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Get the most from this book


Everyone has to decide his or her own revision strategy, but it is essential to review your work, learn it and test your understanding. These Revision Notes will help you to do that in a planned way, topic by topic. Use this book as the cornerstone of your revision and don’t hesitate to write in it — personalise your notes and check your progress by ticking off each section as you revise.


Tick to track your progress


Use the revision planner on pages 4 and 5 to plan your revision, topic by topic. Tick each box when you have:




•  revised and understood a topic


•  tested yourself


•  practised the exam questions and gone online to check your answers and complete the quick quizzes





You can also keep track of your revision by ticking off each topic heading in the book. You may find it helpful to add your own notes as you work through each topic.
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Features to help you succeed
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Examiner’s tips


Throughout the book there are tips from the examiner to help you boost your final grade.
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Definitions and key words


Clear, concise definitions of essential key terms are provided on the page where they appear.


Key words from the specification are highlighted in bold for you throughout the book.
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Typical mistakes


The examiner identifies the typical mistakes candidates make and explains how you can avoid them.
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Debates


Debates are highlighted to help you to assess arguments and use evidence appropriately.
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Now test yourself


These short, knowledge-based questions provide the first step in testing your learning. Answers are at the end of the book.
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Exam practice


Practice exam questions are provided for each topic. Use them to consolidate your revision and practise your exam skills.
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Online


Go online to check and print out your answers to the exam questions and try out the extra quick quizzes at www.therevisionbutton.co.uk/myrevisionnotes
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Countdown to my exams
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6–8 weeks to go




•  Start by looking at the specification — make sure you know exactly what material you need to revise and the style of the examination. Use the revision planner on pages 4 and 5 to familiarise yourself with the topics.


•  Organise your notes, making sure you have covered everything on the specification. The revision planner will help you to group your notes into topics.


•  Work out a realistic revision plan that will allow you time for relaxation. Set aside days and times for all the subjects that you need to study, and stick to your timetable.


•  Set yourself sensible targets. Break your revision down into focused sessions of around 40 minutes, divided by breaks. These Revision Notes organise the basic facts into short, memorable sections to make revising easier.
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4–6 weeks to go




•  Read through the relevant sections of this book and refer to the examiner’s tips, typical mistakes and key terms. Tick off the topics as you feel confident about them. Highlight those topics you find difficult and look at them again in detail.


•  Test your understanding of each topic by working through the ‘Now test yourself’ questions in the book. Look up the answers at the back of the book.


•  Make a note of any problem areas as you revise, and ask your teacher to go over these in class.


•  Look at past papers. They are one of the best ways to revise and practise your exam skills. Write or prepare planned answers to the exam practice questions provided in this book. Check your answers online and try out the extra quick quizzes at www.therevisionbutton.co.uk/myrevisionnotes



•  Try different revision methods. For example, you can make notes using mind maps, spider diagrams or flash cards.


•  Track your progress using the revision planner and give yourself a reward when you have achieved your target.
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One week to go




•  Try to fit in at least one more timed practice of an entire past paper and seek feedback from your teacher, comparing your work closely with the mark scheme.


•  Check the revision planner to make sure you haven’t missed out any topics. Brush up on any areas of difficulty by talking them over with a friend or getting help from your teacher.


•  Attend any revision classes put on by your teacher. Remember, he or she is an expert at preparing people for examinations.
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The day before the examination




•  Flick through these Revision Notes for useful reminders, for example the examiner’s tips, typical mistakes and key terms.


•  Check the time and place of your examination.


•  Make sure you have everything you need — extra pens and pencils, tissues, a watch, bottled water, sweets.


•  Allow some time to relax and have an early night to ensure you are fresh and alert for the examinations.
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Examiner’s Summary


Both the papers you will sit last 90 minutes. In each paper, you must answer:





[image: ] three out of five short answer questions (worth 15 marks each)



[image: ] one out of three long answer questions (worth 45 marks)





So there are 90 marks to be gained in 90 minutes — a mark per minute. You should therefore spend no more than 15 minutes on each of the three short answer questions, and make sure you have at least 45 minutes to write the one long answer.


Your answers will be marked according to:





[image: ] knowledge and understanding (30%)



[image: ] analysis and evaluation (50%)



[image: ] communication and language (20%)





So answers that merely reel off the facts (knowledge and understanding) will not get you far at this level. Half the marks for each answer will be awarded for analysis and evaluation. Many questions will contain a command word indicating what the examiner wants you to do to answer a particular question, for example:





[image: ] analyse



[image: ] assess



[image: ] discuss



[image: ] evaluate



[image: ] explain





Don’t get too tied up about the differences between each word: essentially they are all asking you to present an argument. Sometimes the question may contain an important phrase, such as:





[image: ] How effective is/are…



[image: ] To what extent is/are…





So you might be asked: ‘How effective are the checks and balances between the president and Congress?’ Don’t just list the checks and balances and give examples — though you do need to do both of those things — make sure that for each check, you discuss its effectiveness.


Similarly, you might be asked: ‘To what extent does the president control US foreign policy?’ Again, it is not enough merely to go through the president’s foreign policy powers. A debate is being asked for, because if the president is not in control, then someone/something else must be, so you need to evaluate the extent of the president’s control as opposed to control by Congress, the courts, public opinion or whatever.


Be prepared to demonstrate an understanding of the extent of debate and disagreement over the nature, development and workings of the US political system (synopticity). Think in terms of ‘arguments for and against’, ‘pros and cons’, or ‘strengths and weaknesses’ when considering any area that promotes debate or disagreement, for example presidential primaries or affirmative action programmes.


Ensure that you ‘answer the question’. Ask yourself:





[image: ] Is there anything in the question that requires definition, clarification or explanation?



[image: ] What is the key word or phrase in the question?





You will often need to begin your answer by defining, clarifying or explaining things. For example, imagine you are responding to the question: ‘Examine the claim that the process for selecting presidential candidates is undemocratic.’ You will need to explain the process for selecting presidential candidates and what the word ‘undemocratic’ means. Only then can you answer the question.


The key word or phrase in the question should be used as the focus for your answer. So in the example just given, the key word is ‘undemocratic’. The best answers will be organised along the following lines:





1 an explanation of ‘the process for selecting presidential candidates’



2 a definition/clarification of the term ‘undemocratic’



3 arguments to support the claim



4 arguments against the claim





Remember, the recipe for good essays at this level is logical argument backed up by relevant, up-to-date examples.


Pitfalls to avoid





[image: ] This book is divided into eight distinct topics, but don’t think of these topics as eight separate compartments. They should be read and understood together. For example, don’t just think about pressure groups, but about how pressure groups interact with Congress, the executive and the Supreme Court.



[image: ] When you look at the questions on the exam paper, don’t think, ‘This is the Congress question’, or ‘This is the Constitution question’. The exam may include some questions that ask about only one topic but equally the examiner may ask questions that require you to draw material from two or more topics.



[image: ] As an examiner, I once asked the question: ‘Why has the US Constitution been so rarely amended?’ After the exam, some teachers complained that there were no questions relating to the Supreme Court. Even these teachers had failed to spot that a significant part of the answer to this question was about the Supreme Court’s power of judicial review.



[image: ] Don’t go into lengthy background material. In answer to the question mentioned above, one candidate wrote a seven-page answer. But four pages were just background on the writing of the Constitution itself, which wasn’t relevant to the question.



[image: ] Wherever possible, illustrate your answers with relevant, up-to-date examples.
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1 Elections and voting
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Presidential elections


Overview


Presidential elections occur:




•  every 4 years


•  in years divisible by 4: 2004, 2008, 2012, 2016, etc.


•  on the Tuesday after the first Monday in November (i.e. between 2 November and 8 November)





The Constitution (Article II) states that to be eligible to be president a person must:




•  be a natural-born US citizen


•  be at least 35 years of age


•  have been resident in the USA for at least 14 years





The Constitution (Amendment XXII, 1951) also states that a person cannot serve more than two terms as president.


A presidential election can be thought of as occurring in four stages. The first two are concerned with choosing the candidates; the second two are concerned with electing the president (see Table 1.1)
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Examiner’s tip


In exam questions do be careful to see the difference between the phrases ‘selecting presidential candidates’ and ‘electing the president’.
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Table 1.1 Presidential elections: a four-stage process






	Stage

	Functions

	Occurs






	1 Primaries and caucuses

	(i) Show popularity of candidates
(ii) Choose delegates to attend the National Party Conventions

	January–June






	2 National Party Conventions

	(i) Choose presidential candidate
(ii) Choose vice-presidential candidate
(iii) Decide on party platform

	July–August /early September (each lasts 4 days)






	3 General election campaign

	The campaign between candidates of the various parties

	September, October, first week of November






	4 Election Day and Electoral College

	Elect the president and vice-president through the Electoral College

	Election Day: Tuesday after the first Monday in November
Electoral College votes: Monday after the second Wednesday in December
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Now test yourself





1 How often do presidential elections occur?



2 What are the three constitutional requirements to be president?



3 What does the 22nd Amendment state about the number of terms a president may serve?
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Primaries



Definitions


A presidential primary is an election to select a party’s candidate for the presidency. Some states with a small population spread over a large geographic area often hold caucuses instead of a primary. The states that held caucuses rather than a primary in 2008 included Iowa, Wyoming, North Dakota, Minnesota and Nevada.


Functions


Presidential primaries have two main functions:





1 to show the popularity of presidential candidates



2 to choose delegates to go to the National Party Conventions
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Examiner’s tip


In answers, having quickly made the distinction between primaries and caucuses, you can use the term ‘primaries’, as that is what the vast majority of states hold nowadays.
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How primaries are run


Presidential primaries are run under state law, not federal law. That means there are potentially 50 different ways of running primaries, which is confusing. Just keep to the main rules of thumb. You need to know that states decide six important things about primaries:





1 Whether to hold a primary or a caucus. The vast majority of states now hold primaries.



2 When to hold the primary. Primaries tend to be held between January and June. But each state will decide exactly when within that 4–5-month period to schedule their primary: whether to go early or late, to go for a date on their own or to coincide it with other, maybe neighbouring, states.



3 How to conduct the primary. Recently, some states have experimented with postal voting and electronic voting via the internet.



4 Who can vote in the primary. It is important to understand that any registered voter can vote in a primary in any state. But in some states, when you register you are asked to declare your party affiliation — whether you consider yourself to be a Democrat or Republican. Some states then allow only registered Democrats to vote in the Democratic primary and only registered Republicans to vote in the Republican primary. This is known as a closed primary. Other states don’t bother with establishing party affiliation. They allow any registered voter to decide, on the day of the primary, whether they want to vote in the Democratic primary or the Republican primary. This is known as an open primary.



5 Who can be on the ballot. States have their own laws about who gets on the ballot. In some states, notably New York, these are strange indeed and often keep serious, well-known candidates off the ballot.



6 How to allocate the delegates. In most primaries, candidates are awarded delegates in proportion to the votes they get. This is known as a proportional primary. Most states set a threshold — a minimum percentage of votes that a candidate must receive to get any of that state’s delegates. The threshold is usually 15% of the vote. However, in some Republican primaries, whoever gets the most votes wins all that state’s delegates to the National Party Convention. This is known as a winner-takes-all primary. The Democratic Party forbids them, so all its primaries are proportional primaries.
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Typical mistakes


Don’t use the term ‘proportional representation’; it isn’t. Proportional representation refers to a particular type of electoral system that is not used in the USA.
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Front loading


As primaries have become more and more important, states have tried to make their primary more prominent and influential by moving the date earlier in the year. This is called front loading.


The number of states holding their primaries or caucuses before the end of March increased from just 11 in 1980 to 42 by 2008. And those 42 states included all eight of the largest states, such as New York, Texas and California. California has moved from early June in 1980 to early February in 2008. New York has moved from mid-April to early February. By 5 February 2008, 55% of the delegates to the Democratic and Republican Conventions had already been chosen. Front loading has also given rise to another phenomenon, that of Super Tuesday.


The invisible primary


Front loading has increased the importance of another phenomenon — the invisible primary.


The so-called invisible primary begins almost immediately after the previous presidential election and lasts through to the holding of the first primary and caucus of the election year. It is called ‘invisible’ because few scheduled events are held during this period. There is therefore nothing (or very little) to see. It is a time when would-be candidates:




•  try to get ‘mentioned’ in the serious press — newspapers like the Washington Post and the New York Times



•  try to get coverage on television programmes like The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer on PBS


•  set up exploratory committees


•  visit key primary and caucus states such as New Hampshire and Iowa





and then, eventually:




•  start fundraising


•  put together a prospective campaign staff


•  formally announce their candidacy for the presidency





Because the primary season itself is now so short — in 2004 both George W. Bush and John Kerry had made certain of their party’s nomination by 2 March — there is no longer any time to build name recognition, momentum and money during the primaries. So one has to do it before then — during the invisible primary.


This means campaigns start much earlier. For example:




•  1960: Senator John F. Kennedy announced he was running for the presidency on 2 January of that year, 66 days before the first primary.


•  2008: Senator Barack Obama announced he was running for the presidency 332 days before the first primary.





There is also much evidence to suggest that this is a most important stage. For example:




•  Since 1988, the Republicans have nominated as their candidate the person who was ahead in the opinion polls at the end of the invisible primary on five out of six occasions.


•  Since 1988, the Democrats have nominated as their candidate the person who was ahead in the opinion polls at the end of the invisible primary on three of those six occasions.





Advantages and disadvantages of primaries








	Advantages of primaries

	Disadvantages of primaries






	(1) Increased level of participation by ordinary voters: 30% in 2008

	(1) Turnout is usually low: less than 20% of eligible voters (though not in 2008)






	(2) Increased level of interest: e.g. in Democratic race in 2008

	(2) Voters are unrepresentative of typical general election voters: more elderly, more ideological, better educated, more wealthy






	(3) Increased choice of candidates: up to 14 in 2008

	(3) Makes the process far too long, which may discourage some better-qualified candidates from running






	(4) Opening up the process to ‘outsider’ candidates: e.g. Bill Clinton (1992), Obama (2008)

	(4) Too expensive and media orientated






	(5) Removing power of the party bosses

	(5) Bitter personal battles can develop: e.g. Obama and Hillary Clinton (2008)






	(6) Significantly diminishing opportunities for corruption by doing away with the old ‘smoke-filled rooms’

	(6) Fails to test a number of important presidential qualities






	(7) Weeding out candidates not up to the gruelling contest

	(7) Lacks significant input from professional politicians, with too much power being given to ordinary voters
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Debate


Advantages and disadvantages of primaries
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Possible further reform


Criticism of the current system of primaries has led to calls for further reform. Proposals tend to fall into a number of categories:




•  a national primary


•  a series of four regional primaries: the Northeast, the South, the Midwest and the West


•  further limits on money raising and spending


•  a pre-primary mini-convention to choose the shortlist of candidates who would then run in the primaries


•  states voting in order of size of population, beginning with the smallest





There are four problems with these possible reforms:





1 The National Committees and Conventions of both parties would have to agree to the same reform.



2 All 50 states would have to agree to change their state laws.



3 A number of states strongly favour the current system over any of the proposals above.



4 Further limiting money raising and spending would require an Act of Congress which would not be deemed by the Supreme Court as unconstitutional (see p. 100).
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Now test yourself





4 What is the difference between a primary and a caucus?



5 What are the two functions of primaries?



6 What is the difference between an open and a closed primary?



7 What is the difference between a proportional and a winner-takes-all primary?



8 What is front loading?



9 What is the invisible primary?



10 What are the advantages and disadvantages of primaries?
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National Party Conventions


The staging of National Party Conventions


Each of the major parties — and some minor parties — hold a National Party Convention. They are:




•  held in the summer of the presidential election year (July/August/early September) and usually last for 4 days


•  held in a large city: in 2012, the Republicans in Tampa (Florida) and the Democrats in Charlotte (North Carolina)


•  held at a venue decided by each party’s National Committee


•  attended by delegates (most of them chosen in the primaries) and the media





Formal functions of National Party Conventions


The National Party Conventions are said to have three formal functions:





1 to choose the presidential candidate



2 to choose the vice-presidential candidate



3 to decide on the party platform (that is, the policy document or ‘manifesto’)
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Typical mistakes


Avoid the common error of candidates who state that the Conventions ‘choose the president’ and ‘choose the vice-president’. They don’t. They choose the presidential and vice-presidential candidates.
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Choosing the presidential candidate


This function has been lost almost entirely to the primaries. Almost all of the delegates who attend the Conventions are nowadays chosen in the primaries. They are chosen as ‘committed delegates’ — committed to voting for their candidate on the first ballot at the Convention if he or she is still in the race.





[image: ]






Examiner’s tip


Don’t worry too much about who the delegates are and exactly how they are chosen. Examiners will not expect that level of detail.
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To win the presidential nomination, a candidate must receive an absolute majority of the delegate votes. In 2008, there were 4,418 delegates attending the Democratic National Convention. Barack Obama therefore needed 2,210 votes to win the nomination. Once he had won that number of committed delegates — which he eventually achieved by early June — he was the certain nominee of his party, over 2 months before the Democratic National Convention met at the end of August.


It is therefore more accurate to say that the Convention merely confirms rather than chooses the presidential candidate. Not since the Republican Convention of 1976 has the choice of the presidential candidate really been in any doubt at the opening of the Convention. In that year, President Gerald Ford defeated ex-Governor Ronald Reagan by 1,187 delegate votes to 1,070.


Choosing the vice-presidential candidate


This function has also been lost. Not since 1956 has a National Convention actually chosen the vice-presidential candidate, known as the running-mate. Nowadays, the running-mate is chosen by the presidential candidate. Indeed, in recent years the announcement of the running-mate has been made before rather than at the National Convention. In 2008, both Barack Obama and John McCain announced their running-mates — Joe Biden and Sarah Palin respectively — just before their Conventions convened. It is therefore more accurate to state that the Convention merely confirms rather than chooses the vice-presidential candidate.


In choosing the vice-presidential candidate, the presidential candidate often looks for a balanced ticket. This means choosing a running-mate who is different from them in terms of:




•  geographic region of origin or residence


•  political experience


•  age


•  and maybe: gender, race, religion





A good example of a ‘balanced ticket’ would be the Republican ticket in 2008 of John McCain and Sarah Palin. This is shown in Table 1.2.




Table 1.2 A balanced ticket: McCain–Palin, 2008






	Characteristic

	John McCain

	Sarah Palin






	Political experience

	US Congress

	State Governor






	Gender

	Male

	Female






	Geographic region

	Southwest (Arizona)

	Alaska






	Age

	72

	44






	Ideology

	Moderate Republican

	Conservative Republican










Deciding on the party platform


The party platform is the document containing the policies that the party intends to follow if it wins the election.


The platform is put together by the platform committee under the direction of the party’s national committee. The platform committee holds hearings around the country during the first 6 months of the election year. A draft platform is presented to delegates at the beginning of the Convention. There may then be debates on various planks (parts) of the platform. But nowadays, parties try to avoid heated and contentious debates at the Convention. They feel it makes the party look divided — like the Republican Convention in 1992, in its disagreement over abortion.


Informal functions of National Party Conventions


The Conventions are said to have three informal functions:





1 to promote party unity



2 to enthuse the party faithful



3 to enthuse the ordinary voters





Promoting party unity


Promoting party unity is an important function of the Conventions because:




•  the Convention is the only time in 4 years that the party actually meets together; at other times, the party exists merely as 50 state parties


•  any wounds created in the primaries can be healed


•  it gives the defeated candidates an opportunity to support the chosen candidate publicly (e.g. Hillary Clinton supporting Barack Obama at the 2008 Democratic Convention)





The media will comment on whether or not the party is united. Disunited Conventions usually lead to defeat at the general election (e.g. Republicans 1992; Democrats 1980).


Enthusing the party faithful


The ‘party faithful’ are the delegates. It is important that they are ‘enthused’ by the candidates and the platform because:




•  they are the people who will be organising and carrying out much of the campaigning at a state and local level


•  they need to communicate that enthusiasm to ordinary voters in their own communities


•  they therefore need to believe that they have a winning ticket and winning policies





Enthusing ordinary voters


The ‘ordinary voters’, of course, are not at the Convention. It is through television that the parties will hope to communicate with them, and especially through the media coverage of the presidential candidate’s acceptance speech on the last night of the Convention. This speech is important because:




•  it is the first opportunity for the presidential candidate to address ordinary voters


•  the candidate will hope to display presidential qualities to voters


•  the candidate will give an outline of the policies to be addressed


•  the candidate will hope to boost their opinion poll ratings as a direct result — what is called ‘bounce’
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Examiner’s tip


To help you with questions that ask you for arguments for and against the claim that National Party Conventions are/are not any longer important, construct a two-column table, putting arguments for on one side and arguments against on the other.
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