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WHY WE NEED MORE TEACHING AND LEARNING ABOUT UK DEMOCRACY 

Executive Summary 

Young people studying in secondary schools in England are coming of age amidst 
acute global anxieties about the robustness of democratic systems. Freedom House 
recently reported the eighteenth consecutive year of democratic decline, and the 
Economist Intelligence Unit Democracy Index recorded its lowest average score since 
records began in 2006.1 UK politics and government across the lifetime of a current 
English teenager has been characterised by extraordinary constitutional instability, 
with norms challenged by the unprecedented behaviour of prominent political actors 
including Prime Ministers.2 Meanwhile, rapidly-evolving digital technology continues 
to destabilise and polarise political debate, enabling sophisticated and algorithm-
fuelled disinformation, which at times has placed far right and authoritarian rhetoric 
uncomfortably close to the political mainstream. 

With the UK government pledged to give 16- and 17-year-olds in England the vote 
ahead of the next general election, it’s crucial that all young people are equipped with 
the knowledge and skills for active democratic participation, including understanding 
how government works across the UK. Yet scholars, curriculum experts and 
parliamentarians agree that such education in England has declined to a "parlous 
state"3. Some pupils benefit from rich opportunities to acquire and practise knowledge 
about how to participate in the UK’s representative democracy, from well-trained 
specialist teachers. But others get few chances to learn about how UK government or 
our systems of justice work, or to practise using democratic processes to make their 
voices heard. 

This report assesses how the core compulsory curriculum supports young people’s 
acquisition of the foundational political and legal knowledge that makes up the UK’s 
uncodified constitution. It draws on published international and national studies, and 
the views of teachers and pupils from secondary schools in England gathered through 
school visits, online conversations and a Constitution Society survey on the teaching 
of political literacy in schools.4 With the government currently engaged in a national 
curriculum and assessment review, this is an ideal time to reflect upon how schools can 
best support young people to participate effectively in twenty-first century democracy. 

1	 Economist Intelligence Unit, Democracy Index, 2023, available at:
	 https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2023/; 
	 Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2024: The Mounting Damage of Flawed Elections and Armed 

Conflict, available at:
	 https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2024/mounting-damage-flawed-elections-and-

armed-conflict.
2	 Peter Hennessy and Andrew Blick, Could it Happen Here? (London: Haus Publishing / The 

Constitution Society, 2025), pp.53-85.
3	 House of Lords Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement, The ties that bind: Citizenship 

and civic engagement in the 21st century (2018)
4	 Constitution Society online survey based on small-n convenience sample of teachers in English 

secondary schools, October 2024 – January 2025.

https://www.eiu.com/n/campaigns/democracy-index-2023/
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2024/mounting-damage-flawed-elections-and-armed-conflict
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2024/mounting-damage-flawed-elections-and-armed-conflict
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Key findings 

We need more teaching and learning about democracy in UK schools. 75% of 
teacher respondents to a Constitution Society survey indicated that ‘Not enough’ or 
‘Definitely not enough’ learning opportunities are offered by the end of compulsory 
schooling for young people to develop the skills for active and informed democratic 
participation. Focus groups of pupils and teachers in a London secondary school 
overwhelmingly agreed with this view. This is consistent with recent large-scale 
research data which found that in many cases, schools are not meeting the statutory 
national curriculum Citizenship requirement to teach basic political and constitutional 
knowledge; particularly those with higher proportions of pupils from disadvantaged 
backgrounds.5 

At present, only the national Citizenship curriculum offers adequate space for 
teaching the foundational knowledge of our legal and political systems essential 
for the development of constitutional literacy and an informed, engaged citizenry. 

The overcrowded Personal, Social and Health Education (PSHE) curriculum 
leaves insufficient time for systematic teaching of Citizenship national curriculum 
content, particularly at key stage four, while assessment of Citizenship content within 
PSHE is rare. Instead, discrete and regular Citizenship lessons taught by trained 
specialist teachers as part of the core curriculum offer greater potential than cross-
curricular provision to foster all pupils’ political literacy. However, there is a national 
shortage of trained Citizenship teachers, and just 6 trainees began Initial Teacher 
Training in 2024/5.6 

The GCSE Citizenship Studies course offers sustained and explicit engagement 
with constitutional knowledge, and evidence suggests that where offered, it is 
valued by pupils and raises the profile of Citizenship provision across the school. 
But take-up has declined markedly since 2010, in part due to its exclusion from the 
EBacc, a school performance measure based on uptake of core subjects at GCSE. 

Finally, the marginalisation within English schools of Citizenship as a curriculum 
subject is reflected and reinforced by an absence of monitoring and reporting of 
the quality of teaching and learning by Ofsted since 2013. 

5	 Edda Sant, James Weinberg and Jonas Thiel, ‘Fail to plan, plan to fail. Are education policies in 
England helping teachers to deliver on the promise of democracy?’ British Education Research 
Journal, 00:1, 2024, pp. 1-26.

6	 Department for Education, Initial Teacher Training Census. Academic year 2024/25, available at:
	 https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/initial-teacher-training-

census#releaseHeadlines-tables.
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Recommendations

•	 Active democratic engagement should be placed at the heart of the reformed 
national curriculum and publicly signalled as a priority for schools. 

•	 The proposed extension of voting rights to 16 and 17 year olds in England must 
be accompanied by a strengthening of citizenship education in secondary schools.

•	 A statutory entitlement to discrete curricular Citizenship lessons across key stages 
3 and 4 should be introduced, to include at least 6 hours per year of constitutional 
education. Where sessions are timetabled within a host subject such as PSHE, 
they should be regular and explicitly identified as Citizenship.

•	 The government must monitor and resource existing statutory national curriculum 
requirements appropriately. 

o	 Citizenship should be monitored in line with other curriculum 
subjects in the reformed Ofsted framework. Under the current 
inspection framework, this would include prompt publication of 
subject and research reports, and use of the Quality of Education 
metric for evaluation of curricular Citizenship provision. 

o	 In the longer term the government must seek to increase the number 
of trained Citizenship and Politics teachers, which will include 
providing bursaries for entrants to Initial Teacher Training. Given 
current workforce challenges, in the short term, CPD and support 
should be provided to build teachers’ capacity and confidence in 
teaching about UK democracy by working closely with third-sector 
organisations who already do much to support the development of 
political literacy in schools. 

•	 The Department for Education must review the EBacc performance measure to 
better support a broad and balanced curriculum at key stage 4 in an effort to 
reverse the decline in GCSE Citizenship Studies seen since 2010.
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1.Introduction

Citizenship education in English secondary schools 
Substantial English and international data points to the positive impact of in-school 
civic and citizenship education on young people’s actual and intended political 
engagement including voting, and its potential to mitigate the impact of socio-
economic inequality on political engagement.7 With recent data indicating that trust 
in politicians remains at a historically low ebb in the UK, research suggests a positive 
association between young people’s political knowledge and their levels of trust in 
politicians and political institutions.8 Moreover recent studies point to the beneficial 
effects of active citizenship education on wellbeing, including climate anxiety.9 

In-school civic and citizenship education aimed at supporting informed political 
engagement, to the benefit of both the individual citizen and the broader democratic 
community, takes varied forms in education systems across the democratic world 
and within the United Kingdom. Education in Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland 
is devolved, with each system having different approaches to providing citizenship 
education. In Scotland and Wales citizenship is treated as both a purpose and a cross-

7	 William A. Galston, ‘Civic Knowledge, Civic Education, and Civic Engagement: A Summary of 
Recent Research’, Intl Journal of Public Administration, 30 (2007), pp. 623-642; 

	 Avril Keating, David Kerr, Thomas Benton, Ellie Mundy and Joana Lopes, Citizenship Education 
in England 2001-2010: Young People’s Practices and Prospects for the Future. The eighth and final 
report from the Citizenship Education Longitudinal Study (CELS), Research Report DFE-RR059, 
(London: Department for Education, 2010); 

	 David Kerr and Bryony Hoskins, ‘The evidence on educational methods for political engagement,’ in 
Henry Tam (ed), Who’s Afraid of Political Education? The Challenge to Teach Civic Competence and 
Democratic Participation, (Bristol: Policy Press, 2023), pp. 147-162; 

	 Murray Print, ‘Reversing democratic decline through political education’, in Tam (ed), Who’s Afraid 
of Political Education? pp.180-194; 

	 Wolfram Schulz, John Ainley, Julian Fraillon, Bruno Losito, Gabriella Agrusti, Valeria Damiani, and 
Tim Friedman, Education for Citizenship in Times of Global Challenge, IEA International Civic and 
Citizenship Education Study 2022 International Report, (Cham: Springer, 2024); 

	 Oli Walkden, ‘Young people who feel informed about politics are more likely to vote new research 
reveals,’ 4 July 2024, youngcitizens.org, available at: 

	 https://www.youngcitizens.org/news/young-people-who-feel-informed-about-politics-are-more-
likely-to-vote-new-research-reveals/; 

	 James Weinberg, The Missing Link: an updated evaluation of the provision, practice and politics of 
democratic education in English secondary schools. Project Report for the All-Party Parliamentary 
Group on Political Literacy. (London, 2021); 

	 Paul Whiteley, ‘Does Citizenship Education Work? Evidence from a Decade of Citizenship Education 
in Secondary Schools in England.’ Parliamentary Affairs, 67: 513-535, (2014). 

8	 Ipsos UK Veracity Index, 2024, available at: 
	 https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/ipsos-veracity-index-2024; Galston, pp. 637-8
9	 Lee Jerome and Liz Moorse, ‘Citizenship education: building for the future’, in Tam (ed), pp. 163-179;
	 Kei Kawashima-Ginsberg, ‘Towards civic learning for all’, in Tam (ed), pp. 195-209.

http://youngcitizens.org
https://www.youngcitizens.org/news/young-people-who-feel-informed-about-politics-are-more-likely-to-vote-new-research-reveals/
https://www.youngcitizens.org/news/young-people-who-feel-informed-about-politics-are-more-likely-to-vote-new-research-reveals/
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/ipsos-veracity-index-2024
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cutting theme of the curriculum, while in Northern Ireland citizenship themes are 
incorporated in learning areas ‘personal development and mutual understanding’ and 
‘Learning for Life and Work’. 10 

In England, Citizenship became a compulsory national curriculum foundation subject 
in 2002, in response to concerns about falling levels of political and civic engagement 
by young people, particularly declining electoral turnout within the 18-24 age group.11 
This placed a statutory requirement on all maintained secondary schools to teach 
young people at key stages 3 and 4 (ages 11-16) about the functioning of the UK’s 
constitutional democracy and how to participate in it. Yet, two decades on, citizenship 
education in English secondary schools is often poor, and inconsistent across the 
country. Some pupils benefit from rich and inspirational practice, whilst for others 
provision is virtually non-existent. Despite Citizenship’s status as a compulsory 
national curriculum subject for 11 to 16-year-olds, parliamentarians and academics 
have raised well-evidenced concerns that many learners receive neither a sufficient 
quantity or quality of citizenship education either to meet statutory requirements, or to 
support confident and active democratic participation.12 

Recent research suggests ‘relatively abundant’ cases of English schools not meeting 
the statutory national curriculum requirement,13 while the House of Lords Committee 
on Citizenship and Civic Engagement Committee concluded in 2018 that the 
‘Government has allowed citizenship education to degrade to a parlous state’, with 
witnesses describing it as a ‘ghost subject’ and ‘withering on the vine’.14 75% of teacher 
respondents to a Constitution Society survey (a small-n convenience sample) indicated 
that ‘Not enough’ or ‘Definitely not enough’ learning opportunities are offered by the 
end of key stage 4 to develop the skills needed for active and informed democratic 
participation. The remaining 25% of teachers surveyed agreed that more opportunities 
‘would be beneficial’, and focus groups of pupils and teachers in a London secondary 
school overwhelmingly supported this. The development of pupils’ constitutional 
understanding appears particularly ill-served by a decline in the teaching of political 
literacy within Citizenship from 2014 following the review of the national curriculum 

10	 See Welsh Government, 'Developing a vision for curriculum design', available at: 
	 https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-for-wales/designing-your-curriculum/developing-a-vision-for-

curriculum-design/#curriculum-design-and-the-four-purposes; 
	 Education Scotland, 'The purpose of the curriculum', available at: 
	 https://education.gov.scot/curriculum-for-excellence/about-curriculum-for-excellence/the-purpose-

of-the-curriculum/; 
	 Department of Education (NI), 'Statutory curriculum', available at: 
	 https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/articles/statutory-curriculum#toc-0; https://www.fivenations.net/
11	 Whiteley, p.514.
12	 Sant et al; Kerr and Hoskins; Weinberg, The Missing Link; House of Lords Select Committee on 

Citizenship and Civic Engagement, 2018; House of Lords Liaison Committee, The ties that bind: 
Citizenship and civic engagement in the 21st century: Follow-up report, (2022).

13	 Sant et al, p.20
14	 House of Lords Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement, 2018; House of Lords 

Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement, 18 October 2017, Oral evidence hearing: 
Citizenship education. 

https://education.gov.scot/curriculum-for-excellence/about-curriculum-for-excellence/the-purpose-of-the-curriculum/
https://education.gov.scot/curriculum-for-excellence/about-curriculum-for-excellence/the-purpose-of-the-curriculum/
https://www.fivenations.net/
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by the Coalition Government.15 This marked a move away from Professor Bernard 
Crick’s communitarian model of active citizenship with its three strands of social and 
moral responsibility, community involvement and political literacy,16 to a revised and 
pared down programme of study emphasising a more individualised brand of character 
education.17 This occurred alongside all schools becoming responsible within the 
broader Prevent strategy to promote what the UK government terms the ‘fundamental 
British values’ of democracy, the rule of law, freedom of speech, individual liberty and 
mutual respect and tolerance for those with different beliefs.18 

Extensive studies during the first decade of national curriculum citizenship education 
in England’s secondary schools contributed to a growing international evidence base 
showing the benefits of in-school provision to civic engagement.19 However, since the 
final Citizenship Education Longitudinal Study (CELS) in 2010, and withdrawal from 
the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS) after 2009, a lack of 
large-scale or official data on Citizenship in English schools has been compounded 
by the absence of an Ofsted subject report since 2013. Not only does this imply a low 
status for the subject within government education policy, but it renders it challenging 
to gain a comprehensive picture of Citizenship provision across secondary schools in a 
period of increasingly fragmented and marketized educational provision in England.20 

While the picture is somewhat opaque as a consequence of the poor monitoring 
regime, there is widespread concern amongst educators, scholars and curriculum 
experts that citizenship education is weak in many English schools. This, too, at a 
time when democracy across the globe appears dangerously vulnerable to backsliding 
and authoritarianism as a result of dwindling levels of trust in public institutions 
and political actors, threats to electoral integrity, increasingly sophisticated digital 
disinformation, and ideological polarisation. The riots seen in England in summer 
2024 suggest that ‘levelling-up’ policies are yet to meaningfully address a deep-seated 
lack of social cohesion in communities across England. The UK government has 

15	 Tony Breslin, ‘Rethinking citizenship education for political literacy,’ in Tam (ed), Who’s Afraid of 
Political Education? pp. 64-77; Diane Reay, ‘Political education in an unequal society,’ in Tam (ed), 
Who’s Afraid of Political Education? pp.17-34; House of Lords Select Committee on Citizenship and 
Civic Engagement, 18 October 2017, Oral evidence hearing.

16	 Advisory Group on Citizenship, Education for Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools, 
(London: Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 1998), p.8.

17	 Reay,pp. 17-18; James Weinberg, Politics in schools: ‘what exists’ and ‘what works’? Project Report 
for the UK Democracy Fund, (Ref. 190903). Joseph Rowntree Reform Trust. (London, 2020).

18	 Department for Education, Promoting Fundamental British Values as Part of SMSC in Schools. DFE-
00679-2014. (London: Department for Education, 2014). 

19	 Notably: Keating et al,2010; and the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study 2009 in 
which England participated before withdrawing from subsequent rounds: Wolfram Schulz, John 
Ainley, Julian Fraillon, David Kerr, Bruno Losito, ICCS 2009 International Report: Civic knowledge, 
attitudes and engagement among lower-secondary school students in 38 countries, IEA International 
Civic and Citizenship Education Study 2009 International Report, (Cham: Springer, 2010).

20	 For example, academies and free schools are not currently required to follow the national curriculum, 
although the government has announced its intention that all maintained schools will be required to do 
so following the national curriculum and assessment review due for implementation from 2026. On 
marketisation of education provision see: Reay; Kerr and Hoskins, p. 156.
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pledged to follow the devolved governments of Scotland and Wales in legislating for 
votes at 16 before the next general election, enabling a new generation to cast their 
votes in general elections. These factors combine to make access to quality citizenship 
education in English schools an urgent priority for government. We know that in-
school citizenship education – including a basic constitutional understanding of how 
government works in the UK – makes a positive difference to active democratic 
participation into adulthood. There is no time to waste in acting to ensure that all 
children in English secondary schools have access to the high-quality citizenship 
education that some are fortunate enough to enjoy, and the current national curriculum 
and assessment review gives the Government a timely opportunity to do so. 

This report explores how well the core compulsory 11-16 curriculum supports young 
people’s acquisition of the foundational political and legal knowledge that makes 
up the UK’s uncodified constitution. This knowledge is specified in the national 
curriculum framework in the Citizenship teaching requirements, and consequently 
such constitutional literacy should be an entitlement for all by the end of the 
compulsory phase of education. As well as drawing on published international and 
national studies, I spoke to teachers in six secondary schools, visiting two schools 
where I observed lessons and spoke to focus groups of pupils and staff. Teacher views 
were also gathered from a Constitution Society survey on the teaching of political 
literacy in schools (small-n convenience sample, with 15 respondents from London, 
the South West, the South East, the West Midlands and the East of England). 

Defining constitutional literacy in the English context 

‘That individuals ought to have at least a basic understanding of the constitution 
or texts with an equivalent status can be said to a fundamental attribute of ‘good 
citizenship’’, De Visser and Jones have observed, suggesting that ‘…constitutional 
literacy is exceptionally multifaceted and goes beyond the constitutional text to also 
encompass constitutional norms, unwritten behaviour and actions, and different types 
of knowledge that undergird or support the constitutional text’.21 Their sketch of the 
‘conceptual contours of constitutional literacy’ encompasses ‘civic, legal and political 
knowledge’ to suggest ‘a broader understanding that also includes constitutional 
history and, crucially, the behaviour of constitutional actors.’22 

When considering what constitutional literacy does, should or could look like in the 
English context, a ‘thick’ definition of constitutional literacy such as De Visser and 
Jones’ is useful for several reasons. Firstly, placing – at least – as much emphasis 

21	 Maartje De Visser and Brian Christopher Jones, ‘Unpacking constitutional literacy’, Global 
Constitutionalism, 13:1 (2024), pp. 29-52, pp. 31-2.

22	 De Visser and Jones, p. 32.
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on constitutional norms and behaviours as legal texts makes sense, given the diffuse 
locations of the UK’s uncodified constitution. Secondly, some awareness of its 
historical evolution is necessary to comprehend not only the – sometimes forbiddingly 
arcane and anachronistic – content of the UK constitution, but also its organic, flexible 
and dynamic nature, in which change is intrinsic and ongoing. Thirdly, De Visser and 
Jones’s insistence that constitutional literacy does not adhere to a single standard but 
may ‘vary along temporal and geographic lines, also within a single jurisdiction,’ is 
crucial.23 It implies not only that constitutional literacy in England in 2025 will appear 
different from 2000 or even 2020, but also evokes the complexity and asymmetry of 
the UK’s territorial constitution, with nations’ and regions’ distinct legal and political 
systems informing a varied set of relationships to the UK government. Constitutional 
literacy in this model is fluid, dynamic and context-specific, and, crucially, inclusive: 
competency can take many forms, and can be learnt through observation as well 
as participation, broadening access beyond those legal, judicial, administrative and 
political elites who engage directly with constitutional issues and texts on a regular 
basis. 

Constitutional literacy is defined here as incorporating political, legal and civic 
knowledge, where civic knowledge denotes an understanding of how and where to 
exercise political and legal knowledge towards an identified goal. In the educational 
context, a related concept is political literacy, defined in the influential 1998 Crick 
report as ‘… pupils learning about, and how to make themselves effective in, public 
life through knowledge, skills and values’,24 which James Weinberg expands upon 
as including: ‘democratic knowledge (e.g. understanding of key institutions like 
parliaments, voting systems and the role of politicians), democratic skills (e.g. active 
participation; debating and oracy; critical thinking), and democratic values (e.g. support 
for free and fair elections, free speech and social justice);25 Tony Breslin argues that 
such literacy is developed by practising and applying political knowledge.26 The notion 
of civic competences is also relevant here: ‘the breadth of knowledge, skills, values 
and dispositions… needed for effective and democratic political engagement.’27 All 
three related, overlapping concepts – constitutional literacy, political literacy and civic 
competences – imply that some level of foundational knowledge of core elements of 
the UK constitution, including the basics of how government works in a representative 
democracy, is a prerequisite for active and informed democratic participation. 
Devoting appropriate time and resources in the classroom to this foundational 
knowledge is, therefore, an essential element in any education programme designed 
to foster constitutional and political literacy. This report therefore explores how 
well the core compulsory curriculum in English secondary schools supports young 

23	 De Visser and Jones, p. 41.
24	 Advisory Group on Citizenship, Education for Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools, 

(London: Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, 1998), p.13.
25	 Weinberg, The Missing Link, p.7.
26	 Breslin, p.73.
27	 Kerr and Hoskins, p.153.
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people’s acquisition of the foundational political and legal knowledge necessary to 
foster effective democratic participation, at a time where democratic systems across 
the globe appear increasingly fragile. It concludes that without urgent improvements 
in monitoring, resourcing and teachers’ professional development, individuals’ access 
to citizenship education in English schools will continue to be left to chance. With the 
current system appearing to entrench rather than offset socio-economic inequalities 
in political participation, the introduction of a statutory entitlement to discrete 
Citizenship lessons across key stages 3 and 4, including at least 6 hours per year of 
constitutional education, could particularly support increased democratic engagement 
for disadvantaged young people.
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2. What provision exists in English secondary schools for 
developing young people’s constitutional literacy?

Core political and constitutional knowledge 

Constitutional literacy, as discussed above, can be developed from acquiring knowledge 
and understanding of political and legal processes, and gaining practical experience 
of applying these in the appropriate civic arena. In addition to the core curriculum, 
opportunities in English secondary schools for young people to develop political and 
legal knowledge include extra- and co-curricular provision (e.g. debate clubs, trips), 
and participation in the organisation of the school community through representative 
democratic processes such as elected school councils. However, if constitutional 
literacy is viewed as an entitlement for all young people, then the core offer is vital: 
studies show that disadvantaged young people are less likely to access optional extra- 
and co-curricular activities,28 so the focus here is on how well the core compulsory 
11-16 curriculum supports young people’s acquisition of the foundational political 
and legal knowledge specified in the national curriculum framework in the Citizenship 
teaching requirements. Schools and teachers who participated in the research for this 
report shared examples of high-quality, engaging, locally responsive opportunities 
for pupils to acquire and practise democratic knowledge and skills. These included 
a range of active citizenship projects involving direct interaction with political 
actors, and support to participate in and even administer mock elections, all of which 
demonstrates that powerful outcomes for young people can result from relatively 
modest investments in teacher time and expertise. But Ofsted’s recent assertion that 
‘the curriculum offer in citizenship in secondary schools does not typically match 
the scope and ambition of the national curriculum’29 is consistent with the broad 
picture from large-scale research showing an ‘implementation gap’ nationally, amidst 
a marginalisation of Citizenship as a curriculum subject from 2010, its declining status 
reflected by decreasing numbers of trained specialist teachers in schools.30 

The government requires English maintained schools to teach Citizenship as a 
compulsory national curriculum foundation subject at key stages 3 (ages 11-14) and 4 
(ages 14-16). In addition, it places a duty on them to promote pupils’ spiritual, moral, 
social and cultural development (SMSC) as set out in the Education Act 2002, and, 

28	 Bryony Hoskins, Jan Germen Janmaat, Gabriela Melis, ‘Tackling inequalities in political socialisation: 
A systematic analysis of access to and mitigation effects of learning citizenship at school’, Social 
Science Research, vol. 68, (2017), pp. 88–101.

29	 Ofsted, The Annual Report of His Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education, Children’s Services and 
Skills 2022/23, 2023, available at: 

	 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofsted-annual-report-202223-education-childrens-
services-and-skills/the-annual-report-of-his-majestys-chief-inspector-of-education-childrens-
services-and-skills-202223 

30	 Kerr and Hoskins, p. 156; Sant et al; House of Lords Liaison Committee, 2022; Weinberg, The Missing 
Link. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofsted-annual-report-202223-education-childrens-services-and-skills/the-annual-report-of-his-majestys-chief-inspector-of-education-childrens-services-and-skills-202223
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofsted-annual-report-202223-education-childrens-services-and-skills/the-annual-report-of-his-majestys-chief-inspector-of-education-childrens-services-and-skills-202223
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofsted-annual-report-202223-education-childrens-services-and-skills/the-annual-report-of-his-majestys-chief-inspector-of-education-childrens-services-and-skills-202223
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since 2014, to actively promote ‘fundamental British values’ of democracy, the rule of 
law, individual liberty, and mutual respect and tolerance of those with different faiths 
and beliefs.31 In particular, the Citizenship programme of study aims to ensure that all 
secondary pupils ‘acquire a sound knowledge and understanding of how the United 
Kingdom is governed, its political system and how citizens participate actively in its 
democratic systems of government’; ‘develop a sound knowledge and understanding 
of the role of law and the justice system in our society in our society and how laws are 
shaped and enforced’; and ‘are equipped with the skills to think critically and debate 
political questions.’32 

Cross-curricular provision

Although Citizenship has a distinct body of knowledge specified by the national 
curriculum framework,33 and its own concepts, language and pedagogy, most English 
secondary schools do not provide regular, discrete lessons badged as Citizenship to 
a whole cohort at key stages 3 and 4. Indeed James Weinberg’s recent large-scale 
study found that less than a third of schools offered weekly lessons in Politics or 
Citizenship, and a fifth offered no provision at all.34 Instead, most schools use a wholly 
cross-curricular approach. This often combines provision within Personal, Social and 
Health Education (PSHE or CPSHE) and host subjects such as History or Religious 
Education, supplemented by assemblies, form-time activities or ‘drop-down’ days. 
This results in sporadic and inconsistent provision which in ‘relatively abundant’ 
cases falls short of statutory requirements.35 While knowledge and skills gained in 
other curriculum subjects or within broader participation in the school community can 
(and should) support elements of the Citizenship programme of study, this fragmented 
approach is problematic for societal, pedagogical, and practical reasons. 

Research suggests that discrete citizenship or civic education lessons are associated 
with higher-quality teaching and learning. These are more effective in promoting 
informed democratic engagement in later life when regular (at least 45 minutes per 
week), and sustained through to year 11.36 Yet the political and constitutional elements 
of the Citizenship programme of study are more commonly delivered through other 
subjects, often PSHE. This contributes to an overcrowded, catch-all approach to 

31	 Department for Education, Citizenship programmes of study: key stages 3 and 4. National curriculum 
in England, DFE-00190-2013. (London: Department for Education, 2013).; Home Office, The 
Prevent Strategy, Cm 8092, (London: Home Office, 2011).; Department for Education, Promoting 
Fundamental British Values as Part of SMSC in Schools. 

32	 Department for Education, Citizenship programmes of study: key stages 3 and 4.
33	 See Appendix.
34	 Weinberg, The Missing Link. 
35	  ant et al, p.20.
36	 Keating et al; Ofsted, Citizenship Consolidated? A survey of citizenship in schools between 2009 and 

2012, (2013). 
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the teaching of disparate content. As Tony Breslin puts it, in this model citizenship 
becomes ‘the latest guest in the great PSHE sleepover… there is little place at such a 
‘sleepover’ for politics to get its voice heard, or for political literacy to be developed.’37 
Teachers and coordinators participating in this research found the number of PSHE 
sessions available to focus on politics or democracy was hugely constrained. This 
problem was exacerbated by the challenge of shoehorning a vast range of PSHE 
content into a designated weekly or fortnightly timetabled period across key stages 
3 and 4. Drive and ingenuity is needed to achieve even a brief coverage of the 
Citizenship national curriculum content, and teachers express frustration that the 
overcrowded PSHE curriculum prevents revisiting political and legal topics. Here, 
the pivotal role of energetic, determined teachers and coordinators was clear, seizing 
opportunities such as Parliament Week to negotiate additional time for delivering core 
content to the whole cohort through assemblies, form periods or drop-down days. Yet 
even with such sharp-elbowed proactivity, teachers felt that there was insufficient time 
for systematic and coherent teaching of the national curriculum content. This in turn is 
consistent with the findings of research conducted by Young Citizens, where a 16-year 
old participant reflected: ‘we’ve been taught a bit about citizenship, but I think the 
main issue is how fragmented it is. We’re taught snatches, and none of it really seems 
to connect. It’s not continuous.’38

In several schools analysed, politics and democracy content was largely absent from 
core key stage 4 PSHE provision, which seems problematic given that the relevant 
national curriculum Citizenship teaching requirements in this phase are considerably 
denser than at key stage 3. To develop their understanding of the functioning of 
parliamentary democracy, key stage 4 pupils are required to be taught about; ‘the 
key elements of the constitution of the UK… the power of government, the role 
of citizens and Parliament in holding those in power to account, and the different 
roles of the executive, legislature and judiciary and a free press’; alongside ‘different 
electoral systems used in and beyond the United Kingdom and actions citizens can 
take in democratic and electoral processes to influence decisions locally, nationally 
and beyond,’ as well as local and regional governance; human rights and international 
law.39 Teachers of Citizenship are therefore being tasked with delivering foundational 
constitutional knowledge at pace, posing a particular challenge to non-specialists and 
those without access to sufficient training. Such individuals necessarily rely on planning 
and resourcing provided by coordinators, distancing them from the material but still 
contributing to an unsustainable teacher workload, a key factor driving the recruitment 
and retention crisis.40 A recent Ofsted annual report commented that, ‘teachers do not 

37	 Breslin, p.71.
38	 Walkden, Oli. ‘Young people who feel informed about politics are more likely to vote new research 

reveals,’ 4 July 2024, available at: https://www.youngcitizens.org/news/young-people-who-feel-
informed-about-politics-are-more-likely-to-vote-new-research-reveals/

39	 See Appendix.
40	 John Roberts, ‘Wellbeing and workload concerns driving teachers to consider quitting’, TES, 29 

November 2024, available at: https://www.tes.com/magazine/news/general/wellbeing-workload-
concerns-driving-teachers-consider-quitting.

https://www.youngcitizens.org/news/young-people-who-feel-informed-about-politics-are-more-likely-to-vote-new-research-reveals/
https://www.youngcitizens.org/news/young-people-who-feel-informed-about-politics-are-more-likely-to-vote-new-research-reveals/
https://www.tes.com/magazine/news/general/wellbeing-workload-concerns-driving-teachers-consider-quitting
https://www.tes.com/magazine/news/general/wellbeing-workload-concerns-driving-teachers-consider-quitting
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receive enough professional development to give them sufficient expertise to teach 
subjects such as PSHE and citizenship well’,41 while in Weinberg’s large-scale study 
of political literacy in English schools, teachers reported unpreparedness to teach 
political content as a key obstacle to providing effective democratic education.42 The 
House of Lords Select Committee on Citizenship and Engagement heard from a group 
of 15-21 years olds that:

their general experience of citizenship education was not positive. Most were 
taught it badly or not at all. Some teaching was done directly from a pre-prepared 
PowerPoint presentation, and it was clear that the teacher had no understanding 
of the subject. Even where citizenship education was described as inspiring, there 
was very little of it.43 

Given the complexities of the UK’s uncodified constitution, it is perhaps unsurprising 
that the link between quality of citizenship outcomes and teacher expertise is 
particularly strong for the political literacy elements of the citizenship national 
curriculum, including constitutional knowledge of political institutions and systems.44 
Weinberg’s findings echo earlier evidence from CELS that around a fifth of Citizenship 
teachers were ‘not at all’ confident with teaching about political literacy, political 
institutions or the economy.’45 England is not alone in its urgent need for more teacher 
training in this area, though, and recent international data shows that ‘training for 
teachers about voting and elections or about political systems and institutions was 
reported by relatively few teachers.’46 This is not a new issue; in 2013 Ofsted found 
that weaker secondary school provision in England was:

…characterised by insufficient teaching time, teachers’ lack of subject expertise 
and a lack of systems that could identify and address important weaknesses. Such 
schools did not recognise that non-specialist teachers often require support to 
develop their skills and expertise in teaching citizenship; in these schools, teachers 
had not received the necessary training and support to deliver more challenging 
aspects of the curriculum…. weaknesses in the teachers’ subject knowledge and 
expertise led to only limited and superficial learning.47 

41	 Ofsted, The Annual Report of His Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education, Children’s Services and 
Skills 2022/23. 

42	 See Weinberg for teacher expertise as an obstacle to effective democratic education, which he uses 
as a term to encompass ‘curricular and non-curricular modes of education that are geared towards 
improving young people’s political literacy.’ Weinberg, The Missing Link, pp.20-21. 

43	 House of Lords Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement, p.164.
44	 Sant et al., p.5; Weinberg The Missing Link, pp. 22-3; Keating et al, pp. 66-68.
45	 Keating et al, p68.
46	 Schulz et al, Education for Citizenship in Times of Global Challenge, p.233.
47	 Ofsted, Citizenship Consolidated?, pp.4-5.
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Ofsted used evidence from an ‘inadequate’ lesson on human rights to illustrate the 
significance of teachers’ constitutional knowledge to effective citizenship learning. 
The example lesson ‘foundered’ because the teacher lacked the knowledge to 
connect discussions about whether actions were right, wrong or fair to ‘the notion of 
equality or the legislative framework that underpins this, which is an important part 
of students learning about the laws of the UK.’48 More recently, by recommending 
the development of ‘an effective programme of civic and constitutional education 
in schools, universities and adult education’ focused on balancing human rights and 
individual responsibilities, the Independent Human Rights Act Review 2021 implied 
that current school provision in this area is not fit for purpose.49 This, despite the fact 
that recent evidence suggests that human rights is one of the most frequently taught 
areas of the Citizenship curriculum.50

Conversely, provision can be strengthened when teachers can draw on their expertise 
in a relevant subject specialism to support the development of young people’s 
constitutional knowledge. The Head of Politics at Torquay Girls Grammar School told 
us that they teach the majority of PSHE classes for years 7 and 8 (ages 11-13). Their 
expert subject knowledge enables them to confidently ‘run with,’ and contextualise 
with up-to-date examples, class discussions on human rights or electoral systems 
which non-specialist colleagues might move on from more quickly.51 With trained 
Politics and Citizenship teachers in short supply, considered long-term curriculum 
planning and support for non-specialist teachers can also boost the delivery of political 
content, even given the constraints of the overcrowded secondary school timetable. 
The PSHE and Wellbeing Co-ordinator at All Saints Catholic School, Dagenham used 
their History and Politics specialism to remap the PSHE curriculum with the aim 
of promoting political literacy from key stage 3, ensuring that amidst the volume of 
diverse topics covered, some sequenced political and democratic content was taught 
to every year group from years 7 to 13, including on parliament and law-making, 
the UK constitution, taxation, human rights and the Rule of Law.52 St Michael’s 
Catholic College in Bermondsey worked to embed legal and political literacy within 
tutor-delivered CPSHE provision through delivering regular monthly taught sessions 
to every year group. These sessions are carefully sequenced to support progression 
within and across key stages, including one each per year on themes of ‘rights, justice 
and the law’ (including prejudice, extremism, the social contract, the Rule of Law 
and the Human Rights Act) and ‘politics, parliament and government’ (democracy, 
how government works, media influence on politics, importance of voting).53 This 
core curricular provision was planned and coordinated by a history-specialist 

48	 Ofsted, Citizenship Consolidated?, p.21.
49	 The Independent Human Rights Act Review, CP 586, (London: Ministry of Justice, 2021)., p.vi.
50	 Yaqub Hilal, Lee Jerome, and Faiza Hyder, ACT Research Briefing 2: Teacher and Student Attitudes 

and Experiences of Citizenship Education Compared, (London: Association for Citizenship Teaching, 
2024). 

51	 Interview, 14 November 2024.
52	 Interview, 11 November 2024.
53	 Visit, 12 November 2024. 

http://p.vi
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member of SLT, and is monitored through baseline assessments before and after each 
intervention, consisting of an hour-long taught lesson plus a subject-specific work 
pack and homework. Tutors are supported by staff ‘CPSHE champions’ within each 
year team, who delivered in-service training sessions on topics such as questioning 
techniques for non-Humanities teachers. In the taught sessions, year 7 pupils were 
observed discussing prejudice against migrants in the context of the summer 2024 
riots; year 8 reflected on whether Covid lockdowns had caused tensions in the social 
contract between the government and the people; year 10 explored the influence of the 
media and social media in promoting politicians and providing platforms for extremist 
views, and a year 12 tutor facilitated a lively debate on the arguments for and against 
being able to vote at 16. Each of these episodes were the culmination of a significant 
amount of planning and training throughout the academic year, supporting teachers 
to provide a safe environment for pupils to discuss controversial political issues as a 
direct result of CPSHE being prioritised by school leaders. 

Situating learning within an open classroom climate (OCC) – which promotes an 
inclusive environment for all pupils to raise questions, explore different perspectives 
and reach their own judgements – is a frequently cited method for facilitating political 
learning for students from all backgrounds. This is supported by an extensive evidence 
base drawn from across western Europe, the USA, Latin America, Thailand and Hong 
Kong as well as England.54 Giving pupils safe opportunities to discuss controversial 
issues is also widely accepted as important to the development of civic competences,55 
including by multilevel analyses within the most recent ICCS study which suggested 
its ‘positive net effects on civic knowledge, even after including socioeconomic 
background indicators.’56 But, as discussed above, adequate teacher training is 
necessary to support this approach: Weinberg found that only 20% of teachers who 
reported being required to deliver citizenship or democratic education felt ‘very’ 
confident teaching controversial issues; the rate was higher amongst teachers of 
Humanities.57 The facilitated and inclusive discussions about contemporary issues 
seen during CPSHE sessions in Bermondsey discussed above contrasted with Carol 
Vincent’s PSHE lesson observations for a recent study of schools’ responses to the 
fundamental British values (FBV) policy. She noted: ‘limited space for discussion and 
debate with pupils about the values themselves or of broader contemporary political 
and social issues that might include engagement with the FBV… (e.g. migration, 
stereotyping, terrorism, voting and elections)’ finding a pattern of ‘stimulus such 
as a video clip’ and ‘a relatively brief question and answer session’ before ‘pupils 
proceeded to written work for the majority of the session.’58 

54	 For discussion of the literature on OCC see Galston; Print, p.190; Faiza Hyder, Lee Jerome, and 
Yaqub Hilal, ACT Research Briefing 3: Pedagogy and Citizenship Education, (London: Association 
for Citizenship Teaching, 2024); Kerr and Hoskins, p.154; Weinberg, The Missing Link, pp. 26-29.

55	 Sant et al, p.3; Weinberg, The Missing Link, pp. 26-29; Hyder,et al, Research Briefing 3.
56	 Schulz et al, Education for Citizenship in Times of Global Challenge p.237.
57	 Weinberg, The Missing Link, p. 29.
58	 Carol Vincent, ‘Cohesion, Citizenship and Coherence: Schools’ Responses to the British Values 

Policy’, British Journal of Sociology of Education, vol. 40, no. 1 (2019), pp. 17–32, p.28.
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Discrete citizenship lessons

Carefully mapped and well-delivered (C)PSHE can therefore go some way towards 
mitigating the deprioritisation of political literacy in the overcrowded national 
curriculum. However, weekly discrete curricular provision in Citizenship or Politics 
enables a more sustained and systematic approach to the acquisition and application 
of political, legal and civic knowledge. This in turn offers greater scope for developing 
constitutional literacy for all young people. 

Timetabling weekly Politics and Citizenship lessons at key stage 3 enables specialist 
teachers at Bridge Academy in Hackney to craft sequences of lessons for in-depth 
engagement with constitutional topics which, under a cross-curricular model, might at 
best get a single PSHE intervention (‘What does Parliament do?’) or which are prone 
to being overlooked (‘Local democracy’). 

Half term 1 Half term 2 Half term 3 Half term 4 Half term 5 Half term 6

Year 7 Identities 
and 
communities

What is 
crime?

Rights and 
responsibilities

Democracy 
and rights

Local 
democracy 

Revision 

Year 8 How is 
the UK 
governed?

What does 
Parliament 
do?

Voting rights What is 
the impact 
of digital 
democracy?

What can 
we do about 
global 
problems?

Revision

Year 9 How does 
the criminal 
justice 
system 
work?

Is the UK 
criminal 
justice 
system in 
need of 
reform?

Who is to 
blame for 
the Rwandan 
genocide?

Why do 
people move 
around the 
world?

Is there a 
democratic 
deficit in the 
UK?

Revision

Table. 1. Key stage 3 Politics and Citizenship curriculum map. Bridge Academy, Hackney.59 

Moreover, including weekly discrete lessons within the core curriculum enables the 
school to employ a department of 3 trained citizenship specialists who only teach 
Citizenship and Politics. That means all their planning and preparation time can be 
channelled into the development of high-quality, relevant and locally responsive 
provision, which has won national recognition. 60 Elsewhere, research has shown 
that teachers report finding it difficult to engage pupils in learning about political 
institutions and systems;61 but relevant active citizenship projects can be a successful 

59	 Available at: https://www.bridgeacademy.hackney.sch.uk/Curriculum/Politics_Citizenship/ 
60	 Association for Citizenship Teachers, ‘ACT Teaching Awards 2024: A Journey into Citizenship 

Education and the Vision for an Inclusive Future’, Association for Citizenship Teachers, 12 April 
2024, available at:

	 https://www.teachingcitizenship.org.uk/act-teaching-awards-2024-a-journey-into-citizenship-
education-and-the-vision-for-an-inclusive-future/ 

61	 Keating et al, p 68.

https://www.bridgeacademy.hackney.sch.uk/Curriculum/Politics_Citizenship/
https://www.teachingcitizenship.org.uk/act-teaching-awards-2024-a-journey-into-citizenship-education-and-the-vision-for-an-inclusive-future/
https://www.teachingcitizenship.org.uk/act-teaching-awards-2024-a-journey-into-citizenship-education-and-the-vision-for-an-inclusive-future/
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way of doing so. For example, in the context of consideration of the Macpherson 
Report and institutional racism, pupils from Bridge Academy wrote to the Hackney 
Police Commissioner to raise concerns about the Child Q case which had occurred in 
their borough; pupils also engaged with the local council about safe walking routes to 
school.62 These case studies were localised, reflected real-world pupil concerns, and 
included active civic engagement by young people. Each displayed the characteristics 
of effective practice highlighted by research such as the Educating for American 
Democracy project, and an Agenda for Citizenship Education study which involved 
secondary school pupils as co-researchers.63 Moreover, in line with all academic 
subjects, pupils’ learning was checked through two exams per year, which included 
multiple-choice questions as well as extended discursive writing. In these ways, the 
provision of weekly discrete lessons within the core curriculum both supported young 
peoples’ acquisition of legal and political knowledge and enabled them to apply and 
express their understanding in the real-world civic arena. These outcomes were made 
possible by committing to a regular and sustained discrete timetable period for the 
teaching of Politics and Citizenship. This gave the team of expert teachers sufficient 
workload capacity to enable the development and updating of curriculum content 
to reflect relevant local community concerns, as well as to incorporate pressing 
contemporary issues such as digital democracy and misinformation.

Although GCSE Citizenship Studies is optional at key stage 4, schools which offer the 
course across the full ability range can also give us insight into the potential of weekly 
discrete lessons to support all pupils in developing constitutional literacy. The GCSE 
course explicitly requires teachers to develop pupils’ knowledge and understanding 
of the British constitution. Indeed, in some respects the descriptions of aspects of 
‘democracy and government’ and ‘rights, the law and the legal system in England and 
Wales’ included in specifications provided by the Department for Education to exam 
boards appear more specific than within the equivalent ‘Government in the UK’ and 
‘Political participation in the UK’ sections for A-level Politics.64 Specified content 
at GCSE, for example, includes ‘the organisation of government administration into 
departments, ministries and agencies supported by the Civil Service’ and ‘the role and 
structure of local government in the UK.’ 

At Davison CE High School for Girls on the south coast, the frequency of GCSE 
lessons and their occupation of a substantial portion of a teacher’s timetable supported 
the provision of a raft of relevant and engaging opportunities for active citizenship. 

62	 Interview, 13 November 2024; BBC News, ‘Child Q: Met officers could be sacked over schoolgirl’s 
strip-search’, 14 September 2023, available at: 

	 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-66809168.
63	 Lee Jerome and Faiza Hyder, Agenda for Citizenship Education (ACE), (British Educational Research 

Association: 2024), available at: 
	 https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/agenda-for-citizenship-education; Kawashima-Ginsberg.
64	 Department for Education, Citizenship studies: GCSE subject content. (London: Department for 

Education, 2022); Department for Education, Politics: GCE AS and A level subject content. (London: 
Department for Education, 2022).

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-66809168
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/agenda-for-citizenship-education
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These involved local civic actors including councillors and magistrates, and offered 
sustained opportunities to develop core political and legal knowledge during the 
two-year course.65 All pupils including those with Special Educational Needs and 
Disabilities (SEND) were supported to build familiarity with relevant terminology 
through regular revision of definitions of key terms and were offered opportunities 
to practice using them in class discussions as well as extended writing. Pupils were 
actively engaged through participative learning such as devising their own laws, and 
produced independently-researched projects on constitutional issues such as whether 
the UK should introduce compulsory voting, or reform parliament to include a House 
of Citizens, presenting their findings to younger pupils. 

During the compulsory phase of education in English schools, the GCSE Citizenship 
Studies syllabus represents the only opportunity for in-depth, sustained and explicit 
engagement with constitutional knowledge in a formal academic setting. To 
demonstrate this, we can examine a teacher’s response to a student’s written answer 
on the merits of a written or codified constitution. There, teacher feedback used 
the example of how the Equality Act 2010 was created by combining existing anti-
discrimination laws to explain that the UK’s constitutional statute law is relatively easy 
to modernise, because it does not have special status. At Davison, the integration of 
quality teaching and feedback, real-life examples and opportunities for active political 
engagement means the Citizenship Studies GCSE is popular and oversubscribed. It is 
highly valued by year 11 pupils, to the extent that on completing the course, some have 
suggested it should be compulsory for all. The CELS longitudinal study argues that 
increased availability of externally examined learning, such as the GCSE Citizenship 
Studies course, would ‘have the biggest improvement on young people’s citizenship 
outcomes’.66 Despite the significant merit of the GCSE, though, entries nationally 
have fallen from over 90,000 in 2007 to 20,790 in 2024, a likely consequence of 
Citizenship’s exclusion from the EBacc as well as a broader decline in the subject’s 
status since 2010, as discussed in chapter 3.67 

65	 Visit, 11 November 2024.
66	 Keating et al, p. 66.
67	 House of Lords Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement; SchoolsWeek, ‘GCSE 

results 2024: 7 key trends in England’s data’, 22 August 2024, available at:
	  https://schoolsweek.co.uk/gcse-results-2024-7-key-trends-in-englands-data/ ; 
	 OCR, Striking the balance: A review of 11-16 curriculum and assessment in England, (Cambridge: 

2024), p.76; 
	 Breslin, p.75.

https://schoolsweek.co.uk/gcse-results-2024-7-key-trends-in-englands-data/
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Mock elections

In addition to core curricular provision, mock elections are widely recognised as a 
key site for giving pupils opportunities to acquire and apply political knowledge,68 
and this was borne out in the accounts of teachers and pupils who participated in 
this research. Where schools used tutor time and assemblies for election-related 
activities, acquisition of procedural (e.g. voter registration and the mechanics of 
what happens inside a polling station) and political (e.g. policies set out in party 
manifestos) knowledge formed part of core provision for all students.69 85% of teacher 
respondents in a Constitution Society survey reported that mock elections had taken 
place in their schools or colleges in parallel to national or regional elections. Within 
this, over a third cited these as activities which had particularly engaged students 
in learning and applying democratic knowledge and skills. Similarly, such activities 
were raised spontaneously by participants in teacher and pupil focus groups as positive 
and powerful learning experiences.70 Teachers worked hard to promote inclusion, for 
example producing accessible summaries of manifesto content for use by form tutors 
in short sessions during the campaign. The care and attention given by some to accurate 
modelling of electoral procedures was striking: pupils at Davison High School in West 
Sussex were taught about voter ID requirements ahead of their mock election, with 
the unfortunate few who turned up at the polling station without their school-produced 
ID cards unable to cast a vote.71 The results slideshow created in a south-east London 
school for their 2024 mock general election communicated the outcome using the 
official returning officer script, and compared data on turnout and votes cast to the 
mock London mayoral election held by the school just two months previously.72 In 
several schools senior pupils (prefects, school council members or sixth form Politics 
Ambassadors) facilitated both political and official election activities, including 
acting as officials at the polling station and tellers at the count. Teachers raised the 
profile of elections within the school through effective use of social media, creating 
results videos for broadcast in tutor time. However, given that these powerful learning 
experiences were often catalysed by the expertise, drive and enthusiasm of a single 
teacher working above and beyond their normal workload, the quality and quantity 
of pupils’ access nationally to such experiences, as with core curricular provision, is 
likely to be arbitrary and inconsistent. 

68	 Galston, p. 639; Kerr and Hoskins, p.155; Kisby, Ben and Jerome, Lee. ‘Votes at 16 and decent 
citizenship education could create a politically aware generation.’ The Conversation, 26 June 2024; 
Ofsted, Citizenship Consolidated, p.7; Weinberg, Politics in schools: ‘what exists’ and ‘what works’?, 
p.10, p.40.

69	 Interview, 11 November 204; Visit, 11 November 2024; Visit, 12 November 2024; Interview, 14 
November 2024; Interview, 13 November 2024.

70	 Focus groups, 12 November 2024.
71	 Visit, 11 November 2024.
72	 Visit, 12 November 2024.
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Equality of access 

The patchy and inconsistent provision of citizenship education in English schools poses 
a very real risk of entrenching or even exacerbating unequal democratic participation. 
Existing evidence suggests strongly that socio-economically disadvantaged pupils 
are significantly less likely to access in-school opportunities to develop constitutional 
literacy. Sant et al found that state schools serving more affluent populations offered 
more opportunities for democratic education (curricular, co-curricular and extra-
curricular) than those with the most disadvantaged students. More opportunities for 
democratic education were provided to pupils in fee-paying than state-maintained 
schools, leading Sant et al to conclude, ‘Shockingly, secondary education in England 
thus appears to reinforce rather than confront well-documented political inequalities.’73 
Kerr and Hoskins go further, drawing on ICCS data about civic and citizenship 
education to show that in England, ‘the school environment thus enhances the already 
salient social gaps in access to learning between different groups of children. In fact, 
these social disparities widen more in England between the ages of 12 and 20 than in 
other European countries.’74 Diane Reay in turn sees educational policy in England as 
‘a cautionary tale for other countries when it comes to how democratic citizenship can 
be nurtured or eroded’. She stresses the substantially more egalitarian outcomes of 
systems in Finland and Estonia, which offer discrete citizenship education throughout 
both the primary and secondary phases, in comparison to the highly unequal access 
to opportunities for democratic education in English schools. Reay argues that 
these inequalities have been exacerbated since 2014 by the depoliticised citizenship 
curriculum in England which emphasises ‘charitable giving and volunteering rather 
than actual political participation’.75

Yet, compulsory citizenship education sustained between the ages of 11-16 in English 
secondary schools has been shown by Hoskins et al to be effective in reducing social 
inequality in political engagement amongst young people, with a cumulative effect 
visible by the age of 15-16.76 The mandatory status of citizenship education during 
the data collection period (2003-2014) was key here in tackling inequality. While 
provision of an open classroom climate and school political activities were shown 
to enhance general political engagement, these did not appear effective in reducing 
social inequalities in political engagement. This was due to their voluntary nature, 
leading as we have seen elsewhere in the literature, to take-up ‘mainly by more 
privileged students who are more politically aware and engaged in the first place.’77 
The promotion of student voice through democratic structures and processes within 
school (e.g. school councils) has significant value in providing opportunities for 

73	 Sant et al, p.19.
74	 Kerr and Hoskins, p. 54, (citing Hoskins, B. and Janmaat, J.G. Education, Democracy and Inequalities: 

Political Engagement and Citizenship Education in Europe. London: Palgrave, 2018).
75	 Reay, pp. 21-6, p.17.
76	 Hoskins et al, ‘Tackling inequalities in political socialisation’. 
77	 Hoskins et al, ‘Tackling inequalities in political socialisation’, p.100.
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democratic learning through participation, weaving democratic values into the ethos 
of a school.78 However, a reliance on these mechanisms can lead to what Breslin 
terms the ‘overvoicing’ of ‘already engaged and assertive young people’. 79 This is 
exacerbated because gaps in democratic participation in all settings tend to reflect 
socio-economic disadvantage, which in turn relates to intersectional factors such as 
ethnicity and disability. 

Pro-active schools or teachers may take steps to promote inclusion of socio-
economically disadvantaged pupils in political activities. In a positive example of this, 
a school on the south coast has established a pupil panel to meet monthly with a local 
council representative to offer a youth voice on local issues, with panel membership 
by invitation of the Citizenship Coordinator to ensure inclusion of pupils in receipt 
of Pupil Premium and with SEND.80 However, whilst inclusion is a fundamental and 
closely monitored element of compulsory curriculum provision, generally outcomes 
from non-compulsory co-curricular and extra-curricular activities are less scrutinised. 
Only such compulsory curriculum provision ensures that the learning needs of all 
pupils are met within teachers’ core professional duties, with pupil outcomes closely 
monitored to promote equality of access and to identify where further support may be 
needed. It therefore follows that the lack of consistent compulsory provision of core 
curricular citizenship education in English secondary schools, together with a decline 
in its status as an academic subject disproportionately affects the constitutional literacy 
of the most socio-economically disadvantaged pupils. 

Downgrading of political knowledge in the curriculum since 2014

Kerr and Hoskins draw on two decades of research data to argue for the effectiveness of 
blending learning by acquisition with learning by participation when seeking to foster 
political engagement. 81 They suggest ‘these learning principles can be complementary 
in terms of understanding political learning and even a necessity within a citizenship 
education curriculum aimed at developing informed and politically engaged young 
people.’82 Similarly, Lee Jerome’s comparative analysis of knowledge in citizenship 
curricula across UK nations argues that ‘knowledge and skills are inseparable’, noting 
the emphasis on the former in traditional ‘civics’ and the latter in the ‘newer tradition of 
active citizenship’.83 ‘It may be that in seeking to engage, excite and innovate, aspects 

78	 Galston, p. 639; Kerr and Hoskins, p.155; Kisby and Jerome; Ofsted, Citizenship Consolidated, p.7; 
Weinberg, Politics in schools: ‘what exists’ and ‘what works’?, p.40.

79	 Breslin, p.74.
80	 Visit, 11 November 2024
81	 Kerr and Hoskins, pp. 151-3. 
82	 Kerr and Hoskins, pp. 151-3.
83	 Lee Jerome, ‘What do citizens need to know? An analysis of knowledge in citizenship curricula in the 

UK and Ireland’, Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education, 48(4), (2017), 
pp.483–499.
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of political real estate – the political knowledge required to be politically literate – 
were overly ignored,’ observes Breslin. ‘Political literacy is not achieved through 
simply accumulating a body of knowledge about how local, national and international 
politics works but, arguably, it cannot be fully developed without such knowledge’, he 
concludes.84 This is particularly pertinent to any consideration of how best to develop 
young peoples’ constitutional knowledge in the English context, which, as has already 
been noted, is made less accessible by the uncodified nature and diffuse sources of the 
UK constitution. Schulz et al have noted that amongst teachers and principals in the 
most recent ICCS study,

… promoting knowledge of social, political and civic institutions or promoting 
local or political participation were less frequently mentioned as important aims 
of this learning area… than, for example, critical thinking or safeguarding the 
environment. Given that knowledge about and engagement with aspects related 
to voting and elections or the functioning of institutions lie at the core of what 
civic and citizenship education is expected to provide in democratic societies, this 
finding may raise questions regarding the extent to which specific contemporary 
themes start to receive more attention in this learning area than those that have 
traditionally been at its core, and what implications this may have in times where 
democratic processes are in peril across many societies.85 

Revisions to the Citizenship national curriculum programme of study from 2014 
ostensibly prioritised knowledge of the functioning of political institutions and 
constitutional history as core aims for pupils. Regrettably, though, this reformed 
framework appears less conducive to the promotion of constitutional literacy. Jerome 
argues that the pared-down wording of the teaching requirements removed useful 
distinctions between knowledge, concepts and skills which supported long-term 
planning.86 He also critiques the presentation of the concept of rights in the updated 
curriculum, picking out the requirement for pupils to be taught about ‘the precious 
liberties enjoyed by the citizens of the United Kingdom’ as suggesting a somewhat 
passive, reverential perspective, omitting previous references to citizens’ rights 
being obtained over time, sometimes through struggle. In this sense, the inclusion 
of ‘precious liberties enjoyed’ is viewed as ‘knowledge of the powerful’ in that it 
closes learning down, rather than ‘powerful knowledge’ which lays the basis for an 
understanding of rights which pupils can apply to future situations.87 In these ways, 
the hollowed-out version of the national curriculum Citizenship framework from 2014 
is problematic from a pedagogical perspective. Even this, though, is a smaller issue 
than the broader marginalisation of Citizenship as a curriculum subject after 2010, 
which has left political education a ‘peripheral feature of many secondary schools’.88 

84	 Breslin p.73.
85	 Schulz et al, Education for Citizenship in Times of Global Challenge, p.233.
86	 Jerome, ‘What do citizens need to know?’, pp. 486-7.
87	 Jerome, ‘What do citizens need to know?’, pp. 487-8.
88	 Weinberg, Politics in schools: ‘what exists’ and ‘what works’?, p.3.
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3. Assessment, monitoring and accountability

How is political literacy assessed?
Assessment in the form of high stakes testing at ages 11 and 16 has increasingly 
dominated the educational landscape in England since the Education Reform 
Act 1988. However, within the accountability measures used to measure school 
performance (e.g. the EBacc), the focus on core subjects has left formal assessment of 
political knowledge and skills a rarity in English schools. Any commitment to basic 
political literacy as an entitlement for all pupils by the end of the secondary phase is 
hollow without monitoring it to find out what young people know and can do as they 
progress through the school system. Otherwise, how can we know whether pupils 
have managed to ‘acquire a sound knowledge and understanding of how the United 
Kingdom is governed, its political system and how citizens participate actively in its 
democratic systems of government’; been able to ‘develop a sound knowledge and 
understanding of the role of law and the justice system in our society in our society and 
how laws are shaped and enforced’; and ‘are equipped with the skills to think critically 
and debate political questions,’ as set out in the national curriculum programme of 
study?89 Assessment in its broadest sense is fundamental to teaching and learning, 
and, when formal, can raise the status of a subject within the school setting, as shown 
by the CELS longitudinal study.90 Yet, outside A-level Politics and GCSE Citizenship 
Studies, taken by a small minority of pupils,91 assessment of political knowledge 
and skills is a rarity in English schools. More usually, it is a casualty of the diffuse 
and sporadic opportunities to learn about UK democracy which characterise cross-
curricular provision amidst an overcrowded C/PSHE syllabus. 

In Ofsted’s view, progression, ‘in curricular terms means knowing more and 
remembering more, so a curriculum needs to carefully plan for that progress by 
considering the building blocks and sequences in each subject’.92 For example the 
constitutional knowledge that pupils are expected to learn at key stage 3 includes 
‘the operation of Parliament, including voting and elections, and the role of political 
parties’. Expectations at key stage 4 are more sophisticated: ‘parliamentary democracy 

89	 Department for Education, Citizenship programmes of study: key stages 3 and 4.
90	 Keating et al.
91	 Ofqual, ‘Provisional entries for GCSE, AS and A level: summer 2024 exam series’,30 May 2024, 

available at: 
	 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/provisional-entries-for-gcse-as-and-a-level-summer-2024-

exam-series/provisional-entries-for-gcse-as-and-a-level-summer-2024-exam-series#as-and-a-level-
entries 

92	 Ofsted, ‘Principles behind Ofsted’s research reviews and subject reports,’ 30 March 2021, available at: 
	 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/principles-behind-ofsteds-research-reviews-and-

subject-reports/principles-behind-ofsteds-research-reviews-and-subject-reports 
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and the key elements of the constitution of the United Kingdom, including the power of 
government, the role of citizens and Parliament in holding those in power to account, 
and the different roles of the executive, legislature and judiciary and a free press.’93 

Weekly Politics and Citizenship lessons at Bridge Academy Hackney are part of the 
core curriculum for all pupils in years 7 and 9. This enables carefully-planned lesson 
sequences which, in line with all academic subjects in the school, are regularly assessed 
including through formal internal examinations in the summer which incorporate 
multiple-choice and essay questions.94 Delivering Citizenship through this model of 
weekly discrete lessons enables assessment to be integrated into sequential teaching 
and learning of political knowledge and skills. This supports pupil progression in a 
systematic way, far more challenging and complex to achieve in a cross-curricular 
model, which by definition involves more moving parts. At St Michael’s Catholic 
College in Bermondsey, learning outcomes of tutor-delivered CPHSE are monitored 
through baseline assessments carried out before and after each intervention (taught 
session and homework). For the Assistant Principal who designed and implemented 
the model, this is vital in positioning the monthly sessions firmly as ‘assessed core 
curricular practice’ rather than ‘tick box’ drop down provision.95 Here, assessment 
is vital to raising the status of the subject amongst pupils and teachers as well as 
supporting consistency and monitoring the effectiveness of provision. 

Aside from these examples of good practice, the absence of assessment of citizenship 
provision within PSHE at KS3 or KS4 was far more common among the schools 
assessed as part of this research. Ofsted’s recent verdict on assessment practices in 
PSHE and Citizenship as ‘not fit for purpose’96 across the primary and secondary 
phase is damning but not new, with assessment a ‘key weakness’ a decade earlier.97 
As a young subject and one where practice varies widely between schools, common 
assessment practices have not yet been established. This absence is a significant 
obstacle to ensuring all pupils receive their statutory entitlement to be taught the core 
democratic knowledge and skills set out in the national curriculum. Put simply, there is 
no official mechanism by which to track systemic weaknesses in Citizenship provision 
suggested by previous research or with which to inform targeted improvements. 

The presence of formal assessment of citizenship and civic education at an 
international level is a useful high-level indicator of levels of pupil knowledge and 
how this is prioritised within the curriculum. Of the 24 (mainly European) education 
systems involved in the 2022 round of the International Civic and Citizenship 
Education Study (ICCS), just over half had some form of formal assessment in civic 

93	 Department for Education, Citizenship programmes of study: key stages 3 and 4.
94	 Interview, 13 November 2024.
95	 Visit, 12 November 2024.
96	 Ofsted, The Annual Report of His Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Education, Children’s Services and 

Skills 2022/23. 
97	 Ofsted, Citizenship Consolidated?, p.21
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or citizenship education.98 Neither the USA or Australia were included in the ICCS 
study, but, although education is a state-level responsibility in these federal systems, 
both collect national-level data on secondary-aged pupils’ political knowledge 
and understanding. These are, respectively, the Civics element of the US National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and the Australian National Assessment 
Program – Civics and Citizenship (NAPCC). In the USA, completion of at least one 
semester of an American Government or Civics course is required by 39 states (of 
which just nine plus the District of Columbia require a full year).99 Between 2001 and 
2012-13 the number of states requiring pupils to sit a state-designed social studies 
test fell from 34 to 21, almost exclusively multiple-choice exams.100 An exception 
was Tennessee which introduced a project-based assessment, including engagement 
with real-world issues, in 2012.101 The Center for Information and Research on Civic 
Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE) have raised concerns about ‘quality and equity’ 
of civics education across the United States. This warning was based on 2022 NAEP 
assessment scores for Civics and American History at Grade 8 (age 13-14), which 
found that:

opportunities for strong, in-school civic education are unequally distributed 
by race, urbanicity and other demographic and socioeconomic factors. These 
inequities are also reflected in the NAEP tests, with scores lower for Black, 
Hispanic and Native American youth, young people in rural areas, and students 
who qualify for the National School Lunch Program.102 

Echoing this, Ahranjani et al found that ‘a major reason for the low level of 
constitutional knowledge in this country is that in recent years meaningful civics 
education has become a low priority in America’s public high schools, particularly 
urban public schools serving low-income and minority students’.103 Their research 
went on to argue that the shift in emphasis to high-stakes standardized testing of core 
subjects following the 2002 No Child Left Behind Act in the USA has had deleterious 
98	 Schulz et al, Education for Citizenship in Times of Global Challenge, p.232.
99	 Surbhi Godsay, Whitney Henderson, Peter Levine, Josh Littenberg-Tobias, ‘State Civic Education 
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effects. The policy has meant that ‘civics has been reduced to memorizing random 
facts without teaching why those facts are relevant and how to put the knowledge 
to use in students’ daily lives.’104 More broadly, ‘the public infrastructure to prepare 
youth for civic life in the US crumbled slowly but surely… insufficient commitment 
to equitable civic learning has only helped the expanding disparities in voice and 
influence of American people, divided by class, race, gender, religion, educational 
attainment, geography and other factors.’105 The gaps that national data revealed 
in young Americans’ political and constitutional knowledge have galvanised the 
development by charitable and third sector organisations of programmes seeking to 
address the shortcomings of curricular civic education in public schools, such as the 
Marshall-Brennan Constitutional Literacy Project.

Murray Print has expressed similar concerns about levels of political knowledge 
among young Australians. Print suggests that given Australia’s compulsory 
voting requirement, school-based political education of some form should also be 
compulsory.106 In research spanning the whole of Australia he found ‘in general, 
students know and understand little about politics, political processes and elections... 
an ongoing pattern that the NAPCC data have demonstrated since 2004;’ (when 
3-yearly testing began on pupils in Australian years 6 and 10, ages 11 and 15).107 Print 
sees ‘the deliberate decline of citizenship education… [as] deliberately political in 
nature’. He further argues it has ‘had the effect of reducing the opportunity of students 
to learn about the political system’ in Australian curriculum reviews of 2014 and 2020-
1, and suggests this extends too to England after 2010.108 Thus in the US and Australia, 
as in England, a growing focus on standardised assessment of core subjects has led 
to a deprioritisation and marginalization of civics and citizenship within the formal 
curriculum, disproportionately impacting socially disadvantaged young people. 

Monitoring and accountability

The gap between statutory citizenship teaching requirements set out in the national 
curriculum, and practice across English schools, suggests that inclusion in the 
national curriculum as a compulsory subject is a less powerful determinant of pupils’ 
experience than government monitoring and accountability measures. Indeed, the first 
of the thirteen recommendations of the 1998 Crick report – instrumental in bringing 
political literacy into the national curriculum from 2002 – was not only that ‘citizenship 
education be a statutory entitlement in the curriculum’ but also ‘that all schools should 

104	 Ahranjani et al, p. 918
105	 Kawashima-Ginsberg, p.196.
106	 Print, pp.182-3. 
107	 Print, p.183.
108	 Print, p.181.
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be required to show they are fulfilling the obligation that this places upon them’.109 
The marginalisation of Citizenship as a curriculum subject in the years after the 2011 
national curriculum review was not an inevitable result of the pared-down curriculum 
from 2014. Although Citizenship survived Education Secretary Michael Gove’s axe 
during the 2011 national curriculum review, its subsequent treatment within the Ofsted 
framework and exclusion from the prioritised EBacc subjects has eroded its status in 
schools. 

After 2013 Ofsted abandoned close scrutiny of the quality of citizenship teaching 
and learning in schools. The last Citizenship subject report, then, was based on 
inspections carried out between 2009 and 2012.110 Subsequently Ofsted shifted 
to evaluating Citizenship provision, alongside PSHE and SMSC under Personal 
Development rather than Quality of Education, a practice roundly criticised by the 
Lords Liaison Committee in 2022 on several grounds. Firstly: ‘there is an important 
distinction between the ‘Quality of Education’ inspection criteria and the ‘Personal 
Development’ criteria… ‘Quality of Education’ measures intent, implementation and 
impact. The personal development criteria is not designed to assess ‘hard knowledge’ 
as it only measures intent and not impact.’111 Secondly, ‘deep dives’ used by Ofsted 
to evaluate ‘Quality of Education’ in curriculum subjects have not been conducted in 
Citizenship. This despite Ofsted stating that the subjects chosen for deep dives in an 
inspection could focus on particular strengths or weaknesses of the school. This led 
the Committee to argue that, ‘Given that evidence taken in the 2018 and the 2022 
inquiries show that the delivery of citizenship education is weak in many schools, it 
is logical that deep dives should be undertaken on a regular basis across the board to 
measure progress in this area…’112 

It follows, too, that deep dives should be undertaken where provision appears strong. 
Despite this, in a recent inspection of the Bridge Academy, weekly Politics and 
Citizenship lessons for years 7 to 9 were described by Ofsted as part of the personal 
development programme alongside weekly enrichments and sports clubs. This 

109	 Advisory Group on Citizenship, p. 22. The report separately recommended the entitlement to citizenship 
education in schools and colleges should ‘include the knowledge, skills and values relevant to the 
nature and practices of participative democracy; the duties, responsibilities, rights and development of 
pupils into citizens; and the value to individuals, schools and society of involvement in the local and 
wider community. This will cover an understanding of democratic practices and institutions both local 
and national, including the work of parliaments, parties, pressure groups and voluntary bodies, and 
the relationship of formal political activity to civil society in the context of the United Kingdom and 
Europe; and an awareness of world affairs and global issues.’

110	 Ofsted, Citizenship Consolidated?. 
111	 House of Lords Liaison Committee, p.19.
112	 House of Lords Liaison Committee, p. 20.
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regardless of the fact that such lessons were a timetabled part of the core key stage 
3 curriculum and assessed formally through internal examinations in line with other 
curriculum subjects.113 

Since April 2021, one way that Ofsted has sought to support the quality of curriculum 
in schools is England is by publishing subject-specific research reviews. These draw 
on published evidence about best practice and are published alongside subject reports 
showing strengths and weaknesses of current provision in schools, based on data 
from their own deep-dive methodology. To date, all national curriculum subjects 
have been addressed through either a research review, subject report or both, with the 
exceptions of Citizenship, and Design and Technology, which have seen neither.114 
With Ofsted’s waning attention on Citizenship as a curriculum subject, the entitlement 
to constitutional knowledge laid out in the national curriculum has been largely 
unmonitored since 2013. Attention is instead given to checking schools’ promotion of 
‘fundamental British values’ (FBV) as diffused across curricular, extra-curricular and 
co-curricular provision and the broader ethos of the school. 

While democratic values are an essential component of political literacy, they are 
distinct from, and best supported by, the systematic development of democratic 
knowledge and skills. The latter are, of course, already laid out in the compulsory 
national curriculum Citizenship teaching requirements at key stages three and four. 
Yet it appears that pupils’ statutory entitlement to being taught democratic knowledge 
and skills is no longer meaningfully monitored by the regulator. Academics and 
parliamentarians have criticised the resulting absence of official guidance on good 
practice and comprehensive data on the development of political literacy across 
English schools. Multiple experts in the field have called for improved Ofsted 
monitoring and recommencement of long-term studies and renewed participation in 
international research programmes such as ICCS.115 

The policy emphasis on core curriculum subjects at key stage 4 brought to bear 
through assessment and accountability measures from 2010 has also been detrimental 
to Citizenship’s status in schools, and therefore to pupils’ political literacy. The English 
Baccalaureate (EBacc) measures secondary schools on the numbers of pupils taking 
GCSEs in 5 core subject areas: Mathematics, English, Science, History or Geography, 
Languages, and how well the pupils do in those subjects.116 Incentivising schools to 

113	 Ofsted. ‘Inspection of a good school: The Bridge Academy.’ February 2023, available at: 
	 https://files.ofsted.gov.uk/v1/file/50214984; 
	 Interview, 13 November 2024.
114	 Ofsted, ‘Collection: Curriculum research reviews”. Last updated 17 April 2024, available at: 
	 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/curriculum-research-reviews
115	 House of Lords Select Committee on Citizenship and Civic Engagement; Kerr and Hoskins, pp.157-8.
116	 Department for Education, Guidance. English Baccalaureate (EBacc). Updated 20 August 2019, 

available at: 
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maximise pupil uptake of this combination has narrowed the de facto curriculum offer 
at key stage 4, with recent analysis by OCR, using Ofqual data, suggesting that most 
students take only one or two non-EBacc subjects.117 Citizenship, alongside vocational 
and creative subjects, is in ‘serious decline’.118 The drastic fall in entries to GSCE 
Citizenship Studies since the introduction of the EBacc in 2010 tells its own story: 
just 21,535 pupils in summer 2024, compared to a peak of over 90,000 before 2010. 119 
The qualification saw a bigger drop in entries from 2023 to 2024 than any other GCSE 
subject – down 3.9%, despite a 5% increase in the population of 16-year-olds.120 
Within the ecosystem of a secondary school, take-up at GCSE is key to the resourcing 
and status of a non-core subject, not least the presence of a specialist teacher within 
the school. Thus, the availability and viability of GCSE Citizenship also impacts the 
quality of provision in key stage 3, and co-curricular and extra-curricular opportunities 
available for all pupils. Amidst the broader recruitment and retention crisis in the 
profession, the EBacc has effectively dealt a double blow to the dwindling numbers of 
specialist Citizenship teachers in our schools. It has poleaxed entries to Initial Teacher 
Training (ITT) too, where bursary support is directed to EBacc subjects, excluding 
Citizenship. Evidence given to the Lords Liaison Committee showed that the number 
of trained Citizenship teachers had halved in the decade to 2021, down to just 4,226.121 
Worryingly, just 6 Citizenship trainees began Initial Teacher Training in England in 
the training year 2024/5.122 

117	 OCR, Striking the balance: A review of 11-16 curriculum and assessment in England, (Cambridge: 
2024), pp. 90-91.

118	 OCR, Striking the balance, p. 74.
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Conclusion: how can schools better foster young people’s 
constitutional literacy?

Equipping all pupils with the skills and knowledge to thrive as citizens in a twenty-
first century democracy should lie at the heart of the education system. Yet English 
secondary schools are underfunded, understaffed and overwhelmed by the demands 
to meet the complex needs of young people in a post-austerity and post-pandemic 
environment. Young people’s opportunities to develop the knowledge and skills for 
active democratic engagement are inconsistent and unmonitored. Rich, relevant and 
sustained provision for some pupils and sparse to non-existent access to foundational 
constitutional knowledge for others, exacerbating social divisions rather than 
supporting social cohesion. A dedicated community of knowledgeable and expert 
teachers are supported by third-sector organisations, determinedly and energetically 
swimming against the tide to deliver democratic learning opportunities to young 
people. Despite this, the numbers of trained citizenship teachers have declined 
substantially over the past decade with only 6 new entrants to the profession beginning 
initial training in 2024/5. 

To return to De Visser and Jones’s broad conceptualisation of constitutional literacy, 
we can understand that literacy as including political, legal and civic knowledge 
which draws on constitutional norms and behaviours as well as texts, and a historical 
evolution which varies across time and place. Those pupils best placed to access this 
are the small minority who take GCSE Citizenship Studies, which offers sustained 
acquisitive and participative learning on constitutional issues. For most young people, 
despite being entitled under the national curriculum to such knowledge and associated 
skills, their access is arbitrary. It depends on the priorities, individual interest and 
workload capacity of school leaders and teachers who face a tsunami of competing 
demands for scarce resources. 

The government’s pledge to legislate for 16 and 17 years olds to be able to vote in the 
next UK general election should be accompanied by reforms to ensure that all young 
people are politically literate. We found virtually unanimous agreement in pupil focus 
groups that there should be more in-school opportunities to develop political literacy. 
However, for some young people, their support for votes at 16 was contingent on such 
reforms being made to ensure that all young people are election-ready, regardless of 
their background.123 The current curriculum and assessment review offers the ideal 
opportunity to do this.

Getting young people ready for active democratic engagement should be at the heart of 
the national curriculum. Oracy, digital literacy, and historical understanding all have 
their part to play, as do opportunities to take part in democratic and civic processes 

123	  Pupil focus groups, 12 November 2024.
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within and beyond the school, from school councils to youth parliaments: learning 
about democracy should not be siloed within one curriculum subject alone. But, as 
we have seen, without the anchor of regular curricular Citizenship provision for all 
pupils by trained practitioners, systematic development of foundational constitutional 
knowledge is unlikely, particularly for the most disadvantaged pupils. That is why 
this report advocates for discrete curricular Citizenship provision across key stages 3 
and 4 to include a minimum of 6 hours per year of constitutional education, enabling 
key concepts to be revisited so that progression can be embedded. Developing young 
people’s understanding of how government works requires expertise in both politics and 
pedagogy. It takes practice to be able to confidently facilitate an engaging discussion 
about electoral systems, or the relationship between the courts and politicians, or to 
provide a safe space for pupils to debate controversial issues and listen to differing 
viewpoints. Empowering, supporting and resourcing teachers through initial teacher 
training, continuing professional development and by the provision of sufficient 
curriculum time is key to delivering more teaching and learning about democracy in 
our secondary schools.
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Recommendations 

•	 Active democratic engagement should be placed at the heart of the reformed 
national curriculum and publicly signalled as a priority for schools. 

•	 The proposed extension of voting rights to 16 and 17 year olds in England must 
be accompanied by a strengthening of citizenship education in secondary schools.

•	 A statutory entitlement to discrete curricular citizenship provision across key 
stages 3 and 4 should be introduced, to include at least 6 hours per year of 
constitutional education. Where sessions are timetabled within a host subject such 
as PSHE, they should be regular and explicitly identified as Citizenship.

•	 The government must monitor and resource existing statutory national curriculum 
requirements appropriately. 

o	 Citizenship should be monitored in line with other curriculum 
subjects in the reformed Ofsted framework. Under the current 
inspection framework, this would include prompt publication of 
subject and research reports, and use of the Quality of Education 
metric for evaluation of curricular Citizenship provision. 

o	 In the longer term the government must seek to increase the number 
of trained Citizenship and Politics teachers, which will include 
providing bursaries for entrants to Initial Teacher Training. Given 
current workforce challenges, in the short term, CPD and support 
should be provided to build teachers’ capacity and confidence in 
teaching about UK democracy by working closely with third-sector 
organisations. 

•	 The Department for Education must review the EBacc performance measure to 
better support a broad and balanced curriculum at key stage 4 in an effort to 
reverse the decline in GCSE Citizenship Studies seen since 2010.
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Appendix: Teaching requirements. Citizenship 
programme of study: key stages 3 and 4

Key stage 3 (ages 11-14) Key stage 4 (ages 14-16)

•	 the development of the political system 
of democratic government in the UK, 
including the roles of citizens, Parliament 
and the monarch

•	 the operation of Parliament, including 
voting and elections, and the role of political 
parties

•	 the precious liberties enjoyed by citizens of 
the UK

•	 the nature of rules and laws and the justice 
system, including the role of the police and 
operation of courts and tribunals

•	 roles played by public institutions and 
voluntary groups in society, and the ways 
in which citizens work together to improve 
their communities, including opportunities 
to participate in school-based activities 

•	 the functions and uses of money, the 
importance and practice of budgeting, and 
managing risk.

•	 parliamentary democracy and the key elements 
of the constitution of the United Kingdom, 
including the power of government, the role 
of citizens and Parliament in holding those in 
power to account, and the different roles of 
the executive, legislature and judiciary and a 
free press 

•	 the different electoral systems used in and 
beyond the United Kingdom and actions 
citizens can take in democratic and electoral 
processes to influence decisions locally, 
nationally and beyond

•	 other systems and forms of government, both 
democratic and non-democratic, beyond the 
United Kingdom 

•	 local, regional and international governance 
and the United Kingdom’s relations with 
the rest of Europe, the Commonwealth, the 
United Nations and the wider world

•	 human rights and international law

•	 the legal system in the UK, different sources 
of law and how the law helps society deal with 
complex problems

•	 diverse national, regional, religious and ethnic 
identities in the United Kingdom and the need 
for mutual respect and understanding 

•	 the different ways in which a citizen can 
contribute to the improvement of his or 
her community, to include the opportunity 
to participate actively in community 
volunteering, as well as other forms of 
responsible activity

•	 income and expenditure, credit and debt, 
insurance, savings and pensions, financial 
products and services, and how public money 
is raised and spent. 
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