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2017  SCORING GUIDELINES  

Question 3 

5 Points 

Part (a): 1 point 

One point is earned for identifying a change in federal spending between 1970 and 2023 (projected) based 
on the chart. 

• Increase in mandatory spending 
• Decrease in discretionary spending 
• Increase in spending on net interest 

Part (b): 1 point 

One point is earned for describing the difference between entitlement programs and discretionary 
programs. 

• Congress is required to fund entitlement programs whereas spending on discretionary programs 
may change from year to year. 

Part (c): 1 point 

One point is earned for describing a demographic trend that has contributed to changes in entitlement 
spending. 

• Aging population increases spending on entitlement programs. 
• Rising poverty rates increase spending on entitlement programs. 

Part (d): 1 point 

One point is earned for explaining why changes in entitlement spending make balancing the federal 
budget difficult. 

• Reducing discretionary spending requires prioritizing. 
• Cutting programs with popular support/differing party positions is challenging. 
• Increasing revenue/taxes is difficult. 

Part (e): 1 point 

One point is earned for explaining how deficit spending affects the projected trend in net interest. 
• Borrowing money increases the debt, which increases spending on net interest. 

A score of zero (0) is assigned to an answer that is off-task or is attempted but earns no points. 

A score of dash (—) is assigned to an answer that is blank. 
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2017  SCORING COMMENTARY  

Question 3 

Overview 

This question examined changes over time in federal spending, including entitlements and discretionary 
spending. Part (a) asked students to identify a change in federal spending between 1970 and 2023 (projected) 
based on a chart provided in the question. Part (b) asked students to describe the difference between 
entitlement programs and discretionary programs. Part (c) asked students to describe one demographic trend 
that has contributed to changes in entitlement spending. Part (d) asked students to explain why changes in 
entitlement spending make balancing the federal budget difficult. Part (e) asked students to explain how 
deficit spending affects the projected trend in net interest. 

Sample: 3A 
Score: 5  

In part (a) the response earned 1 point for identifying a change in federal spending between 1970 and 2023 
(projected) based on the chart by stating, “There has been an increase in spending for mandatory program 
[sic].” 

In part (b) the response earned 1 point for describing the difference between entitlement programs and 
discretionary programs by stating, “An entitlement program means that congress is required to provide that 
program for every citizen who needs it. … A Discretionary program means congress does not have to fund 
that program.” 

In part (c) the response earned 1 point for describing one demographic trend that has contributed to changes 
in entitlement spending by stating, “The population of the US is on average growing older meaning more 
citizens are getting social security. This means the federal government has to spend more on that 
entitlement program, thus increasing spending.” 

In part (d) the response earned 1 point for explaining why changes in entitlement spending make balancing 
the federal budget difficult by stating, “Citizens often do not want their programs cut and so will complain to 
their congressmen. This lack of cutting room coupled with congressmen keeping voters happy makes 
balancing the budget difficult.” 

In part (e) the response earned 1 point for explaining how deficit spending affects the trend in net interest, by 
stating, “As deficit spending increases, the amount of debt increases. As debt increases the amount of 
intrest [sic] increases.” 

Sample: 3B 
Score: 3 

In part (a) the response earned 1 point for identifying a change in federal spending between 1970 and 2023 
(projected) based on the chart by stating, “From the charts we can see a large increase in federal spending on 
mandatory programs since 1970.” 

In part (b) the response did not earn a point for describing the difference between entitlement programs and 
discretionary programs because the response does not correctly describe entitlement programs. 

In part (c) the response earned 1 point for describing one demographic trend that has contributed to changes 
in entitlement spending by stating, “One demographic trend that is currently influencing entitlement 
spending is an aging population. Because the populous is getting older, more spending is being allocated to 
programs such as Social Security and Medicare.” 
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AP® UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS 
2017 SCORING COMMENTARY 

Question 3 (continued) 

In part (d) the response did not earn a point for explaining why changes in entitlement spending make 
balancing the federal budget difficult because the response does not move far enough beyond discussing the 
normal budgetary process to explain the difficulty in balancing the budget. 

In part (e) the response earned 1 point for explaining how deficit spending affects the trend in net interest by 
stating, “This effects [sic] the net interest on the federal budget, because as the nation’s debt gets larger, 
interest on that debt will continue to rise.” 

Sample: 3C  
Score: 1 

In part (a) the response earned 1 point for identifying a change in federal spending between 1970 and 2023 
(projected) based on the chart by stating, “Total mandatory spending will increase from 38% in 1970 to 77% 
in 2023.” 

In part (b) the response did not earn a point for describing the difference between entitlement programs and 
discretionary programs because the description of entitlement programs does not include an element of 
compulsion on the government’s part. 

In part (c) the response did not earn a point for describing a demographic trend that has contributed to 
changes in entitlement spending because the response does not describe a demographic trend; it discusses 
mandatory program spending. 

In part (d) the response did not earn a point because the response does not explain why changes in 
entitlement spending make it harder to balance the budget; it just identifies the change in entitlement 
spending. 

In part (e) the response did not earn a point for explaining how deficit spending affects the trend in net 
interest because the response does not explain the impact of borrowing on the amount of net interest. 
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