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Edexcel A2 US Government & Politics

1 Elections and voting

Short answer questions

A1 

· Briefly explain what the system is for selecting presidential candidates: i.e. invisible primary; primaries/caucuses; national party conventions.

· Criticisms of the system (i.e. what is wrong with it) might include:

· it is too long

· it is too expensive

· it is too media dominated

· front-loading occurs

· there is often a low and unrepresentative turnout in primaries and caucuses

· it may not test the qualities needed to be president

· it may lead to bitter personal battles

· it lacks significant input from professional politicians

· But, it is better than the previous system of party bosses in smoke-filled rooms.

A2 

· Brief description of conventions: when and where they are held; their frequency; 
the delegates.

· Traditional functions include:

· choosing the presidential candidate – now done largely by primaries

· choosing the vice-presidential candidate – now done by the presidential candidate

· deciding the party platform – now done largely by the platform committee

· Important functions which remain include:

· promoting party unity

· enthusing the party faithful

· enthusing the ordinary voters

· Although their traditional functions have declined, the conventions are still important.

A3 

· Brief description of how the Electoral College works.

· The strengths of the Electoral College might include:

· it preserves the voice of the small population states

· it promotes a two-horse race with the winner likely to receive over 50% of the popular vote

· The weaknesses of the Electoral College might include:

· small-population states are over-represented

· the winner-takes-all system can distort the result

· it is possible for the winner of the popular vote to lose in the Electoral College

· it is unfair to national third parties

· ‘rogue’ Electors vote for candidates other than the one who won the popular vote in their state

· the system for election if the Electoral College is deadlocked

· Conclusion: the Electoral College is unlikely to be reformed or abolished, however.

A4 

· Briefly explain what a proposition is and how many states use it. Give an example.

· The advantages of propositions might include:

· they provide a way of enacting reforms on controversial issues that state legislatures are often unwilling to act upon

· they increase responsiveness and accountability

· they increase voter turnout

· they increase citizen interest in state issues

· they may encourage pressure group membership

· The disadvantages of propositions might include:

· they lack the flexibility of the legislative process

· they are vulnerable to special interest manipulation

Essay questions

B1 

· Briefly explain how people become president: the nomination and election process. Use up-to-date examples.

· Divide ‘need’ into two categories: (1) what required by the Constitution; and 
(2) what is useful.

· Under the Constitution, a person is required to be:

· a natural-born US citizen

· at least 35 years old

· resident in USA for at least 14 years

· to have not already served two full terms (22nd Amendment)

· What is useful for a person to be might include being male, white and over 50 (usually), and having:

· major party endorsement

· previous political experience – federal or state

· name recognition

· the ability to raise money

· oratorical/debating skills

· relevant policies

· organisational ability – e.g. to run the campaign; employ efficient staff

· But there are exceptions to some of these: e.g. Barack Obama in 2008 (black, under 50, with very little political experience).

B2 

· Briefly describe what the presidential election process is: from the invisible primary, through to the primaries/caucuses, the national conventions, the general election campaign, election day.

· State how long the presidential elections last: officially 11 months; unofficially up to 
2 years. They last longer now than they used to.

· Reasons why the presidential elections last so long might include:

· the size of the country

· the fact that ordinary voters select the candidates, not the parties

· the absence of a national primary – states take 5 months over primaries

· the need to raise significant amounts of money – with more money needed, the time to raise it has extended

· the need to gain name recognition for lesser-known candidates (e.g. Obama in 2008, Clinton in 1992)

· the rise of the 24/7 media has increased prominence of the ‘invisible primary’ and made the elections last longer

· Briefly describe how they might be shortened (introducing a national primary; strict limits on fundraising; abolishing the Electoral College).

· Briefly: elections that last a long time may not necessarily be a bad thing – they give ample opportunity to test candidates and for voters to scrutinise candidates and their policies.

B3 

· The following factors may be discussed, making it clear that factors will vary from one election to another and between individual voters, and that voters are likely to be affected by a combination of factors in casting their vote.

· Factors which may determine voting in presidential elections might include:

· party affiliation

· gender

· race

· religion

· wealth

· geographic region

· policies

· the state of the economy

· the record of the incumbent (when relevant)

· the candidates

· the campaign; especially television advertisements and debates

B4 

· Briefly explain what mid-term elections are, when they occur and what offices are being filled.

· Reasons why mid-term elections are potentially important might include:

· all House seats and one-third of Senate seats are up for election

· the president’s party usually loses seats

· they may lead to a change of party control in one or both houses (give examples)

· if party control changes, so will all standing committee chairs, as will legislative and policy agenda

· they may make things easier/harder for president to pursue his agenda

· they may be taken as sign of the likely outcome in the presidential race in 
2 years’ time (but evidence here is very mixed)

· the wins/losses will enhance/diminish the president’s standing (give examples)

· But note: the question says ‘potentially’; some mid-term elections have not been all that important, if few seats change hands (give example).
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