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further additional GCSE and A Level subject content consultation  
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Introduction 
1. The Political Studies Association (PSA) is the leading organisation in the UK linking academics in political 

science and current affairs, theorists and practitioners, policy-makers, journalists, researchers and 
students in higher education. 

 
2. Membership of the PSA is open to anyone interested in the study of politics. It spans academics in 

political science and current affairs, theorists and practitioners, policy-makers, journalists, researchers, 
politics teachers and students in Higher Education. Membership has grown steadily and now stands at 
over 1,900, making it the second largest such national association in the world. 

 

3. Although membership is primarily drawn from institutions of higher education, the Association has a 
growing number of teacher members.  The PSA is dedicated to making the case that the study of 
politics prepares students for many forms of employment, as well as further study, and strongly 
believes that Politics is a valued and important element of post-16 study.  

 

4. This submission addresses questions 2b, 3, 4b, 5, and 6. 
 

Is the revised AS and A level content in each of these subjects appropriate? Please consider whether the 

content reflects what students need to know in order to progress to undergraduate study 

2 b)  Politics. 

 

5. The Political Studies Association welcomes the revision and rejuvenation of A level Politics. On 

balance, whilst the Association understands that there is a limit to how much new content can be 

put into the redrafted AS and A-level core curriculum (see question 3), the proposals for the DfE’s 

draft AS and A level Politics subject content are generally positive. 

6. The Association particularly welcomes the inclusion of “political ideas” (page 6. point 12) as a 

compulsory topic.  Political ideology is a key foundation to the wider understanding of politics 

and, as such, it is a positive development that the DfE proposes it should no longer be an optional 

area of study but an integral part of A level study.  Similarly, the inclusion of compulsory 
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development in knowledge and understanding of the EU (page 6. point 11) is interesting and 

current. 

7. Additionally, the Association believes that the revised subject content for Politics including the 

option of either a global or comparative element (towards the full A level) is a positive step, as it 

will assist towards progression to undergraduate study. 

8. Many university courses in Politics have a much broader focus than just UK and USA politics. The 

revised subject content of the two options to be offered seeks to address this. The additional 

compulsory core subject topics - political ideas and EU, are also highly appropriate in terms of 

progression to undergraduate study. 

9. However, the Association questions the appropriateness of some of the required historical 

background for what is predominately a contemporary discipline.  This is best reflected in the 

revised content in the historical development of the British constitution.  Whilst the Magna Carta 

is a crucial aspect of teaching the British constitution, the additional detail students would be 

expected to learn seems unnecessary and potentially disengaging to the overall themes.  

Especially if an in-depth knowledge was required.  Furthermore, while some analysis of the British 

political system is clearly necessary as a compulsory option, the current focus on the British 

Constitution is less necessary when set against the grand challenges facing politics around the 

world. 

10. This is also true of the revision to the content’s chronological starting point for teaching.  For 

example, ‘concepts of collective and individual ministerial responsibility, using an example from 

1945 to 1997’ will lose the contemporary illustration that A level students find engaging.  

Additionally, investigating and comparing more recent UK elections for general trends and 

patterns is perhaps more appropriate and interesting, at this level, than studying each individual 

general election from 1997 in depth. 

11. In the main, comparative political study is more appropriate than comparative historical study – 

especially if the subject is to differentiate itself from other disciplines, such as History. Whilst 

historical context is important, the Association believes that the main emphasis should be on 

contemporary and current subject knowledge. 

12. Finally, the PSA is concerned about the lack of diversity across the entire draft curriculum.  The 

Association would draw the Department’s attention to the Political Studies Association’s Women 

and Politics Specialist (Research) Group’s comprehensive separate submission on the lack of 

diversity and the exclusion of ‘feminism’ more specifically. 

 

Is the amount of content for politics AS and A level appropriate and, if not, do you have any suggestions 

for removing or adding content? 
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13. Practitioners responding to this survey will be able to better reflect whether the level of content 

is appropriate and realistic for this level of study.  However, the Association urges the Department 

to consider the limitations on how much new content can be put into the redrafted AS and A-level 

core curriculum before this has a negative impact upon timetabling and students’ depth of 

knowledge. 

14. As stated above, the subject content is generally positive, however, in terms of the level of content 

much of this will depend upon the approach taken by the awarding bodies.  For example, 

specifically in relation to the “political ideas” compulsory topic, awarding bodies will need to 

carefully design the best method of assessing the key thinkers and the ideologies together.  

Similarly, awarding bodies may be wise to design a holistic approach to the study of UK 

government and the EU which are intrinsically linked.  Whether this will help mitigate the issues 

of increasing subject content should be explored. 

15. The Association requests that the Department reconsiders the amount of historical background 

required for what is predominately a contemporary discipline. 

16. The Association also requests that the Department consider the likely impact of the significant 

increase in amount of subject content in the revised A level, as well as the move to linear 

progression, for future uptake.  As Politics is taught at post-16 only, the disadvantage for the 

subject is that students have, in most cases, no formal education prior to studying the A level.  As 

the subject association for the discipline, the PSA remains considerably concerned about the 

number of students who would opt for A level Politics as one of three A level subjects – especially 

if the amount of content for politics AS and A level is unrealistic in terms of teaching time. 

 

Is the size and demand of the optional areas within global politics (conflict; poverty; environment and 

human rights) comparable and, if not, do you have any suggestions for removing or adding content. 

17. Broadly, yes  

 

18. Although there are some obvious discrepancies between the four optional areas. 

19. The optional area of human rights, for example, is considerably narrower and more specifically 

defined in focus as an area than the three other optional areas (conflict, poverty, and 

environment). The more bounded or prescriptive nature of the human rights options might 

prompt more awarding bodies to choose this as an option in preference to some of the other 

areas. There might also be some overlap between the human rights option and that of conflict 

and environment. 

20. One suggestion would be to move human rights to the compulsory section of the global politics 

option – it could be added to global governance section – and have a choice of two out of 3 areas 

for the optional aspect.  
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Do you think that any of the proposals have the potential to have a disproportionate impact, positive 

or negative, on specific students, in particular those with 'relevant protected characteristics'? (The 

relevant protected characteristics are disability, gender reassignment, pregnancy and maternity, race, 

religion or belief, sex and sexual orientation.)  Please provide evidence to support your response. 

21. Whilst the Association understands that there is a limit to how much new content can be put into 

the redrafted AS and A-level core curriculum, the PSA is concerned about the lack of diversity in 

the cited thinkers across the entire draft curriculum.   

 

22. The Association would draw the Department’s attention to the Political Studies Association’s 

Women and Politics Specialist (Research) Group’s comprehensive separate submission on the lack 

of diversity and the exclusion of ‘feminism’ more specifically. 

 

23. As outlined by the Association’s Women and Politics Specialist (Research) Group, the lack of 

diversity across the entire draft curriculum runs counter to the document’s stated aims and 

objectives, which stress the need to ‘develop knowledge and an informed understanding of 

contemporary political structures and issues in their historical context, both within the United 

Kingdom (UK) and globally’. 

 

 

How could any adverse impact be reduced and how could the subject content of GCSEs and/or A levels 

be altered to better advance equality of opportunity between persons who share a protected 

characteristic and those who do not share it? Please provide evidence to support your response. 

 

24. The Association would recommend awarding bodies not to make cited thinkers too prescriptive, 

so that teachers can focus on the ideologies instead of the thinkers, and use thinkers to illustrate 

points in a more flexible way.  This could potentially then open up contemporary options for 

students to explore and thus allow for greater diversity. 

 

 

Helena Djurkovic for and on behalf of the Political Studies Association 
15th December, 2015 

 
Political Studies Association, 113a Jermyn Street, London, SW1Y 6HJ. 

 


