Political Engagement: Or Lack Thereof.

In 1930 Roosevelt (1930) stated that the purpose of an education system in a democracy is to produce citizens - it is this belief that education can give people the knowledge to determine society for themselves. Education in the UK is innately political, and as will be highlighted in this report, it is often used as just another chip on the political poker table. It is this manipulation of education that politicians and society should be held accountable for. With a base knowledge and understanding of politics and political processes, it might prove beneficial in improving political engagement in the 18-24 demography. This category for many elections has suffered with the lowest turnout for several general elections (Henn and Foard, 2011) leading to the attitude amongst political commentators, as well as the public - through the media, that young people do not vote in great enough numbers to have a substantive effect on the outcome of an election (Williams, 2017). 
Equality of opportunity is a concept that is embodied within most western societies; it is often the mark of a society that seeks to further itself based on the merits of the individual - ‘an opposition to caste hierarchy’, but an acknowledgement that ‘hierarchy per se must exist’ (Arneson, 2015). Social mobility is a key factor to this ideological endeavour, with it being a cornerstone issue of domestic social development policy in the UK. The latest state of the nation report (Social Mobility Commission, 2017) highlights that social mobility is a ‘lottery’ in the UK, based largely upon where one lives. It draws stark concern and issues warnings for many communities across the country. In short it states that as a country we are failing to address this issue sufficiently; that the elected government of this country is not performing their duties as such. However, this brings to light a greater issue, one perhaps best explained through a metaphor. If something is wrong with a baby they cannot tell you what it is, they can cry to tell you something is wrong, but they cannot explicitly express it - we must ascertain what the issue is. An adult, young or old, can; they have developed the language to communicate with others, to explain the issue. If someone does not have the understanding, or vocabulary to engage with politics, how can they be expected to properly communicate in this medium? Principally, this would mean that to many, the education system is not accountable; government is not accountable. Learners are always told to invest in their education, yet they should also be afforded the opportunities to invest into society. The education system is innately political, no longer the realm of the expert, but of ‘ministerial whims’ designed to serve the government and elected officials of the moment (Coughlan, 2015, para.4).
The ‘social mobility coldspots’ show progression to university of around 14 per cent, however the highest percentage of progression to university is only 27 per cent in the most mobile areas (Social Mobility Commission, 2017, p.v). This indicates a serious issue concerning development of political awareness and ability to engage in discourse for young adults. The United Nations Development Programme (2013, p.1) recognises that many young adults engage with the political process through university. The Department for Business Innovation and Skills (2013, p.11) agrees with this assessment; stating that graduates are more likely to vote and participate in the more formal political processes. Specifically: ‘gaining a degree appears to be a powerful antidote to political cynicism’ (ibid). However, this ‘antidote’ is being received by fewer and fewer people, as new figures suggest that the number of people applying to university is decreasing (Sellgrenm, 2017). The data to compare the number of people entering university education, to those becoming of eligible age to vote is not available - however, over the last three years, the number of school leavers registering to vote has decreased by more than a quarter (Pells, 2017). Many of the areas with declining numbers of voter registration share characteristics of communities identified by the Social Mobility Commission. This would suggest that more and more people are becoming disengaged with politics, and civic responsibility, before they can be reengaged. Arguably it is the communities that need civic engagement the most, who are suffering.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Elenbaas and de Vreese (2008, pp.552-3) argue that in western, democratic society, the young adult voters are susceptible to persuasion and change - more importantly though, they argue this means many young voters do not have well-formed views of politics, or political processes. This results in ‘young publics’ entering a spiral of cynicism and apathy, as a result of ‘strategic news coverage’ (ibid). If the manner with which many elections are covered by the media results in apathy on the part of young voters, then this is surely a constituting factor in the greater issue of political disengagement. 
One method of addressing this issue would be to stop the strategic news coverage; however, this would contradict the deeply engrained values of the society within which we live. Freedom of the press is embedded within UK society; when it as a medium is handled correctly - it is a method for which people, institutions and government can be held accountable, an increasing need in the modern democracy (Soo, 2014). It is a forum of communication; stopping this communication in certain ways, to many, would run counter to the principles of a just society, and does nothing for meeting a greater need. There would be another way to challenge this issue though; education. An informative programme designed to challenge specific beliefs of politics and political processes, in addition to a base knowledge of the political landscape of society, has the potential to yield an informed person. An informed society, and by result an informed electorate would perhaps be more able to filter through the strategic presentation of news, without averting the values of society that democracy is intended to embody. Gibb (Department for Education, 2015) recognises that the ‘foundation of our culture’ and therefore our society, is education. As Şanlı and Altun (2015, pp.4) state, it is the ‘duty of schools to make students grasp democratic values’, that for students to understand democracy, and the politics of it, one must experience it. Democracy and its politics cannot be held as an existential concept that students do not experience, as this results in them having no expectation of experiencing it in society. 
Returning to the point of cynicism; many young adults who have entered higher education, both past and present, now bear the financial weight of significant student loans. These loans were introduced in a somewhat controversial manner that has resulted in a cynical distrust towards many politicians. To take the thoughts of the author, who has experienced the results of Nick Clegg’s ‘backtrack’, one would not trust the man, as far as one could throw him; in truth, this is a reflective opinion towards many politicians. These views have been confounded though by a further betrayal of students, with the 2015 budget again backtracking on promises to students (Ali, 2015). To say that many young adults think politicians are untrustworthy would perhaps be an understatement; they topped a poll of professions as the least trustworthy (Blewett, 2016). One could suggest that to stand apart from this stereotypical belief of politicians, one would have to be a markedly different type of politician - simply, they would have to stand out from the crowd. In the general election of 2017 one candidate arguably did stand out (but this is not of contention within this paper), because 64 per cent of 18-24 aged voters turned out - the highest for 25 years (Kentish, 2017). In contrast the 2001 general election had a turnout of only 39 per cent (Henn and Foard, 2011, p.1). Young voters are currently engaged in politics; they are talking about it, debating it, and ultimately voting. To capitalise on this momentum could enable learners in schools, as well as school leavers, to engage with the young voting demographic (18-24). This could provide a soundboard for discussions on a greater scale, ensuring that young adults understand the impact politics has on their lives. In addition to the points mentioned previously, political awareness is becoming a necessity in career progression, especially in the state sector, as managers are increasingly required to understand the ramifications of political decisions upon their working environment (Dudman, 2007). 
To educate someone is to empower them, the concept is used from nursing (Hawks, 1992) to equality in the developing world (UNFPA, 2004); more importantly though, it is a concept that has transcended civilizations. To do a ‘job’ properly one must first possess the knowledge of how to do it - this is something we should is a common principle. LADDER is a project to engage citizen participation across local authorities in the EU, they identify that it is the ‘job’, but more so the duty, of citizens to engage in their society, and its governance (Shakaia, 2016). For people to be enabled to partake in this responsibility, they must know how, but also understand why. In the latest Hansard Society Audit around 35 per cent of respondents reported to have a ‘fair’ knowledge of politics (Parliament. House of Commons, 2017, p.12). For the education system to become the pivotal method of delivering a fairer society as Gibb (DfE, 2015) envisions, it must address the needs of civic responsibly.
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