.

Well analysed points included the strengths and weakness of the Electoral College, primaries and

caucuses, the role of campaign finance, term lengths and gerrymandering.

A common error, however, was to focus the answer entirely on the Electoral College. Such

responses restricted their AO1 marks for lack of range, and particularly limited their AO3 marks for

failing to address the premise in the question, which required a discussion of congressional

elections as well as presidential.

There were also a number of surprising factual errors, where candidates confused primary

elections and the Electoral College delegates, the assertion that incumbent congressmen redraw

district boundaries, that members of Congress are chosen by presidents, and confusion between

the Electoral College and National Party Conventions. Centres are reminded that the requirements

for presidential elections are to be found in Sections 3 and 5 of the specification, and for

congressional elections in Sections 2 and 5.
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This is a level 5 response which achieved 25 marks. Both

congressional and presidential elections are analysed, with

a clear evaluation overall of how fit for purpose the

procedures for electing both are.
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This is a level 4 response which achieved 20 marks. The

candidate addresses both congressional and presidential

election procedures, with clear analysis and a judgement

supported by the arguments made. However, not all

points made are convincingly argued, and the evidence

throughout is limited, which keeps this at the bottom of

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

12-mark questions do not require an introduction or a conclusion - many candidates wasted time

structuring their responses in the same way that they would answer a 30-mark essay. Also they 

must be directly and explicitly comparative between the US and the UK throughout the

response;

candidates must carefully read the question to ensure they answer as effectively as possible eg

looking for topic words or phrases, checking for similarities or differences;

comparative theories are only required for Q02;

examples are necessary to access high-level AO1 marks in all questions;

introductions should set out the judgement candidates will argue throughout their essay - this

should summarise rather than be a detailed start to the essay. Many responses included

introductions spanning a page which wasted time;

the strongest responses set out criteria for discussion in the introduction and structure the essay

around them with debate and exemplification to support the arguments made;

candidates should avoid a narrative approach as this invites description rather than analysis

(AO2) and evaluation (AO3);

analysis (AO2) and evaluation (AO3) should be integrated within the essay rather than ‘bolted-on’

at the end;

30-mark essay responses must cover both aspects of the question to access the higher levels.

Also, 30-mark essay responses must cover both views presented in the question to access

beyond level 2;

there is no requirement to compare US and UK in the 30-mark essays.
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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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