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Summary 

The Political Studies Association of the UK (PSA) welcomes and is very supportive of moves to create 

a national qualification in quantitative skills in social science. 

Political studies faces strategic challenges relating to student recruitment and the capacity to teach 

quantitative methods (QM). It is important that any new qualification helps address these issues for 

the discipline. 

Student interest in QM can be driven not just by an emphasis on employability. It should also be 

driven through an integration with problem solving and enquiry-based approaches to learning, and 

by harnessing the increasing power of technology to stimulate interest and demand. 

The division of skills between three categories comprising basic statistical literacy, competence in 

statistical methods, and advanced competence in quantitative methods is reasonable, albeit with a 

small number of skills requiring recategorised. 

The methodological diversity of political studies as a discipline means that it would be difficult for 

PSA to accredit a national degree level qualification. PSA would support an external accreditation by 

a body such as the Royal Statistical Society. In the medium term accreditation of specific QM political 

science modules may be possible by PSA in conjunction with a body such as RSS and this will require 

further investigation by the Association. 

Assessment is crucial to achieve learning outcomes. This might be achieved through various models, 

for different levels of qualification. Such assignments would include essays, coursework, 

examinations, significant student portfolios of QM work, and dissertation projects among others. 

Incentivisation of such QM-driven assessment would be welcome to drive innovation in assessment 

and extend basic data literacy.      

PSA has no preference between a qualification either determined by a particular level of 

achievement on accredited courses within a university, then gaining recognition, or students 

following a syllabus on their own initiative and taking an external examination. Both types of 

qualification are considered potentially viable. 
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1. Introduction 
 

The Political Studies Association of the UK (PSA) welcomes moves towards transforming quantitative 

skills by the British Academy and ACME. Advanced quantitative skills have been signalled as an area 

for development in Political Studies by, for instance, a PSA/BISA/ESRC Benchmarking Report in 2007. 

Accreditation of skills-related courses is a potentially welcome way to incentivise both degree 

programmes and individual modules, thereby making them more attractive to both students and 

university departments. PSA is very keen to enhance the skills of our graduates, and consequently 

very supportive of the development of such a programme. This response was approved by PSA 

Executive on 26th October 2012. 

2. Strategic Concerns for Political Studies 

There are some strategic issues that impact upon PSA members and political studies 

Departments/Schools. The first relates to the current university recruitment environment resulting 

from the Browne review and the subsequent BIS-led legislation. The consultation paper rightly notes 

that many students come into social sciences with low mathematical awareness and data literacy 

because they are perceived as subjects that do not require high levels of such awareness, by 

comparison with the natural sciences, engineering etc. With departments now placed in a position 

whereby funding is dependent upon tuition fees from student recruitment, and numerous 

departments and universities already reporting drops in recruitment as a result of the new fees 

regime, it is important that any programme has as an explicit objective helping to enhance levels of 

recruitment in its contributing disciplines. The worst possible situation would be for such a 

programme to put off prospective students from applying to study politics, thereby increasing 

potential recruitment difficulties. This, of course, is not a necessary outcome, but one that needs to 

be guarded against in how the programme is developed and sold. We would expect that political 

studies is not the only social science discipline in this position, and that this may also be an issue for 

sociology and geography to name but two. 

The second strategic issue relates to capacity. The consultation document rightly notes that, while 

some individual members of staff may be highly competent in QM, many academic staff have low 

levels of skills in this regard even to teach basic QM. The potential paradox is that, while the 

forthcoming Nuffield/BA programme will provide incentives for the successful units to recruit in this 

field and teach QM, there is also a need for a) unsuccessful departments to also develop further 

expertise in this area; b) a greater embedding of QM in the politics curriculum more generally; and c) 

a QM literate pool of staff to recruit from to start with. Programmes must therefore consider the 

problem of providing incentives for universities and politics departments to recruit further in QM. 

ESRC DTCs have started to provide ring-fenced funding for QM PhD research for example. If this does 

not happen, aside from a few ‘centres of excellence’, in most politics departments QM will remain in 

the research methods silo that it is often located in. This is a situation that PSA hopes to get away 

from and would regard as undesirable in the medium to long term. Crucially, it relates to the point 

about recruitment noted above. If courses and degree programmes recruit well, they will be seen as 

successful and attract investment, and as this programme develops, PSA would like to see an 

emphasis on this nexus between recruitment and developing QM skills coming through. 
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3. Key questions for consideration 

The consultation raises a range of issues, and in particular four key questions for consideration. 

These are: 

1. While employability is important to students and universities, it is not the only criteria that 
drives student demand. How can a qualification in quantitative skills be presented in a way 
that engages students’ curiosity and imagination? 
 

2. Does the division of skill levels proposed make sense?  
 

3. Which method of delivery and assessment is to be preferred: recognition or a national 
examination? Or would it be possible to combine the best features of both? 
 

4. Who should ‘own’ administer and award the qualification, or accredit HEIs? 
 

Question 1 relates directly to the strategic points raised earlier in this response in two ways. Student 

curiosity about politics also drives demand. Consequently, emphasising the problem-solving or 

enquiry-based nature of what we do with QM is likely to be helpful. In other words, what can we 

examine, and how might QM help us to do so. Problem solving and enquiry based learning are 

effective approaches to learning, helping students gain a deeper understanding of issues. In this 

regard, the emphasis on secondary data analysis contained in the consultation document is not the 

only approach. This could also be complemented by projects whereby students also execute their 

own surveys and collect their own data. Through the actual real-life application of these skills – 

sampling, question design, types of variables etc - students have been shown to learn in a way that 

only computer lab work doesn’t always capture. Importantly, such an approach potentially hooks 

students to the potential of QM who may have been put off by just using secondary data in a 

computer lab. Indeed, it is very important that these students are also engaged if political studies as 

a discipline is to raise the level of quantitative skills in its graduates.   

A further potentially attractive way to present a qualification in QM is by harnessing the ever 

increasing capacity of technology to demonstrate what can be done with QM. Thus, things such as 

the Guardian and FT’s datablogs often use effective visualisation techniques, while (with appropriate 

safeguards) social media may also be able to be utilised in both generating data and in showing what 

can be done with QM techniques. Although there is clear overlap between these two points, the 

latter might be more suitable for external use – helping recruit students – and the former for 

students who are already enrolled but have low levels of skills already. One example of the use of 

technology from political studies would be the App developed by the British Election Study team 

(http://bes.utdallas.edu/m/). Potentially high profile sponsors might also be recruited to help 

promote the qualification. For instance, Tim Harford, the FT’s Undercover Economist and presenter 

of R4’s More or Less programme is one person who comes to mind. 

In relation to question 2, the proposed division of skills outlined in the consultation document makes 

sense on the whole. Any changes we would suggest are largely at the margins. For example, in 3.8, is 

factor analysis as a data reduction technique, something that should also be included in the skills a 

graduate competent in quantitative methods should be able to do? We would argue that it should 

be since this is a technique utilised as regularly as various types of regression. Should Bayes’ 

theorem be in 3.7 rather than 3.6, which seems by its description to require basic statistical literacy? 

http://bes.utdallas.edu/m/
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This would be quite advanced by most political studies standards. These are minor points though 

and on the whole, the proposed division of skills is appropriate. 

‘Basic statistical literacy’ (3.6) should be the basic ‘quality stamp’. Most units, with some additional 

curriculum development and teaching support, should be able to achieve this. The higher levels (3.7 

‘competence in statistical methods’ and 3.8 ‘advanced competence in quantitative methods’) might 

then be taught in more specialist units. While it is likely that 3.8 will be concentrated in more 

specialised units, we would hope that the aim would be to extend 3.7 levels of skills to as many units 

as possible, taking into account the potential strategic issues highlighted above. 

Taking questions 3 and 4 together, any programme will have to combine implementation and 

acceptance at University and department level, along with recognition externally. Without local 

acceptance and enthusiastic implementation, any programme is likely to hit difficulties. A 

combination of local delivery and assessment, moving towards external accreditation through an 

external examination is potentially the best possible way forward. This would permit Universities 

and departments to develop their programme as they see fit, but within the framework provided by 

BA/Nuffield and whichever body is authorising the national examination. The benefits of this are 

that it should foster local acceptance, while at the same time providing quality assurance externally. 

Thus, other disciplines operate similar approaches, law for instance being accredited by the Law 

Society, Psychology by the BPS etc.  

Given the diversity of social science however, it is likely that external accreditation will need to be 

delivered by a body like the Royal Statistical Society. While it may be possible for a learned society 

like PSA to do so, political studies is nevertheless a diverse discipline comprising both qualitative and 

quantitative approaches. Graduates consequently acquire a range of additional skills. As the learned 

society for the whole profession, any PSA accreditation would therefore need to cover a broader 

range of approaches in order to be relevant to members. While it is certainly possible to imagine a 

broad PSA-accredited political studies degree, the discipline’s diversity would make it difficult for 

PSA to accredit some quantitative degree courses and not accredit other primarily qualitative ones. 

Doing so may consequently prove divisive amongst members, hinder buy-in and ultimately be 

contrary to the interests of the PSA as a learned society. The issue of accrediting specific modules is 

returned to below.       

4. Curriculum content 

The consultation document raises a number of questions in relation to curriculum development. 

Some of these touch on responses already given above, and, consequently, this section addresses 

those not adequately answered there.  

Emphasising the employability factor will be crucial to recruiting students to such a QM programme. 

The range of employers that political studies graduates might be seeking employment with include 

(but are not limited to) think tanks, policy and research departments in NGOs and the civil service, 

and opinion polling companies. Most employers recruiting political studies graduates would expect 

basic ‘statistical literacy’ as defined in 3.6, with employers dealing with high levels of data – e.g. 

opinion polling companies - expecting 3.7 ‘competence in quantitative methods’. From the PSA’s 

perspective, we would expect that most employers’ demands will therefore be met by either 3.6 or 

3.7.      
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The extent to which the programme can deliver change in university curricula and degree 

programmes will be a key indicator of its success. Post-2012, the two main issues are going to relate 

to a) student recruitment and b) incentivisation for either QM-related posts, QM research student 

capacity or developing QM-related modules. While the forthcoming Nuffield programme is very 

welcome, the danger for the provision of QM skills more generally is that this will concentrate 

expertise in some centres. While, of course, this is the intended outcome, it is important that QM in 

other institutions does not suffer by comparison. This would be undesirable, and therefore a 

programme of funding for course development and training outside these centres will continue to 

be necessary. Such training (training days for QM teachers; course material etc.) can, and ought to, 

be delivered by those institutions awarded such centres, thereby extending QM skills beyond those 

centres. In order to address the lack of QM skills in teaching, the programme could perhaps also 

offer a competition for QM posts outside these centres.  

Promoting the achievements of graduates in the QM skills programme is also likely to be necessary. 

Where universities see high achieving students rewarded for their endeavour, they are likely to want 

similar recognition, while some students are also likely to be motivated by the potential to be 

recognised beyond the award of a qualification. This could be a powerful tool in promoting QM 

within both HEIs and departments. Broadly, the programme might want to consider a series of 

awards to institutions, QM teachers and students for excellence in the field. In disciplinary terms, 

this could be judged by learned societies like PSA, which already has a series of prizes and awards 

within which such a process could be accommodated. It would be necessary however for the 

broader programme to provide some resource for such prizes and awards, and to also provide some 

standards through which any prizes or awards could be judged.       

Assessment is a key way of achieving learning outcomes. The practical use of QM and assessment in 

any level of work is therefore crucial. In this regard, it might be that dissertation work be strongly 

encouraged, or instead a corpus or portfolio of assessment material as a substitute for this (essays; 

smaller projects) for the 3.7 ‘graduate competent in quantitative methods’. One or other ought to be 

necessary. In terms of 3.8 ‘advanced competence in quantitative methods’, the submission of a 

dissertation or extended project work should be obligatory. More generally, even with 3.6 ‘statistical 

literacy’, it should be recognised that assessments can be used to drive this, whether through essays, 

coursework or examinations. Thus, some incentivisation of QM-driven assessment in this field would 

also be welcome in order to drive innovation in assessment and extend basic data literacy.      

The question of how the qualification is described works at two levels, for internal university and 

external consumption. A list of core competencies is a good way of describing the overall 

qualification, which applies both within universities and will be understandable outside the academy. 

For external use, these might also be referred to as graduate attributes. The use of learning 

objectives and outcomes is however more appropriate for modules within the overall qualification 

programme.    

5. Delivery 

Recognition 

Given the different approaches used in political studies, it would be difficult for the Association to 

argue that only degree programmes should be accredited (at least in the short term and outside 

institutions which may already specialise in QM). Most degree programmes in political studies are 
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also likely to include qualitative approaches. Consequently, PSA would argue that in the medium 

term at least, it is courses within programmes that are the key units recognised. This may however 

develop as the programme grows, and so a mechanism for subsequent accreditation of degree 

programmes would potentially be necessary.    

A distinction between classification of the recognised degree and students’ achievement on the 

courses counted towards accreditation should be made. Being multi-disciplinary, a political studies 

degree will inevitably involve modules which are not QM-related. Recognising the student’s 

achievement on specifically QM modules will therefore be necessary to highlight the level of skills 

that students have acquired. While, as noted above, PSA is unlikely to have a role in accrediting a 

degree-level qualification, it ought however to be possible to recognise specific QM modules. Indeed, 

one of the difficulties in teaching research methods is that politics students often perceive them as 

belonging to other disciplines such as sociology. This is being addressed by the profession. However, 

PSA specifically recognising QM modules, perhaps in conjunction with RSS, which use particular 

politics resources – e.g. the British election study – might also be a powerful way of embedding the 

idea that such teaching is tailored to the needs of political studies students and the employers that 

recruit our graduates.        

There should be a clear link to the final year project or dissertation, and it would be preferable that 

students who seek recognition should be able to point to a portfolio of work which has utilised QM 

beyond this i.e. essays; projects or placements. It should be made compulsory for the dissertation to 

be conducted utilising QM for someone to obtain the 3.8 advanced competence level. In this regard, 

the definition of QM is crucial. QM should therefore be defined as ‘utilising advanced quantitative 

techniques to answer a substantive research question’. Alternatively, the dissertation could also be 

about these techniques themselves, and a critical assessment of their use and application. Both are 

feasible, although the former is most likely to be used by students of political studies.       

PSA would suggest that provision be made for ‘stand-alone’ study by students in non-recognised 

HEIs. One difficulty of the drive towards ‘centres of excellence’, recognition etc is that some students 

may not be able to study there, for many different reasons. The aim should be to open up QM to as 

many students as possible, not to restrict access. There is an obvious trade-off between quality and 

reach in this regard. Providing certain quality assurance measures are undertaken, there should be 

no reason however why someone unable to attend/register with a recognised HEI should not be 

able to undertake stand-alone study. This will perhaps require distance learning methods to be 

provided for. Given that many universities are already investigating and implementing these as a 

way of extending their reach, this is unlikely to be an insurmountable issue. It may be that one 

institution be recognised to do this for the whole programme although questions over project work 

and dissertation supervision would remain to be addressed.      

Stakeholders should be involved to some degree in developing course material and learning 

materials if they are playing a role in accrediting courses. While the development of the courses 

should rightly be left to the HEI to encourage local buy-in through implementation, the participation 

of stakeholders is likely to be helpful. It is not envisaged that this necessarily be extensive 

involvement, but stakeholders will rightly want to know that what they are accrediting actually 

covers the requisite areas of study. This may operate along the lines of the ESRC’s recognition of 

research programmes for instance: i.e. setting a framework for the broad curriculum, leaving most of 

the actual hands-on course development to the HEI.       
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National Examination 

If the qualification is to recognise different skill competencies, as outlined in 3.6 to 3.8, then it is 

appropriate that there are different levels of qualification available. For instance, a diploma may be 

used to recognise those who achieve lower levels of skills than those classified as advanced 

competence in quantitative methods (3.8) which might even be developed as an M-level 

qualification. The benefit is that such an approach could be made to work not only for different skills 

levels, but also for different levels of provision within different disciplinary areas.  This could be 

developed further in conjunction with learned societies. A key issue for both graduates and 

employers however will be the need for common parlance and descriptors across different social 

science disciplines.  

It is possible for two separate models to be adopted. For instance, a qualification could be 

determined by a particular level of achievement on accredited courses within a university. Thus, 

certain PGC teaching courses for higher education are recognised by the Higher Education Academy 

and graduates accepted as fellows upon application. This is potentially attractive to students as it 

means little further work. However, perceptions of additional credibility and rigour may be best 

served by students following a syllabus on their own initiative and taking an external examination. 

Such a model operates in languages with, for instance, bodies like the Goethe Institute certificating 

standards. PSA has no preference between these models, considering either to be viable. However 

developed, these QM skills should be recognised by the Higher Education Achievement Report 

(HEAR).         

6. Levels of proficiency and student volume 

Political studies, along with most social sciences, has a wide range of data literacy and quantitative 

ability among its students. As a consequence, PSA regards it as desirable that QM skills are extended 

to as wide a number of students as possible, at least to the level outlined in 3.6 ‘basic statistical 

literacy’, while at the same time recognising that advanced study will not be welcome for some. To 

this end, provision for different levels of skills is necessary. This is important since it allows for 

potential student progression. Someone who, while obtaining ‘basic statistical literacy’ (3.6), finds an 

interest in and aptitude for QM ought then to be able to follow through to become ‘competent in 

QM’ (3.7), or even progress to an advanced level (3.8). How such pathways are mapped out within 

degree programmes will be crucial, but that such progression is possible on political studies degrees 

is highly desirable. It is unlikely that provision for different levels of QM skills will cause poorer 

visibility of confusion for any qualification, since such a model operates in many programmes, 

particularly at PGT level where there is a gradation between diplomas and degrees.     

7. Ownership, administration, funding and timing 

If such a programme is to be successful in rolling out to the social sciences, it is likely to need backing 

and accreditation from bodies with a remit for developing social sciences. These include: ESRC, 

British Academy and the Nuffield Foundation. The appropriate learned societies for each discipline – 

PSA, BSA etc – would then act in a support role for their subject areas. 

This, as the consultation document indicates, is a substantial programme of work. Bearing in mind 

lead times for programme and module approval within Universities, not to mention the lead time for 

funding proposals, refereeing and so on, the proposed first graduations from such a qualification in 

summer 2015 appear ambitious. Nevertheless, the aim to have a programme in place by summer 
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2015 appears challenging yet achievable. The sooner that initiatives begin to roll out, the better in 

this regard, and PSA is therefore very pleased to note the launch of the Nuffield programme in 

October/November 2012. 

8. Conclusion 

PSA is very supportive of moves to improve quantitative skills in political studies graduates, while at 

the same time recognising the diversity of approaches to political studies. The above presents our 

response to questions raised in the initial consultation document about accrediting such skills. We 

would welcome the opportunity to be involved in further consultation and development of such a 

programme, and look forward to future developments.   

 


