
 

The Teaching of Politics and Related Subjects across the United Kingdom 

At the first weekend of the Citizens’ Assembly on Democracy in the UK, several Assembly 

Members asked about how topics such as politics, citizenship and the Constitution were 

taught across the United Kingdom. This document aims to briefly summarise what is 

compulsory in each of the four constituent parts of the UK.   

It is difficult to begin talking about the extent of difference in ‘citizenship education’ in the 

four parts of the UK because the detail of the curricula varies. The bottom line is that pupils 

everywhere (in state schools, at least) do receive compulsory education about the 

importance of democracy and the role of their country’s institutions. All four educational 

bodies stress the importance of an active and informed citizenry.   

If you have any further questions about this topic, or would like to see more information 

added, please contact James Cleaver at j.cleaver@ucl.ac.uk.  

 

England 

In all local-authority maintained schools in England, ‘citizenship’ is not a compulsory subject 

at KS1 (5-7 years old) and KS2 (7-11 years old). It is, however, compulsory at KS3 (11-14) and 

a compulsory ‘foundation’ subject at KS4 (14-16). It has been compulsory for these two 

groups since 2002. 

While KS1 has no content on politics or the constitution, KS2 has a small amount: within the 

‘Preparing to play an active role as citizens’ target, it is expected that pupils will be taught 

about ‘what democracy is, and about the basic institutions that support it locally and 

nationally’. 

KS3: 

At KS3 level, pupils in England should be taught about: 

¶ ‘the development of the political system of democratic government in the United 

Kingdom, 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 the citizens of the United Kingdom 

¶ the nature of rules and laws and the justice system, including the role of the police 

and the operation of courts and tribunals 

¶ the 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.
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¶ the main features of the major political parties in Wales 

¶ the opportunities for young people to participate in decision-making, both locally 

and nationally  

¶ the importance of participating in democratic elections and the links between 

political decisions and their own lives  

¶ the importance of access to unbiased information, including the internet, and be 

prepared to challenge views propagated by the media.’ 

 

Scotland 

Rather than having a national curriculum, Scotland has a looser ‘Curriculum for Excellence’. 

Social Studies are one of the eight core parts of this framework.  

At First level (ages of 5-6 to 9-10), Scottish schoolchildren are expected to be able to: 

¶ consider the meaning of rights and responsibilities 

At Second level (ages of 8-9 to 12-13), Scottish schoolchildren are expected to be able to: 

¶ describe of main features in a democracy, and can discuss the rights and 

responsibilities of Scottish citizens 

¶ investigate the features of an election and the work of representatives at various 

levels of government 

At Third and Fourth levels (ages of 12-13 to 15-16), Scottish schoolchildren are expected to 

be able to: 

¶ understand of why Scottish citizens’ rights and responsibilities are different to those 

in other societies (Third) 

¶ understand arrangements for political decision-making at various levels, and which 

factors shape these arrangements (Third) 

¶ evaluate the role of the media in a democracy (Fourth) 

¶ ‘debate the reasons why some people participate less than others in the electoral 

process and…express informed views about the importance of participating in a 

democĀ

¶
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