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General comments 

In general students were able to access the entirety of the question paper. For the first exam series 
there were some students who produced exceptional scripts of quality, displaying impressive 
breadth and depth of knowledge of contemporary American government and politics and the UK 
comparative dimension. 
 
Most students did not seem to experience any significant time management issues and it was 
common for students to attempt section B and C questions before the 9-mark questions. However, 
some students did not allocate time well and when this occurred, too much time was spent on 
section A at the expense of section B and C questions. It is important for teachers to stress to 
students that time is needed to read and understand the extract for the section B question. 
Moreover, there were instances where students did not answer one or sometimes two of the 9-
mark questions (questions 02 and or 03). It is advisable that students seek to spend 40 minutes on 
each of the sections.  
 
Question 4 proved to be a challenge for students. It is important to stress that the extracts should 
be a ‘springboard’ for students to evaluate and analyse. It is important to remind teachers and 
students that Question 04 is not a traditional essay style question. There were some answers that 
almost totally ignored the extract, and on occasions students had excellent knowledge but were 
limited to level 2. Students should also be discouraged from just rewriting out the extract. Less able 
responses did little more than identify an element in the extracts and describe or restate the point 
that was made in the extracts. Few students compared the arguments, and this therefore limited 
their evaluation of the sources. The best responses used their own knowledge to analyse them. 
More effective answers also included an analysis of the provenance of the extracts, pointing out 
the partisan reasons that would influence their opinions.  
 
Section C has an optional element and Question 06 (pressure groups) proved to be far more 
popular than 05 (direct democracy). The best scripts featured up-to-date, accurate and convincing 
evidence and importantly for section C essays they displayed a balance between the US and UK. 
As section C essays are comparative, students must engage with the US and UK when answering 
these questions, otherwise level 3 and above marks are unlikely to be awarded. The best 
responses focused clearly on the questions set and were based on well-structured and coherent 
answers. However, some centres appear not to be preparing their students with current and up-to- 
date evidence, such as using evidence from the 2016 and 2018 election cycles. Advice to teachers 
is that up-to-date information, evidence and examples are to be encouraged. 
 
It is important to remind teachers and students that when answering section C comparative 
essays, there is no requirement to apply any of the three comparatives theories needed for 
Question 03. Some students allowed such an approach to overtake their responses which was not 
a successful tactic. A small number of centres had clearly encouraged students to endeavour to 
use the comparative theories in the essay questions. Very few students did this well; most spent 
more time identifying the three theories (with varying degrees of success) than applying them. This 
approach is not advised as neither the questions nor mark schemes warrant such an approach. 
 
Section A 

Question 1 

This question proved accessible and it saw a significant range of responses in terms of quality. 
Students were able to identify the dominance of the Democrats and Republicans at Presidential, 
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Congressional and State level. Some students engaged well with the degree to which Bernie 
Sanders and Angus King challenged the two-party system. More able students were also able to 
explain why the two parties were able to dominate, such as their catch-all nature or give details of 
the workings of the Electoral College in punishing third party candidates. Some students disputed 
the existence of a two-party system and instead explained how America is more accurately 
described as a 50 or 100 party system. However, many responses claimed that there had only 
ever been presidents from the Democratic and Republican party. Also, many mid-range responses 
tended to present the Electoral College/plurality electoral system as another point as well the two-
party dominance of the presidency/congress, when it was a continuation of the same point. 
 
Question 2 

Most responses were able to identify the Bill of Rights as the first 10 amendments to the US 
constitution and the extent to which the amendments protect rights and liberties. The most effective 
responses  linked this to the role played by the supreme court and landmark decisions to support 
points made. However, this question also attracted many less effective  responses, with students 
writing simplistic and over-generalised responses about entrenchment or just one amendment, the 
second. 
 
Students tended to approach this in two different ways. Responses either correctly identified three 
rights in the first ten amendments (the most common being the 1st, 2nd and 8th amendments), or 
answered the question more thematically, citing the entrenched nature of the Bill of Rights, its 
status as fundamental law and its iconic status as a symbol of freedom in American civic culture. 
Relevant and accurate supreme court cases or examples greatly enhanced answers (such as 
Texas v Johnson and DC v Heller). The most common error was to refer to amendments not in the 
Bill of Rights (such as the 14th), which were not rewarded unless students made the argument that 
the Bill of Rights is not the only source of constitutional rights. 
 
Overall, the second approach tended to be more successful for students as they were able to 
analyse court cases, making responses synoptic. Regarding entrenchment, students often 
identified the need for a super-majority in Congress necessary to change the constitution, but did 
not mention the role of the states. Another recurring problem was students giving examples outside 
of the first ten amendments with frequent mentions of Brown v. Board and Roe v. Wade. 
 
Question 3 

As noted earlier, some students did not attempt this question. Teachers are advised to make sure 
students have a secure definition of each of the comparative theories which can then be applied to 
Question 03. However, students do not need to name or list academics associated with the 
comparative theories in their responses. It is important also to stress that students need to refer to 
both the US and UK when answering Question 03.  Some students were far more comfortable 
writing about the US judiciary and not the UK’s. Students who were awarded level 3 marks were 
those who were able to integrate the theory element of the question into each of their paragraphs. 
 
The most effective responses gave a description of structural theory as relating to the study of 
governmental/constitutional and political institutions and three relevant points with regards to 
appointment process in both countries. They were able to compare the roles of the executive and 
legislatures in the US and UK and the politicisation of the process by the President and the Senate 
in the US. Most students understood the role of the Judicial Appointments Commission (JAC) and 
most were able to identify the minimal input of the executive branch in the UK. 
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There were some, usually more able students, who explored the importance of the life tenure in the 
USA and retirement age in the UK.  Less able students tended to focus on the criteria used to 
select judges (such as gender and age) or mentioned the role of the media. However, a more 
common error was that structural theory was not mentioned at all or that points made about the 
judiciaries were generalised, rather than about the appointment process. Less effective responses 
struggled to provide balance and tended to focus on the US and ignore the UK.  
 

Section B 

Question 4 

This question elicited a wide range of responses. Most students found the extracts accessible and 
were able to find arguments within them. This then meant most students found something of 
relevance to write about when answering the question. However, the focus of the question and the 
extracts themselves challenged some students, but those who answered it well understood the 
Electoral College and arguments for and against it as the method of electing the US President. 
 
It is important to stress that the students who were awarded level 4 and 5 marks were able to apply 
their own knowledge to evaluate the assertions of the extract. The areas which they tended to 
focus on were Clinton’s 2.8 million more votes, the suggestion of using a popular vote and the 
argument for a ‘more participatory democracy’ from the first extract. Analysis of the second article 
focused on the states being ‘important units of government’ and that the President should be 
elected on a ‘state-by-state’ basis, as well as that the Electoral College was designed by the 
Founding Fathers. The most able students evaluated these claims in relation to the result in 2000, 
how the popular vote would benefit or punish certain states and how the EC inhibits turnout in safe 
states (NYT). They also addressed how states have different electoral laws, such as Maine and 
Nebraska, the need to campaign in smaller states and the difficulty in amending the constitution 
(Fried). Students struggled to evaluate both elements of the extract, some managed to identify the 
liberal-leaning bias of the NYT but failed to evaluate Fried, others identified that Fried was a 
Republican and explained about Reagan and states’ rights. Only a minority of students did both 
successfully. 
 
The least effective responses saw students merely paraphrasing from the extract and adding very 
little of their own knowledge.These tended to receive marks in the bottom two levels. Common 
issues were that the extracts were largely re-written with little or no reference to wider own 
knowledge (particularly understanding of the Electoral College), confusion over the difference 
between the Electoral College and primaries, or answers that made no reference to the 
provenance of the extracts at all. It is also important to advise students and teachers that there is 
no requirement for a comparative focus when answering Question 04. Some responses were 
undermined by too much drift into discussing the UK and the election of prime ministers or the 
advantages and disadvantages of FPTP in the UK. 
 
Section C 

Question 5 

This was the least popular essay question and it proved to be a real challenge for many students. It 
had a higher proportion of students who scored less well compared to Question 06. The biggest 
issue was a lack of knowledge and understanding of US direct democracy.  
 
Students who scored well were able to cite many good examples of direct democracy, analysing 
both the benefits and disadvantages of its use. At higher levels there was a clear understanding of 
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the difference between referendums and initiatives in the USA and the difference in context of the 
usage of direct democracy in both countries. Common issues were a heavy imbalance towards a 
limited range of UK examples or a complete misunderstanding of the focus of the question; direct 
democracy wasoften confused with the electoral systems used in representative democracy. 
 
Students struggled to find a balance between the two countries and less able students tended to 
discuss the Brexit and AV referendums and write very little about referendums in the USA. A 
significant minority of students argued that referendums did not exist in America. The best students 
discussed the New Labour Devolution, Brexit, AV and Scottish Independence referendums and 
compared them to initiatives and referendums in the USA. Many students were keen to discuss 
those concerning marijuana in the USA. Some students compared the Peterborough recall election 
with the Scott Walker or Gray Davies recalls in the USA, and these tended to feature in more 
effective answers. Less able students appeared to take their cues from the extract and discuss 
electoral systems in the two countries, which meant often level 1 or low level 2 answers.  
 
Question 6 

This question was the more popular of the two optional questions in this section and it produced 
the clearest differentiations between very good answers and the less effective answers. The main 
problem was the failure to answer the question as set. Some students did not get into level 3 and 
above because of very generalised responses about pressure groups’ methods or a lack of 
balance in terms of covering the US and UK. As with Question 05 some students struggled to find 
a balance between the two countries. 
 
The best responses were able to apply the theories of pluralism and elitism and use a range of 
pressure group examples to support and illustrate arguments, such the BMA, Howard League and 
Extinction Rebellion from the UK and the NRA, NAACP, ACLU, Emily’s List from the US. These 
groups were used to explain how pressure groups can encourage participation and representation 
in both countries. The most able  students were able to explore the relative laxity of election 
finance laws in the USA and growth in Super PACs in encouraging elitism, compared to the 
Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act in the UK. More able students acknowledged the 
existence of the ‘revolving door’ in both countries. Many students also examined iron triangles in 
the US using the Military Industrial Complex as an example. Overall, students usually had some 
theoretical understanding of pressure groups, but the most able students were able to give 
examples of pressure groups exercising their power and the extent to which groups are essential 
and benefit democracy in the US and UK. 
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Mark Ranges and Award of Grades 
 
Grade boundaries and cumulative percentage grades are available on the Results Statistics 
page of the AQA Website. 
 
 
 
 

http://www.aqa.org.uk/exams-administration/about-results/results-statistics
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