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Hey guys

We’ll all be 18 before we know it and then we’ll be able 
to vote, so here’s a magazine full of basic info about how 
our country is run. We’ve tried to include something for 
everyone, from those who haven’t got a clue about politics 
and government to those who’d like to know a bit more. 

We need to know about how to vote and why it’s 
important to vote, so we’ve covered all that. We’ve  

also put in a few pointers about how to get your voice 
heard now – even before you have a vote. If you feel strongly about 
something (and I know that a lot of us do) and want to start a 
campaign, or want to support one that’s already up and running,  
there are some ideas here to get you on your way.

And there’s a section about what all those MPs and Members of the 
House of Lords do, including a bit of extra stuff about some of the more 
important jobs, and making and passing laws. And after you’ve looked  
at all that, try our quiz and find out if you’re a sheep or a shark!

Yours

Eddie Torr

a letter from the editor
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marks 
The sPoT

who’s up for election?
Not everyone wants to get elected to Parliament. 
Some people might think it sounds a bit boring. 
But when you start thinking about it a bit more, 
when someone’s elected as a Member of 
Parliament (MP) they’ll have a lot of interesting 
and sometimes crucial jobs to do. 

MPs meet lots of important people and have to 
vote on many new laws that can have a big effect 
on people’s lives. On top of that, a lot of people 
in their constituency (the area they represent) 
come to their MP for help or advice. There’s 
never a dull moment!

 

how do people get elected?
MPs are elected because they receive the highest 
number of votes during an election – either 
because people are voting for the political party 
or because the candidate is well liked in the area. 
Generally, most people who stand for Parliament 
are members of a political party. Occasionally, 
someone may stand as and independent candidate 
– for example, Dr Richard Taylor who was MP for 
Wyre Forest from 2001–2010. After working for 
many years in a local hospital, he was so angry 
when he heard about the government’s plans to 
drastically reduce services there that he decided 
to stand for Parliament and campaign to save the 
hospital from cuts. He got elected and prevented 
the changes to his local hospital.

Party animals – how will i know  
who to vote for?

Just before a general election, when all the seats 
in Parliament are up for grabs, all the parties 
publish a list of the things they promise to do 
if they get into power. These lists are called 
manifestos. All the parties have their own  
ideas about the kind of society they want.

General elections have to be held at least every 
five years to give people a chance to vote in  
a different government.

         What excites me about politics is  

         the knowledge that a roomful of  

people can decide the fate of an  

entire country.

Aisha, 14, Sheffield

The constituency is the place  

that I represent. In my case it’s  

a city called Gloucester. There are over 

80,000 adults living there who vote  

in elections to decide who their 

Member of Parliament will be. 

Parmjit Dhanda, MP for Gloucester 

2001–2010 

“

“

I think voting should be 

compulsory but they should 

include an option for no party.

Sarah, 15, Doncaster“ “

“

“
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Voting’s popular these days. TV shows are always asking viewers to vote.  
But one of the most important votes of all is when it’s used to elect  
people to Parliament.



marks 
The sPoT

helPing  
you To VoTe 
In the 2005 general election, only 65.1% of adults in the UK actually 
voted. And young people aged 18–24 were even less likely to vote – 
in 2005 only 37% of them turned out on the day.

Many people are worried that if voting rates keep falling, the people 
elected might not be representative of the whole population.

e-remedies…
Some areas have already experimented with voting  
by post and electronically, for example by text  
message, internet, electronic kiosk, and even  
digital TV. From results so far, it looks as if making  
voting easier does work and means people are  
more likely to vote. But it’s important to make  
sure hat these systems are secure and that  
votes cast in this way are anonymous.

…or change the day?
Another idea would be to allow voting over one or two days at the 
weekend. At the moment, Thursday is the traditional day on which 
elections take place – but there’s no law to say this can’t be changed.

find ouT more aT  www.parliament.uk/education

geTTing your message across
The government is looking into whether voting by text message or 
online will help boost the number of people who vote.

When voters in Hampshire were given the chance to vote online 
in 2007 for the local council, 18% chose to vote using the internet. 
But 7 out of 10 of them said they would have voted anyway, and 
overall fewer people voted than in the previous election!

What do YOU think?

Would YOU be more likely to vote online or by text?

sTrewTh maTe!
Should voting be compulsory? All 

voters in Australia must attend their 
local polling station, otherwise they 

are fined about £10.
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what kinds of election 
are there?
We have elections to choose 
people to represent us in 
Parliament but also in our local 
areas for our councils, and in 

Europe for the European Parliament.

The general election is the big one – when 
Parliament dissolves and people get a chance to 
re-elect their MP or elect a new one. The leader 
of the party that gains the most MPs in this 
election usually becomes Prime Minister. There 
are 650 constituencies in the UK, so the winning 
party needs to win 326 seats to ensure it is 
secure as the governing party.

Local elections take place to elect our local 
councillors. The local council is responsible for things 
like social services, recycling and local schools.

Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) 
represent us in Europe. They are an important part 
of the decision-making process, and affect the 
way countries in Europe make choices about 
things (like trade) that affect us internationally.

coalition governments 
and the 2010 election

In 2010 the 
Conservative 
party won the 
most seats – 307 
– but, they were 
20 seats short of 

an overall majority. This means 
there could always be a chance 
they would lose votes when 
trying to pass new laws in 
the House of Commons. 

When this happens and no party has the 
majority of seats it is called a hung or balanced 
Parliament.

There are a few ways that this situation can  
turn out:

1.  Even without a clear majority, the party  
with the most seats could still form a 
government but it risks losing votes in  
the House of Commons.

2.  We have another general election to try and 
get a clear winner second time around!

3.  Two of the main parties join forces, so that 
together they would have a clear majority.  
This is called a coalition government and the 
parties negotiate which policies and laws they 
want to pass together.

After the results of the 2010 general election 
the Conservative Party, led by David Cameron 

and the Liberal Democrats, led by Nick 
Clegg formed a coalition 
government. The new 
coalition government’s 

plans include proposals 
both parties made in their 

manifestos during the 
election campaign. 

The government will include 
MPs and Lords from both 
parties and together the 
new government will have  
a clear majority in the  
House of Commons. 

…and The winner is!
 
Elections are all about winning. The party that wins a general election 
will be in power for the next four or five years, so the stakes are high. But 
different systems of voting can make a big difference to the final result.
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…and The winner is!

additional member systems
The Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assembly use 
a system called the additional member system. 
People have two votes. One vote directly elects 
an MP, as in the UK system, but everyone has  
a second vote, which is cast in favour of a party, 
not a candidate. When all the votes are added up, 
these second votes are used to create a number 
of regional MPs in proportion to the votes cast. 

first Past the Post
This is the system used in the UK Parliament at 
the moment. It is simple and easy to understand. 
The candidate who wins the most votes in each 
constituency is elected – even if they’ve won by a 
single vote. It also means that all MPs are directly 
linked to their constituency. 

closed party list systems
This system is used in England, Scotland and 
Wales to elect members to the European 
Parliament. Everyone votes for a party and not  
a candidate. Several candidates are elected in any 
one area and these are shared out between the 
parties according to the proportion of votes cast. 
So the people who finally get elected are chosen 
by the party and not by the voters. 

single transferable vote
Northern Ireland uses the single transferable 
vote to elect members to the European 
Parliament. Voters rank the candidates in order 
of preference. First preference votes are counted 
first. If your first choice has already won enough 
votes to be elected, or is eliminated as a result 
of having the least number of votes, then your 
vote is transferred to your second choice and 
potentially on to your third choice and so  
on, until all the available seats are filled.

          The thing that excites me most  
          about politics is that elections  
bring change every time.
Peter, 14, Bradford

“ “

If everybody really thinks that you 
have done absolutely the wrong 

thing, then when it comes to 
the next general election they 
will for vote someone else.
Natascha Engel MP 

“ “

I always say that once I’ve been 
elected and I’m the MP for the area 

I’m there for everybody and I represent 
people who voted for me, people who 
voted against me and people 
who didn’t bother to vote at all.
Cheryl Gillan MP

“

“
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People in favour of voting at 16 point to the fact 
that at 16 young people can leave school, work 
full time and pay taxes, leave home, join the armed 
forces, be sexually active and make decisions about 
their future. So why can’t they VOTE? 

On the other hand, opponents of votes at 16 
argue that at this age teenagers are too young, 
and don’t know enough about politics to be able 
to make informed decisions. 

In 2008 a survey found that the majority of 
people responding were in favour of lowering the 
voting age but, earlier, in 2004 only one third of 
young people between 18 and 24 were in favour. 

Did you know that the age of voting in the Isle of Man, and on 
Alderney and Jersey in the Channel Islands is now 16?

Should the voting age be lowered to 16?

It was only in 2006 that the minimum 
age you could stand for Parliament 
was lowered from 21 to 18!

 We’re the next generation, and we 

want to grow up in a community 

run by people we’ve helped to choose. 

We should have a say when it comes to 

deciding what’s going on in our country. 

After all we’ll be the ones who’ll be 

taking over. 

Charlie, 15, Maidenhead

“

“

  These days, most young people 

learn more at school about the state 

of the country’s government than  

many adults know. I think that 16 is the 

right age to be voting because you can do 

so many other things at that age. You’re 

even trusted on the road at 17!

Amy, 16, Romford

“

“

I’m almost 16 and I still haven’t 

any idea about politics and 

government and all that. I don’t  

know how people of my age are 

supposed to know how to vote. 

This is a bad idea.

Tom, 15, Norwich

“ “

 I don’t think people know  

enough at 16 to make a 

sensible sort of choice.

Ciara, 15, Walsall

“ “
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How old do I have to be before  
I can vote?
18, but it doesn’t happen automatically. Every 
year, in October, the council sends a form out to 
every household, asking them to provide a list 

of everyone who has reached the age of 18. These 
names then go on the electoral register and all you 
have to do is wait for the next election and VOTE!

At 16 your name can be on the form – if you want  
to vote, make sure it is, and give the council plenty  
of time. 

Is voting complicated? How will  
I know what to do?
Voting is easy. Your voting card tells you where 
to go. When you get there you get a list of 
people who want to be your MP. You put a 

cross next to one of the names and stick the form 
into a box. Simple! And there are people there to 
help you if you get stuck.

Q

Q

a

a

There are many excellent reasons 

why I think we should reduce the 

voting age to 16. This is the age when 

young people start to make important 

decisions about their lives and when many 

real rights and responsibilities come into 

play… It’s time for young people to be 

listened to more seriously – if they could 

vote, this would certainly happen much more.

Julie Morgan, MP for Cardiff North 1997–2010

“

“

It’s absolutely vital we do more 
to encourage young people to be 

involved in the political process. But I 
don’t agree the way to do it is 
by reducing the voting age.
Eleanor Laing MP

“ “

your QuesTions 
on VoTing 
answered

http://www.parliament.uk/education
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exPress yourself

 

1  Email your MP. The  
 most common way to 
contact your MP is to send 
them an email or write them a 
letter. Go to http://findyourmp.
parliament.uk to find the 
name of your MP and their 
contact details. 

2  Organised letter 
 writing. MPs and Lords 
really sit up and take notice if 
they get lots of letters on the 
same issue. So get your friends 
writing too! But here’s a tip: try 
not to send the same letter 
with a different name at the 
bottom – it’s not as effective  
as lots of different letters. 

 

3  Join a political party. 
 If you’re interested in 
politics, you can join a political 
party. All the main parties have 
youth sections. Look on their 
websites for details. 

4  Support a pressure 
 group. What if 
you really want to change 
something and no one else 
seems to be doing anything 
about it? Why not set up your 
own campaign? If you go to 
www.battlefront.co.uk you 
can see lots of campaigns that 
young people have set up. 
There’s all kinds of help and 
advice about how to make your 
campaign really effective. The 
site’s experts can even help 
you make viral videos. Or set 
up your own pressure group… 
maybe on Facebook.

5  Go on a protest. 
 Everyone has the right to 
protest if it’s done in a lawful way. 
In 2003 one million people came 
together in London to protest 
about the war in Iraq. In 2002 
four hundred thousand people 
turned out to protest in London 
in favour of fox hunting. Peaceful 
protests show the government 
that a lot of people care!

6  Enlist a celeb. One 
 very effective way to get 
publicity for your campaign is 
to get a celeb on board. For 
example, when Joanna Lumley 
campaigned in favour of fair 
treatment for Gurkhas, people 
really took notice and her 
involvement meant that the 
campaign got lots of coverage 
on the national news.

7  Sign a petition. 
 Quite a lot of 
organisations put together 
petitions and get people to  
sign them. When they have a  
lot of signatures, they send it  
to the government. Look at 
www.number10.gov.uk to find 
out more about this.

On Friday 30 October 2009 

 
Even though you’re probably too 

young to vote, there are plenty of issues you might be 

concerned about. There are lots of ways you can get 

more involved. Although there are 61 million people 

in the UK, you CAN make your voice heard; you CAN 

make a difference. Here’s how…

You CAN make your voice heard; you can make a difference!

Photo: Terry Moore

Photo: Terry Moore the elected members of the UK Youth 
Parliament (MYPs) were the first ever  

body of people (young or old) who weren’t  
MPs to sit on the green benches 

in the House of Commons. They were 
debating the issues that matter to 

young people in the UK.

http://findyourmp
http://www.battlefront.co.uk
http://www.number10.gov.uk


11

find ouT more aT  www.parliament.uk/education

exPress yourself

•  Young people in Cambridgeshire are running a 
national award-winning campaign to change the 
public’s perception of young people. The Kids 
Are Alright campaign uses weekly newspaper 
coverage, posters, competitions and events  
to get its message across.

•  Al Henderson is putting the spotlight on 
Cyberbullying, to encourage support for  
its many victims.

And it doesn’t have to be a national campaign…

When 14-year-old skater 
Rory Underhill went to 
a meeting of his local 
council and pleaded to 
them to improve the skate 
park, they agreed to do 
something about it. One 
councillor at the meeting 

said, “It’s great to see one of our young people 
using these meetings. East Grinstead youth are  
a credit to this town and the council.”

get involved!
Channel 4’s Battlefront campaign has given 
a voice to campaigners who feel very 
strongly about a wide variety of issues. 

Here are a couple of examples:

•  After losing several members of his family, 
Alexander Rose decided to do something  
to stop knife crime. He has worked with 
Channel 4 and Desmond Tutu to promote  
his campaign Stop: Gun and Knife Crime.

          If I had the chance, the law  
          I would put in place  
would be free university.
Sophie, 14, Exeter

“ “ Many young people get labelled because  
of the clothes they wear. Most kids 

are alright – and that needs to be shown.
Beth More, 19, graphic designer  
for The Kids Are Alright campaign

“ “

http://www.parliament.uk/education
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What is it?

• The House of Commons is 
made up of the MPs elected 
to represent constituencies  
in all parts of the UK.

• Most MPs are backbenchers. 
The backbenches are the seats 
where an MP sits if he or she 
is not a government minister 
or shadow minister in the 
opposition parties.

• Ideas for new laws usually 
come from the government. 
A new law (or Bill) can 

start in either the House of 
Commons or the House of 
Lords. Once the MPs or Lords 
have finished debating a Bill, it 
passes to the other Chamber 
to be debated.

• All MPs, government ministers 
and backbenchers have the 
important job of improving Bills 
as they go through Parliament. 

• Many MPs sit on select 
committees, which keep 
a check on how well the 
government is working. 

What is it?

• The House of Lords is a 
place where new laws are 
looked at and voted on by 
people who have gained a 
lot of experience in different 
areas of life, such as science, 
education, medicine, industry, 
media, law and religion.

• Some members of the 
House of Lords belong to 
the government and they 
represent the government’s 
views during debates. 

• The House of Lords can 
debate any issue it chooses 
besides the laws going 
through Parliament. This gives 
its members a chance to air 
their views or encourage the 
government to do something.

house of 
commons

house of 
lords

‘Parliament’ consists of the Queen (our hereditary monarch),  

The House of Lords (approximately 740 appointed Members) and  

The House of Commons (650 elected Members of Parliament).

The three main parts of Parliament explained

In the House of Commons 
chamber we have an adversarial 

system. We sit directly opposite 

each other. One side presents its 

argument then the other side and then 

we vote on it. So we solve all of our 

problems by debate and discussion.

Frank Doran MP

“

“
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What job does the 
monarch do?

• Years ago, monarchs ruled 
the country almost single-
handedly but, over the years, 
their powers have been 
handed over to government.

• The Queen (or King) plays 
an important part in the 
machinery of Parliament. 
After the general election, 
the monarch asks the leader 
of the party with most MPs 
if he or she thinks they could 
form a government. If a Prime 
Minister wants to resign, it is 
the monarch he or she gives 
their resignation to. 

• The Queen comes to the 
Palace of Westminster once 
a year in autumn to open the 
new session of Parliament. She 
goes to the House of Lords, 
because by tradition, since the 
17th century, the monarch has 
been barred from entering 
the House of Commons. She 
reads ‘The Queen’s Speech’, 
which announces what the 
government plans to do in 
the coming year. The Prime 
Minister writes the speech  
for her.

• The Queen formally agrees 
all new laws once they have 
gone through all the stages in 
Parliament. This is called giving 
the Royal Assent. These days 
the Queen does not actually 
sign any acts.

• In the UK, power lies with 
Parliament not the King or 
Queen – who is known as  
a constitutional monarch. 

• The monarch is known as 
the Head of State. Countries 
without a monarch, like the 
USA or France, generally have 
a President as Head of State. 

The seats in the Commons are green 
because green dye was cheaper than red 
when the chambers were originally built, 

so better suited to ‘commoners’.

The Queen

or Lording it up

http://www.parliament.uk/education
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• a loT on Their 
PlaTes

Members of Parliament are voted in and go off to London most weeks. Once there, 

they are involved in a whole range of things besides debating and voting. 

A look at exactly what 
those MPs do all day

        Things an mP has To do in a week

1     Spend Monday to Thursday in London. When Parliament 
is sitting, most MPs will stay in London and work in their 
Westminster offices. 

2     Work Friday and quite often Saturday in their constituencies 
meeting constituents and attending local events. 

3      Whilst in London they take part in debates and questions 
sessions in the chamber. 

4     Every Wednesday is Prime Minister’s question time, when 
some MPs get a chance to ask the Prime Minister a question. 

5      Nearly every MP is involved in a committee. Committees 
are set up to look closely at new proposals and to check the 
government is doing its work properly. 

wanTed! memBers of ParliamenT

To be an MP you must be:

• Over 18.

• A British or Irish citizen.

•  A Commonwealth citizen who 

resides in the UK.

• Not a member of the House of Lords.

• Not bankrupt.

•  Not already working for the government or ‘Crown’ 

(e.g. police force, armed forces, civil servant, judge).

sTill Qualify? Then do you haVe  

The skills?
MPs must have a wide variety of skills to be able to do their 

jobs. These include being able to speak in public, being a good 

listener, having good judgement and being responsible and 

reliable. An MP has lots to do in a day, so being able to be 

quick and efficient is very important.

Think of  
a numBer:
mPs’ vital statistics
650 – MPs in the House 
of Commons.

£65,738 – an MP’s wage 
(before tax).

80 years old – the oldest 
MP – Sir Peter Tapsell.

25 years old – The youngest 
MP – Pamela Nash.

£142,500 – the Prime 
Minister’s wage.

1306 hours and 31 minutes 
– the length of time the 
House of Commons sat in 
the session that ran from 
2007–2008.

341 – the number of votes 
in the chamber in 2007–
2008.

12,000 square kilometres 
– the size of the largest 
constituency, which is  
Ross, Skye and Lochaber  
in Scotland.

7.27 square kilometres – 
the area of Islington North, 
the smallest constituency.
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• a loT on Their 
PlaTes

A DAY IN THe LIFe
There really is no such thing as a typical day for an 
MP because their work can be so varied. Below is 
an example of what an MP’s day might look like. 

Which would you most enjoy out of these jobs? 
Which do you think are the most important?

Looooooong hours…

In March 2005, when the House was 
debating the Prevention of Terrorism Bill, 
the sitting lasted for 32 hours!

However, that’s not the longest sitting:  
in January 1881 Parliament once sat for  
41 hours!

These days sittings are much shorter and 

do not go on all night as they used to, 
which makes it easier for anyone with  
a family, especially women, to become  
an MP. Do you agree this is a good idea?

It’s a reminder that years ago, the people 
who ran the country were either royal or 
from the aristocracy.

Today, anyone can become an MP if enough 
people vote for them. They are ordinary 
people who, before they were elected, often 
did a wide variety of jobs. For example, 
some were teachers, lecturers, trades union 
workers, bankers, miners, doctors, journalists, 
factory workers or lawyers.

The House of Commons is so called 
because it is filled with ‘commoners’. 

08:30	 Breakfast	meeting	about	the	political	situation	in	Pakistan.

09:30	 Arrive	at	the	office,	check	email	and	post.	

10:00	 Meet	with	constituents	who	have	come	to	Westminster	

representing	local	community	group	–	are	concerned	

about	proposed	lorry	park	and	the	possible	congestion.

10:30	 Go	to	the	Chamber	for	Treasury	questions.

12:30	 Do	telephone	interview	with	the	local	paper	in	

constituency	about	closure	of	a	Post	Office.	They	want		

to	know	my	views	and	what	I	am	doing	about	it.	

13:00	 Lunchtime	meeting	with	a	children’s	charity.

14:00	 Science	and	Technology	Select	Committee	meeting.

16:00	 Attend	a	debate	and	vote	in	the	Chamber.

17:00	 Catch	up	with	office	staff.	Reply	to	urgent	emails	

and	post.	Check	timetable	and	prepare	for	a	debate	

tomorrow.

18:00	 Go	back	to	the	Chamber	for	some	more	debates	and	

voting.	Return	to	the	office.

22:00	 Finish	off	the	preparations	for	tomorrow’s	debate	and	

head	home.

http://www.parliament.uk/education
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The Prime Minister chooses around 100 people to be in the government. 

They help him run the country. We’ve put together a selection of the TOP 

JOBS. Which one would you apply for? Have you GOT WHAT IT TAKES?

The top jobs in government

Other top jobs:  Defence Secretary in charge of the Armed Forces  Foreign Secretary in charge of international relations  Minister of Justice in charge of the courts and the prison service  Transport Secretary in charge of roads, railways and air and sea travel

LEAD THE 
country?
JoB TiTle: Prime 
minisTer
What you do: 
•  You make the main decisions about what changes 

are needed to make the country a better place. 

•  You give out the rest of the top jobs to the people 
you think will do them best. 

•  Every week you meet with your team of experts (the 
Cabinet) to make sure your ideas are on track.

•  Every week you meet the Queen to bring her up to 
date with events. 

Upsides/downsides
• The job comes with a house – 10 Downing Street. 

• Lots of foreign travel and meeting important people. 

• You will have to make some very difficult decisions.

Manage the 
money?
JoB TiTle: 
chancellor of  
The excheQuer
What you do:
•  For this job you need a head for figures 

– you’re in charge of all the money the 
government spends. 

•  You decide how to raise the money 
you need each year – through taxes. 
You also need to convince the House  
of Commons to pass your budget. 

•  You decide how much each government 
department can spend.

Upsides/downsides
•  You get to live in 11 Downing 

Street – next door to 
the Prime Minister!

•  Balancing the books 
can be a big 

headache.
I became an MP because I felt things 

were unfair. I wanted to change the world.
Oona King, MP from 1995 to 2005

“ “
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Other top jobs:  Defence Secretary in charge of the Armed Forces  Foreign Secretary in charge of international relations  Minister of Justice in charge of the courts and the prison service  Transport Secretary in charge of roads, railways and air and sea travel

TACKLE CRIME?
JoB TiTle: home 
secreTary
What you do:
•  You’re in charge of all the police forces 

in the country.

• You’re in charge of counter-terrorism. 

•  You run the country’s secret services – MI5 and MI6.

Upsides/downsides
•  This is one of the really top jobs in the Cabinet. 

•  This job carries a lot of responsibility, so if things go 
wrong you get the blame!

IMPROVE SCHOOLS?
JoB TiTle: secreTary 
of sTaTe for 
educaTion
What you do:
•  You’re in charge of all schools. 

•  You decide what subjects should 
be taught.

•  You decide what kind of schools the 
country needs.

•  You decide how teachers should be trained.

•  You decide on what kind of exams and 
qualifications schools should offer.

Upsides/downsides
•  You visit schools and meet lots of 

wonderful young people doing  
interesting things.

•  You have to try to please teachers, 
parents and children.

Save the environment?
JoB TiTle: secreTary of sTaTe 
for energy and climaTe change
What you do:
•  You decide how best to tackle climate change, for example 

by reducing carbon dioxide emissions.

•  You advise other departments on how they can help limit 
damage to the environment.

Upsides/downsides
•  This is a very important 

and responsible job – what 
you decide can make a real 
difference.

•  Some of your decisions may 
not be popular with everyone.

http://www.parliament.uk/education


laying down The law

Both the House of Commons and the House of Lords 
debate and discuss all Bills before they are 
passed on to the Queen for Royal Assent.

Green Paper  
You set out your 
ideas and ask for 
comments from 
the public

White Paper 
This sets out what 
you are going to 
put in the Bill

Bill
While a new law is 
being discussed, it’s 
called a Bill

Act
Once a new  
law is passed, it’s  
called an Act

We know that bills take a long time and they are 
passed on from the House of Lords back to the 

Commons and back to the Lords. Most young people 
like to see immediate change because we are not 
very patient at times. So it would be good if 
something can be done so action is taken faster.
Samira, 15, Manchester

“

“

wossiT all mean?

LAW-MAKING 
JArGON BUSTEr

If I had the chance, the 
law I would put in place 

would be free travel 
for all students.
James, 16, Carlisle

“ “
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BuT how easy is  
iT To change The  
law anyway?
It takes time and careful 
thought. Otherwise things can 
go wrong. And any new law has 
to be debated in the House of 
Lords as well as the House of 
Commons. The timeline shown 
opposite gives you an idea of 
the complexities of creating  
a new law.

Have you ever heard people 
complaining about the fact that 
we have too many laws? 

Other people think some of 
our laws need to be changed 
to bring them up to date. Or 
sometimes new developments 
mean that completely new 
laws are needed. For example, 
before the internet was 
invented there was no need 
for laws about downloading 
copyrighted material for free.

which laws would 
you change if you 
could? would you:
•  Change the school 

leaving age?

•  Bring back National Service?

•  Ban smacking for all children?

•  Abolish university tuition fees?

•  Raise the age at which you 
can drive?

•  Ban animal experiments?

•  Get rid of ASBOs?

•  Allow genetic modification 
of food?

How Parliament creates the laws that we all live by
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The gestation period of an  

Act of Parliament

a law is born

6 november 2007: State Opening 
of Parliament

The Queen indicated that her government intended 
to introduce the Education and Skills Bill in the next 
Parliamentary term.

01

14 January 2008: MPs get                         
the chance to say what they think

Second Reading – The Bill was explained to MPs, who then 
discussed (debated) the general principles of the Bill. 

03

10 June 2008: Lords get their say

Second Reading – the first opportunity for Members of the 
Lords to debate the main principles and purpose of the Bill.

07

30 october 2008: Down to the 
nitty-gritty

During the Report Stage further examination of the Bill 
continued. Votes took place and any Member of the Lords 
could take part.

11 november 2008: Almost there

Third Reading in the Chamber – the final chance for 
the Lords to debate and change the contents of the Bill.

09

10

13 may 2008: What’s been said 
so far?

Report Stage – the House discusses the amended bill in a 
debate in which further changes are were suggested. There 
was then a vote and a debate, in which further changes were 
suggested. Following that, there was a Third Reading when the 
whole Bill was discussed. Then there was a final vote.

05

28 november 2007: What’s it 
all about?

First Reading – a government clerk read the name of the Bill 
out in the Commons Chamber.

02

14 may 2008: Now it’s the 
Lords’ turn

First Reading – the title was read out in the House of Lords 
by the Member of the Lords in charge of the Bill. 

06

22 January – 28 february 2008: 
So what does everyone else think?

A Public Bill Committee made up of 19 MPs went through the 
Bill, line by line, until they had produced an amended version  
of the Bill to send back to the House.

04

25 June – 21 July: Line by line

During Committee stage the Lords discussed the Bill 
line-by-line, making amendments until they had a new version 
of the Bill. Any Member of the Lords could take part.

08

17 november 2008: Anyone for 
ping-pong?

The Bill’s new wording had to be agreed by both Houses  
(if they do not agree, the Bill is ‘ping-ponged’ between the 
Houses until they do). This Bill was approved in one day.

11

some things the new law means
• From 2015 young people will have to participate in some 
form of education/training until their 18th birthday.

• Better careers guidance for 11–16-year-olds.

• Better provision for adult learners – they will get  
a second chance.

26 november 2008: The final seal 
of approval

Royal Assent. The Queen agreed that the Bill could  
become law. Bills that receive Royal Assent are known as  
Acts of Parliament.

12

19
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The House of Lords plays an important role in 
making laws by very carefully reading through 
and checking Bills and suggesting changes, 
many of which are accepted by the House of 
Commons. It also keeps an eye on the work of 
the government and makes sure that everything 
is done properly and in the best interests of the 
country. Members of the House of Lords can 
also propose new laws for consideration by  
both Houses. 

Becoming a lord 
Members of the House of Lords are generally 
appointed not elected and they do not receive a 
salary. Most of the Lords is made up of people 
appointed by the Queen following recommendations 
from the Prime Minister, and the leaders of the 
other main parties also recommend people  
to represent their own parties. In 2000 the 
government set up the House of Lords 
Appointment Commission, which suggests 

The house of lords is largely 

made up of experts from many 

different fields, such as science, 

education, foreign affairs, medicine, 

the arts and most other subjects you 

can think of.  

individuals who are not in a political party and 
also checks all other nominations. Anyone can be 
nominated (as long as they are over 21), which is 
why they earned themselves the nickname 
‘people’s peers’. By 2009 more than 50 people’s 
peers had been appointed, such as former 
Childline Chief Executive Valerie Howarth, now 
Baroness Howarth of Breckland. In reality the 
people that get chosen have to be pretty special! 
Here are some of the qualities required for  
a People’s Peer:

Not all peers are appointed. Around 92 Lords 
inherited their title through their family. And 26 
seats in the House of Lords are reserved for 
Bishops from the Church of England. 

who geTs The final say in 
ParliamenT?
The powers of the House of Lords are limited 
by a combination of law and tradition. The 
Parliament Acts of 1911 and 1949 mean that the 
House of Lords can only hold up the law-making 
process (legislation) for a year at the most. So the 
House of Commons, as the elected House, has 
the final say in what becomes law. However, in 
practice the two Houses usually reach agreement 
on the wording of a Bill.

?
    What do you think? Do you 

know anyone that you think 
would make a good peer?

•  A good record of achievements and experience. 

•  The ability to make an effective contribution.

•  Good character, such as honesty and 
independence. 

• Not a member of any political party.

Some famous Lords include Lord Sugar 
(Alan Sugar from The Apprentice), 

Lord Coe (2012 Olympics boss 
Sebastian Coe) and Lord Lloyd-Webber.

The low-down on the Lords
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hoT deBaTe
Currently, members of the House of Lords are appointed. 
However, some people feel that the Lords should be a completely 
elected Chamber. Do you agree or disagree with this idea? What 
would be the consequences of having two fully elected Houses  
of Parliament?

eVoluTion of The sPecies

The origins of the House of Lords go back to the 14th century. At that time, it was 

composed of a group of powerful advisers to the King. Many of these held titles such 

as Earl, Baron or Duke. There were no women in the Lords.

In modern times, concern grew that the House of 

Lords was not representative of the population as a 

whole. So in 1958 the government of the day invented a 

new kind of peer (peer is another name for Member of 

the House of Lords.) These are known as Life Peers 

because they cannot pass on to their children the title 

or right to sit in Parliament. At the same time it became 

possible to appoint women to the House. 

In 1999 the government took another major step in the evolution of the House of 

Lords. It passed an Act abolishing the right of the 650 Hereditary Peers to sit in the 

House of Lords. There were many protests at this with the result that a compromise 

allowed 92 of these Lords to stay on in the House. 

whaT’s nexT?

In 2010 the government announced plans to reform the House of Lords and to bring in 

a new system. 

counTer-Terrorism Bill 
In 2008 the government introduced the Counter-Terrorism Bill, including 
proposals that would allow a longer detention for people suspected of being 
involved in terrorism. The House of Lords voted to reject the 42-day detention 
proposal, which would mean that suspects could be held for up to 42 days 
even before being charged. Instead of losing the Bill completely, the government 
accepted the changes made by the Lords.

?
    What do you think? Do you 

think you should be able to 
vote for who gets to be a Lord?

 A current law I disagree with is  
the fox hunting ban. 

Rhin, 16, Brighton
“ “
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1   At what age can you vote?

 A)  Middle age

 B)  21

 C) 18

 D)  No idea

2  What are the three parts 
of Parliament?

 A)  The library, Big Ben, the dining room

 B) MPs, the Speaker, the Queen 

 C)  The House of Commons, the Prime Minister, 
the Cabinet

 D)  The House of Commons, the House 
of Lords, the monarch

3   How often do general elections 
take place?

 A)  When number 10 Downing Street needs 
redecorating

 B) Every leap year 

 C)  At least every five years, although not all Parliaments 
run the whole five years

 D) When the MPs want to go on holiday

4   How does Parliament make a law?

 A)  By paying all its bills

 B)  The Prime Minister decides what the laws should 
be and that’s that

 C)  The government chooses a panel of experts to 
discuss and pass each law

 D)  Members of the Commons and Lords get a chance 
to have a say and vote on good ideas

5   What does the Speaker do in the 
House of Commons?

 A)  Speaks in debates 

 B)  Reports what’s going on in Parliament to the Queen

 C) Chairs debates in the Commons Chamber

 D) Answers the phone in the Prime Minister’s office

6   When and where is Prime 
Minister’s question time?

 A) At Buckingham Palace every evening at teatime

 B) On BBC one after the news on Thursday evenings 

 C)  At the end of every debate in the House 
of Commons

 D)  In the Commons Chamber every Wednesday 
at 12 noon

you?
Find out what sort of wild creature 
your political views turn you into 
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7  What is devolution?

 A)  The pathway from ape to human

 B) Something that happened in France in the 1800s

 C)  Voting in local government elections

 D)  The transfer of power from a central to a local or 
regional body (as in the setting up of the Scottish 
Parliament, the National Assembly for Wales and  
the Northern Ireland Assembly)

8  Who do MPs represent?

 A)  No-one

 B) Themselves

 C)  The Prime Minister

 D)  Their constituents

9   What can the House of Lords not do?

 A) Travel overseas 

 B)  Comment on and suggest changes to proposed laws

 C)  Delay a finance bill for more than one month

 D)  Eat cakes on Fridays

10   What is a select committee?

 A)  The group that chooses the UK Olympic team

 B) A group of the most talented MPs

 C)  The people who decide who is going to stand 
for Parliament

 D)  A panel of MPs or Peers set up to examine 
government departments and public bodies

11   How does someone become a Peer 
in Parliament?

 A)  They have to spend a lot of time looking 
down microscopes 

 B) They’re elected by their constituents 

 C)  The Prime Minister recognises them as experts and 
nominates them to be appointed by the monarch

 D)  By entering Britain’s Got Talent 

12   In a general election, whom are 
you voting for?

 A)  The person with the most fashionable clothes

 B) The person you would like to see as Prime Minister

 C) Members of the House of Lords

 D)  The MP who will represent your constituency in 
the House of Commons

13   Can a monarch change the law?

 A) Yes, but only on her birthday

 B)  Yes, as long as the monarch puts a good case 
to the government 

 C)  No, the monarch has no power over 
the government 

 D)  Yes, if the rest of the royal family agrees

how did you answer?

0–15: You are a political ostrich
You tend to ignore things, even though they 
might affect you. Get your head out of the 
sand and take an interest. 

16–25: You are a political sheep
You’re happy to follow the crowd when it 
comes to most things. Why not take the lead 
every now and again?

26–34: You are a political meerkat
You are aware of your surroundings and 
like to know what’s going on. Stay alert –  
and don’t spend too much time hiding in  
your burrow!

35–45: You are a political shark
You have strong views and are ruthless in 
expressing them and getting what you want. 
Keep up the good work, but don’t overdo it! 

Even-numbered questions
A: score 0 C: score 2
B: score 1  D: score 3

Odd-numbered questions
A: score 1 C: score 3
B: score 2  D: score 0
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