Knowledge Organiser
Parliament
Edexcel A Level Politics — Paper 2, Topic 2
1. Key Terms
	Term
	Definition

	Parliament
	The UK's bicameral legislature, made up of the House of Commons, the House of Lords, and the Monarch, responsible for making law and scrutinising government.

	Bicameral
	A legislature made up of two chambers, in the UK's case the elected House of Commons and the largely appointed House of Lords.

	Backbencher
	An MP or peer who does not hold a government or shadow ministerial position, so called because they sit behind the frontbenches in the chamber.

	Frontbencher
	An MP or peer who holds a government or opposition ministerial/shadow ministerial position.

	Whip
	A party official responsible for ensuring MPs or peers attend and vote according to the party line; also the term for the instruction issued to do so (e.g. a three-line whip).

	Select committee
	A cross-party committee of backbench MPs or peers that scrutinises the work, policy, and spending of a specific government department or issue area.

	Public bill committee
	A temporary committee formed to examine a specific bill line by line during its committee stage in the House of Commons.

	Legislative process
	The formal sequence of stages (first reading, second reading, committee stage, report stage, third reading, and equivalent stages in the second chamber) a bill must pass through to become law.

	Private member's bill (PMB)
	A bill introduced by a backbench MP rather than by the government, with a much lower chance of becoming law due to limited parliamentary time.

	Prime Minister's Questions (PMQs)
	A weekly session in the House of Commons in which the Prime Minister answers questions from MPs, including the Leader of the Opposition.

	Backbench Business Committee
	A House of Commons committee, established in 2010, that allocates parliamentary time for debates chosen by backbench MPs rather than the government.

	Salisbury Convention
	The convention that the House of Lords will not block or wreck at second/third reading a bill that implements a manifesto commitment of the elected government.

	Parliament Acts (1911 and 1949)
	Legislation that limits the power of the House of Lords, allowing the Commons to ultimately pass most bills even without Lords approval after a set delay.

	Life peers
	Members of the House of Lords appointed for their lifetime (rather than by inheritance), under the Life Peerages Act 1958, forming the majority of today's Lords.

	Hereditary peers
	Members of the House of Lords who inherit their title; largely removed by the House of Lords Act 1999, though 92 did remain by transitional arrangement. Since 2026, Starmer and the Labour party passed constitutional reforms to remove these final 92.

	Ping-pong
	The informal term for a bill passing back and forth between the Commons and the Lords as each chamber proposes and considers amendments before final agreement.

	Statutory instrument (delegated legislation)
	A form of law made by ministers under powers granted by an Act of Parliament, allowing detailed rules to be set without needing a full new Act.

	Payroll vote
	The bloc of MPs who hold a government position (ministers and parliamentary private secretaries) and are expected to vote with the government, reducing the pool of independently minded backbenchers.


2. Core Knowledge
Functions of Parliament
· Legislation: Parliament debates, amends, and passes (or rejects) bills, though in practice the government, commanding a Commons majority, initiates and usually controls the bulk of legislative time.
· Scrutiny: Parliament holds the government to account through select committees, PMQs, urgent questions, and debate on the floor of the House.
· Representation: MPs represent the interests and views of their constituents, while the Lords brings a range of expertise and experience to bear on legislation.
· Recruitment of the executive: government ministers are drawn from, and remain accountable to, Parliament (almost always the Commons).
· Legitimation: by debating and approving government proposals, Parliament confers democratic legitimacy on policy and law.
The House of Commons
· Composition: 650 elected MPs, each representing a single constituency, elected via First Past the Post; the party (or coalition) with a Commons majority normally forms the government.
· Powers: the dominant chamber — controls supply (finance/taxation bills, which the Lords cannot block), can force a change of government via a vote of no confidence, and has the final say on legislation under the Parliament Acts.
· Party control: strong party discipline, enforced by whips, generally ensures the government can pass its legislative programme, though backbench rebellions can occasionally defeat or force changes to government bills, especially in a hung parliament or with a small majority.
The House of Lords
· Composition: an unelected, largely appointed chamber made up mainly of life peers, plus 92 remaining hereditary peers and 26 Lords Spiritual (senior Church of England bishops).
· Powers and limits: can revise, delay, and propose amendments to legislation, and provide detailed scrutiny drawing on members' expertise, but cannot block money bills and can ultimately be overridden by the Commons under the Parliament Acts 1911 and 1949; by the Salisbury Convention it does not block manifesto bills at second or third reading.
· Reform debate: the House of Lords Act 1999 removed most hereditary peers; further reform proposals (a fully or partly elected chamber, a reduction in overall size) remain contested, balancing the value of an appointed chamber's independence and expertise against its lack of democratic legitimacy.
The legislative process
· Commons stages: first reading (formal introduction), second reading (main debate on principles), committee stage (line-by-line scrutiny, usually by a public bill committee), report stage (further amendments considered by the whole House), third reading (final vote).
· Lords stages and ping-pong: the bill then passes through equivalent stages in the House of Lords; any amendments are sent back to the Commons, and the bill can pass back and forth (‘ping-pong’) until both Houses agree, before receiving royal assent.
· Private members' bills: backbench-initiated bills that rarely become law due to very limited allotted time and the ease with which they can be talked out or blocked, though some notable examples have succeeded (e.g. on assisted dying debates and abortion law historically).
Parliamentary scrutiny of the executive
· Select committees: cross-party backbench committees that question ministers and civil servants, publish reports, and can generate significant political and media pressure, though the government is not obliged to act on their recommendations.
· PMQs and departmental questions: provide direct, high-profile opportunities to question the Prime Minister and other ministers, though often criticised as more about political theatre than substantive scrutiny.
· Backbench influence: the Backbench Business Committee, urgent questions, and the growing willingness of MPs to rebel against the whip (especially in a hung parliament or with a small government majority) have strengthened backbench influence over government.
· Debate on effectiveness: critics argue the fusion of powers, strong party discipline, and the payroll vote limit genuine scrutiny; defenders point to the real impact of select committee reports, backbench rebellions, and Lords amendments in shaping or blocking government policy.
3. Stretch and Challenge Tasks
· Compare and evaluate: research a recent select committee inquiry and evaluate what impact, if any, its recommendations had on government policy.
· Data challenge: find data on the number of government bill amendments made in the Lords over the last few parliamentary sessions. What does this suggest about the Lords' real influence on legislation?
· Debate prep: prepare arguments for and against the motion ‘This House believes the House of Lords should be a fully elected chamber.’
· Synoptic thinking: explain how the payroll vote and party discipline connect to the wider debate over the separation of powers covered in Relations Between the Branches.
· 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 House of Commons effectively scrutinises the executive.’
· Comparative extension: research a significant example of a government defeat or forced concession in the Commons or Lords (e.g. over a flagship bill) and evaluate what it reveals about the limits of executive dominance.
· Primary source analysis: watch or read a transcript of a recent PMQs session and evaluate how much genuine scrutiny, as opposed to political point-scoring, actually takes place.
4. Example Assessment Question
Evaluate the view that the House of Commons effectively scrutinises the executive. (30 marks)
Guidance for a strong answer:
· Identify specific scrutiny mechanisms (select committees, PMQs, backbench rebellions, opposition day debates) rather than describing Parliament in general terms.
· Use specific, dated examples of scrutiny succeeding or failing to constrain government.
· Weigh these against factors limiting scrutiny, such as strong party discipline, the payroll vote, and the government's control of Commons time.
· Reach a clear, substantiated final judgement rather than sitting on the fence.
5. Further Reading and Listening
Books
· How Parliament Works — Robert Rogers and Rhodri Walters
· Parliament: The Biography — Chris Bryant (accessible historical and institutional context)
· Whatever It Takes / similar insider accounts of Commons life, useful for illustrating whip and backbench dynamics
Podcasts
· Talking Politics (David Runciman) — episodes on parliamentary scrutiny and reform
· The Political Party (Matt Forde) — interviews with MPs and peers on life in Parliament
· UK Parliament's own podcast, covering committee work and legislative process explainers
Websites and organisations
· UK Parliament website (parliament.uk) — bill tracker, select committee reports, and Hansard transcripts
· The Hansard Society (hansardsociety.org.uk) — independent research on parliamentary effectiveness
· The Institute for Government (instituteforgovernment.org.uk) — explainers on legislative process and scrutiny
· The Constitution Unit, UCL (ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit) — analysis of Lords reform debates

