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Introduction

This paper assesses the optional comparative element of the Politics specification, the

government and politics of the USA.

2025 saw an interesting range of approaches to the different questions, particularly on the

extended responses. It was especially notable that many candidates are embracing the

contemporary nature of the subject, clearly reading and engaging with studies of Politics beyond

the textbook.

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 the powers of the Supreme

Court in each country. The majority of candidates were able to keep their focus on differences

rather than drifting on to similarities, which would not be credited.

There were, however, far fewer ‘side-by-side’ attempts to compare directly this year, with the

majority of candidates able to compare and analyse the differences, thereby accessing marks for

both Assessment Objectives (AO)1 and AO2. There was also a marked improvement in

exemplification in many responses, with clear evidence taken from recent cases in both countries.

As with previous examination series, however, lower-level responses chose factors to consider

that were not linked directly to the focus of the question in their AO2 analysis. For example, some

candidates tried to compare the appointment processes. Whilst the knowledge and

understanding may have been accurate, unless this was explained explicitly in relation to the

differing powers of the courts, this would not have been credited.

Candidates must address the question focus throughout their response.

Some candidates are still wasting time by constructing their response to the 12-mark questions

as essays, often with 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.

As with previous examination series, a number of misconceptions remain that centres should

highlight with 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. There is legislation that protects

rights in the US, rather than only offering protection via the Bill of Rights.

There was some confusion about the role of the US Supreme Court in the impeachment process,

which was also evident in Q03(b).

Other common mistakes included stating that the:

• the UK Supreme Court has no power of judicial review

• UK Parliament ‘ignored’ the ruling on Rwanda

• full Bill was ruled incompatible with the Human Rights Act

In the case of the US, there was some confusion over whether rulings were related to executive

orders, congressional legislation or state regulations, and the continuing mislabelling of Supreme

Court justices as ‘Republican’ or ‘Democrat’.

Overall, the key discriminators on this question were the AO2 comparison between the courts in

each country, and the accuracy of the exemplification which, at times, was heavily focussed on

one country, at the expense of the other.
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This response has three well-developed points with good exemplification.

Point 1 does refer to the setting up of each Supreme Court, but this is a valid point because

it is done with explicit links to power and good illustration of how power has been affected

in each country eg with entrenchment/lack of/the amendments.

Whilst points 2 and 3 may appear to be similar, they are sufficiently different in terms of the

focus and the carefully selected and accurate evidence used.

One focussed on checks on the executive, and one on checks on the legislature. Each

paragraph meets the criteria for Level 4.

Level 4

Total: 12 marks

Make comparative links throughout your answer to help you reach the top levels: eg 'in

comparison', or 'however, in the UK/US…', or 'whereas in the UK/US….' etc.
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This is an example of a top Level 3 response.

It is directly comparative throughout, with some good exemplification, but lacks the range

and detail required to access the top level.

Level 3

Total: 9 marks
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Question 1(b)

This question asked candidates to compare the legislative powers in each country.

As with Q01(a), a number of candidates did not keep their responses focussed on the question

stem – comparing similarities in the legislative powers. Instead, they wrote about general

similarities between the legislative branches or powers that were not legislative, such as

impeachment/vote of no confidence. This limited the marks given both for 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.

The majority of those candidates were able to identify some similarities in the legislative powers,

most often related to the introduction of legislation and scrutiny.

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 each chamber in both countries has the power to propose legislation, and then went

no further with their explanation.

As with Q01(a), 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 also a surprising lack of precise knowledge in many responses, where a significant

number of candidates were unable to provide any evidence in their responses beyond the names

of the chambers.

It also appeared that many candidates had revised a differences question, rather than

similarities. Centres should take note that candidates should be prepared for both: there is no

direction in the specification that any comparative topic will only focus on one.

It is also notable that the common mistake about the need for a supermajority to pass legislation

in Congress persists as a feature of many responses.

Overall, the key discriminator on this question was the selection of AO1 points focussed on

legislative powers to analyse, because this then fed into the development of the AO2 comparison

between the countries.
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This response makes three well-developed and well-substantiated points. It merits full

marks.

Point 2 is not explicitly on the mark scheme, but should be credited because it is an

alternative other valid point.

Level 4

Total: 12 marks
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This is an example of a bottom Level 3 response.

There are two valid points of comparison here: point 3, however, is not a legislative power so

is not relevant.

The points made are substantiated, and point 2 has sufficient development of AO2 to reach

the bottom of Level 3.

Level 3

Total: 7 marks
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Question 2

As with Q01(a) and Q01(b), centres are advised to instruct candidates to avoid wasting time on

unnecessary introductions and conclusions.

It must also be noted that this question carries a level cap. If there is no integrated discussion of

at least one comparative theory, then Level 4 could not be given.

Centres are reminded that the comparative theory must have some explanation attached to the

point being made, in this case about the differences between the constitutions, rather than

simply being added on to the end of a point.

For example, such responses might analyse the differences in terms of the fact that the US

constitution is entrenched and the UK constitution is not. Then they might end the point with

something such as ‘and this is a structural difference’ with no further development. Such

responses 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 difference, in this case, is

sufficient to allow access to Level 4, as long as the other points made in the response are also

well-explained.

Overall, there was a considerable number of strong responses, often based around

entrenchment, codification and the location of sovereignty and with good exemplification for

both countries.

Weaker responses tended to forego AO2 marks by describing the constitutions in a side-by-side

approach, without drawing comparisons between the two.

Common errors included the assertion that the UK constitution is fully unwritten, conflating

written/unwritten and entrenched/unentrenched. They spent too much time describing the

origins of each constitution, rather than comparing them explicitly.

It was pleasing to see that the comparative theories are being included far more often in

responses. However, there is still a tendency in the lower-level responses to ‘bolt-on’ the theories

at the end of a paragraph, or at the end of the response, without any accompanying explanation.

For example, some responses analysed entrenchment/lack of entrenchment, and then stated

simply: ‘this is an example of a structural theory’. This is not sufficient to access Level 4. Similarly,

starting a paragraph with something like ‘the structural theory is that one is codified while the

other is not’ is also not sufficient to access Level 4, unless there is further analysis and integration

of the theory into the comparison being made.

Overall, the key discriminating feature between the levels was the selection and quality of the

AO1 points identified. The strongest responses could explain how the identified points differed in
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each country, whilst weaker responses lacked the specific knowledge to be able to explain such

differences.
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This is an example of a Level 4 response.

Whilst on the surface there appears only to be two points made, the first section, in

particular, is very well-detailed and developed. It covers a range of issues, so allowing this

response to access the top level.

Level 4

Total: 10 marks

Remember to include one explanation of a comparative theory related to a point you have

made, to access Level 4.
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This response gives three detailed and directly comparative points.

The comparative theories are integrated into the arguments and explained well, so meriting

full marks.

Level 4

Tota: 12 marks
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Question 3(a)

This question asked candidates to evaluate the view that federalism is in decline in the USA, and 
was generally responded to, well. There was a range of interpretations of the nature of federalism 
and how it had changed in the USA, with some interesting areas of exemplification.

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 increasing role of the presidency during national crises

• Supreme Court rulings that have impacted on the nature of federalism

• how finances affect the relationship between the federal government and the states

Other interesting points included issues related to:

• presidential projects

• the use of executive orders and/or congressional legislation

• increasing state divergence over policy issues

However, a significant minority of candidates did not appear to understand what was meant by

federalism. Such responses often confused the issue of federalism with the federal government,

and as such, attempted to argue that the power of Congress and/or the presidency was in

decline. Such responses gained little credit, because there was a fundamental misunderstanding

of the question and so little to reward.

There was also a notable number of candidates who drew comparisons between the US and UK

models of government in this question, which was not relevant and so gained no credit for such

points.

The candidates' ability to analyse and evaluate effectively was the main differentiator on this

question. Candidates need to consider carefully their argument to ensure that they are accessing

the AO3 in particular.

A simplistic federalism is in decline/federalism is not in decline response will stay in the lower

levels. Similarly, 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 federalism is in decline’, will not

meet the requirements for the higher levels.

A number of candidates now commonly use stock phrases such as 'this is a weak argument'. This

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 is explained well. Examples might be: “however,

federalism may not be in decline because….”, or “this does not mean that federalism is in decline

because….”, or “the view that federalism is in decline can be challenged by…”.
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Some responses were also limited by the very historical nature of the points identified for

analysis and evaluation. Such responses relied heavily on descriptions of the development of

federalism, some going back as far as the Founding Fathers, often citing Franklin D. Roosevelt and

the New Deal, and Johnson’s Great Society.

Whilst it would be relevant to use such examples as contrasting case studies to the modern

position of federalism, responses that were built solely on historical exemplification would not

advance far through the levels.

There was a tendency in weaker responses to attempt to evaluate the arguments presented

through non-related issues. For example, some candidates attempted to contrast the role of the

president in times of national crises to Supreme Court rulings that have handed power back to

the states. Such comparisons were usually illogical and poorly-explained and so gained little

credit for AO2 and AO3.

Another common error was to take the 'scatter-gun' approach, listing example-after-example

without the development of analysis and evaluation required to access the higher levels. This was

particularly evident in responses that focussed mostly on the Trump era, rather than drawing out

common themes to discuss.

The strongest responses adopted clear thematic structures, rather than splitting the essay into

two simplistic halves of decline/not in decline.

In addition to policy themes like health care, immigration and civil rights, many adopted a

thematic approach such as:

• the influence of the judiciary

• focussing on Supreme Court rulings

• how a conservative bench affects state vs federal authority

Other strong themes included discussing executive and fiscal power, including the use of

mandates, grants, and executive action to steer state behaviour, and state-level divergence,

looking at contrasting state laws on abortion, guns, and climate policy.

Such responses embedded AO2 analysis by weighing how each theme supports or challenges the

claim, included interim judgements and drew nuanced conclusions, gaining high marks for AO3.

Top-level responses were able to evaluate and judge which of these examples was more

significant.

Overall, a significant number of responses made excellent use of case studies 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.

Additionally, there were contrasting relevant examples from previous eras, such as contrasting

Supreme Court rulings that appear to uphold federalism such as Dobbs v Jackson Women’s

Health Organisation, with those that seem to weaken federalism, such as Obergefell v Hodges.
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This is an example of a Level 5 response.

The candidate sets out factors for consideration and gives a clear judgement in their

introduction. They sustain this throughout their response, although not every section is fully

developed in terms of AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation.

Each paragraph makes a distinct point, with some exemplification and some AO3 evaluation,

usually in the form of a mini-conclusion.

The conclusion also matches the initial judgement and arguments made throughout the

essay.

Level 5

Total: 25 marks

Make sure the evaluation you include is related to the point you have tried to argue, rather

than discussing a brand-new and separate point.
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This is an example of a bottom Level 4 response.

The candidate sets out a clear judgement in the introduction, which is followed throughout

the essay in every point and in the conclusion.

There are three analytical points on legislative power, electoral/representative power and

then the Supreme Court and states' rights.

Some evidence is provided, although this is limited in places, making the AO1 weaker than

the AO2.

Each paragraph attempts evaluation in a mini-conclusion, although this is not always well-

explained.

The conclusion is summative rather than fully justified, so also making the AO3 weaker than

AO2.

Level 4

Total: 19 marks
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Question 3(b)

This question asked candidates to evaluate the view that Congress fails to hold the president to 
account adequately. This was the most popular essay.

This question invited a broad range of responses, with the potential to reference a number of 
different themes for the evaluation of how adequately Congress can hold the president to 
account.

Common themes included impeachment, the legislative process, foreign policy and domestic 
policy, although it should be noted that there were many different, equally valid ways to approach 
this question.

The strongest responses selected themes carefully to build arguments around, that were 
explicitly targeted at the question. There was clear and direct discussion of how adequately the 
congressional methods identified within each given theme could hold the president to account.

This analysis was often used to good effect to reach sustained conclusions about the adequacy of 
the issues discussed in that theme.

Top-level responses had some reflection on the willingness of Congress to use its powers of 
oversight against the continued existence of presidential powers. They often considered the 
impact of the makeup of Congress and the political context of a president’s term in office. Such 
responses carried a very clear judgement through each paragraph and considered different areas 
of policy in each sub-section as a means to generate illustrative themes.

However, a significant number of candidates did not evaluate the theme identified. Instead, some 
would attempt to develop their argument with a discussion of how another theme may/may not 
be a more adequate way of holding the president to account. For example, some candidates 
started with a discussion of impeachment and how it may not adequately hold the president to 
account. Then they contrasted this with how the power of the purse is more significant, as part of 
the same themed argument. Such responses were unable to access the higher levels because 
they did not demonstrate AO3 evaluation skills.

A common area of weakness for this question was answering as if it were a checks-and-balances 
question. For example, they discussed presidential appointments – often at great length – but did 
not explain how Congress failed/did not fail to use this to hold the President to account. Such 
responses received fewer AO2 and AO3 marks.

Another common mistake was to drift away from the focus on Congress holding the president to 
account and into discussing the role of the Supreme Court or elections. This was not the focus of 
the question, and so gained no credit.

Weaker candidates also tended to try to turn this into an imperial presidency question, and so 
often presented a list of presidential powers and how they have been used, rather than an 
analysis and evaluation of the role of Congress in holding the president to account.

Overall, it was clear that most candidates understood the broad requirements of the question 
and were generally able to demonstrate sound AO1 knowledge. However, many found it difficult
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to access the higher levels due to weaker AO2 and AO3.

There remains a need to support candidates in moving beyond simply citing methods of holding

the president to account or listing examples, and toward using them meaningfully, explaining

their significance and drawing well-developed conclusions.

Phrases such as “this therefore shows X” were frequent but often lacked elaboration or depth.

Improving candidates’ ability to embed analytical and evaluative language – and to structure

arguments clearly and persuasively – should be a continued focus in preparation moving forward,

to embed the AO2 and AO3 skills that are required to access the higher levels.
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This is an example of a mid-Level 5 response.

A clear judgement is given in the introduction, with nominated factors for discussion, which

are followed through in the main body of the essay.

Each paragraph sets out specific ways in which Congress may try to hold the president to

account, with strong evidence and an evaluation of how this is limited.

It ends with a justification linked to the question in a mini-conclusion.

Level 5

Total: 27 marks
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This is an example of a high Level 3 response.

The candidate covers several broad themes related to power, but tends to treat each theme

as a separate argument, rather than drawing together relevant common areas for analysis

and evaluation.

The response starts with foreign policy, but does not evaluate this.

It comes back to related issues with the power of the Senate to limit foreign policy powers,

without making any links between them that would demonstrate the key criteria for AO3.

This keeps the response in Level 3.

Level 3

Total: 17 marks

Reach the top AO3 marks by discussing whether or not the point/factor/theme/method/idea

you are arguing about is a strong/convincing/weak/limited argument.

Think about whether your argument actually works and has evidence to support it, to access

the top levels.
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Question 3(c)

This question asked candidates to evaluate the view that civil and constitutional rights have been 
upheld successfully by the Supreme Court. This was the second-most popular question, and 
could be answered in a range of ways.

It is important to note here, however, that there was a significant minority of candidates who did 
not understand the difference between civil and constitutional rights, which then hindered their 
ability to address this question effectively.

Many candidates adopted a thematic approach, but it was equally valid to consider the role and 
powers of the Supreme Court in upholding rights.

Many candidates were able to build their response around a range of themes. These engaged 
well with why Theme 1 may suggest that the Supreme Court has effectively upheld civil and 
constitutional rights (usually based on one right/issue), but also has its 
problems/limitations/issues.

There was a mini-conclusion coming to an overall judgement for that factor. This related explicitly 
to the overall impact on how successfully rights have been upheld. Such responses scored highly 
on all AOs. However, a number of candidates ‘sat on the fence’ in their overall judgements on 
each factor, so limiting their AO3 mark.

Common factors included affirmative action, women’s rights, states’ rights, gun control, the 
ideological balance of the court, and federalism.

The strongest responses were able to substantiate their arguments with a range of evidence from 
different examples of civil and constitutional rights, rather than building their response around a 
single issue such as gun control or minorities’ rights.

There was a number of responses with excellent up-to-date evidence. However, there is 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 statements about being able to declare 
legislation unconstitutional, with no supporting analysis or evaluation. Such responses would be 
limited on AO1 marks if this were the only evidence provided.

The key to success on this question – particularly with the thematic approach – was to keep 
bringing the points raised and analysis of the case evidence back to the question focus.

Candidates needed to state what the point and cases cited demonstrated about how successfully 
the Supreme Court was able to uphold rights in that particular theme/case. Using the key words 
in the question helped with this, because it reminded candidates that they were not simply 
writing a generalised essay about cases the Supreme Court has ruled on.

Less successful responses took a narrative approach, identifying issues and cases and describing 
them and their outcome briefly as the sole focus of the response. These lost marks for lack of 
range and breadth in AO1, as well as for AO2 analysis and AO3 evaluation.

There was also a number of responses where candidates took the simplistic positive/negative
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approach. They stated that the Supreme Court has upheld rights successfully, but then that it has

failed to uphold rights. Consequently, they did not interweave AO3 evaluation, and were unable

to access the higher levels.

A common mistake was to confuse chronology when citing cases, which then undermined

attempts to evaluate. For example, some candidates chose themes related to federalism when

discussing civil and constitutional rights. They used Dobbs v Jackson Women’s Health

Organisation and Obergefell v Hodges as the examples to demonstrate how the Supreme Court

may uphold constitutional rights at the expense of civil rights, or vice versa.

However, a number of such responses argued that the Supreme Court is now more likely to

uphold civil rights, against federalist principles, because of Obergefell, which then became the

overall conclusion for the point. This is not supported by the timings of such cases, because

Dobbs was several years after Obergefell.

There was also a number of common mistakes made in relation to case law, with Trump v Hawaii

and Shelby County v Holder frequently being misquoted in terms of outcome and impact.

Other common mistakes, as mentioned in Q01(a), included mislabelling justices as Republican or

Democrat, or trying to evaluate with rights that were not clearly-linked, such as comparing

abortion with gun control.

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 something like “the Supreme Court

successfully upheld rights when it allowed same-sex marriage”, or that “Dobbs v Jackson was bad

for women’s rights, so the Supreme Court does not successfully protect rights”. Without further

discussion of why this demonstrates the perceived success/failure of the Supreme Court in

relation to upholding rights, it is assertion, rather than a reasoned argument.

Overall, the strongest responses were able to analyse and explain the responsibilities and powers

of the Supreme Court in the area of civil and constitutional protection but also were fully-aware of

how the political make-up of the court can affect their decisions. They were able to analyse

effectively and evaluate the different interpretations of these rights and how they can conflict.

They considered both successes and failures in terms of specific occasions when the Supreme

Court has supported civil rights and when it has reduced them.

Candidates should be reminded to explore the consequences of rulings — not just what the

Supreme Court decided, but who benefitted, who lost out, and how rights may clash. As noted,

highlighting how protecting one right may come at the expense of another, adds depth and

subtlety to AO3 evaluation.
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This is an example of a top Level 5 response, which is thorough and in-depth.

It has perceptive analysis, particularly in relation to the Koreamatsu case and current events,

and fully relevant evaluation that is consistently substantiated.

It comes to a clear, effective judgement that is supported by the whole of the response.

Level 5

Total: 29 marks

GCE Politics 9PL0 3A 67



68 GCE Politics 9PL0 3A



GCE Politics 9PL0 3A 69



70 GCE Politics 9PL0 3A



GCE Politics 9PL0 3A 71



72 GCE Politics 9PL0 3A



GCE Politics 9PL0 3A 73



This is an example of a high Level 3 response.

Whilst the response may seem convincingly well-written and detailed, the accurate and valid

case law that is deployed is not supported by focussed and relevant analysis and evaluation.

The response drifts into comparisons that are not like-for-like, and so gain less credit.

There are also some issues with the chronology. For example it cites Dobbs v Jackson

Women’s Health Organisation and Obergefell v Hodges as if Dobbs came first.

This impacts on the accuracy of the AO2 and AO3, because the argument incorrectly 'flip-

flops' between have not protected/have protected civil rights, in that order. The frequent

back-and-forth nature of the analysis and evaluation limits the marks awarded to both, and

so keeps this in Level 3.

Level 3

Total: 17 marks

Be careful with chronology when using multiple examples to prove a point.

Avoid undermining or disproving your own argument with conflicting evidence from

different time-periods.
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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, and must be directly and

explicitly comparative between the US and the UK throughout the response

• Candidates must read the question carefully, to ensure they respond as effectively as possible

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

• Comparative theories are only required for Q02 and should be embedded within the points

made for Q02, rather than simply referred to in passing, in order to reach Level 4

• Substantiation is essential to access high-level AO1 marks in all questions. For the 12-mark

questions, evidence should be provided for both the UK and the US

• For extended-response questions (Q03(a), Q03(b) and Q03(c)), the strongest responses set

out criteria for discussion in the introduction, the judgment and line of argument, then

structured the essay around them, with debate and exemplification to support the arguments

made

• 30-mark essay responses must consider both the view presented in the question, and

arguments that may oppose this view, to access the higher levels; but this must be done

evaluatively, rather than a simplistic agree/disagree structure

• It is advisable to start with the premise given in the question, rather than turning to an

alternative factor/argument. This is to ensure that candidates follow a line of argument that

addresses the question, rather than drifting into an answer for a question different from the

one in the examination

• Analysis (AO2) and evaluation (AO3) should be integrated within the essay, rather than

‘bolted-on’ at the end

• Centres should remind candidates that the strongest responses include a range of relevant

and contemporary evidence that directly and explicitly supports the arguments being made

• Candidates should be advised to check their revision notes very carefully for accuracy,

especially if they choose to make use of resources found outside of lessons. Careless

mistakes with key facts and evidence will lose valuable marks
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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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