
A-level Anthropology Promotional Document for Teachers and Senior Management  

 

This document briefly describes the development of the Anthropology A-level and outlines 

the benefits and practical considerations of offering the subject at secondary school 

institutions. 

 

Brief background to the Anthropology AS/A2 

 

Until 2010, anthropology was present as an option within the International Baccalaureate but 

was not otherwise available at school level as a taught and examined subject in the UK. From 

2004, the Royal Anthropological Institute (RAI), through its Education Committee, worked 

on the design of a new AS/A2 qualification in anthropology. The project was strongly 

supported at national level by the anthropology departments of UK Universities, and was 

funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England and the Economic and Social 

Research Council. In late 2007, the AQA awarding body agreed to adopt the A level, and 

worked with the RAI to develop and submit it for accreditation by the QCA (later QCDA) 

and Ofqual. Accreditation was granted in 2009, and the AS/A2 in anthropology became 

available for teaching from the 2010-11 academic year. The current subject specification is 

on the AQA website at: http://www.aqa.org.uk/subjects/anthropology/a-level/anthropology-

2110  

 

1. Anthropology: its distinctive features and complementary relationship to 

cognate A level subjects  

 

Anthropology asks some of the most vital questions in today’s diverse and multicultural 

society. It seeks to understand human physical and cognitive evolution, the roots of our 

common humanity, the diversity of present-day cultures and world-views, the organisation of 

social relations and practices, and the interplay of global and local forces. Many of its classic 

studies have been conducted in small-scale societies, and it is the link between this level and 

wider, including global patterns that enables it to make a significant contribution to our 

understanding of contemporary life. Anthropologists of today are as likely to conduct their 

research among businesses, government institutions, religious movements, medical practices 

and other large-scale organisations, as among small-scale bounded communities. 

 

The subject-matter of anthropology complements that of other disciplines successfully taught 

at A level, such as biology, psychology, sociology, archaeology, geography, philosophy and 

religious studies. The anthropology A-level develops key critical skills and is an excellent 

preparation for University-level and vocational study in many fields; and for a variety of 

eventual career directions. A distinctive feature of the A-level specification is a compulsory 

Personal Investigation: a small-scale research project carried out by students on an 

anthropological topic of their choice, on which they answer questions in conventional 

examination format. This is designed to give students a taster of the conditions and problems 

of real anthropological research; to sensitise them to diverse world-views; and to encourage 

them to look critically at their own social experience and assumptions. 

 

2. Benefits of offering the anthropology A level: schools and colleges 

 

The anthropology A-level offers schools and colleges a unique opportunity to teach a subject 

which is already proving its appeal to pre-University students (see below) while enriching 

their overall curriculum provision in the social and natural sciences and humanities. 
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Anthropology is a subject well established at University level, with recruitment to 

undergraduate courses holding up well despite the constraints on subject choice arising from 

current economic conditions. It is an intellectually rigorous discipline that takes seriously, 

and has firmly embedded into its content and methodology, a global perspective on issues of 

identity, diversity, cross-cultural understanding, and the challenges of living together in 

today’s complex world. As such it fills a clear space in the market of educational provision, 

and has a particularly strong contribution to make in addressing the multi-ethnic and 

historically diverse experience of the UK student population. Anthropology holds great 

appeal, for instance, for students from non-traditional backgrounds, in that it provides 

opportunities to explore many-layered identities, and highlights the legitimacy of their 

distinctive historical, linguistic and cultural experience. Hence education providers, by 

adding the anthropology A-level to their course offering, can benefit from potential 

expansion of the total pool of A-level entrants. 

 

3. Practical considerations: teachers, resources and academic support 

 

The anthropology A-level has benefited both before and since accreditation, from substantial 

investment of resources and effort on the part of AQA and the disciplinary community as 

represented by the RAI. An examination team, composed of experienced examiners and 

teachers, is in place. Many potential teachers of the A level, including but not confined to 

anthropology graduates, already hold posts in schools and colleges, teaching other subjects. 

The course specification has been designed to lend itself readily to delivery by teachers 

whose degrees are in subjects other than anthropology. However, even those whose degree is 

in anthropology will benefit from support in the relatively novel task of teaching the subject 

at A level. 

 

Targeted support for teachers and providers is available from a variety of sources. A 

Teachers’ Resource Bank, including suggested reading, can be found on the AQA website. In 

addition to the academic support and guidance provided by AQA, the RAI has developed a 

suite of resource materials available on its dedicated website at 

www.discoveranthropology.org.uk . The site contains details of textual and visual materials 

(including films from the RAI’s extensive film library) suitable for classroom use, as well as 

information about relevant activities and events. Two books have been produced for use in 

delivering the A level: Anthropology: A Beginner’s Guide by Joy Hendry and Simon 

Underdown (Oneworld Publications 2012) and Introductory Readings in Anthropology edited 

by Hilary Callan, Brian Street and Simon Underdown (Berghahn Books, 2013). Both these 

books closely follow the A level specification, while also appealing to a more general 

readership. They also contain extensive recommendations for further reading.  

 

From time to time, the RAI organises workshops dedicated to supporting teachers and 

institutions in delivering selected parts of the specification; and is open to requests to run 

such events (contact the RAI’s Education and Communications Officer  

education@therai.org.uk).  

 

Schools and colleges adding the anthropology A-level to their course offering will, therefore, 

find abundant and growing support provision; and will often be able to draw on their existing 

teaching resources for delivery with minimal additional investment. 

 

4. Future revisions and adaptations: flexibility of the current specification 
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The current specification and assessment frame are organised under the present 4-unit 

modular AS/A2 structure. However, those designing the original curriculum content were 

very mindful of possible generic changes to A levels in future. Accordingly, the specification, 

with its multiple synoptic connections, will lend itself smoothly to a 2-year linear structure, 

should the Government’s proposed reforms come into effect. Few if any changes to the 

content will be required, arranged as it currently is around themes and topics, with maximum 

flexibility given to institutions and individual teachers to select within these in keeping with 

their own capacity and the students’ interests. 

 

5. Conclusion: why schools and colleges should consider offering the anthropology A 

level 

 

 Anthropology is an intrinsically fascinating subject that complements other courses 

offered at A-level without competing with them. It can be readily taught in 

conjunction with related subjects. 

 

 Anthropology is intellectually rigorous, is well accepted for University entrance on 

many degree courses, and enriches a broad range of HE and career choices for 

students. 

 

 The educational case is strong for teaching anthropology at A-level: it includes 

fostering critical skills, developing global awareness, and sensitising students to 

diverse world-views, beliefs and practices. 

 

 Anthropology has a strong appeal to students from many backgrounds, including 

those whose home experience is outside the UK cultural ‘mainstream’. The A-level 

thus has a role to play in widening access to advanced education, and enlarging the 

total population of entrants across subjects areas. 

 

 Substantial resources and support for teaching are in place; and are expanding. These 

have been designed to equip teachers both with, and without, a primary qualification 

in anthropology with the materials and information needed to deliver the A level. 

 

 Schools and colleges are likely to find potential teachers of the A-level among staff 

already in post and teaching other subjects; additional investment can therefore be 

kept to manageable levels. 

 

 The content of the current specification can be adapted when necessary to meet the 

Government’s proposed structural reforms, without fundamental change. 

 

 

 


