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In Unit 1 in the Edexcel AS Politics course we are asked to examine the extent to which the UK can be considered to be democratic. 

 

Here we look at recent events over the past few months on both sides of the debate about whether the actions of those at the top echelons of our political system enhance democracy.

 

Note that this material is intended to supplement tutor2u’s 2006 AS Politics Exam Buster revision guide, available for purchase on this site.
 

If you are looking for other examples to support arguments about the state of UK democracy, you may want read recent entries on pressure groups and democracy and political parties and democracy.   

 

 

The following points suggest that the UK is becoming less democratic

· Britain is not as open a society as it could be. In October Lord Falconer, the Secretary of State for Constitutional Affairs, announced plans to curtail rights afforded under the Freedom of Information Act. Tony Blair described freedom of information legislation as ‘absolutely fundamental’ to the form of government he wanted, but recent evidence suggests that he considers openness as a luxury in the government’s gift.
· The Labour Government continues to attempt (and often succeeds) to undermine personal liberty via draconian legislation. The government continues to press ahead with plans to introduce ID cards. As Shami Chakrabarti, director of Liberty, said of Tony Blair’s scheme: ‘Does the public that he [Blair] claims to speak for really want a future devoid of all of the rights and freedoms which previous generations of Britons fought to defend?’ This year’s Queen’s Speech was top heavy with home affairs, taking the number of bills from the Home Office to over 60 since Blair entered office, creating in excess of 3,000 new offences.
 

· In response to Nick Griffin, the BNP leader, being cleared of inciting racial hatred, Labour ministers want to review the need for more restrictive legislation. The Chancellor, Gordon Brown, said: ‘Mainstream opinion in this country will be offended by some of the statements that they [Griffin and his co-defendant] have heard made. If there is something that needs to be done to look at the law then I think we will have to do that.’
 

The following points suggest that the UK is becoming more democratic

· Britain is becoming more democratic in terms of the participation of women in politics. The Conservative Party has boosted the number of female parliamentary candidates, such as Priti Patel for Witham in Essex. According to Tory headquarters, 36% (28 out of 78) of candidates selected so far are female. At present, 9% of Tory MPs (17 of 198) are women.
· We could argue that the government are interested in boosting political participation. Harriet Harman, the Minister for Justice, plans to pilot a scheme whereby the public will have a role in helping to choose judges and magistrates for a national network of US-style community courts.
 

The elevation of David Cameron to the Conservative Party leadership has boosted the fortunes of his party: after years of the Tories being in the doldrums, they now lead the government in the opinion polls. Many now feel that we have a more vibrant two party system than we did when Michael Howard, Iain Duncan Smith, or William Hague led the Conservatives.

EXAM ANSWER TECHNIQUES

Answering the early questions

 (a)/5 mark questions 

(b)/15 mark questions 

Part (a) in both Unit 1 and Unit 2 

· Worth 5 marks and no more than 3 minutes should be spent on this part. 

· Remember that 60% of the allocation of marks comes in part (c) so don’t spend too much time on the early questions, because you can earn more marks for the same time on the last question. 

· Generally two points well explained and, where possible, with examples should be enough to gain full marks. 

· It should be possible to answer these ‘short’ questions based on knowledge you have gained from the course, and most textbooks cover the general information you need. 

· These questions are factually based and contain no marks for analysis. 

· As part of your revision you should practice writing part (a) answers concisely and fluently within the time limit. 

· It isn’t always possible to give an example, but a clear explanation of an element of a concept should suffice. 

· For example there is nothing much apart from the use of the referendum to illustrate direct democracy in a modern UK setting, but a contrast with the principle of representative democracy is a worthy point.

Part (b) in both Unit 1 and Unit 2 

· Worth 15 marks so try to limit time spent on this to 9 minutes 

· Quite a number of candidates spend too much time answering this 15 mark question and only have time to write a short answer for (c ) worth 30 marks 

· A minimum of three points well made, with relevant examples, should merit a top level mark. 

· A word of caution also about sticking to what the question is asking for.

· For example, if the question asks for ‘functions’ of political parties and you write about ‘features’ then you are unlikely to be rewarded.

Part (a) in Unit 3 needs to be approached carefully. 

· Although it is only worth 5 marks it is easy to spend 5 or 6 minutes on this fruitlessly by adopting the wrong approach. 

· A frequent error by students is simply to copy out the relevant section from the stimulus material, or, more commonly, to reword the relevant section. 

· This is insufficient for full marks. To attain a top level mark (4 or more) candidates must develop the points they make. 

· If the question asks you to explain what constitutional reforms Labour have completed since 1997 then lifting from the extract the fact that Labour have delivered devolution, the Human Rights Act, and a Freedom of Information Act needs to be developed. 

· You should go on to add something extra about at least two of these three reforms: 
· Although part (b) in Unit 3, worth 10 marks, does contain some analysis marks they will be related to the document so it is impossible to suggest arguments/material to tackle these 10 mark questions.

· Students generally seem to be aware of the need to provide their own information to gain more than 6 out of 10 for part (b) but tend to rely too heavily on the document and don’t provide enough of their own information – particularly in terms of examples.
Answering the later sections: 

· part (c)/30 mark questions in Units 1 and 2,  

· parts (c)/15 mark questions and (d)/20 mark questions in Unit 3.

NOTE The importance of focusing on key arguments

Essay content

Guidance for how much to write

Under exam conditions candidates answering part (c) type answer normally write around 

A grade   
300-350 words

C grade 
250-300 words

Pass grade   200-250 words

For part (d) in Unit 3 candidates usually manage an additional 50 words or so.

· These word counts are based on candidate’s past performance and serve only as a rough guide the mark you will be awarded will depend on the focus of your answer and the number of examples given. 

· It is important that you attempt to provide a good range of points in your answers and don’t spend too long on just one or two points 

· Four points well made should usually be enough to gain a grade A for the last question in Units 1 and 2. 
PEE =  Point, Explain, Example

This means for each point you make you must ;

· MAKE A STATEMENT (A POINT) THAT IS ONE POSSIBLE ANSWER TO THE QUESTION, 

· EXPLAIN WHY THE POINT IS RELEVANT TO THE QUESTION 

· GIVE AND EXAMPLE AS EVIDENCE OF YOUR POINT 

· The importance of this last point cannot be stressed too highly. Often the difference between candidates is the range and clarity of examples. 
· Consideration of the command words in the questions in these units is important. 

· The vast majority of questions ask you to consider one side of the argument, and this is usually triggered by the use of ‘explain’, ‘why’, ‘how’, ‘what are the arguments for’, or ‘state the case against’. 

· It is important therefore that you stick to providing one side of the argument. Candidates sometimes get sidetracked and start to consider the strength or validity of their points and whilst this is not incorrect, candidates who do well instead add to their range of points. 

· This can apply also if the question asks you to ‘assess’ the arguments for, say, devolution. Here there is no need to consider the case against. 

· Questions which begin with ‘to what extent’ require a balanced approach and both sides of the argument need to be considered. If you limit the focus of your answer to just one side of the argument you are penalising yourself. 

· Here, two good arguments on each side of the debate should be sufficient to attain an A grade. 

Introductions & conclusions

· A question students often ask is about the need for introductions and conclusions; evidence would suggest that candidates would do better by using the time instead to include another, separate, point. 

· Far too often answers begin with ‘There are a number of reasons why some pressure groups are more successful than others, and I am going to look at each of these.’ 

· but this wouldn’t score any marks. 

· When it comes to conclusions there appears to be no benefit in attempting one in the AS units. 

· A key error by students is to summarise in the conclusion the list of points they have already made. 

· As is the case for the introductions, this time would be better spent identifying and explaining a point which is directly relevant to the question. 

Managing your time

Time management is a very important issue and there is nothing wrong with scribbling the time allocations on your script after you’ve been told to start just as a reminder to yourself. As mentioned above, in Units 1 and 2 it is: 

Part (a) 3 minutes

Part (b) 9 minutes 

Part (c) 18 minutes 

In Unit 3 around 5 minutes should be long enough to read both extracts and decide what question to do, then the times are:

Part (a) 5 minutes 

Part (b) 10 minutes

Part (c) 17 minutes

Part (d) 23 minutes 
