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1. Key Terms
	Term
	Definition

	Constitution
	The set of rules, laws, and conventions that establish the distribution of power within a state and the relationship between the state and its citizens.

	Codified constitution
	A constitution in which the key rules are gathered into a single authoritative document, usually with special legal status above ordinary law, e.g. the US Constitution.

	Uncodified constitution
	A constitution, such as the UK's, drawn from multiple sources (statute, common law, convention, works of authority) rather than a single document.

	Entrenchment
	Special legal protection that makes a constitutional provision difficult to change, typically requiring more than a simple parliamentary majority; the UK constitution is largely unentrenched.

	Flexible constitution
	A constitution that can be changed relatively easily, e.g. by a simple Act of Parliament, as in the UK, in contrast to a rigid, more difficult-to-amend constitution.

	Unitary state
	A state in which sovereignty is held centrally, with any regional bodies exercising only powers granted (and revocable) by the centre; historically the UK's structure, though now often described as ‘quasi-federal’ due to devolution.

	Devolution
	The transfer of specific powers from central government to sub-national bodies (the Scottish Parliament, Senedd, and Northern Ireland Assembly), while sovereignty legally remains with Westminster.

	Parliamentary sovereignty
	The principle that the UK Parliament is the supreme legal authority, able to make or unmake any law, with no body able to override or set aside its legislation.

	Rule of law
	The principle that everyone, including the government, is subject to and accountable under the law, which should be applied fairly, predictably, and equally.

	Separation of powers
	The distribution of governmental authority between the legislature, executive, and judiciary, intended to prevent the excessive concentration of power; only partially observed in the UK's fused system.

	Statute law
	Law made through Acts of Parliament, the most authoritative source of the UK constitution.

	Common law
	Law derived from court judgments and long-standing custom rather than from statute, historically significant in establishing UK civil liberties.

	Constitutional conventions
	Unwritten rules of political practice that are considered binding but are not legally enforceable, e.g. the convention that the monarch gives royal assent to legislation.

	Works of authority
	Long-standing academic texts on the constitution, treated as authoritative sources of guidance where no other rule exists, e.g. Erskine May's work on parliamentary procedure.

	Royal prerogative
	Historic executive powers exercised formally by the monarch but in practice by the Prime Minister and government, e.g. treaty-making and deploying the armed forces.

	Human Rights Act 1998
	Legislation that incorporated the European Convention on Human Rights into UK domestic law, allowing rights claims to be heard in UK courts.

	Constitutional Reform Act 2005
	Legislation that formally separated the judiciary from the legislature by creating the UK Supreme Court and reforming the office of Lord Chancellor.

	Sewel Convention
	The convention that Westminster will not normally legislate on matters devolved to Scotland, Wales, or Northern Ireland without the consent of the relevant devolved legislature.

	West Lothian Question
	The issue of whether MPs from devolved nations should be able to vote on matters (e.g. English health or education policy) that no longer apply in their own constituencies due to devolution.


2. Core Knowledge
Nature and sources of the UK constitution
· Uncodified and unentrenched: the UK has no single constitutional document; its constitution is drawn from statute law, common law, constitutional conventions, works of authority, and (historically) EU law and treaties.
· Flexible: because most constitutional change requires only an ordinary Act of Parliament (a simple majority), the UK constitution can be amended relatively quickly, unlike codified, entrenched constitutions requiring supermajorities or referendums.
· Key sources ranked by authority: statute law is generally treated as the most authoritative source, since Acts of Parliament can override common law or conventions; conventions and works of authority fill gaps where no statute or case law exists.
Core constitutional principles
· Parliamentary sovereignty: Parliament can make or unmake any law and cannot bind its successors; often described as the central pillar of the UK constitution, though qualified in practice by devolution, referendums, and (previously) EU membership.
· The rule of law: government must act within the law and can be challenged through the courts (e.g. via judicial review); underpins citizens' ability to hold the state accountable.
· Unitary but increasingly quasi-federal: sovereignty legally remains with Westminster, but the scale of devolved power to Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland means the UK now operates in practice much like a federal state in several policy areas.
Constitutional reform since 1997
· Labour reforms (1997–2010): devolution to Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland (1998); the Human Rights Act (1998); House of Lords reform removing most hereditary peers (1999); the Freedom of Information Act (2000); the Constitutional Reform Act (2005), creating the Supreme Court and separating it from the House of Lords.
· Coalition and Conservative-era reforms (2010–present): the Fixed-term Parliaments Act (2011), later repealed in 2022, restoring the Prime Minister's power to call an early election; further devolution acts extending powers to Scotland (2012, 2016) and Wales (2014, 2017); English Votes for English Laws (EVEL), introduced in 2015 to give English MPs a veto on England-only legislation, later abolished in 2021; the UK's withdrawal from the EU following the 2016 referendum, repatriating law-making power to Westminster (and, in devolved areas, to devolved legislatures).
Devolution in depth
· Asymmetric devolution: Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland each have different powers and institutional arrangements; England has no devolved legislature of its own, giving rise to the West Lothian Question.
· Scotland: the Scottish Parliament has extensive powers, including over income tax rates and welfare in some areas, following the Scotland Acts of 2012 and 2016; the 2014 independence referendum (55% to 45% against independence) has continued to shape debate over further powers.
· Wales and Northern Ireland: the Senedd has gradually gained primary law-making and some tax powers; the Northern Ireland Assembly operates on a power-sharing basis, but has faced repeated periods of suspension due to political deadlock.
· Sewel Convention: though not legally binding, this convention normally requires devolved consent before Westminster legislates on devolved matters — tested significantly during the Brexit process, where the devolved legislatures' consent to EU withdrawal legislation was withheld but Westminster proceeded regardless.
The codification debate
· Case for a codified constitution: would provide clearer, more accessible rules; entrenched rights and institutions would be harder for a government to erode; could resolve ambiguities (e.g. royal prerogative powers, the codification of conventions).
· Case against a codified constitution: the current system's flexibility allows it to adapt quickly to changing circumstances; codification could transfer excessive power to unelected judges to interpret the document; there is little evidence of strong public demand for wholesale codification.
3. Stretch and Challenge Tasks
· Compare and evaluate: research the powers of the Scottish Parliament and the Senedd side by side. To what extent does asymmetric devolution create problems of fairness or coherence within the UK?
· Data challenge: create a timeline of every major UK constitutional reform since 1997, and identify which reforms most significantly limited the power of central government.
· Debate prep: prepare arguments for and against the motion ‘This House believes the UK should adopt a codified constitution.’
· Synoptic thinking: explain how the Sewel Convention and the Brexit process illustrate the tension between parliamentary sovereignty and devolution.
· Extended essay practice: write a full 30-mark essay plan (introduction, three balanced paragraphs, conclusion with a clear judgement) on: ‘Evaluate the extent to which the UK constitution provides effective limits on government power.’
· Comparative extension: research how the US Constitution's codified, entrenched nature differs from the UK's uncodified, flexible constitution, and evaluate which model offers stronger long-term protection of citizens' rights.
· Primary source analysis: read the Supreme Court's judgment summary in Miller v Secretary of State for Exiting the European Union (2017) or R (Miller) v The Prime Minister (2019), and identify what each case reveals about the balance between parliamentary sovereignty, the royal prerogative, and judicial power.
4. Example Assessment Question
Evaluate the view that the UK constitution provides effective limits on government power. (30 marks)
Guidance for a strong answer:
· Identify specific limiting mechanisms (the rule of law, judicial review, devolution, the Human Rights Act, parliamentary scrutiny) rather than describing the constitution in the abstract.
· Use specific, dated examples (e.g. the Miller cases, the Sewel Convention during Brexit) to support each point.
· Weigh these limits against counter-evidence of executive dominance (parliamentary sovereignty, use of the royal prerogative, the flexibility to change the constitution by ordinary statute).
· Reach a clear, substantiated final judgement rather than sitting on the fence.
5. Further Reading and Listening
Books
· The New British Constitution — Vernon Bogdanor
· Politics UK (constitution and government chapters) — Bill Jones and Philip Norton (eds.)
· How to Fix a Broken Constitution — various commentary collections on proposals for reform
Podcasts
· Talking Politics (David Runciman) — episodes on the UK constitution and devolution
· Constitution Unit podcast/events (UCL) — expert discussion of constitutional reform issues
· The Political Party (Matt Forde)
Websites and organisations
· The Constitution Unit, UCL (ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit) — leading academic analysis of UK constitutional change
· The Institute for Government (instituteforgovernment.org.uk) — explainers on devolution, the constitution, and reform debates
· UK Constitutional Law Association blog (ukconstitutionallaw.org) — expert legal commentary on constitutional cases and developments
· House of Commons Library briefings (commonslibrary.parliament.uk) — impartial background papers on constitutional issues

