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A LEVEL GOVERNMENT & POLITICS
NEW LINEAR A LEVEL SPECIFICATIONS
(for first teaching September 2017)

Updates and Comments on New Politics Specifications

For further discussion with Politics teaching colleagues, join the discussion on the A Level Politics Teacher Group on Facebook

This document has been written as an update to tutor2u’s original Politics New Specification Briefing, following the CPD events being run in September 2016 by AQA and Pearson Edexcel to launch their new specifications. Where the Subject Core is referred to, this means the published documentation from Ofqual with regards to the required essential content of the new specifications. 
Both exam boards are at pains to point out that their proposed specifications and sample assessment materials should be very familiar to those teachers/centres currently offering that board’s specification.
Current ‘state of play’ of the draft specifications 
Both AQA’s and Pearson Edexcel’s specs failed their first attempt to be accredited this summer, and will have to resubmitted once the Ofqual changes have been made. It was not possible to glean much information at the AQA CPD event about what changes they will be making in light of Ofqual’s comments, other than the fact that they needed to ‘flesh out’ their specification in places. The presenter at the Pearson Edexcel event was more open about the comments they had received from Ofqual and the consequent changes that will be made. These include: 
· Providing more detail in the Ideologies section about the degree to which candidates will need to know about the named ideological thinkers
· Removal of some of the very specific concepts in the specification (e.g. named interest groups)

Amount of content
Teachers at both CPD events expressed concern over the sheer quantity of material to be taught, especially as much of it will be new to teachers and centres, depending on which A2 options had been previously taught. There isn’t much that boards can do about this because of the size of the “Subject Core” that has been prescribed by Ofqual (with no little interference from government ministers, who have apparently taken significant but unsurprising interest in the new Politics A level!). Teachers at the AQA event expressed concern that they could no longer ‘leave out’ the topics of Political Parties in Unit 1 and Multi-Level Governance in Unit 2, as many have previously done, which increases the UK content. However, it’s worth noting that some small areas have been removed.
That said, the huge discussion around the Ideologies element has led to some interesting comments about which board might be more “accessible” in terms of content. With AQA, Ideologies will comprise a full one third of the new A level, compared with 17% of Edexcel’s offerings. Whilst this doesn’t necessarily mean that teaching time will be significantly less for Edexcel, the inclusion of more choice in their Ideologies questions compared with AQA, and the lower weighting, may play a large part in centres’ decisions over choice of board – teacher discussion suggested that this would make Edexcel’s offering much more accessible to students than AQA’s. That said, some (current) Edexcel teachers were horrified that Ideologies was not treated equally to the UK and US/Global elements. Ultimately this will be a personal decision based on teacher subject preferences and knowledge of their students’ abilities.

The AS exam, and co-teachability
Quick polls of teachers at both CPD events suggested that fewer and fewer centres are planning to offer the AS qualification (not just in Politics but across all A levels). Indeed, the AQA view presented is that the AS qualification may end in a few years if there is no interest. This is one reason why AQA’s AS Politics consists of just one 3 hour paper – the cost of setting and running 2 separate papers, given their lower market share, is just too great. 
The more interesting question – especially given the increased teaching load with having to tackle ideologies in addition to US Politics (and/or Global for Pearson Edexcel) – is “how do we fit it all in?” One suggestion at the AQA event was that the Core Ideologies (Conservatism, Liberalism, Socialism) could be taught in conjunction with the Political Parties element of the AS course (which also makes sense for Pearson Edexcel centres) and that the chosen Optional Ideology could be taught in conjunction with Pressure Groups/Group Politics (which makes sense, but doesn’t fit at all with Pearson Edexcel’s examination structure of including the optional ideology element with the UK Government paper rather than the UK politics paper). Furthermore, including Ideologies in this way in the first year / AS course doesn’t fit at all with the co-teachability element, despite being a very practical way of delivering the full A level.
Similarly, a number of teachers expressed concern about how they would naturally “split the teaching” between two teachers if there are 3 papers rather than a round number as at present. For AQA, the answer seems to be that one teacher could teach UK Government and the other UK Politics, and then one teacher could tackle Ideologies and the other US Politics/Comparative Government. More careful thought is needed for Pearson Edexcel, and certainly there were no helpful suggestions on that front at the CPD event, although we understand that this query has been fed back to the board for consideration.
Which political thinkers are needed for the Ideologies element?
Concern over teaching “political thinkers” was present at both AQA and Pearson Edexcel events. The Subject Core from Ofqual lists 5 thinkers for each named Ideology (Core and Optional) – some of which we would expect, and some of which seem like rather strange choices! At both events, teachers questioned how their students would be expected to demonstrate their knowledge of ideas thinkers in an exam. Both exam boards said that students would need to refer to 2 or 3 thinkers in each of their ideologies answers, but that there was no compulsion to discuss all 5 and that full marks could be achieved without discussing every named thinker in a given answer. Teachers also questioned whether their students would gain credit for referring to thinkers other than those mentioned in the Subject Core/Specification. The tentative (and not wholly convincing!) answer from both boards was “yes”. It was made clear at the Edexcel event that Ofqual required further detail in their revised specification on ideological thinkers. We presume that the same will be true for AQA.
Staying with the “thinkers” theme, a significant number of teachers who had not previously taught ideologies (or, to be honest, had ever studied this themselves) were concerned about sources of information on this topic. For example, would we (and our students!) be expected to read all the core texts of the named political thinkers (which would equal 20 thinkers – 3 Core and 1 Optional)? At the AQA event, it was noted that the inclusion of original source material from a named thinker as a “source” or “extract” in the exam was considered too difficult and inaccessible by HE institutions and Ofqual. Significantly more guidance is needed from both boards on this matter, and we hope very much that more will come!
The impact of Brexit
This was certainly a hot topic of conversation at both events, given that the Subject Core was written before the Brexit vote, and the fact that Brexit proper has not actually happened yet. The Subject Core and specifications do mention the EU. The tentative advice was that Brexit, at the moment, should not really affect what we teach. The specification lifetime is around 5 years, and small changes may be made in the meantime as the Brexit position becomes clearer.
Other issues raised at the AQA CPD
· A number of teachers expressed concern regarding the required ‘comparative politics’ approaches (structural, cultural, rational) as these terms were unfamiliar – this requirement is from the Ofqual Subject Core, and stem specifically from the input from Higher Education. Whilst the Specimen Assessment Material (i.e. exam papers and mark schemes) doesn’t specifically use these terms in the comparative element of Component 3 (US Politics) the markschemes state that candidates must use a range of perspectives in their compare/contrast answers. There was a general feeling that currently available books/texts on this topic are simply not accessible for the average 6th form student. 
· There was general relief about the change in the wording/nature of the Assessment Objectives, with an admission from AQA that awarding the legacy AO3 (communication) marks had been really challenging in the past and that often they had been too harsh – there was general optimism about the new Assessment Objectives
· There are few specific examples identified in the specification, and some teachers wanted clarity on which examples they should be using. The AQA view on this was that “the best example is the best” – teachers and students should feel free to deploy the most appropriate example to the situation being discussed
· There was puzzlement from some teachers about the strange (i.e. not round numbers!) marks available for the AQA papers e.g. 3 papers at A level each worth 77 marks. The not-particularly-satisfying answer from the board was that it was the best they could do in order to satisfy the balance between Assessment Objectives from Ofqual whilst minimising the number of ‘question types’. 
· There was concern amongst teachers regarding the lack of choice in the question papers, other than for the 25 mark essays, and that the shorter answer questions were highly/overly specific – less than ideal given the lack of question choice on the specimen papers
Other issues raised at the Pearson Edexcel CPD
· The Edexcel questions have been written to be accessible to students from across the ability range; the mark-schemes are the places where differentiation appears. This is generally seen as being in contrast to the AQA questions, where many students have often struggled to access the questions
· Edexcel intends to offer a wide range of resources through its website including PowerPoints, and that Global Politics will be treated equally to US Politics in terms of the available resource offerings – this was of great relief to centres currently struggling to deliver the Global option due to a lack of resources. In addition to PowerPoints, Edexcel intends to produce a meaty “Getting Started” guide that expands on the spec
· For the new AO2, Edexcel has interpreted “aspects of politics” as being related to content and “political information” as being related to source material
· Clarification was made of the need for students to develop an “understanding of contemporary political structures and issues in their historical context” – students need to understand the evolution of how our current system was reached rather than in-depth historical knowledge
· The increased emphasis on rights should be familiar to centres and students with GCSE citizenship
· One of the Ofqual comments on the new proposed specification was that the references to “in recent years” and other similar references were too vague – in its resubmission, the board will have to be more specific on that front
· It was noted that centres could not try to ‘game the system’ by only teaching 2 of the 3 core ideologies (despite there being a choice of 1 from 2 core ideologies questions – and in the SAMs, these being related to 2 different ideologies). This is because it is entirely feasible for both core ideologies questions to be related to the same ideology.
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