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Introduction
This year’s 4C paper was a usual mixture of familiar and less familiar-looking questions, and 
candidates found the less familiar ones more challenging and achievement was generally 
lower. This was, to some extent, the consequence of the difficulty candidates had in 
adapting their knowledge to a less familiar context. Examiners had the impression that in 
some instances candidates’ knowledge was simply lacking, for example about controversies 
around the Bill of Rights. Just to take the second amendment, candidates should have 
been aware that there is firstly dispute about its meaning, and what sort of individual has 
a right to bear arms, if any, and secondly in what sense it can be said to protect ‘liberty’, 
given the scale of shooting casualties in the US every year.  In many answers though, it was 
straightforwardly the case that DC v Heller upheld the second amendment and liberty was 
thereby protected, with nothing further to say.

Candidates found the 45 mark questions more inviting and achievement was higher. The 
questions on Congress and the Supreme Court was by a long way the most popular and 
the federalism question was answered by only a small minority. This was surprising, as 
federalism is such a core topic on 4C and has been in the past a popular essay topic. This 
topic had not appeared for a while, and possibly candidates had given up hoping for its 
return. The refusal of the Senate to begin the confirmation process of Merrick Garland 
featured in almost every answer to both the Congress and the Supreme Court questions 
and it is encouraging that candidates are being kept up to date. 
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Question 1
Candidates found this one of the more accessible 15 mark questions and most answers 
were able to cite three factors which explain the weakness of the cabinet within the 
executive branch. Typical factors included the limited number of meetings, the nature 
of the singular executive, divided loyalty between the president and Cabinet members’ 
departments, the rival role of the EOP and proximity to the president (with the last two often 
being combined). A feature of stronger answers was the effective use of evidence, and many 
candidates were able to use detailed contemporary examples from the Trump and Obama 
presidencies, citing for example the influence of Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump, or the 
role of Stephen Miller in developing the travel ban executive order.  The number of Cabinet 
meetings was commonly cited (with many different figures given) to illustrate the point 
about lack of impact. It was not uncommon for answers to begin with an unrewardable first 
paragraph defining what the Cabinet is. Quite a few candidates wasted time mistakenly 
balancing their answer, explaining how the Cabinet is still important. 
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This is a fairly typical bottom Level 3 answer to this question. 
The candidate makes three points which are reasonably well 
developed with some exemplification. The second point is the 
least convincingly explained and the 'evaluation' at the top of the 
second side isn't required by the question and gains no reward. 
Nevertheless, it does just enough to score bottom Level 3, 11.

Examiner Comments

With a short answer, get straight into answering 
the question. The first sentence which gives a 
brief explanation of what the cabinet is gains 
no credit and is a waste of the candidate's time.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2
This was a new question which required precise knowledge of some of the decisions of 
the Roberts court and their antecedents. Reward was given when candidates could show 
understanding of the judicial background to a decision, even when they were unable to 
give details of a previous case, or when two cases were linked by subject matter but were 
decided on completely different grounds. Some candidates claimed, for example, that  DC 
v Heller upheld the precedent of US v Lopez, although Heller in fact turned on the second 
amendment and Lopez the commerce clause. Somewhat similarly, candidates related first 
amendment cases on very different issues (such as flags, campaign finance and rap lyrics) 
which was rewarded.  It was not uncommon, unfortunately, for candidates either to use 
Roberts cases being confirmed by other Roberts cases, or to claim a case decided by the 
Rehnquist court was decided by Roberts: the Bollinger affirmative action decisions were 
probably the most frequently seen in this connection. 
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This is not a long answer but it is impressive in the precision 
of its knowledge. The candidate accurately cites three Roberts 
court cases and three cases from earlier courts to which they are 
linked, which is sufficient to place the answer in Level 3.  Many 
candidates used DC v Heller in their answers but very few indeed 
were aware of the connection with US v Miller which this answer 
refers to. The Rehnquist affirmative action cases are not entirely 
accurate and otherwise it is only the lack of detail on Citizens 
United which stops this answer moving towards full marks.

Examiner Comments

The main cases of the Roberts court 
will be part of an answer to almost any 
question on the Supreme Court and it is 
worth knowing them in some detail.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3
Questions on the Bill of Rights have appeared in previous series, so it was surprising that 
many candidates seemed unprepared for this one. There was quite a lot of uncertainty over 
which rights are actually contained in the Bill of Rights - candidates frequently claimed that 
it gave US citizens a right to life (and indeed a right not to die in at least one answer) – and 
which court cases upheld which rights. Many did not know, for example, that the rights 
established by Roe and Obergefell are based on the 14th amendment. More fundamentally, 
very few candidates seemed aware that the meaning of the ten rights contained in the 
Bill of Rights and their application to modern society are the subject of intense debate: 
for example, many on the left contest the idea that the second amendment confers an 
individual right to gun ownership or that corporations have the right to spend an unlimited 
amount on political campaigns through the first amendment. The fact  that Citizens United 
and Heller were both 5-4 verdicts should offer a clue that the rights they established are not 
uncontroversial, and this needed to be recognised in a discussion of how far these decisions 
protected liberty.  Many candidates claimed police brutality or perceived racism showed that 
the Bill of Rights was not protecting liberty without reference to a specific amendment, and 
cited the Patriot Act and Guantanamo Bay similarly generally.
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The strength of this answer is its recognition that the 
nature of the liberties contained in the Bill of Rights 
is disputed, and that a decision of the Supreme Court 
cannot be seen as a simple endorsement or rejection 
of any given liberty. Unfortunately the candidate goes 
astray in their discussion of the 14th amendment but 
nevertheless does enough to get into Level 3.

Examiner Comments

It is important to keep clear the difference 
between the Bill of Rights, which is very 
specifically the first ten amendments, 
and the broader concept of constitutional 
rights which includes as well any rights in 
or derived from subsequent amendments.

Examiner Tip



15GCE Government & Politics 6GP04 4C

Question 4
This question was a variant on the veto question which has been asked for and proved 
popular in previous series but, rather like question 3, many candidates who attempted 
it seemed unprepared. Even a cursory study of the president’s veto power would surely 
recognise the downward historical trend in its use (and which reached new lows during 
the administrations of the last two presidents), but it apparently occurred to only a few to 
consider in any detail what the reasons for this trend might be. Most answers showed at 
best minimal knowledge of the context of the Bush and Obama administrations – partisan 
control of Congress was obviously particularly relevant – and instead relied on a series of 
generic points which it was often difficult to find evidence for. Many claimed, for example, 
that Presidents Bush and Obama didn’t use the veto more often because they didn’t want 
to see their vetoes overridden, but during the periods when this might most plausibly 
have been the case (i.e. when both chambers of Congress were controlled by the opposing 
party) both presidents’ use of the veto markedly rose. It was easier to reward the use of 
signing statements than executive orders, as candidates could not generally substantiate or 
exemplify a claim that executive orders were used instead of vetoes. Some candidates ran 
out of material and discussed why Bush and Obama did use the veto rather than why they 
didn’t, and a few misunderstood ‘sparingly’ to mean ‘a lot’.
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Question 5
The best answers to this question discussed the relevance of three or more factors which 
influence the votes of members of Congress and related them to specific votes. The quality 
of evidence and the intelligence with which it was used were important discriminators 
here (as for all questions in fact) and it was slightly depressing to see Elizabeth Dole and 
the ‘bridge to nowhere’ being referred to as often as they were, when there are plenty 
more current (and consequently relevant) examples available. The negotiations around the 
American Health Care Act and the subsequent votes gave more confident candidates an 
excellent case study to consider the tensions between the demands of constituents, party 
and the administration. Some answers apparently assumed that it was obvious why the 
folks back home were important, and never really explained why members of Congress are 
so sensitive to local views.  Others argued that members of Congress in safe seats or states 
could pretty much ignore their constituents and didn’t seem aware of the possibility of a 
primary challenge. 
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This is a fairly typical low Level 3 answer to this question: it 
identifies four factors which influence the votes of members 
of Congress, explains them clearly and uses some supporting 
evidence. The examples aren't in fact the most convincing but 
the range of points gets the answer into Level 3.

Examiner Comments

Precise contemporary examples immediately raise 
the quality of an answer so try and incorporate 
them into a new topic as you learn it.

Examiner Tip
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Question 6
This was a popular question for which, in contrast to some of the short answer questions, 
many candidates seemed well prepared. The essence of the question is consideration 
of what has happened to the power of Congress relative to the other two branches of 
government, and the most obvious approach, which many took, was to examine the ways 
in which Congress could be argued to have lost power or gained power from the judiciary 
and executive. Some answers were based around the three main roles of Congress and 
it could certainly be relevant to consider, as some did, how far – if at all - the partisan 
gridlock of recent years has weakened Congress in its legislative role. It was less easy to 
make consideration of Congress’s compositional representation relevant: in fact, those 
that discussed representation usually claimed lack of women and LGBT members, for 
example, weakened Congress when, since such representation has increased in recent 
years, Congress has, if anything, been strengthened.  Answers which received reward in 
mid to higher level 2 typically rehearsed the main checks and balances between the three 
main branches without directly answering the question of how far Congress has become the 
weakest branch. It was common to see examples of Supreme Court decisions such as Roe 
and Brown, or for candidates who were more up to date Obergefell, as examples of judicial 
review which thwarted Congress’s legislative will, when Congress was not directly involved.
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This answer is a very solid Level 3 answer to this question. 
All the points are clearly explained and examples are 
relevant and up-to-date. The only paragraph which is less 
convincing is the one on the first and second side on the 
effects of partisanship: the material here could probably 
be more persuasively used to argue not that Congress has 
been weakened but rather that it has considerable power 
to thwart the president's agenda.

Examiner Comments

Introductions - this introduction doesn't 
achieve very much and its principal merit 
is that it's short and doesn't waste too 
much time. What the introduction should 
do is signal to the reader the nature of 
the debate the question raises and the 
direction the argument is going to take.

Examiner Tip



26 GCE Government & Politics 6GP04 4C

Question 7
Questions on federalism always seem to invite a historical narrative approach and many 
candidates devoted a sometimes significant section of their answer to discussion of the 
New Deal and Great Society. This was by no means irrelevant as background, but the focus 
of the answer did need to be contemporary. The word constitutional in the question served 
as a pointer for candidates, and a very rewardable approach was to take key elements of 
the constitution, such as the interstate commerce clause, the 10th amendment and the 
amendment process, and examine the extent to which these allowed states to remain 
powerful.  There was plenty of contemporary evidence of federal incursion into state power 
for candidates to draw on: specific policies such as Bush No Child Left Behind and policy 
areas such as marijuana were often cited, as were Supreme Court cases such as Obergefell 
and Raich.  Many candidates assumed that any expansion of the federal government, such 
as the creation of the Department of Homeland Security, must always mean an attenuation 
of the power of the states, when it is not necessarily the case.  A small number of candidates 
confused federalism with the separation of powers and discussed checks between the three 
branches of the federal government, which in a few cases meant there was unfortunately 
nothing to reward at all. 
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This is a huge topic and any treatment of it in a 45 
minute essay can only be partial. Nevertheless, this 
answer does a decent job and at times shows a touch 
of sophistication: it avoids the narrative approach 
which many candidates opted for and directly 
engages with the constitutional framework part of 
the question. It is a secure mid-Level 3 answer.

Examiner Comments

This conclusion summarises the 
preceding argument quite well, which 
is the purpose of a conclusion.

Examiner Tip
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Question 8
Another question for which candidates were well prepared, and it was often done very 
well.  Most candidates found more evidence to suggest that the court was political rather 
than judicial, and these arguments tended to focus on the appointment process and the 
inevitable involvement of the judiciary in politics when the justices are adjudicating on 
issues which are the source of deep division between the political parties. There was some 
impressively detailed knowledge of the different majorities of different decisions. Many 
candidates claimed that the court’s lack of enforcement power showed that it was a judicial 
body, when it could be argued that it is the grounds on which decisions are arrived at, rather 
than the courts ability to enforce them, which is the key consideration. Likewise, the fact 
that there is often only a small majority supporting a particular verdict does not necessarily 
reflect a political division as it was sometimes argued. 
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This is a very solid mid-Level 3 answer. The 
candidate deploys many of the arguments seen in 
these answers, some of which are more convincing 
than others. The prevalence of 5-4 decisions is not 
necessarily a clinching argument that the Supreme 
Court is a political body, and neither is lack of 
enforcement power conclusive proof that it is not.

Examiner Comments
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Paper summary
Based on the performance of this paper, candidates are offered the following advice: 

•	 Short answer structure – three points developed fully or four points with less detail can 
both work equally well. 

•	 With regard to introductions for short answers, don’t waste time summarising points 
which you then explain later on in more detail. 

•	 With regard to conclusions, all long answers need a conclusion when your main 
argument is restated. 

•	 Try to use up-to-date evidence especially for Supreme Court cases – Brown and Roe 
are sometimes the most relevant examples but usually a more contemporary case is 
stronger
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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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