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Introduction

This paper assesses the optional comparative element of the Politics specification, the
Government and Politics of the USA.

2024 saw a wide and varied approach to the different questions, and it was particularly
pleasing to see how many candidates are clearly taking an interest in their studies of Politics
beyond the textbook, with many citing recent examples of political debate, cases and
divisions within institutions, both in the extended-response essays and the shorter
comparative UK and US questions. Centres are to be commended on the interested and
engaged culture they are building with their candidates.

More targeted advice on how to succeed can be found in the summary section at the end of
this report.
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Question 1 (a)
This was the more popular of the optional Question (Q) 01 choices.

The question asked candidates to discuss the differences between how rights are protected
in each country, and it was pleasing to note that the vast majority of candidates were able to
do so, rather than drifting on to similarities, which would not be credited.

As with previous examination series', however, lower level responses chose factors to
consider that were not like-for-like. For example, some candidates tried to compare the role
of the legislature to Supreme Court cases. This limited the marks available, because this
would not be a direct comparison.

As noted in the Introduction, the lack of exemplification, or very historic evidence only, was
notable. Candidates should be provided with more recent evidence as befits a subject
focused on current affairs, and refer to more recent examples, where appropriate. There was
also a notable lack of exemplification from the UK.

Numbers of candidates are still wasting time by constructing their response to the 12-mark
guestions as essays, with often substantial introductions and conclusions that do not usually
add anything creditable to the response. It is also still common to see unnecessary
references to the comparative theories here. It is only a requirement to integrate the theories
in Q02.

The strongest responses were structured around a thematic approach, identifying key factors
such as constitutions, legislation and the role of the judiciary to compare, with examples to
support. These did need to be directly comparative - responses that cited the US
Constitution contains the Bill of Rights and then simply stated that there is no constitutional
Bill of Rights in the UK would have a more limited mark for AO2 for the lack of development.

Stronger responses were able to access the higher marks for AO2 by analysing, using
comparative phrases such as ‘more protection’, ‘entrenched/unentrenched’ or ‘greater access
to...’, ‘more flexible'.

As with previous examination series', a number of misconceptions remains that centres
should draw to the attention of their candidates. For example, there is no Bill of Rights in the
UK. Some candidates used this term, rather than referring to the Human Rights Act - and
there is legislation that protects rights in the US, rather than simply offering protection via
the Bill of Rights.

This is an example of a Level 4 response.

GCE Politics 9PLO 3A 4



Ao s M
Uté'fé,u,

A o M RS S A

o 057UC SC i pobily

5 GCE Politics 9PLO 3A




f;Aékaécu‘uhuUKmaw b5 e B

i o Bl Bt Sl e sl B
VoD . e k... Ooer T CASC UNMRB N D

AR N
lrry be Dome poiheclod ! >

GCE Politics9PLO3A 6



™,
\ Y

" / ResultsPlus
/‘-—-.". Examiner Comments

This response makes three distinct points:

e constitutions
e the power of the judiciary
e the power of the legislature.

Each point is focused on the question, with some explicit and
comparison and evidence, considering that is harder/more
straightforward to protect rights in the respective countries eg that
there may be less protection in the UK since the passing of the Public
Order Act 2022.

Some exemplification is inaccurate, however, eg 16" Amendment.
This, plus the fact that point 3 is less well-developed, keeps this
response at the bottom of the level.

Level 4

Total: 10 marks

- | 4
- F.

ResultsPlus
<

Examiner Tip
Remember to include examples from both the UK and the USA to
reach top marks.
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Question 1 (b)

As with Q01a, a number of candidates did not compare like-for-like areas of campaign
finance, instead making general comparisons about, for example, spending in elections in
the USA versus UK party membership fees. This limited the marks awarded for both AO1
knowledge and AO2 comparative analysis.

Another similar area candidates can be advised to improve on, is to avoid wasting time on
unnecessary introductions and conclusions, and including the comparative theories where
they are not required.

Only a minority of candidates chose to answer this question.

The majority of those candidates were able to identify similarities related to campaign
finance regulations in place in both countries, with good exemplification in the strongest
responses.

However, a sizeable number of candidates found their mark limited because they tended to
make simple statements without including AO2 development of the points made. For
example, they stated that campaign finance is regulated by the Bipartisan Campaign Finance
Reform Act, or that both countries have access to state funding - and then went no further
with their explanation. As with Q01a, it is not sufficient to assert a point and then move on to
a second point - development is essential to access AO2 marks.

There was, however, a lack of precise knowledge in many responses, particularly on the UK
aspect. Significant numbers of candidates were unable to provide any evidence in their
responses.

There was also a number of common mistakes about legal limits on donations, whether state
funding is available in any form in the UK, and that individuals are banned from donating to
political parties in the UK.

It should be noted that the UK regulations were updated by statutory instrument in
November 2023, and as many candidates will have studied this topic in Year 1 of their course,
credit was given for the previous figures as well as for the recent change.

This is an example of a Level 4 response.
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This response makes 3 clear points that are well-focused on the
question:

¢ vital for electoral success
e funded by donations
e regulations

The first 2 points are well-developed, with explicit comparative analysis
and good, often up-to-date, evidence. This is only held back from full
marks by the more implicit comparative analysis in point 3.

Level 4

Total: 12 marks

&4\ ResultsPlus
\

| Examiner Tip

Remember to explain points of similarity or difference in the 12-mark
guestions, to gain top marks.
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Question 2

As with Q01a and QO01b, centres are advised to instruct candidates to avoid wasting time on
unnecessary introductions and conclusions. Other similar areas for centres to improve on are
ensuring factors chosen are comparing like-for-like factors, and including up-to-date
exemplification (where appropriate) rather than relying on historic evidence.

This question carries a Level cap: if there is no integrated discussion of at least one
comparative theory, then Level 4 could not be awarded.

Centres are reminded that the comparative theory must have some explanation attached to
the point being made: in this case, regarding the differences between devolution in the UK
and federalism in the USA, rather than simply being tagged on to the end of a point. For
example, responses might discuss the differences in terms of equal powers being available to
the states, versus the asymmetrical nature of devolution, and then end the point with a
comment such as ‘and this is a structural difference because of the constitution” with no
further development. This type of response would remain in Level 3.

Similarly, the explanation of the comparative theory must apply to both countries, rather
than simply stating ‘this is a structural difference because the USA has a codified
constitution.’

Centres are also reminded that there is no requirement to include all three theories, or to
include one or more theory in every point of comparison. One developed and exemplified
point, with one well-explained theory integrated into the comparative analysis of the
similarity, in this case, is sufficient to allow access to Level 4, providing the other points made
in the response are also well-explained.

Overall, there was a considerable number of strong responses based around entrenchment,
asymmetry and the location of sovereignty, often with good exemplification for both
countries. Weaker responses tended to lose AO2 marks by describing federalism, then
describing devolution, without drawing comparisons between the two.

Common errors included details of the asymmetric nature of devolution in the UK,
particularly when discussing taxation powers, and that states in the US are prohibited from
having any legislation or regulations on key areas - most often, with sweeping statements
related to federal drug laws. There was no recognition that states can, and do, have their own
laws on, for example, the use of marijuana.

There was also a degree of misunderstanding of the role of the Supreme Court in the UK
devolved bodies, with a number of candidates stating that the UK Supreme Court can only
overrule the Scottish Parliament, for example, on matters reserved to the UK government. A
very small number of candidates did not understand federalism at all, and simply wrote
about the separation of powers versus fusion of powers.

GCE Politics 9PLO 3A 12



There were, nonetheless, many excellent responses to the question, with strong arguments
presented about the origins of federalism compared to the introduction of devolution. There
was excellent exemplification, such as the blocking of the Gender Recognition Reform
(Scotland) Bill compared to the various state laws related to LGBTQ+ rights.
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This is a Level 4 response.
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Examiner Comments
This response makes three clear points that are well-explained and
exemplified, with explicit links to:

e comparative theories (structural and cultural)
e constitution
e equal/asymmetrical, origins

Please note the importance of the * on point 2: this is absolutely
essential for an accurate mark to be awarded, because it directs the
examiner to a sentence that explains structural theory in the US, which
is then compared to the UK in the next, separate sentence.

This is also an excellent example of how to embed cultural theory. This
appears to be a separate point because the candidate ends the
sentence with a full stop - but the paragraph must be read as a whole.
The candidate clearly argues “cultural theory ...embedded...original
intent...” . They end the sentence BUT carries on this comparative
theory analysis in the next sentence, shown by the phrasing
“Differentially....” and then continues this theme/analysis with the final
sentence.

Level 4

Total: 12 marks

\ Examiner Tip
It is essential to explain the comparative theory, to reach Level 4.

Inserting the word 'structural/rational/cultural’ alone is not enough -
but you only need to include one comparative theory to access Level 4
marks.
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Question 3 (a)

This question asked candidates to evaluate the view that the US Supreme Court is a political
body, rather than a judicial one, and was the most popular essay, with most candidates
attempting this question.

The majority of candidates were well-prepared for this question, and so had good knowledge
and clear themes to discuss. The most common themes were the appointments process, the
role of the Supreme Court in the interpretation of the constitution, and judicial activism
versus judicial restraint. Other interesting points included issues related to the independence
of the judiciary, ideology.

The candidates' ability to analyse and evaluate effectively was the main differentiator on this
question. Candidates need carefully to consider their argument to ensure that they are
accessing AO3 marks in particular. A simplistic political/judicial response will stay in the lower
levels, as will responses that make an assertive statement at the end of each point as a mini-
judgment with no substantiation behind it eg 'this shows that the Supreme Court is a political
body.'

A number of candidates now commonly use stock phrases such as 'this is a weak argument' -
which can work well to embed AO3 evaluation, but only if this statement is then explained in
full. It is not, however, expected that candidates use such phrases, and there is no set way for
candidates to undertake AO3 evaluation.

Other phrasing is just as valid, provided that it is explained well, such as 'however, the
Supreme Court may not be a political body because....", or 'this does not mean that the
Supreme Court is simply a judicial body because....', or 'this view can be challenged by...".

Overall, a significant number of responses made excellent use of case studies from the
appointments process, as well as cases to illustrate their arguments. It was particularly
pleasing to see so many up-to-date references from both the Biden and Trump eras, as well
as contrasting relevant examples from previous eras, such as contrasting Trump's
appointment of Amy Coney Barratt with the refusal of the Senate to hold Merrick Garland'’s
confirmation hearing.

Key political cases were also often cited correctly and explained well, including recent ones
like Dobbs v Jackson, with key terminology such as judicial activism used effectively to
strengthen AO1 marks. The strongest responses were able to discuss how some decisions
could be clearly seen to be overtly political, whilst others showed the court is a purely judicial
institution. The ability to say why a decision was political or judicial was the key to the top
levels on AO2 and AO3.

GCE Politics 9PLO 3A 18



However, it is important to note that candidates do need to be able to use terminology
accurately. There were significant numbers of responses that were based on incorrect
assumptions about the ideology of justices appointed, that then tainted the AO2 and AO3
analysis and evaluation made. One such common error was to state that some Supreme
Court justices were Republicans - and that when they dominated the make-up of the bench
they always made conservative decisions. These were often implied as being ‘bad’ decisions
that harmed US society. Alternatively, the same argument was also presented regarding
‘Democrat justices’ always making liberal, 'good' decisions. A similar assumption was also
made about judicial activism versus judicial restraint - that only more liberal justices pushed
for judicial activism (which was a good thing), and then originalists preferred judicial restraint
(which was bad).

This kind of assumption also applied to discussions of court cases, where there was usually
an assertion that a decision was/was not political without an accompanying analysis of why.
This was most often seen when Roe v Wade and Dobbs v Jackson were referenced.

It is worth reminding candidates that citing a case without any development or discussion
will prevent them from entering the higher levels, because such responses lack AO2 and AO3
analysis and evaluation.

A minority of candidates tried to turn this question into one on checks and balances. While
there could be valid arguments and evidence related to this, if this was the sole basis of the
response then it would stay in the lower levels for lack of breadth and depth. Similarly, one-
factor responses, usually solely on the appointments process, would also stay in the lower
levels for the same reason.

A few well-argued responses sadly fell into the trap of weaving an excellent argument around
the politicisation of the Supreme Court, whilst completely neglecting the other side of the
argument. Such responses were capped at the top of Level 2 for a lack of balance across all
three assessment objectives.
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This is a top Level 3 response.
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I/*--._ Examiner Comments

This response makes three clear points that focus explicitly on the
question:

o federalism
e the appointments process
e the influence of interest groups

The points made become stronger as the essay develops. There are
clear interim judgements for each point made. There is AO3 evaluation
present: it is quite ‘back and forth” almost yes/no, but the arguments
made demonstrate an understanding of the key issues raised.

It is not quite persuasive or effective enough to reach Level 4 on AO3.
Level 3

Total: 18 marks

"’ \ ResultsPlus
R

) Examiner Tip
Use key phrases to signpost your AO3 evaluation, such as 'this can be
challenged by...", or 'however, it can be questioned....", or 'this
argument is undermined by...".
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This is a Level 5 response.
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This response makes three clear points explicitly focused on the
qguestion throughout, with strong and consistent analysis and
evaluation:

e appointments
e judicial activism
e decision-making (rooted in law/not rooted in law)

There is good and accurate use of terminology, the knowledge is in-

depth and well-used, and it has examples of excellent integration of
evidence eg Dobbs V Jackson .

The counter-points are relevant and linked to the original point made
(stronger argument/a weak counter-point etc), and this ends with a
nuanced conclusion, which is focused, justified and substantiated by
the essay.

Level 5

Total: 28 marks

A\ ResultsPus
<D

) Examiner Tip
Examples must be part of your argument to reach top marks - so
explain how the example supports your point.
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Question 3 (b)

This question asked candidates to evaluate the view that the American voters are the most
important influence on legislation. This was the second-most popular essay.

This question invited a broad range of responses, with the potential to reference a number of
different influences on legislation as part of the evaluation of whether the American voters
are the biggest influence on voters. Common influences on legislation included direct
comparisons to party unity, campaign finance and interest groups.

The strongest responses began with an argument related to the influence of the American
voters on legislation, considering both how they can be the biggest influence and also why
they may not be the biggest influence. Such responses would then continue with a discussion
of how another factor may/may not be a bigger influence, compared to the influence of the
American voters. This direct comparison was absolutely essential for candidates to access
the higher levels, because this is the only way to ensure that candidates are demonstrating
their AO3 evaluation skills.

A significant number of candidates, however, did not approach the question in this way.
Instead, they adopted a factor-by-factor approach, without any link back to the focus of the
guestion on the influence of the American voters on legislation. In doing so, candidates did
not achieve the higher levels, due to the lack of AO3.

Even in responses where AO3 was interwoven, many candidates found it difficult to go
beyond superficial points about the influence of American voters choosing who to vote for.
There was often only limited reference to the influence on legislation, and there was a
distinct lack of evidence to substantiate the points made.

Stronger responses were able to use examples related to the election cycle, 'pork-barrelling'
and incumbency, to support their AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation. They provided a clear
mini-conclusion about whether the American voters are/are not the biggest influence on
legislation.

A significant number of candidates, however, tried to turn this into a different question, and
a number of responses focused on the power of Congress and/or the president to influence
legislation, with little or no reference to the American voters.

A number of candidates also wrote a purely narrative response. They described how
legislation is passed, or gave lengthy narratives of battles to pass key pieces of legislation,
without explicitly relating this back to the question. Such responses stayed in the lower levels
for lack of AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation.
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There were several common errors, such as asserting that:

e executive orders are legislation
e the Supreme Court can influence legislation as it is being passed

e a super-majority is required to pass legislation

There was inaccuracy on the terms in office for the House of Representatives and the Senate.
There was also some confusion between legislation and constitutional amendments.

The weakest responses focused exclusively on other factors, almost as if the phrase ‘the
American voters’ was not part of this question. Candidates must take care to read the
question as a whole, rather than mistakenly focus on just one word and therefore miss the

focus of the question.
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This is a mid-Level 3 response.
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This response makes three clear points, all of which have some
development, but this is not always linked clearly to the question on
the influence of the American voters.

There is some valid exemplification - interest groups, the president,
the election cycle - but the AO2 analysis becomes less convincing as
the essay goes on.

There is also very little AO3: the response tends to deal with each
identified factor as a point with only loose links to the question focus:
the influence of the American voters.

Level 3

Total: 15 marks

- | 4
- F.

ResultsPlus
<

Examiner Tip
Remember that every paragraph needs to be linked explicitly to the
guestion: use the wording of the question to keep your answer
focused.
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This is a Level 5 response.
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ﬂ ResultsPlus
Examiner Comments

This response is explicitly focused on the question, with good
exemplification.

However, the AO3 evaluation is less successful, with points made
related to:

e interest groups
e American voters
e presidential power of persuasion

Because the AO3 is less convincing, this stays near the bottom of Level
5. However, the careful use of evidence, and evaluating the evidence to
consider how it supports the points made, means this response does
merit Level 5 overall.

Level 5

Total: 25 marks

GCE Politics 9PLO 3A 46



Question 3 (¢)

This question asked candidates to evaluate the view that interest groups in the USA have a
negative impact on democracy. This was the least-popular essay.

This question provided candidates a clear pathway to the higher levels by citing various
examples to highlight their points, such as campaign finance, Political Action Committees
(PACs), Super PACs, amicus curiae briefs, and mobilizing mass support. Many candidates rose
to the challenge, achieving high marks on AO1.

The strongest responses were able to build their response around a range of factors. They
engaged well with why Factor 1 may appear negative/positive for democracy. However, they
also commented on its problems/limitations/issues. There was a clear mini-conclusion
coming to an overall judgement for that factor, related explicitly to the overall impact on
democracy as negative OR positive. Such responses scored highly on all assessment
objectives. However, a number of candidates ‘sat on the fence’ in their overall judgements on
each factor, so limiting their AO3 mark.

Common factors included the representative role of interest groups, their impact on
campaign finance/elections, iron triangles, the use of the judiciary and the protection of
rights.

The strongest responses were able to substantiate their arguments with a range of evidence
from different examples of interest group activities, rather than building their response
around a single pressure group. There was a number of responses with excellent, up-to-date,
evidence.

However, there was still a heavy reliance on outdated examples, with weaker responses still
relying on a few examples such as Brown v Board of Education, Topeka, or simplistic evidence
regarding how many members the NRA has. Such responses would be limited on AO1 marks
if this were the only evidence provided.

The key to success on this question was to keep bringing the points raised, and analysis of
the evidence, back to the question focus: what the point and evidence illustrated about the
impact of interest groups on democracy, and whether this impact was positive or negative.
Using the key words in the question helped with this, because it reminded candidates that
they were not simply writing a generalised essay about the influence of interest groups.

Less successful responses took a narrative approach, identifying interest group methods.
These often related to campaigning in general, or funding elections, as the sole focus of the
response. Consequently, they lost marks for lack of range and breadth in AO1, as well as for
AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation.
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There was also a number of responses where candidates took the simplistic positive/negative
approach, failing to interweave AO3 evaluation, and so were unable to access the higher
levels.

An interesting alternative approach seen was to approach positive/negative impact on
democracy through issues eg gun control, womens' rights, minority rights and so. Some
stronger responses were able to do this in a comparative way. They used themes such as the
constitutional protection of the Second Amendment and how this allowed different pro-gun
control and anti-gun control groups to have differing impacts. These were compared directly,
to show there is less explicit constitutional protection of other rights so groups focused on
other issues find it difficult to have influence. This is arguably negative for democracy.

However, the danger with an issue-based approach, for less-able candidates, is the tendency
to write a narrative, or to include simplistic assertive arguments. For example, candidates
said that the Second Amendment means interest groups are always negative for democracy,
because it gives the NRA so much power. While this is a creditable argument, the lack of
nuance with regards to constitutional protection of rights, and how pluralism still allows
pro-gun control groups to seek reform - which is a positive impact on democracy - means
both the AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation marks are limited.

Finally, it is also important to note that simply stating an example is not sufficient to access
marks. Evidence given should be part of the explanation of the argument to access AO2
marks in particular. For example, a number of responses would state eg 'interest groups are
positive for democracy because they can raise awareness of problems like the Black Lives
Matter Movement after the death of George Floyd', or that 'the NRA donates money to
electoral campaigns so many members of Congress won't support gun control, which is
negative for democracy'. Without further discussion of why this is positive/negative for
democracy, this is assertion, rather than a reasoned argument.
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Question 3 (¢)

This is a Level 4 response.
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/ ResultsPlus

\’//‘-—-'. Examiner Comments

This response makes three clear points, and has good focus on the
guestion:

e campaigns
e legal challenges
¢ influence on legislation

This response stays low in Level 4 because the arguments made are
not always explicitly related to the question. All points made are about
the negative or positive impact of interest groups on democracy, but
this is implicit, rather than explicitly analysed and evaluated.

There is also a tendency to build an argument based on what appears
to be the candidate’s own political views. This means the interim
judgements are a little superficial in places, but this does become
stronger in the latter sections of the response.

Level 4

Total: 19 marks

A ResultsPlus
‘\\

Examiner Tip
Keep up-to-date with political developments to improve your AO1
marks.

This is a Level 5 response.
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L Examiner Comments
This response makes 3 clear points with a good focus on the question
throughout most of the response: large membership, representation,
scrutiny role.

There is a consistently good and in-depth knowledge demonstrated,
with interim judgements throughout, so achieving Level 5 for AO1 and
AO2. However, point 3 is less consistently well done so this stays at the
bottom of the level - the response drifts off the point when discussing
Senator Robert Byrd.

The response does, however, return to the well-focused analysis and
evaluation in the conclusion, so merits Level 5 overall.

Level 5

Total: 27 marks
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Paper Summary

Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

e 12-mark questions do not require an introduction or a conclusion and must be directly
and explicitly comparative throughout

e Comparative theories are only required for Q02 - but must be explained as part of a point,
otherwise they will be capped at Level 3, 9 marks

e Extended-response questions (Q03a, Q03b and Q03c) should have an introduction setting
out the judgement and line of argument for the answer - this should set out the criteria
for discussion

e Structure the essay around these, with debate and exemplification to support the
arguments, using the key terms in the question

e Start with the premise given in the question, rather than turning to an alternative
factor/argument - so consistently addressing the question

e Analysis (AO2) and evaluation (AO3) should be integrated within the essay, rather than
‘bolted-on’ at the end of a point

e Top-level responses for all question styles include a range of relevant and contemporary
evidence that directly and explicitly supports the arguments being made
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Grade boundaries

Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-topics/results-certification/grade-
boundaries.html
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