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GCSE PHILOSOPHY 
Our way of life has been shaped by philosophy. The arguments of British philosophers such as John 
Locke, John Stuart Mill and David Hume provide the intellectual foundations for religious toleration, 
liberal democracy and a scientific, evidence-based approach to enquiry. These philosophers 
themselves stand in a tradition reaching back to the classical era, in which philosophers such as Plato, 
Aristotle and the Stoics reflected on how best to create and sustain a society in which individual 
flourishing and civic virtue can co-exist. The study of their thought would enable young people to 
develop core knowledge of our cultural and intellectual heritage. 

A GCSE Philosophy course would involve exploration of the foundations of Western civilization, and 
its relation to non-Western philosophies, and would enable young people to appreciate the deep 
philosophical roots of values such as democracy, tolerance, rational enquiry, respect for individual 
liberty and the rule of law. 

Discussion of the foundations of our way of life is especially pressing at a time when this way of life 
is called into question, by individuals and groups who oppose the values of liberal democracy in 
extreme terms. There is evidence that learning to engage in reasoned dialogue, in the manner that 
classroom philosophical discussion encourages, can assist in the development of resilience in the face 
of pressures towards extremism. The history of Western philosophy, which includes Islamic and 
Judaic philosophers, provides a framework for inclusive philosophical dialogue in the classroom. 
Such conversations afford a rich and powerful means of fostering understanding and can, where 
necessary, equip children with the intellectual tools to challenge ideological presuppositions. 

Philosophical enquiry in the classroom can serve to deepen understanding and develop the capacity of 
young people to think deeply, clearly and independently. Whilst all subjects can be taught in ways that 
encourage the development of the capacities for critical, reflective enquiry and logical thought, 
philosophy, which concerns itself with the nature of reasoning and the analysis of concepts, has a 
distinctive contribution to make to the challenge of teaching students to think and enquire well.  
Studying philosophy might help to improve the UK's PISA scores, particularly now creative problem-
solving has been introduced. 

Recent research funded by the Education Endowment Fund shows that philosophical dialogue 
contributes to students’ spiritual, moral, social, and cultural development. Philosophical discussion 
can help to foster the development of young people who are sensitive to the diversity of ethical 
frameworks which form the tapestry of modern social life, and to appreciate the importance of 
managing deep-seated disagreement by means of reasoned discussion. 14-16 year-olds are often 
keenly aware of current political events, movements and challenges and anxious to inform themselves 
further. A GCSE in Philosophy would provide them with access to the rich and rigorous tradition of 
reflection embodied within Political Philosophy.  

A GCSE in Philosophy would help to make a subject that may be perceived as elitist more widely 
available and thus contribute to equity of access. It would also serve to provide a bridge between the 
non-examined teaching of philosophy, which is increasingly happening in primary schools, and 
Philosophy A level. 

Philosophy is an attractive, engaging and stimulating subject for young people to study. The 
popularity of the subject is attested to by the rapid growth of Religious Studies, at both GCSE and A 
level, once they came to include philosophical and ethical topics. Reforms to Religious Studies, by 
putting the focus on textual and religious topics, with ethical issues being examined chiefly as they 
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arise within religious contexts, mean that space for wider exploration of philosophy and ethics is 
curtailed. A Philosophy GCSE will address this perceived limitation, and sit comfortably alongside 
reformed Religious Studies courses, providing students with an opportunity to encounter more of the 
riches of thousands of years of enquiry by the world’s deepest thinkers, in a more integrated, coherent 
fashion than is possible when it is squeezed in as one element amongst others in a religious studies 
course. 

PRIMARY PURPOSE 
• The primary purpose of a new GCSE in Philosophy would be to provide evidence of students’ 

level of knowledge of a demanding and fulfilling curriculum specifying core knowledge of 
Philosophy.  

• The GCSE course would provide a strong foundation for further academic and vocational 
study and for employment.  

• The Philosophy GCSE would be designed to enable all students to demonstrate what they 
know, what they understand and what they know how to do, and their grades would be 
awarded accordingly.  

• The assessment would align well with the ability of the cohort, stretching students of all 
abilities and ensuring that students would not be faced with assessments that are unsuitable 
for them. 

SUPPORT FOR GCSE PHILOSOPHY 
“Students can currently sit an AS Level or A Level in philosophy, and the GCSE Religious Studies course includes 
components of philosophy and ethics within its modules. But there is no distinct GCSE in philosophy. We should 
introduce one.”              Professor Simon Blackburn, Emeritus Professor of Philosophy, University of Cambridge.  1

“Philosophy provides a space for reasoned argument about the most fundamental questions of all. The value of such 
space, at a time when strident self-assertion is drowning out reasonable, tolerant, open discussion in the public 
square, cannot be overstated.” 

                                 John Taylor, Director of Learning, Cranleigh School.  2

“Children and young people are by their very nature inquisitive; it’s a trait that we should nurture and encourage. We 
want them to have the confidence and skills to give them that licence to challenge and to stick their noses into 
everything. Intellectual enquiry is fundamental to everything we do. All young people should have the opportunity to 
study the works of such philosophy greats as Descartes, Plato and Hume, as well as metaphysics.” 

                    Ann Mroz, Editor, Times Educational Supplement.  3

Philosophy GCSE would be “a critical thinking and logic GCSE, but applied to the greater questions about how we 
think about things, which is absolutely central to all enquiry. Everything else students are doing in school is covered 
by these topics, so it would be a valuable backbone to the educational process.”  4
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                         Professor A.C. Grayling, Master, New College of the Humanities 

SURVEY OF ATTITUDES TOWARDS PHILOSOPHY GCSE 

A survey was set up in February 2015  to assess the extent of support for the proposed new GCSE. 284 5

responses have been received. 

Would you support the introduction of a Philosophy GCSE

Answer Options Response 
Percent

Response 
Count

Yes 91.2% 258

No 4.9% 14

Maybe 3.9% 11

 https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/Q769C3Z5

https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/Q769C3Z
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Assuming median values for these intervals (5, 30, 75, 150 for the first four & 250 for final 
category), this equates to a cohort size of 12595 students, from 62 centres drawn from 284 
respondents to the survey. 

If you are in a school or college which would consider introducing GCSE Philosophy, 
please give an estimate of the potential cohort size per year

Answer Options Response 
Percent

Response 
Count

Up to 10 candidates 5.7% 14

Between 10 and 50 candidates 36.4% 90

Between 51 and 100 candidates 10.9% 27

Between 101 and 200 candidates 8.9% 22

More than 200 candidates 7.3% 18

Not applicable 30.8% 76

answered question 247

skipped question 37


