
Why should Politics be incorporated into the National Curriculum? – Izzy


  For my Extended Project, I have chosen to study the teaching of Politics in the British curriculum, and more specifically why Politics should be incorporated into the National Curriculum. The debate over whether Politics should be introduced into the curriculum earlier is widely discussed, and the Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessments (CCEA), one of Northern Ireland’s exam boards, does offer a GCSE in Government and Politics. This does not, however, extend to England, Scotland, or Wales. For these parts of the UK the only current lessons in place are included in the “Citizenship” course in the PSHE section of the national curriculum; but this only briefly covers the UK government and voting system and gives no extended education on Global Politics, other political systems, or political history.

My reason for selecting this title was because of my intention to study Politics as an A-level and possibly at University, and also because I want to pursue a career in International Relations and Politics. The National Curriculum currently fails to educate students on matters they will be voting on in just a few years time, and also fails to cater to a student’s interest in the subject before the age of 16. With my title, I am planning to research and study a variety of topics, including why Politics isn’t on the National Curriculum yet, and look at engagement patterns within Politics to help me hypothesise as to how increased political literacy in students could affect the results of future elections and referendums. I also hope that my Extended Project will help me gain a deeper understanding of British Politics in general, and how the future of politics in the UK could develop if the current level of political education in British secondary schools was to improve.

The Citizenship course– what it is and why it isn’t enough
  Today, in most British secondary schools, the only political education many students will receive is in the form of the Citizenship course. In the words of the UK government, Citizenship ‘provide[s] pupils with knowledge, skills, and understanding to prepare them to play a full and active part in society. In particular, Citizenship education should foster pupils’ keen awareness and understanding of democracy, government, and how laws are made and upheld.’[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  UK Government – ‘The national curriculum in England – Key stages 3 and 4 framework document’ – December 2014] 


 Whilst the premise of the Citizenship course seems to be a good solution to the question of political education, students’ opinion of the course, however, are highly critical. In a New Statesman article, the matter of student reception to the course was discussed. 

‘The Student Room, an online forum, abounds with criticism of citizenship and PSHE provision. Many students feel frustrated with the Citizenship curriculum, with users calling it a “joke” and “very easy”. Fears that revising for Citizenship exams would deplete revision time better spent on “real subjects” […] undermines the value of the subject for students and teachers.’[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Will Carter – ‘The strange neglect of Political education – and how to revive it” – August 2016] 


The fact the course is so widely disregarded by students and teachers alike, not only means that the meagre political education the government does provide has limited impact, but it could also be having a detrimental effect on students’ longer-term engagement politics. For many, the only political education they will receive during  their school lives is the Citizenship course, and if this course is deemed uninteresting, or even considered as a “joke”, then the idea of continuing their study of the subject, be it at A-Levels or beyond, is unlikely. 

 Fundamentally, the Citizenship course fails to inspire and engage students - the next generation of Britain’s politicians. The current system of education involves an hour of Citizenship lessons a week in Key Stages 3 and 4, split into 3 themes: Life in Modern Britain, Rights and Responsibilities and Politics and Participation[footnoteRef:4]. This means that students will receive, in total, around a single term’s worth of education in Politics and Government, over two years. This, combined with the fact that many of the teachers expected to lead these lessons are unqualified and inexperienced in teaching Politics, means that many students fail to take the course seriously. I believe, however, that there is a solution to this – the separation of Politics from the Citizenship course and the formation of an independent Politics and Government course,  would help to increase understanding and engagement. This leads onto my next section, where I will discuss the lack of youth engagement in British Politics, and the failure of the Government to respond to this growing problem. [4:  AQA – ‘Citizenship Studies – Subject content’ – September 2016] 


Engagement – current and future
  The basic aim of increasing engagement in a subject is to help students develop an understanding, but most importantly an interest in what they are studying. This supports the idea that an increased understanding of Politics (as a result of being taught about it in school) would lead to increased involvement and engagement when a student has left school and finished their studies. Politics as a subject, however, is facing a crisis of engagement that has the potential to destabilise the future of British democracy. The country needs young people and students to take an active role in the political future of the nation, in order to ensure that the British Government is filled with a range of politicians from a range of backgrounds and age groups.  

 In recent years, the uptake of politics as an A-Level subject has been extremely low, and Elena Jones, in the Oxford University Press, wrote that ‘less than 13,000 students opted to take Politics as an A-level, a low number compared to the uptake witnessed in other subjects such as History (54,000) and Geography (36,000)’[footnoteRef:5]. The disparity here shows that prior experience of a subject, like with History or Geography, leads to increased take-up at A-Level. Even then, subjects such as Economics or Psychology, both of which are introduced as new options for A-level students, similarly to Politics, see more students selecting them. The Ofsted study on A-level subject take up in years 2013/14 shows that compared to the 73,390 students that chose Psychology and 23,049 that chose Economics, only 12,967 students chose to study Government and Politics[footnoteRef:6]. This provides evidence that even when compared to other subjects that students have no prior experience in, Government and Politics isn’t selected by students. This lack of uptake could be down to many things, but arguably results from students’ insufficient understanding of the subject.  [5:  Elena Jones – ‘Should Politics be taught within secondary school?’ – January 2018]  [6:  Ofsted – 2013/14 A-level subject take-up – November 2013] 


  A lack of Politics lessons at an early age and an insufficient level of political education in secondary schools has, as a result, led to a drastically reduced A-level uptake of the subject. This reduced engagement at grassroots level is one of the key factors playing a part in the political apathy of today’s youth and can only truly be solved by early access to Politics in schools. 

Demand
  The ideas of engagement and involvement lead me to my next point, which is the younger generation’s positive reception to the idea of studying Politics in secondary school. A study done by Shout Out UK in 2019 found that ‘more than 70% of students (aged 11-16) would welcome the creation of a Government and Politics GCSE’[footnoteRef:7]. This survey proved that the students of UK secondary schools do want to have the option to study Politics earlier. Another point to add is that here, the subject of Politics has been singled out by students as a subject they would have genuine interest in studying, and something they would choose if they were able to. The nature of GCSEs, where a majority of the subjects a student is taking are compulsory, means that many students don’t possess a genuine interest in the subjects they are studying.  [7:  Open Access Government – ‘Three quarters of young people want a Politics GCSE’ – January 2021] 

 
 Therefore, I believe having a subject that students nationwide have agreed they want to study could increase engagement and encourage students to develop genuine interest in political matters.  So, consequently, in order to increase the political literacy of students, including the subject in the National Curriculum by introducing it as a core subject from an earlier age would cater to student demand, and help to further involve student engagement in the education system. 

 Impact on diversity
  In the current school system, independent schools possess far more freedom to work outside the National Curriculum and include a wider range of subjects (such as Politics and Government) than state schools. Combine this with a generally accepted higher standard of teaching in the independent sector, due to increased funds and resources, and we can see how the lack of Political education in British state secondary schools has reinforced a lack of socio-economic representation at the highest of levels in the British government, with 39% of Cabinet ministers being independently educated (in 2019) compared to the 6% of the wider British population that have attended independent schools.  

   This problem is further explored by Dr James Weinberg, a lecturer of Politics at the University of Sheffield, who wrote in a recent article: ‘The difference between schools serving affluent and less affluent areas was really shocking to me.’ The same article goes on to say ‘Pupils at schools in the most deprived boroughs were much less likely to receive any political education than those in wealthier areas.’[footnoteRef:8] This is evidence that even inside the state sector, the level of political education students receive is reliant on where their school is located.      [8:  Hannah Fearn and Dr James Weinberg – ‘We are weakening democracy’: fears over lack of lessons in how government works – January 2022] 


 Another issue that increased political education in secondary schools could tackle is the gender divide in UK politics. In a 2016 article, political journalist Will Carter wrote that: “‘” Of the students who do formally study Politics-related subjects at school, we can see a significant gender gap. In 2013 slightly fewer than 7000 boys took up an A-level in Government and politics, whilst only 5,900 girls did so. […] Of the many issues associated with this imbalance, one of course is the underrepresentation of women in UK Politics.”’”[footnoteRef:9] This is mirrored in statistics from within the House of Commons, where currently out of 650 members of Parliament, only 225 are women. Political education in schools would be a way to combat this imbalance, as it would reinforce the idea of equality of opportunity, where both boys and girls of any socio-economic status would have the chance to explore higher education or careers in Politics. [9:  Will Carter, The New Statesman – ‘The strange neglect of political education – and how to revive it’ August - 2016] 


Effect on Referendums
  As I stated in my introduction, I wanted to research and hypothesise as to how increased political literacy and understanding of students could affect the results of referendums and elections. While the question can’t be definitively answered, it is fair to assume that increased engagement from a the new wave of young voters would lead to drastically different results when political decisions must be made. Based on my research, this question interested me the most. In an article by David Shariatmadari, he writes that ‘Only 43% of 18 to 24-year-olds voted at the 2015 general election (down from 44% in 2010), compared with 78% of those aged 65 and older.’[footnoteRef:10] There is a massive difference here, which proves that the younger generation is less politically engaged, and suggests that the same crisis of engagement referred to earlier is playing out a part on a national scale.  [10:  David Shariatmadari – ‘If you want young people to vote, give them the handbook’ – November 2015] 


  The same article by Shariatmadari goes on to talk about an analysis done by Harvard University, which found that ‘students who completed a year of coursework in American government or civics were three to six percentage points more likely to vote after high school. The effect was even more pronounced among students from families where politics was rarely discussed – where the difference was seven to eleven percentage points’. Whilst this study was carried out in America, it still reveals a lot about the political engagement of school-aged students. It proves that increased political literacy among students encourages and improves involvement when they reach voting age, and this could play a massive role in future elections and referendums. Furthermore, looking back to 2016 and the Brexit referendum, a BBC journalist wrote about youth engagement and voting patterns, saying that: ‘Just over 70% of 18-24-year-olds voted Remain, while just under 30% opted to vote Leave.’[footnoteRef:11] However, youth turnout in the referendum was only 64% (compared to 90% of over-65s) and it’s justified to assume that had the turnout of youth voters been higher, the results of the referendum would have been very different. [11:  Vicky Spratt – ‘The truth about young people and Brexit’ – October 2018] 


The Possibility of Biased Teaching
  Whilst there are many arguments for increased political education in secondary schools, there are certain risks that come with introducing these conversations into the classroom. In the situation of increased political discussion and more Politics lessons, teachers would have many more opportunities to influence students with their own opinions. Additionally, teaching professionals who are more politically engaged could struggle to teach subjects in a completely unbiased manner. Andrew Woodcock of The Independent documents a speech by Nadhim Zahawi, education secretary, over political bias in the classroom. Woodcock writes: ‘Education secretary Nadhim Zahawi said he will bring forward new guidelines this week to ensure that discussions surrounding politics in lessons are “balanced”’ and ‘He said schools should not be encouraging pupils to “pin their colours to a political mast”’[footnoteRef:12] Zahawi made the speech in February 2022, following outcry when a Nottingham primary school had students write letters to Boris Johnson, criticising him for breaking lockdown rules at parties in 10 Downing Street.  [12:  Andrew Woodcock – ‘Teachers to be ordered to avoid political bias in classrooms’ – February 2022] 


This counter-argument is further supported by a poll conducted by the Times Educational Supplement (TES) magazine in late 2019, months before the last general election. The poll asked teachers across the country about which party they intended to vote for in the election, and also whether they would vote Leave or Remain should there be a second Brexit referendum. Results showed that ‘more than half of respondents – 53 per cent - voted ‘Labour’ in the 2017 general election, but a slightly smaller proportion - 49 per cent - plan to do so on 12 December.’ [2019][footnoteRef:13] and that 80 per cent would vote ‘Remain’ in the event of a second referendum. Additionally, the poll discovered that 22 per cent of teachers planned to vote for the Liberal Democrats, which equates to a 71 per cent majority of teachers supporting centre-left political parties. These results show that the political standpoint of the majority of British teachers is either left-wing or left-leaning, and therefore the argument can be made that the possibility of biased teaching is real. Of course, every individual has a right to political self-expression and opinions, but these individuals are expected to offer an unbiased and neutral political education to secondary school students. [13:  TES magazine – ‘Exclusive poll: Tories ‘drop to third in teacher vote’’ – November 2019] 


Are schools ready?
  Many agree that Politics does have a place in schools, and school children deserve to learn about the political system of the country that they will live in, but others argue that the current school system isn’t robust enough to support the reform required to introduce Politics into the curriculum. Dr James Weinberg conducted a nation-wide study in which teachers at different secondary schools were asked about their experience teaching Politics. In his report he wrote that:

‘Many teachers feel ill-equipped to give students the information they need. About 60% of those polled said they felt responsible for developing young people’s political literacy, but the majority (79%) did not think their training or professional development had given them the skills to do so.’[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Dr James Weinberg – ‘The Missing Link – An Updated Evaluation of the Provision, Practice and Politics of Democratic Education in English Secondary Schools’ – November 2021] 

    
  We know many things about today’s education system from common sense alone – primarily, that teachers aren’t comfortable teaching subjects they haven’t been trained to teach. This leads to the conclusion that extra teacher training of the country’s current teacher workforce would be required, and therefore significant changes to the State education system would have to be made. And, whilst there are qualified Politics and Government teachers in the UK, there aren’t enough to provide sufficient Political education to secondary school students. 

  Another Guardian article, this time interviewing Dr Deb Outhwaite, currently the director of the Derby Teaching Schools Alliance (DTSA), discusses the dangers of introducing Politics into the curriculum when schools haven’t been adequately prepared by the Government. Outhwaite said that: ‘What happens is that instead of it being taught really well by people who are qualified to teach government and politics, it’s taught badly by physics teachers.’[footnoteRef:15] The article ultimately asks the question that if Politics can’t be taught thoroughly and in-depth (by professionals), like Geography or History, then should it be taught at all? This argument is compelling – students being taught Politics poorly by unqualified teachers, -squeezed into lesson time as an “unimportant” subject, is arguably more dangerous in terms of students forming political views than if it wasn’t being taught at all. Therefore, a possible counter-argument to increased Politics teaching in schools could be the lack of capacity of British secondary school to teach the subject to an acceptable standard,, and the risks associated with the lack of prioritisation of Politics in schools.  [15:  Deb Outhwaite/David Shariatmadari – ‘If you want young people to vote, give them the handbook’ – November 2015] 





Conclusion
  To conclude, I believe that an inconsistent approach to the integration of Politics into the National Curriculum has hindered the political literacy of students across the country. Whilst the Government repeatedly acknowledges how this problem needs to be addressed, no real action has been taken to date, and this has contributed, I would argue, to the  political apathy that is seen in the youth of today. In order to prepare students for when they reach voting age, the Government should work to improve political literacy levels in secondary schools by increasing lesson-time and teacher-led discussions in the classroom, to create an environment that encourages students to become more interested in Politics. 

   From my essay, I have concluded that the Citizenship course is not a sufficient substitute for a substantial political education, and students and teachers alike view it as a  subject that can be disregarded in favour of other, more “important” subjects. The  exclusion of Politics from the pre-A-level curriculum has led to a perception of politics that has negatively affected participation in schools for years. Whilst all students study humanities subjects such as Geography and History, the uptake rate for Politics A-level decreases year by year, and I believe that this can only be solved by Politics being introduced earlier. I reached the conclusion that this would lead to a better understanding of Politics generally, and increased participation in Politics A-level by default. 

 Through my research I learnt about student demand for a Politics and Government GCSE course and continued my line of thinking to look at the problem of socio-economic diversity within the House of Commons. This, along with hypothesised effects on future elections, helped me to surmise that working to increase the political education of students would change the future of British Politics, through better understanding of the political system, and hopefully improve levels of diversity and inclusion in Parliament. Whilst counter-arguments did present themselves in the lack of preparation of schools to teach politics effectively and the risks associated with biased teaching, they were not strong enough to combat the undeniable benefits of including Politics and Government in the National Curriculum. 

  Ultimately, I believe that the necessity of political education in secondary schools is irrefutable. Today, students can choose not to receive a substantial political education. Only those who elect to study it as an A-level will receive specialised lessons in political literacy. As a result, many students will have little understanding of politics before they go on to vote in national referendums and general elections, resulting in a weaker democracy. This, to me, is the main reason why the UK needs to incorporate a higher level of political teaching into the curriculum at an earlier stage. 

Evaluation
 By completing my project, I have found how the National Curriculum fails to provide an extensive political education to British students. My research of the Citizenship course helped me to understand the current level of political teaching in the UK, and then investigate the impacts of this in society today,  including political apathy in the younger generation. I went on to investigate ways in which this apathy could be overcome. This led me to delve into the topics of diversity and inclusion in Politics – something that I would have explored further  had I had more room – and how the Government could increase diversity by meeting student demand for improved political literacy in schools. 

 Overall, I am satisfied with the final result of my project, as I found myself studying new topics and expanding my understanding of British Politics. If I were to do the project again, I would spend more time compiling resources and doing additional research into each section, with the aim of writing a more comprehensive essay. I am, however, pleased with the progress I made over the course of the project in terms of setting myself deadlines for researching and writing and managing my time between my studies and extra-curricular commitments. I believe that this project has helped me develop the skills I will need to complete an Extended Project at A-level, and possibly even further into the future, when completing essays and dissertations at University.  
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- ‘The Student Room, an online forum, abounds with criticism of citizenship and PSHE provision. Many students feel frustrated with the citizenship curriculum, with users calling it a “joke” and “very easy”. Fears that revising for citizenship exams would deplete revision time better spent on “real subjects” is not only symptomatic of the UK’s obsession with assessment but also undermines the value of the subject for students and teachers.

- ‘18-24 turn out for the 2015 general election was only 43 per cent.’

- ‘Shout Out UK has launched an AQA certified Political Literacy Course. The course combines theory and practicality, whilst aiming to build skills as well as broadening knowledge, with a section called “Employability and Politics”. This module explores fundraising, public speaking, campaigning, and the process of voting itself.’
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