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For older pupils … 
Our essential guide to the UK 
Parliament has easytoread 
guidance and plenty of facts  
to get them thinking about 
what matters to them. 

www.parliament.uk/education 

For supporting teachers’ notes 
and additional resources go to 
www.parliament.uk/education 

What does Parliament do? 
How is a law made? 
What is a select committee? 
How can you get involved? 

You will find answers to these – and other – important questions 
in this guide. 

Learn about MPs and members of the House of Lords, what they 
do, and why their work is important. Find out how you can get 
your voice heard in Parliament and make a difference to the issues 
you care about. 

You’ll find out how to make a petition and send it to Parliament, 
discover historical facts, and get some top tips on how to get 
in touch with MPs and members of the House of Lords.  
Most of all, you’ll see how our Parliament helps make the UK 
a fair and democratic place to live for every one of us. 

your UK Parliament
Get to knowthe UK Parliament?WHAT

IS … 
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CONTENTS 

UK Parliament THE 

Find out all about the UK Parliament: what it is, how it works and how you can get involved. 
Each section includes a number of helpful features to support you along the way. 

IT’S A FACT: 

How about that? 

This highlights important points to help you understand 
the information in each section. 
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the UK Parliament. 

This is where you can find explanations of key words so 
that you can easily refer to them as you read. 

Find out what other students thought about and learned 
from their trip to the UK Parliament. 

Here you can find ideas of different ways you can get 
involved in the UK Parliament and our democracy. 
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What is democracy? 
The UK, like many other countries, is a democracy. 
This means we can vote for who makes the laws 
and runs the country. The House of Commons 
is made up of the MPs we vote for in general 
elections, which usually take place every five 
years. MPs represent their constituents – the 
people in the area where they were elected – 
in the UK Parliament. 

Until 1832, almost no one was allowed to vote in 
elections in the UK, but gradually more and more 
people were given the vote. Nowadays, people 
over the age of 18 can vote in a general election, 
and many people argue that the voting age 
should be lowered to 16. Around two hundred 
years ago only rich men were allowed to vote, 
however in 1928 all men and women were 
given equal voting rights. 

3 

How did Parliament change? 
From 1341, the lords and the commoners  
split into different ‘houses’ and soon after, 
voters started to elect members of the House 
of Commons. Up until then, for hundreds of 
years, the Monarch had simply chosen the 
people who would govern the country. Today, 
the Government is chosen by whichever party 
has the most Members of Parliament after 
a general election. 

IT’S A FACT: Parliament 
hundreds of years ago, the kings of England 
were Norman French 

the word ‘parliament’ comes from the French 
word for ‘speak’ 

‘parley’ is an Old English word for ‘conference’ 

WHAT
IS … the UK Parliament? 

The UK Parliament is made up of three parts, 
the House of Commons, the House of Lords 
and the Monarch. 

Parliament represents our interests and makes 
sure they are considered by the Government. 

How did Parliament  
come about? 
Hundreds of years ago the king 
had complete power, and he  
could make whatever laws and 
rules he liked. This brought him 
into conflict with other powerful 
leaders in England. In 1215, 
King John was forced to agree to 
Magna Carta (the Great Charter), 
a set of demands which limited 
the king’s power. This important 
document details how the Monarch 
must obey the law and recognise 
the rights of other powerful men. 
By agreeing to Magna Carta, King John had agreed to share 
some of his powers and therefore Parliament was born. 

As the centuries went by, Parliament grew into a permanent 
institution which the Monarch had to consult before making 
decisions. At first, it was made up only of powerful nobles: 
dukes, earls and other lords. But as time went on some 
‘commoners’ were also brought into Parliament. These 
commoners were not noble lords, however they were often 
wealthy – although many of them made their fortunes 
from trading, banking and other kinds of business,  
rather than just from owning land. 

The House of Lords 

(where members of the 

House of Lords meet) 

2 

The Monarch(the king or queen) 

3 

The House of Commons(where Members of Parliament,or ‘MPs’, meet) 

1 

Quick glossary 
Democracy: a system where people 
have the right to vote for who runs the 
country 
General election: when we vote for an 
MP to represent us in Parliament 

Monarch: the king or queen 
MPs: Members of Parliament who are 
elected by voters in a general election 
Parliament: the House of Commons, the 
House of Lords and the Monarch 

Devolution 
The UK Parliament is the central law-making body,  
but some powers have been ‘devolved’  
to the Northern Ireland Assembly, the  
National Assembly for Wales and the 
Scottish Parliament. Those institutions 
now have the power to make laws  
about some issues, such as  
education or health, 
in those parts of  
the UK. 



 

  

  

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

        

 

Because it holds 
Big Ben, Elizabeth 

Tower may be the 
most famous tower at 
Westminster, but it’s 
not the tallest. At 

98.5m, that title goes 
to Victoria Tower. 

Did you know? 

Because it holds 
Big Ben, Elizabeth 

most famous tower at 

8.5m, that title goes 

Did you know?

5 

‘Big Ben’ is actually  
the name given to the  
bell in the tower, not the  
clock or the tower itself.  
Officially the tower is called 
the Elizabeth Tower.  
It was completed in 1859.  
Nowadays, when people  
talk about Big Ben they  
are usually thinking of 

the whole tower including 
 the clock and the bell. 

Did you know?When we think of Parliament, most  
of us picture the Houses of Parliament  
in London with Big Ben at one end  
of the building. 

MPs and members of the House  
of Lords have met in that building  
since it was rebuilt after the Great  
Fire of 1834 that destroyed much  
of the original Houses of Parliament.

      How about that? 

In November 1605, a group of men 
plotted to blow up Parliament and 
kill King James I. The men were found 
out and their leader, Guy Fawkes, was 
caught with gunpowder barrels in the 
cellar. He was horribly executed. 

Bonfire night and the burning of a ‘guy’ 
every 5 November is a reminder of 
that night over four hundred years ago 
when Parliament was nearly blown up. 

the Houses of Parliament? 

Over the next few pages you will find out about the different parts of the UK Parliament 

and how you can get involved in the decisions that affect all of our lives! >> 

Westminster Hall is the oldest part of the 
Houses of Parliament. It was started in 1097 by 
King William II and completed in 1099. At the 
time it was the largest hall in Europe at 1600 
square metres. 

‘Big Ben’ is actually  
the name given to the  
bell in the tower, not the  
clock or the tower itself.  
O�cially the tower is called 
the Elizabeth Tower.  

of the original Houses of Parliament.

WHAT
ARE … 

Westminster Hall 

Victoria Tower 

talk about Big Ben they  
are usually thinking of 

the whole tower including 
 the clock and the bell.
the whole tower including 
 the clock and the bell.

Victoria Tower 

Elizabeth Tower 

Westminster Hall 

Central Lobby 

House of Commons Chamber 

Big Ben 

32 

LATEST POSTS 

OUR VISIT TO WESTMINSTER 

The House of Commons is a place of such great  
historical and political significance – my first feeling 
when stepping inside was one of awe! The Chamber 
itself is an architectural masterpiece. Despite only 
being built in 1948, it looks and feels much older!  
(It’s also much smaller than it appears on TV). 

David 

4 

House of Lords Chamber 



the House of Commons? 

IT’S A FACT: MPs
  the leader of the party with the  most 

MPs usually becomes the Prime 

Minister after a general election

  MPs represent all the people in their 

constituency, even the ones who 

voted for a different candidate

  the Prime Minister chooses the other 

members of the Government 

  the Government makes decisions 

about new laws and about how the 

country should be run 

Did you know? 

The House of Commons Chamber 

Who are MPs? 
The UK is divided into 650 areas 
called constituencies. In a general 
election, people over 18 years old, who 
are on the electoral register, can vote 
for the candidate they want to be their 
MP. The candidate who gets the most 
votes becomes the MP for that area 
until the next election. Most candidates 
represent a political party. 

General elections usually take 
place every five years, although the 
Government can decide to hold an early 
election if they feel it is necessary, and  
as long as twothirds of MPs agree.
 

Before an election, parties publish  
a manifesto to let voters know what  
they stand for. 

WHAT 
IS …
 

The House of Commons is where Members of Parliament (MPs) 
meet. There are 650 MPs and they are elected by us, the people. 

My visit … 

I have to say, it felt 
exhilarating. To be 
able to stand in the 
room where some 
of the world’s largest Khadeejah
 

Each MP represents a different part of the country, called a 
constituency. A constituency can be a town, part of a large city  
or a large rural area. To make it fair, constituencies are designed 
to have about the same number of people in each one, so that 
MPs each represent around the same number of people. 

The House of 
Commons only has 

enough seats for  
427 MPs, so when all  

the MPs are in the 
As mentioned previously, the House of Commons was created Chamber, many have 
after Parliament was split into two parts or ‘houses’, one for the to stand! 
‘commoners’ and one for the lords. Over the centuries the House 
of Commons gradually grew in size and power. 

Quick glossary 
Candidate: someone who stands for Manifesto: a public declaration of 
election as an MP intentions and opinions 
Constituency: an area of the country  Party: an organisation with shared views 
 (e.g. a town) that is represented by an MP on how the country should be run 
Government: politicians, led by the Prime Speaker: the person who manages 
Minister, who run the UK’s public services debates in the House of Commons 

decisions have been made, life 

changing decisions – the effects of 

which we feel centuries later. The 

Chamber itself was simply stunning. 
Words cannot quite do it justice.  
I recommend everyone should visit,  
at least once.
 

The MPs who support the Government 
sit on one side of the Commons 
Chamber. The other MPs, the Opposition, 
sit on the other side. Debates in the 
House of Commons can become very 
heated. During debates the Speaker 
keeps order and calls MPs to speak. 
The Speaker has full authority to 
make sure MPs follow the rules of the 
House during debates and treat each 
other politely! 

6 7 
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What can your MP do for you? 

MPs often hold ‘surgeries’ in their constituency, where 
local people can go along to discuss any matters that 
concern them. MPs help their constituents in a variety of 
ways. For example, they can: 

make enquiries to help their constituents by talking  
to ministers 

ask the Government questions about a particular issue 

raise the issue in the House of Commons 

try to bring about a change in the law 

OVER TO YOU 
Contact your MP about an issue that is important to you: 

1 Find out the name of your MP. Go to www.parliament.uk/ 
findyourmp and see what they have been doing in and out  
of Parliament. Are there any particular subjects that they  
have taken a close interest in? 

2 Now make a list of some of the things that you think are  
important locally, nationally or even internationally. 
For example, the building of some new houses (local), the  
voting age (national) or climate change (international). 

3 Pick one issue that is most important to you. Make sure that 
the issue is one that Parliament has some responsibility for. 

4 Think about what an MP might be able to do about this 
issue. What could you ask them to do to help? 

5 Now write to or email your MP, explaining the problem, what 
you think about it, and what you would like them to do. Try to be 
clear and polite, so that they understand you and take you seriously. 

My visit … 

MPs refer to each other as 
‘Right Honourable Friends’ 
which is an unusual 
way to speak to another 
person. They also call the 
Chamber the ‘House’ 
which I find very interesting. 

Josh 

* the amount of money that 
should be spent on education 
and the health service 

* whether the voting age should 
be lowered 

* whether we should send soldiers 
to fight in a foreign country 

* the UK’s relationship with  
the  European Union 

* how child refugees should be looked 
after if they arrive in the UK without  
their parents 

Quick glossary 
Constituent: someone who lives 
in a constituency 
Minister: a member of the 
Government who is in charge 
of one of the  Government’s 
departments, such as the 
Department for Education, 
Department of Health, or Ministry 
of Defence 

When the Government proposes a new law, MPs 
discuss and challenge it, and may suggest that 
some amendments (changes) are made. Finally, 
MPs vote on the law: either ‘Aye’ (yes) or ’No’. If  
most of the MPs vote ‘Aye’ then the law is passed  
to the House of Lords for further debate. 

MPs don’t spend all their time in Parliament. They 
also spend a lot of time in their constituencies, 
staying in touch with the people who live there, 
listening to their concerns and helping to solve 
their problems where possible. 

What do MPs do? 
MPs are elected by the voters in their constituency, 
to represent their interests and concerns in the 
House of Commons. MPs raise issues affecting 
their constituents by making speeches, 
questioning government ministers, or by 
openly supporting and highlighting particular 
campaigns which their constituents feel 
strongly about. 

An MPs’ biggest job is to challenge the policies 
of the Government by taking part in debates 
in the House of Commons. They also vote on 
new laws and keep track of the work of the 
Government to make sure their plans are fair 
and sensible. 

www.parliament.uk/
 and see what they have been doing in and out 

 Make sure that 

Try to be 
lear and polite, so that they understand you and take you seriously.

Here are a few of the many 

and varied topics that MPs 

have debated: 

MPs have to know a lot about the  
topics they debate. They often keep  
in contact with their constituents,  
so they understand their needs  
and concerns. That means they  
are in a good position to act as  
the voice of their constituents  
in Parliament. 

8 



       

 
 

 
 

   
 

  
 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

1110 

WHAT
IS … the House of Lords? 

The House of Lords is the second  
Chamber of the UK Parliament. 

Members of the House of Lords (sometimes 
known as peers) are chosen for their expertise 
and experience. The House of Lords, like 
the House of Commons, has a central role in 
designing and shaping the laws of the country. 
Members of the House of Lords examine issues 
closely and introduce ideas for new laws, as well 
as debating and suggesting amendments 
to proposed laws. 

The House of Lords has three very important 
responsibilities: 

to help make and amend laws 

to carefully examine public policy 

to hold the Government to account 

IT’S A FACT: the House of Lords 
many members of the House of Lords are 

independent and not part of a political party 

independent members are called crossbenchers 

because the benches they sit on are placed across 

the Chamber instead of in the rows on either side 

no party, or the Government, has a majority in the 

House of Lords so they often come to different 

decisions to the House of Commons 

each member tends to have expertise 

or take a special interest in certain topics 

08
.00

08
.00

08
.00

08
.00

Quick glossary 
Crossbencher: a member of the House of 
Lords who does not belong to a political 
party, and who is therefore independent 
Division lobbies: rooms that MPs or members 
of the House of Lords enter in order to show 
which way they are voting 
Peer: a member of the House of Lords 

My visit … 

I like how even though 
members may be from 
opposing sides, they seem 
to be working together 
constructively and they are 
not constantly ‘locking horns’ 
so to speak. 

Khadeejah 

The House of Lords Chamber 

As many of the peers have specialist knowledge  
in areas such as education and health, they use 
their expertise to check that the detail in plans 
for new laws makes sense, is fair and will work  
for different groups of people. If they think a 
plan for a new law could be improved they 
suggest changes. 

The House of Lords has a Lord Speaker who 
oversees business in the Chamber. However, the 
House of Lords is self-governing. This means that 
peers manage business for themselves, inviting 
each other to speak, making sure that everyone 
has their say. 

There were very few 
women in Parliament 

until the second half of the 
1900s. Today, there are more 

than 200 women in the 
House of Lords, and the first 

two Lord Speakers were 
both women. 

Did you know? 

How about that? 

Members of the House of Lords do not 
vote ‘Aye’ or ‘No’ like MPs in the House 
of Commons: they vote ‘Content’ or ‘Not 
Content’. In both Houses when it is time 
to vote, a bell rings and members have 
eight minutes to go to corridors called 
‘division lobbies’ to place their votes. 
The lobby that is the most  
crowded wins the vote. 

because the benches they sit on are placed across 

the Chamber instead of in the rows on either side 

o party, or the Government, has a majority in the 

House of Lords so they often come to di�erent 

or take a special interest in certain topics 

As many of the peers have specialist knowledge  

House of Lords is self-governing. This means that 

both women.



  

  

 

 

 
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  
 

  

 

 

 
 

 

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

  
  

 

  
 

  
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

  
  
 

  

 

Who are the members 
of the House of Lords? 
Currently, there are about 800 members of 
the House of Lords and most of them are 
appointed as ‘life peers’. That means that they 
remain members of the House of Lords for life 
or until they retire. Members of the House of 
Lords question and challenge the work of the 
Government and carefully scrutinise the detail of 
proposed new laws, so it is important that they 
are chosen for their experience and expertise. 

Members of the House of Lords include lawyers, 
judges, diplomats, doctors, soldiers, scientists, 
business people, writers, teachers, athletes and 
many other professional people. Many of the 
current members have worked in politics, and 
many of them used to be MPs, but many 
members have very different backgrounds. 
The House of Lords also includes 24 members 
who are bishops. 

How does the
 
House of Lords work?
 
No party has a majority in the House of Lords, 
so the Government has to try to find 
compromises and agreements. In fact, around 
200 members do not represent political parties 
and sit as crossbenchers. Even members who 
do belong to political parties often act in a very 
independent way and because of this, debates 
are mostly based on patient persuasion and 
respect, rather than fierce argument. 

Because members of the House of Lords 
come from a wide variety of backgrounds 
and are chosen differently from MPs, they 
provide a valuable second opinion to the 
House of Commons. 

What sorts of people become 
members of the House of Lords? 

When someone becomes a member of the House 
of Lords, they receive a ‘peerage’. 

Peers are appointed by the Monarch on the 
advice of the Prime Minister, who consults other 
party leaders. The Monarch also takes advice from 
the House of Lords Appointment Commission, 
who recommend new crossbench peers. 

You may have certain ideas about the kind of 
people who become members of the House of 
Lords, but they come from varied backgrounds. 
Baroness Haleh Afshar grew up in Iran and was 
educated in England. She spent many years 
studying and also working as a journalist. Afshar 
became a university professor and in 2008 was 
appointed to the Women’s National Commission. 

Lord John Bird became homeless and alone at 
the age of five. He spent the next fifteen years 
struggling to survive on the streets and in 
children’s homes. Bird eventually co-founded 
the homeless charity magazine, The Big Issue, 
and he has gone on to fight against homelessness 
and poverty. 

13 

My visit … 

The list of topics discussed in 
the House of Lords are very 
diverse! I can tell that the 
Lords discuss a wide range 
of issues, both domestic and 
across-borders, which I find most interesting. 
I’m very glad that issues that affect smaller 
groups are being discussed, especially how  
to improve the Student Loans Company,  
which directly affects students’ prospects in  
life later. 

David 

Quick glossary 
Baroness: a female member of the  
House of Lords is called a baroness 
Scrutiny: careful and critical investigation 
– members of both Houses of Parliament 
scrutinise what the Government does 

OVER TO YOU 
You can get involved in the work of the 
House of Lords! 

1 Make a list of some of the things 
that you think are important locally, 
nationally or even internationally. 
For example, the building of some 
new houses (local), crime or education 
(national), the environment and climate 
change (international). 

2 Think about what a member of the 
House of Lords could do about one of 
your important issues. What could you 
ask them to do to help? 

3 Find a member of the House of Lords 
who might be particularly interested 
in your chosen topic. You can find out 
topics of interest for each peer online. 
www.parliament.uk/lordsmembers 

4 Now email the member of the House of 
Lords you think is most suitable. Explain 
the problem, what you think about it, 
and what you would like the peer to do. 

You will probably find email the easiest 
means of contact, but you can also 
contact a member of the House of  
Lords by letter or by phone. 

IT’S A FACT: peers 
members of the House of Lords are also
called ‘peers’ 
peer means ‘equal’ (you probably know
the word from the phrase ‘peer pressure’
– pressure that equal people, such as
students, put on each other) 

12 

Members of the  
House of Lords include 

some Olympic medal winners. 
Lord Sebastian Coe won gold  

for the 1,500 metres in both the 
1980 and 1984 Olympics. Baroness 

Tanni Grey-Thompson won an 
amazing 11 gold medals 

between 1992 and 
2004. 

Did you know? 
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IT’S A FACT: select committees
the committees are made up of MPs or
members of the House of Lords from
different political parties
they look carefully at important issues
they take evidence from a range of
witnesses 
there is a House of Commons select
committee for every government
department 
House of Lords select committees focuson six main areas: Europe, science,
economics, communications, the UK
constitution and international relations 

WHAT
IS … 

One of Parliament’s jobs is to examine the work of the Government thoroughly. This is 
known as ‘scrutiny’ and is partly achieved through the work of select committees. Select 
committees are small groups of either MPs or members of the House of Lords who are 
chosen to look into important issues closely. Sometimes members of both Houses work 
together on joint committees. 

Select committees work in both the House of Commons and the House of Lords. They meet 
in committee rooms. 

a select committee? 

The House of Lords has select committees that 
look at broad, long-term topics that may be the 
responsibility of more than one government 
department. They are usually made up of 12 
members who are also chosen from different 
political parties, as well as independent crossbench 
members. 

Members of the House of Lords have lots of 
expertise in different areas which select committees 
can put to good use. Here are some House of Lords 
select committees: 

European Union Committee 

Science and Technology Committee 

Communications Committee 

As well as these permanent select committees, 
the House of Lords usually sets up four one-off 
committees every year to look at some current issues 
in depth. 

* phone hacking 

*  in Syria 

* n in sport 
n football 

* vices 

* re of the NHS 

* n and the internet 

*  energy market 

* ing vehicles 

Quick glossary 
Evidence: select committees gather information, 
or ‘evidence’, by asking for the views of experts 
and members of the public with relevant 
experience – anyone can offer evidence 

Witness: witnesses give evidence to select 
committees in person 

So, do select committees have any effect? Find out over the page! >> 

* conflict in Syria

* omen in sport
acism in football

* bus services

* the future of the NHS

* children and the internet

* the UK’s energy market

* self-driving vehicles

So, do select committees have any e�ect?

Gave evidence today! #ukhousesofparliament 
1235 likes 

David 

I was instantly drawn to 

the semi-circle shape 

of the discussion table 

which I think I’m safe 

in guessing is intended 

to promote more lively 

debate and discussion 

amongst committee 

members. 

Look at the select committee topics listed 
below. You will almost certainly have 
something interesting and helpful to say 
about some of them. In other words, you 
could be a valuable witness. 

What do select committees do? 

The job of the select committees for both 
the House of Commons and the House of 
Lords is to: 

look carefully at issues 

call on experts and other witnesses for 
more information and thoughts 

make suggestions to the Government on 
how things could be improved 

In the House of Commons there is a select 
committee for each government department 
– education, foreign affairs, defence and 
so on – to look closely at their work. The 
members of each House of Commons select 
committee are chosen by MPs from different 
parties. This means that select committee 
members do not all have the same opinions 
and beliefs. 

Here are some of the hundreds of topics 

that have been looked at by select committees 

in Parliament over the last few years: 

 witnesses give evidence to select  witnesses give evidence to select  witnesses give evidence to select  witnesses give evidence to select  witnesses give evidence to select  witnesses give evidence to select  witnesses give evidence to select  witnesses give evidence to select 

that have been looked at by select committees  
that have been looked at by select committees  

Thousands of 

phones hacked!! 

Thousands of phones have been hacked in 

the biggest scam to hit the UK to date. 

bignews.co.uk 

NEWS 

What topic would you 
want to put before a 
select committee? 
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Do select committees have any effect?
 

Because select committees need to go 
into issues in depth, they ask some very 
searching questions of witnesses. For 
example, when the banks collapsed in 
2008, the country was badly affected. 
Select committees questioned bank 
leaders very closely to try to find out 
exactly what happened and try to stop 
it happening again. 

Government ministers can also be 
called to give evidence. For example, 
during an inquiry into homelessness, 
members of the Government were 
closely questioned by the Communities 
and Local Government Select 
Committee on how they intended 
to reduce the problem. The inquiry’s 
question and answer sessions helped 
to find out important causes of the 
housing crisis. They also helped to 
decide how to improve the situation 
and the results of the inquiry 
contributed to the Homelessness 
Reduction Act of 2017. 

When a select committee finishes 
taking evidence, members sort through 
it all and discuss what conclusions they 
should come to. The committee then 
publishes a report with all the findings, 
and any actions which members think 
the Government should take. 

23 

MOST RECENT POST 

SELECT COMMITTEES 

DAVID 

It’s very interesting to watch 
a select committee and see 
directors of government 
institutions being scrutinised 
directly by committee 
members. This brings me 
peace of mind, as it shows 
that Parliament takes a 
very thorough approach to 
the institutions run by the 
Government and are ensuring 
that these organisations are 
being run truly in the best 
interests of the people. 

The Government must try to respond to the report within 
two months. It doesn’t have to accept all of a select 
committee’s conclusions, but it often does, and then tries 
to do something about them. 

In the House of Lords, members hold a debate on a select 
committee report, so that members who were not on the 
committee have a chance to question the Government 
about the findings. 

16 

Have your say! 
Find out about what topics the select 
committees are inquiring into at the 
moment. 

look through the list of all the 
topics that select committees are 
currently looking into at 
www.parliament.uk/ 
committees-calls-for-evidence 

see if there are any topics that might be of 
interest to you or your friends and family 

research the topic to find out more about it 

think about how you could contribute to the 
inquiry  what ideas or information could you 
send to the committee in the form of written 
evidence? 

Remember: any genuine contribution will help the 
committee to get a well rounded view of the topic. 

OVER TO YOU 
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Submit evidence to a select committee. 

1 Write down some issues that are important to you. You 
could start by looking at the list of topics discussed by 
select committees in the last few years on page 15, or 
follow the steps in the ‘Have your say’ box opposite. 

2 Practise writing some evidence for a select committee. 
Remember: evidence can simply be your own clear and 
relevant views and experiences. 

Here are some guidelines to help you write your 
evidence: 

Say who you are. Are you giving just your own 
evidence, or are you sending evidence from a 
group of people, or even from an organisation?  
Be clear who the evidence is from. 

Give a brief introduction to yourself or your 
organisation, and your reason for submitting 
evidence. For example, why are you 
interested in this topic? 

Stick to the point and do not write more than 
is necessary. 

Start with a few bullet points summing 
up your main points. You can give more 
detail afterwards. 

Number your paragraphs (and make 
a paragraph out of each of your  
bullet points). 

Include relevant facts and points. 

Explain what you would like the 
Government (or others) to do. 

Kulsum 

My visit … 

It is clear from the layout of the 
select committee room who the 
scrutinisers are and who the one 
being scrutinised is! 

Quick glossary 
Inquiry: a select 
committee carries out an 
inquiry into a subject 
they look into it carefully, 
constantly asking 
questions 
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or members of the House of Lords 

happens next? Read the next stage to 
(or a change to an existing law). What 
have given their support for a new law 
or members of the House of Lords 
successful, and that a number of MPs 
Imagine that a campaign has been 

happens next? Read the next stage to 
(or a change to an existing law). What 
have given their support for a new law 
or members of the House of Lords 
successful, and that a number of MPs 
Imagine that a campaign has been 

�nd out.
happens next? Read the next stage to 
�nd out.

(or a change to an existing law). What 
happens next? Read the next stage to 

have given their support for a new law 
or members of the House of Lords 
successful, and that a number of MPs 
Imagine that a campaign has been 

happens next? Read the next stage to 
�nd out.

(or a change to an existing law). What 
happens next? Read the next stage to 

have given their support for a new law 
(or a change to an existing law). What 

or members of the House of Lords 
have given their support for a new law 

successful, and that a number of MPs 
Imagine that a campaign has been 

members of the House of Lords

(or a change to an existing law). What 
have given their support for a new law 

successful, and that a number of MPs 
or members of the House of Lords 

Imagine that a campaign has been 
successful, and that a number of MPs 

etitions to Parliament
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support in di�erent ways including:
that run the campaigns try to get Did you know?

 
IT’S A FACT: Bills

  a proposal for a new law is called a ‘Bill’
   if Parliament votes to accept a Bill, then 

it becomes an Act of Parliament – a law 
which we all have to obey 

How laws are made – 

from idea to Bill to law 

In the UK, Parliament makes the laws and 
1. FIRST AND SECOND READING loopholes. This is also a chance for the Government the House of Commons and the big decisions that affect all of us. Let’s look 

4. THIRD READING 

The Third Reading in the House of Commons is 
usually short and no changes can be made. In the 
House of Lords at Third Reading, members ‘tidy 
up’ new laws, making sure that there are no loose 
ends and that the new law works properly, without 

  How about that? 

Both Houses must agree on the 
exact wording of the Bill. Because 
there is no time limit on making 
an agreement, amendments 
can go back and forth between 

at the different stages an idea for a new 
law goes through before it becomes an Act 
of Parliament. 

OUTSIDE PARLIAMENT 

There are all kinds of reasons why 
people would like to see new laws, or 
want to see a change to an existing law. 
For example, to:

  reduce the voting age to 16

  make people keep their dogs on 
leads in parks

  make prisons more (or less) 
comfortable places

  raise (or lower) motorway speed 
limits

  ban school starting before 11 in the 
morning 

People discuss all sorts of ideas and 
changes to the way we live our lives. 
Some of these ideas become popular 

So, the idea for a new law has now reached 
Parliament and a government minister, an MP 
or member of the House of Lords formally 
introduces the proposal. This is called the First 
Reading and nothing happens except the name 
of the proposed new law is read out. Then the 
draft law, or ‘Bill’, is published, printed and put 
online so people can read and start thinking 
about it. 

Members then debate the main principles and 
purposes of the Bill at the Second Reading. After 
debating, a vote is taken on whether the Bill 
should proceed any further. 

2. COMMITTEE STAGE 

If the Second Reading of the Bill has been voted 
to go forward, it is now looked at line by line by 
a committee. In the House of Commons, a small 
group does this work, and selects a number 
of points for further debate. The process is a 
little different in the House of Lords: all peers 

campaigns for new laws. The people are allowed to look at the Bill in detail, and all 

to make last minute changes.

5. THE BILL GOES TO THE OTHER 
HOUSE 

The Bill then goes to the other House where it has 
to go through similar debating and committee 
stages again. Members of one House can then 
send the Bill back with suggestions for further 
amendments. In fact, the Bill can go back and forth 
many times to try to agree on final changes. If no 
agreement is reached, then the House of Commons 
can vote to pass the law without the approval 
from the House of Lords, but it’s very unusual for 
this to happen: usually the two Houses reach a 
compromise. 

6. ROYAL ASSENT 

When a Bill has finally completed its progress 
through Parliament, it is passed to the Monarch 
(the king or queen) for approval. Today this is only 

House of Lords for some time. 
This is known as ‘ping-pong’. 

In the House of Lords, members can 
take as long as they need to debate a 
proposed new law. However, in the House 
of Commons, the Government can set a 
timetable, called a ‘programme motion’, 
to limit the time at each stage. These used 
to be called ‘guillotine’ motions because 
debates can be chopped off! 

Because the Government is usually the 
party with the most MPs (a majority) in 
the House of Commons it usually gets its 
way! However, in the House of Lords there 
are more than 200 independent members 
(crossbenchers) so there is never a 
government majority. This is one reason 
why the House of Lords often comes up 
with a second opinion and asks the House 
of Commons and the Government to 
think again about new laws. 

a symbolic stage, but once the Bill is given Royal 
that run the campaigns try to get suggestions have to be considered. Assent, it becomes law. 
support in different ways including:

There is a set time 
  social media allowed for debates 

in the Commons, but   public meetings 3. REPORT STAGE Quick glossary in the House of Lords the 
  letters and emails to MPs and Government cannot limit The Bill next returns to the Chamber where Reading: a Bill must get through three Readings  members of the House of Lords debating time. it was introduced for its Report Stage. Again in the House of Commons and the House of Lords  
  petitions to Parliament the Bill is debated and further amendments in order to become a law 

Imagine that a campaign has been proposed. 
successful, and that a number of MPs 
or members of the House of Lords 
have given their support for a new law 
(or a change to an existing law). What 
happens next? Read the next stage to 
find out. 
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Voting in general elections is how most people make 
their voice heard in the UK Parliament. It is only 
relatively recently that almost every adult has been 
allowed to vote, and so for centuries most people 
could only hope to influence Parliament by petitioning 
it. Even today, the UK Parliament receives many paper 
petitions, although the majority of petitions received 
are now e-petitions. 

What is an epetition? 

An e-petition is simply a petition done online. Unlike 
paper petitions, e-petitions do not have to be presented 
by an MP, and so they are an easier way for you to get 
your concerns heard by Parliament. If you wish to start an 
e-petition, you can simply go to the e-petitions website, 
type in your statement and get five others to support 
it. Then it will be published online so that others can 
digitally sign it. Simple! Why not try it out? 

What happens to epetitions? 

The rule is that any petition with more than 10,000 
signatures gets a response from the Government.  
A response might just be a very brief statement. For 
example, the Government’s response to the 64,000 
people who asked for tampons and sanitary towels 
to be made free was: ‘The Government has no plans  
to make feminine hygiene products available for free.’ 

Any petition that gets more than 100,000 signatures is 
considered by the Petitions Committee for debate in 
Parliament. The committee is not able to take action 
on every popular petition. It might, for example, not 
put a petition forward for debate if the same subject 
has recently been debated or if a debate is already 
planned for the near future. 

Here are some e-petitions that have been debated in Parliament: 

‘Authorise open book examinations for GCSE English Literature 2017.’ 

‘End the badger cull instead of expanding to new areas.’ 

‘Put a max of £1200 on car insurance for 18–25 year olds.’ 

‘Make it illegal for a company to require women to wear high heels at work.’ 

‘Ban all non-recyclable/non-compostable packaging in the UK.’ 

‘Close all retail on boxing day, retail isn’t needed on boxing day!’ 

‘No more school penalty fines and bring back the 10 day authorised absence.’ 

‘Restrict the use of fireworks to reduce stress and fear in animals and pets.’ 

‘Keep Performing Arts as an option for GCSE/A Levels.’ 

‘Abolish the TV licence, it shouldn’t be a legal requirement.’ 

Here are some e-petitions that have been debated in Parliament:

Authorise open book examinations for GCSE English Literature 2017.’ 

End the badger cull instead of expanding to new areas.’

Put a max of £1200 on car insurance for 18–25 year olds.’

‘Make it illegal for a company to require women to wear high heels at work.’

‘Ban all non-recyclable/non-compostable packaging in the UK.’

‘Close all retail on boxing day, retail isn’t needed on boxing day!’

‘No more school penalty �nes and bring back the 10 day authorised absence.’

‘Restrict the use of �reworks to reduce stress and fear in animals and pets.’

‘Keep Performing Arts as an option for GCSE/A Levels.’

‘Abolish the TV licence, it shouldn’t be a legal requirement.’‘Abolish the TV licence, it shouldn’t be a legal requirement.’Abolish the TV licence, it shouldn’t be a legal requirement.’‘

Here are some e-petitions that have been debated in Parliament:

‘Authorise open book examinations for GCSE English Literature 2017.’ ‘Authorise open book examinations for GCSE English Literature 2017.’ Authorise open book examinations for GCSE English Literature 2017.’ ‘

‘End the badger cull instead of expanding to new areas.’

‘Put a max of £1200 on car insurance for 18–25 year olds.’

Look at and think carefully about the e-petitions 
that have been debated in Parliament listed 
below. Put them in order of importance to you. 
Write ‘1’ for the most important petition, 
and ‘10’ for the least important. 

OVER TO YOU 

Quick glossary 
Petition: a formal request for 
some action to be taken on a 
particular issue by Parliament 
or the Government, signed by 
supporters 
Petitions Committee: a group 
of 11 MPs appointed to consider 
petitions and decide which ones 
will be debated in Parliament 

IT’S A FACT: petition 
The word ‘petition’ comes from the
Latin word for ‘ask’. 
Usually a petition takes the form
of a question or statement that
people sign to show their support. 
For instance, one recent petition
to Parliament was in the form of a
demand: ‘Put a max of £1200 on car
insurance for 18–25 year olds.’ It
was signed by nearly two hundred
thousand people. 

How about that? 

The UK Parliament receives petitions on a wide range of issues, and some of these get  
a very large number of signatures. Here are just three very different petitions received by the 
House of Commons: 

‘Make it easier to remove bullies from schools, at any age and fine the parents.’ (14,532 signatures) 

‘Raise the speed limit on motorways in the UK from 70mph to 90mph.’ (22,968 signatures) 

‘Ban the sale of animal fur in the UK.’ (31,159 signatures) 

Petitions to Parliament 
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What effect do petitions have? 

The e-petition system is an easy and powerful 
way for people to gain support for something 
they feel strongly about, and to try to get 
Parliament to do something about an issue. 
In 2015, MPs debated a petition asking for 
a tax on sugary drinks to be introduced to 
improve children’s health. A few months later, 
the Government announced a levy (a sort of 
tax) on sugary soft drink makers. 

Even if a petition is not immediately 
successful, having a topic debated in 
Parliament might get the issue some 
useful publicity. 

The Speaker’s Chair 

Ayesha 

My visit … 

I think the recent petitions 
presented to Parliament are 
issues that are not always 
spoken about in mainstream 
political news, but they 
are still very important and thus should be 
debated. These petitions concern problems 
that are witnessed in everyday life that aren’t 
always considered newsworthy. 

Starting a petition is simpler than 
you might think. 

The petitions bag 

Think of something you 
would like changed or 
improved. It doesn’t have 
to be a huge international 
issue, it could just be 
something that is important 
to you in your everyday life 
in school or in your local 
area. Now write a heading 
for a petition that sums up 
what you want done. 

OVER TO YOU 
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Paper petitions 

MPs and members of the House of Lords 
can present paper petitions to Parliament. 
When MPs receive a paper petition they can 
present it to the House of Commons, or they 
can simply put it into the petition bag that 
hangs on the back of the Speaker’s Chair. 
In the House of Lords peers can present 
petitions before passing them to the clerks. 

Over the years some very important petitions 
have gone into the petitions bag. With 
active support from your MP or a member of 
the House of Lords, a petition can be a very 
valuable part of a publicity campaign! 

The Petitions Committee 

The UK Parliament receives many petitions 
every year. In order to cope with the high 
numbers, a Petitions Committee was set up to 
sift through them all and make sure that genuine 
and well-supported petitions get through to MPs. 

Historical petitions 

Parliament has received petitions for hundreds of 
years, long before they could be done online! Mass 
campaigns around petitions have sometimes led to 
important changes to the law. 

In the late 1700s, many 
people campaigned 
against the slave trade. 
British traders were 
buying humans in Africa 
and transporting them 
to America where they 
were sold. In 1788, the 
Manchester Abolition 
Committee used a 
petition to Parliament as a focus of their effort to 
get the slave trade banned. At the time very few 
people could vote in elections. Anyone could 
sign a petition though! And they did: everyone 
from business people to religious leaders to 
low paid workers. Then, it was the biggest 
ever petition campaign, attracting as many as 
100,000 signatures. Pushed along by all this 
pressure, in 1807, Parliament finally passed a 
law that banned the slave trade. 

In 2016, Lucy Gavaghan, a 14-year
old from Yorkshire, started a petition 
calling on a large supermarket chain 
to stop selling eggs from hens kept in 
crowded cages. Lucy’s complaint was 
that the hens did not even have room 
to spread their wings. Lucy’s petition 
received 280,000 signatures. After she 
presented her petition, the supermarket 
called her at school and promised to 
stop selling caged-bird eggs by 2025. 

Other supermarkets have also 
promised to stop selling eggs from 
caged hens. 

Lucy then decided to petition Parliament 
for a complete ban on the sale of eggs 
from caged birds. She 
continues to campaign 
and petition to improve 
the lives of chickens 
that produce eggs, 
and has even been 
interviewed on TV 
and radio! 

1 Think about who you are petitioning. It has to be someone 
or an organisation who has the power to make the change. 
That might be your headteacher, a local councillor, a leisure 
centre, etc. Or, you might want to petition Parliament! 

2 Make your demand clear and understandable, and not 
too long. 

3 Express your demand in a polite but firm way. 

4 Now ask as many people as possible to sign your petition. 
Be ready to explain why you think the issue is so important. 
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Contact your MP or a member of the 
House of Lords 

MPs and members of the House of Lords are 
interested in your views. They expect to hear from 
us and it is easy to get in touch with them. There 
might be an issue that you consider important 
enough to contact your MP or a member of the 
House of Lords about. Perhaps you would like 
Parliament to do more about cyber bullying. Or 
maybe you want to know your MP’s views on 
lowering the voting age. 

The easiest way to contact an MP or a member of 
the House of Lords is by email. You can find out 
how to do this online: 
www.parliament.uk/mps-lords-offices 
Before contacting your MP or a member of the 
House of Lords, think carefully about: 

which MP represents your constituency or 
which member of the House of Lords is the best 
one to help you with your particular interest 

what you would like them to do to help 

how to express yourself as clearly  
and briefly as possible; there is nothing wrong 
with a long email, but it shouldn’t be longer 
than necessary 

Keep up to date with the UK 
Parliament on social media 

Most MPs and some members of the House of 
Lords also have Twitter accounts which you can 
use to send them a brief message. 

Create or sign a petition 

If you feel strongly about an issue 
and want Parliament to take it as 
seriously as you do, then why not 
start a petition? 

Visit Parliament’s website 

You can find lots of useful 
information about the UK Parliament 
on the website, including how you 
can get involved: 

www.parliament.uk/get-involved 

Look back at all the ways you can 
get involved with the UK Parliament. 
Choose one of them and try it out. 
Before going ahead, talk to your 
friends about what you plan to do. 
Maybe you can work together. 

Keeping informed about 
Parliament 

There are lots of ways to keep in touch 
and get involved with the UK Parliament. 

You can: 
watch Parliament TV 
visit Parliament 
contact your MP or a member of 
the House of Lords 
keep up to date with what’s 
happening in Parliament 
on social media 
create or sign a petition 
visit Parliament’s website 

@UKParliament 

@HouseofCommons 

@UKHouseofLords 

Watch Parliament TV 
Parliament TV records the work in the Houseof Commons and the House of Lords.
You can use it to follow debates and issues
being discussed in Parliament. 
www.parliamentlive.tv 

Brandon 

My visit … 

I found my visit to 
Parliament useful as it 
showed me more clearly 
how the parliamentary 
system works day-to-day. 
Seeing the different parts of the Houses of 
Parliament (for example, the division lobbies) 
put into context what I have seen of the 
buildings on TV. I found learning about the 
historical significance of the various rooms 
in Parliament really interesting. 

Visiting Parliament 

If you want to get closer to the action then you can visit  Parliament 
to watch a debate. Every year the UK Parliament welcomes thousands 
of visitors. At most times of the year it is possible for visitors to go 
to debates in the House of Commons and the House of Lords, or to 
watch select committees and get a taste of the proceedings for 
themselves. You can also visit on an organised school trip. 

Many also have their own websites and Facebook 
pages where you can find out more about what 
they think about important issues. You can 
find details of their websites and social media 
accounts online: 

MPs: www.parliament.uk/findyourmp 

Members of the House of Lords: 
www.lordsdigitalchamber.co.uk 

00:00:00 

Watch Parliament TV
Parliament TV records the work in the House  of Commons and the House of Lords.  
You can use it to follow debates and issues  
You can use it to follow debates and issues  being discussed in Parliament. being discussed in Parliament. 
www.parliamentlive.tvww.parliamentlive.tv

00:00:00
TV coverage of the 

House of Lords began 
in 1985. Some MPs had been 
against TV coverage but the 
House of Commons followed 

the House of Lords in 1989  
in order to bring the  

public closer to  
their work. 

It’s a fact! 



SO … what do you know?
 

SEE HOW MANY OF THESE QUESTIONS  
YOU CAN ANSWER.  
(All the answers are in this book!) 

1  What are the three parts of the UK Parliament?
 

2  What did King John sign in 1215?
 

3  What’s the name of the Chamber where MPs meet?
 

4  How many MPs are there?
 

5   What is the person called who chairs debates in 
the House of Commons? 

6   What is a new law called before it is passed by 
Parliament? 

7  What is the name of the place where peers work? 

8  What is a ‘life peer’? 

9  What does ‘scrutiny’ mean? 

10   What is the official term for a ‘yes’ vote from the 
members of the House of Lords? 

11   What is one difference between  
select committees in the House  

of Commons and the House of Lords?
 

12   What do we call the people who  

give evidence to select committees?
 

13   Name the subjects of three House  

of Lords Select Committees.
 

14  What is a petition? 

15   Where are printed petitions put in the  
House of Commons? 

16   How many people must support an e-petition before 
it is published for signing? 

17   Who considers petitions and what should happen 
to them? 

18   What did Lucy Gavaghan petition about? 

19   Name three ways you can keep up to date  
with what is going on Parliament. 

20   In which year did TV coverage of the House  
of Commons begin? 
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The big glossary: 
Baroness: a female member of the House  
of Lords 

Bill: a proposal for a new law, or a proposal to 
change an existing law, presented for debate 
before Parliament 

Candidate: someone who stands for election 
as an MP 

Constituency: an area of the country (e.g. 
a town) that is represented by an MP 

Constituent: someone who lives in a 
constituency 

Crossbencher: a member of the House of 
Lords who does not belong to a political 
party, and who is therefore independent 

Democracy: a system where people have the 
right to vote for who runs the country 

Division lobbies: rooms that MPs or members of 
the House of Lords enter in order to show which 
way they are voting 

Evidence: select committees gather 
information, or ‘evidence’, by asking for the 
views of experts and members of the public with 
relevant experience – anyone can offer evidence 

General election: when we vote for an MP to 
represent us in Parliament 

Government: politicians, led by the Prime 
Minister, who run the UK’s public services 

Inquiry: a select committee carries out an 
inquiry into a subject – they look into it carefully, 
constantly asking questions 

Manifesto: a public declaration of intentions 
and opinions 

Minister: a member of the Government 
who is in charge of one of the Government’s 
departments, such as the Department for 
Education, Department of Health, or Ministry 
of Defence 

Monarch: the king or queen 

MPs: Members of Parliament who are elected 
by voters in a general election 

Parliament: the House of Commons, the 
House of Lords and the Monarch 

Party: an organisation with shared views on 
how the country should be run 

Peer: a member of the House of Lords 

Petition: a formal request for some action to 
be taken on a particular issue by Parliament 
or the Government, signed by supporters 

Petitions Committee: a group of 11 MPs 
appointed to consider petitions and decide 
which ones will be debated in Parliament 

Reading: a Bill must go through three Readings 
in the House of Commons and the House of Lords 
in order to become a law 

Scrutiny: careful and critical investigation 
– members of both Houses of Parliament 
scrutinise what the Government does 

Speaker: the person who chairs debates 
in the House of Commons 

Witness: people who give evidence to select 
committees in person 
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