
A-LEVELS 2018
TRENDS AND FORECAST

Alan Smithers

Centre for Education and Employment Research
University of Buckingham

July 2018



 

 

 

 

 

Contents 

 Key Findings  

 1. A-level Reforms 1 

 2. Trends from 1951 to 2017 3 

 3. Subject Entries 5 

 4. Subject Grades 11 

 5. Gender 13 

 6 Countries of UK 18 

 6 Forecast for 2018 19 



 

 

 

Summary 

 The striking finding in the 2017 results is that boys improved relative to girls in all of 

the first 13 reformed A-levels (Chart 5.4, page 15).  In chemistry, where they were 

ahead, they moved further ahead.  They overtook girls in computing and English 

literature, and narrowed the gap in all the other subjects.  This major change was 

forecast in last year’s report (before the results were known) based on evidence that 

boys tend to do relatively better in end-of-course examinations than in modular 

assessments. 

 In the results overall, boys reduced the gap at A*-C grades to what it had been at the 

turn of the century before modularisation (Chart 5.1).  They moved ahead at A*/A for 

the first time since 1999 (Chart 5.2), and doubled their lead at A* compared to 2013 

(Chart 5.3). 

 In terms of A* grades girls were still ahead in 26 subjects against 13 for boys.  But the 

boys were more likely to be ahead in the high scoring subjects (eg further maths, 

30.1%, and maths, 17.9%) and to be more likely to take them, so overall boys gained 

more A* grades than girls (Chart 5.6). 

 For the first time in 2017 the results of the English exams were published separately 

rather than as a group.  This revealed some interesting and concerning differences.  

English language came 36th out of the 37 subjects in the percentage of A* grades 

awarded (1.6%), with only ICT lower at 1.1% (Chapter 4, pages 11 and12).  Grades at 

C and above were also well below average. 

 Results in English literature were much better.  It came in the top ten for A* grades, 

with grades A*-C above average.  Interestingly, boys were awarded more A* grades in 

this subject than girls (9.5% against 8.5%), see Charts 5.5 and 5.6 (pages 16 and17). 

 Given that the reformed A-levels are intentionally more demanding, fewer top grades 

might have been expected in 2017.  But, in fact, they rose.  Grades in the 13 reformed 

A-levels did drop somewhat, but less than might have been expected due to Ofqual 

requiring statistical adjustments to keep the grade distribution similar to previous 

years.  The contribution of the 13 reformed A-levels was outweighed by the unchanged 

A-levels, particularly maths and further maths which made substantial contributions to 

the totals of top grades (Chart 5.6, page 17). 

 While Northern Ireland is still a long way ahead of England in A-level results, the gap 

has been narrowed in the past decade by 4.6 pp at A*-C and has been almost halved 

(by 4.0 pp) at A*/A (Chart 6.1, page 18). 

 Boys have overtaken girls in both England and Wales in the percentage of A*/A 

grades awarded in the decade to 2017, but in Northern Ireland girls have increased 

their lead from 3.9 pp in 2007 to 6.5 pp in 2017 (Chart 6.2, page 18). 

 If the trends to 2017 continue into 2018 we can expect to see: 

1. Boys are likely to improve further relative to girls, as they showed in the reformed 

A-levels in 2017.  This trend will continue to be boosted by maths and further 

which are unchanged (with AS work still contributing to the A-level grade) and 

where they heavily outscore girls. 



 

 

2. The overall grade pattern is likely to remain much the same, although the 

percentages of top grades could fall somewhat due to 11 more reformed A-levels 

coming on stream, so apart from maths and further maths, most of the core A-

levels have been made tougher. 

3. Another factor which may act to lower grades is that nearly 68,000 students have 

received unconditional offers of university places, with nearly a quarter (23.0%) of 

applicants receiving at least one such offer.  With their places secure the students 

may take their foot off the pedal and not get such high grades as they could. 

4. These factors, however, may be outweighed by three others (as they were in 2017). 

Ofqual is intervening to keep the grades up to ensure that the first examinees in the 

reformed A-levels are not disadvantaged by being the guinea pigs.  Maths and 

further maths, the main drivers of A* grades, have not yet been reformed.  The 

reforms have only taken place in England, but Wales and Northern Ireland are 

included in the overall figures. 

5. Last year revealed for the first time the huge difference in the results for English 

literature and English language.  The poor performance in English language was 

astonishing and it will be interesting to see if it is repeated this year.  If it is, it 

should be investigated.  It was also surprising that boys outscored girls in English 

literature.  Less than a third of the entry, however, was male, so it may be that in 

taking an unusual subject for their sex they were especially sure of their abilities.  

The same, in reverse, applies to physics where girls get marginally better results. 

6. We know from preliminary data published by Ofqual that A-level entries in 

England are down by 3.3% compared with a drop of 2.5% in the number of 18-

year-olds.  This may, in part at least, be due to fewer entries per candidate.  

Additional A-levels, like general studies, have declined steeply.  Schools may also 

be tending to limit the number of entries per pupil due to the costs. 

7. In 2018 we may also be witnessing the near-death of AS levels.  Ofqual has 

published provisional entries which reveal a drop of nearly 60 per cent (59.9%) in 

entries since 2017.  Everyone one of the 39 subject categories fell substantially as 

the old style ASs decoupled from A-levels and phased out.  Of the entries in 2018, 

nearly a third were in either maths (26.5%) or further maths (6.3%), but even here 

there were large  decreases - over half in maths (-52.2%) and a third in further 

maths (-33.3%) 
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1. A-Level Reforms 

1.1. This year, 2018, is the second year in which the major reform of A-levels initiated 
by Michael Gove when he was Secretary of State for Education have come into 
effect.  Last year 13 reformed A-levels were sat (counting the three English exams 
separately) for the first time, and this year another eleven, mainly languages, are 
added.  The full schedule is set out in Chart 1.1. 

Chart 1.1: Timetable for Introduction of Reformed A-Levels 

2017 2018 2019 2020 

Subject 
%NE 

Asses1 
Subject 

%NE 

Asses1 
Subject 

%NE 

Asses1 
Subject 

%NE 

Asses1 

Art & Design 100.0 Classical Greek 0.0 Accounting 0.0 Biblical Hebrew 0.0 

Biology  0.0 Dance 50.0 Ancient History 0.0 Arabic 0.0 

Business Stud 0.0 Drama & Theatre 60.0 Archaeology 20.0 Bengali 0.0 

Chemistry 0.0 French 30.0 Chinese 30.0 Gujarati 0.0 

Computer Sci 20.0 Geography 20.0 Classical Civil 0.0 Greek 0.0 

Economics 0.0 German 30.0 D &T 50.0 Modern Hebrew 0.0 

English Lang 20.0 Latin 0.0 Electronics 20.0 Japanese 0.0 

English Lit 20.0 Music 60.0 Environ Science 0.0 Panjabi 0.0 

Eng Lang & Lit 20.0 PE 30.0 Film Studies 30.0 Persian 0.0 

History 20.0 Religious Stud 0.0 Geology 0.0 Polish 0.0 

Physics 0.0 Spanish 30.0 History of Art 0.0 Portuguese 0.0 

Psychology 0.0   Italian 30.0 Turkish 0.0 

Sociology 0.0   Law 0.0 Hebrew 0.0 

    Mathematics 0.0   

    Further Maths 0.0   

    Media Studies 30.0   

    Music Tech 40.0   

    Philosophy 0.0   

    Politics 0.0   

    Russian 30.0   

    Statistics  0.0   

1. Percentage non-examination assessment. 

1.2. The reformed A-levels differ from their immediate predecessors in three main 
ways. 

 They are organised as two-year courses, rather than being split into 
modules.  This means that an AS-level is no longer a stepping stone 
to the A-level, contributing 40 per cent of the marks. 

 Assessment will be entirely by end-of-course examinations in many 
subjects, but some have retained non-examination components, with art 
& design continuing to be entirely assessed in this way (see Chart 1.1 for 
details for all subjects).  The mode of the non-exam assessment has, 
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however, been reformed with course work giving way to controlled 
assessment.  

 Content has been made more demanding to become comparable with 
international standards. 

1.3. Other things being equal, these changes could be expected to result in lower 
grades at the top levels.  When assessment switched from end-of-course 
examinations to modular assessment in 2002, following the Dearing reforms, the 
pass rate leapt by 4.5 percentage points and A grades by 2.1 percentage points.  
The courses and examinations will also be new to schools and colleges, which 
will therefore be less practised in optimising their pupils’ exam performance.  

1.4. But in 2017 the percentages of top grades awarded overall actually rose.  A* 
grades were up by 0.2 pp A*/A grades up by 0.5 pp, and grades above C up by 

0.2pp.  In the 13 reformed A-levels, themselves, there were decreases of 0.5 pp at 
A* and 0.7 pp at A*/A.  The impact of the reforms on the results overall was, 
however, less than it might have been for several reasons.  Principally, Ofqual, the 
exams regulator, aims to keep the grade pattern similar from year to year.  This 
was introduced in 2011 in an attempt to squeeze out grade inflation.  But it has 
been retained to protect the first candidates in the reformed A-levels from being 
disadvantaged as guinea pigs.  In practice it could be that marks fell, but that 
grade thresholds were adjusted to keep outcomes close to what they would have 
been. 

1.5. A second reason for the results overall going up when they might have been 
expected to go down is that only 13 of the 58 proposed reformed A-level were 
examined in 2017.   Among those which have not reached the examination stage 
are maths and further maths, which are the largest contributors to A* grades.  In 
maths the percentage increased to 17.9% from 17.5% in 2016, and in further 
maths to 30.1% from 28.7%.   

1.6. A third reason is that the changes also apply only to exam boards in England.  
Wales and Northern Ireland, which together account for about eight per cent of 
the entries, have their own regulatory authorities.  Here the modular structure and 
coursework have been retained, with the AS continuing to be a half-way house to 
the A-level. 

1.7. If the A-level grade pattern does not change by very much, even though the 
reformed A-levels are intended to be more difficult, there is one major outcome 
that could be expected.  The switch from assessment by course work to end-of-

course examinations should see boys improving relative to girls.  When the 
reverse switch occurred in 2002 girls leapt ahead in the top grades.  Now there is a 
return to end-of-course examinations that advantage will disappear.  Indeed, as 
Chart 5.4 (page 15) shows, in every one of the 13 reformed A-levels taken in 2017 
boys improved relative to girls, sometimes overtaking them or moving further 
ahead, but even if still behind reducing the gap.  With eleven more reformed A-
levels being examined in 2018, this trend should become even more apparent. 
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2. Trends from 1951 to 2017 

2.1. The A-level grades awarded are not determined solely by the marks achieved.  The 
conversion depends on the policies in operation at the time the exam is taken.  In 
Chart 2.1 the leap in the pass rate of 4.5 percentage points resulting from 
modularisation in 2002 clearly stands out.  But it is also possible to discern three 
distinct phases in the shape of the pass-rate (A*-E) curve: 

 (1) 1951 to 1982, when there was a plateau at around 70% because the pass 
rate had been set at that level; 

 (2) 1983 to 2010, when the pass rate rose from 68.2% to 97.6%, stemming 
from a switch from norm-referencing to criterion-referencing; 

 (3) 2011 to the present, when the pass rate remains close to its 2011 level as 
a result of Ofqual applying statistical controls to keep it there. 

The continuation of this ‘comparable outcomes’ policy in an attempt to ensure that 
candidates are not disadvantaged by being the first to take the new exams will tend 
to mask the effects of the courses being more demanding and the restoration of 
end-of-course examinations. 

Chart 2.1: A-Level Take-Up and Passes in UK, 1951-2017 
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2.2. So far we have been focusing on the overall pass rate, but just passing A-levels is 
not enough these days to get into the leading universities.  At first, A-levels were 
pass/fail, with outstanding performance recognised by a distinction.  When grades 
were introduced in 1963 a ceiling of 10% was put on the proportion to be awarded 
an A grade. This applied through to 1982.  Chart 2.2 shows that during this period 
the percentage of A grades hovered just below this level.  But when the exams 
became criterion-referenced the success rate took off, trebling from 9.1% in 1983 
to 27.0% in 2010.  But, in the third period, the percentage of A-grades (now 
subdivided with an A*) falls back somewhat from that peak to 25.8% in 2016 as a 
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consequence of Ofqual’s statistical controls.  In 2017, in spite of the toughening of 
13 of the exams, it rose once more for the reasons discussed in paragraphs 1.4-1.6.  

Chart 2.2: Trend in A/A* Grades 
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Chart 2.3: Top Grades 

Year % A* %A*/A 

2010 8.1 27.0 

2011 8.2 27.0 

2012 7.9 26.6 

2013 7.6 26.3 

2014 8.2 26.0 

2015 8.2 25.9 

2016 8.1 25.8 

2017 8.3 26.3 

 

2.3. A new top grade was introduced in 2010 to distinguish those who had done 
exceptionally well.  Chart 2.3 shows that since its inception the percentage across 

all subjects achieving this grade has been close to eight per cent.  In 2017 in spite 
of the 13 ‘tougher’ A-levels it rose slightly to 8.3% its highest ever.  This was 
driven mainly by the increases in the A* awarded in maths and further maths 
(para 1.5 and Chart 5.6, page 17).  There is very considerable variation in the 
grades awarded between subjects, however, ranging from 30.1% in further maths 
to 1.1% in ICT.  This variation is considered in more detail in Chapter 4. 
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3. Subject Entries 

3.1. The popularity of A-level entries1 has changed somewhat over the years.  Chart 
3.1 shows the ten most frequently taken subjects in 1997, 2007 and 2017.  English 
has been consistently in the top two, although now overtaken by maths.  General 
studies, the attempt to introduce breadth into A-level studies, was second in 1997, 
and third in 2007, but had dropped to 25th place by 2017.  It is in free-fall because 
it no longer counts towards league tables nor is accepted as an entry qualification 
by the leading universities.  In fact, it is literally in terminal decline, coming to an 
end in 2019. 

Chart 3.1: Top Ten UK A-Level Entries 

1997 2007 2017 

Subject Entries1 Subject Entries1 Subject Entries1 

English 93.5 English 83.5 Maths 95.2 

General Studies 73.1 Maths 60.1 English 78.6 

Maths2 69.1 General Studies 55.7 Biology 61.9 

Biology 56.5 Biology 54.6 Psychology 58.7 

Geography 43.6 Psychology 52.0 Chemistry 52.3 

Chemistry 42.5 History 46.5 History 50.3 

History 42.5 Art & Design 42.5 Art & Design 43.7 

Art & Design 35.3 Chemistry 40.3 Geography 37.8 

Business Studies 33.6 Media/Film/TV 31.9 Physics 36.6 

Physics 33.5 Geography 31.7 Sociology 34.6 

1. In thousands. 

2. Includes further maths. 

3.2. Of the top ten lists for 1997, 2007 and 2017, seven subjects appear in all three – 
maths, English, biology, chemistry, history, art&design, and geography. 
Psychology has come through strongly in recent years, climbing to fifth in 2007, 
and fourth in 2017.  Besides general studies (twice), the other two places have 
been held by physics (twice), business studies, media/film and TV, and sociology.  

3.3. There is not a single foreign language in the three lists.  Chart 3.2 shows that 
French is still the most frequently taken, but it is down in 21st spot out of the 35 
subject categories (omitting ‘all other subjects’).  Spanish is 23rd and German 
29th, while the ‘other modern languages’ grouping is in 22nd place. 

3.4. Chart 3.2 brings out the huge spread in the 2017 entries ranging from 95,244 in 
maths and 78,647 in the three new English exams combined, to 45 in critical 
thinking and 1,537 in communication studies (leaving aside the 333 in Irish and 
233 in Welsh first language which are specific to those countries).  Like general 
studies, both communication studies and critical thinking are being phased out in 
the reforms. 

                                                
1 ‘Entries’ and ‘numbers sitting the exam’ are used interchangeably although they do differ somewhat, 
with entries being the preferred term because it makes for more concise sentences.  
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Chart 3.2: Subject Entries 2017 
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Maths 

3.5. Two subjects have been of particular concern.   Maths was examined on a new 
specification in 2002, and Chart 3.3 shows that entries fell sharply.  This was 
claimed to be because the first year of the course was too demanding.  Steps were 
taken to ease it in 2004, since when entries have risen year by year, to the extent 
that it has become the most frequently taken A-level.  There was a dip in 2016, but 
2017 saw entries at their highest ever for any subject.  Entries from 18-year-olds 
(Year 13) were boosted by those from younger and older candidates, comprising 
about 18% of the maths entry. 

Chart 3.3: Numbers Sitting A-Level Maths  
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Physics 

3.6. Chart 3.4 takes the long view of physics take-up and compares it with total entries.  
Until 1983 physics more or less kept pace with the growth overall.  Both fell with 
the drop in the number of 18-year-olds from 1982.  But, whereas entries overall 
began to pick up again from the late 1980s (even though the 18-year-old 
population continued downwards till 1995), physics was affected by the changes 

stemming from the newly introduced national curriculum.  This turned physics, 
chemistry and biology into a subject called science, and the GCSEs were changed 
accordingly.  The science GCSEs proved to be less of a ladder to A-level physics 
than the old physics O-level had been.  In part, this was because, with physics 
teachers being very hard to come by, national curriculum science was often taught 
by biologists. 

3.7. Gordon Brown, when Chancellor of the Exchequer, as part of his Science 
Investment Strategy, in 2004, incentivised schools to return to the separate sciences 
and that seems to have borne fruit in an increase in A-level physics take-up. The 
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recovery stalled somewhat in 2015 with numbers falling again in 2016 as the 
number of 18-year-olds declined.  But in 2017 it bucked the trend rising by 3.5% 
against a drop in entries overall of 1.0%.  Nevertheless, even the improved physics 
entry is still way below the halcyon days of the early 1980s when physics take-up 
peaked at nearly 56 thousand.  Compared with that the 2017 physics entry is down 
by over a third (34.4%).  Entries for 2018 show that physics was among the A-
levels with the most candidates aged 19 and above (along with maths, biology, 
chemistry, psychology, English, and economics – all apart from maths being 
among the first tranche of reformed A-levels).   

Chart 3.4: A-Level Physics Entries 1956-2017 
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Entries 2018 

3.8. We can get some idea of what the numbers sitting A-levels in 2018 will be from 
Ofqual’s publication of entries submitted by schools and colleges in England to 
exam boards by 18 April 20182.  Chart 3.5 shows the changes in entries for the 
individual subjects.  It brings out clearly that the predominant direction is down.  
Of the 38 categories, only 11 show increases.  Overall, the decline is 3.3% 
compared with the 2.5% drop in 18-year-olds.  The one big gainer is computing 
which is up by 25.6%, resulting from the policy for it to replace ICT, which itself 
was down by 41.9% on the equivalent figure last year.   

                                                
2 Ofqual (24 May 2018). Entries for GCSEs AS and A Level: summer 2018 exam series, coverage 
England 
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Chart 3.5: Change in Provisional A-Level Entries1in England 2017-18 
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3.9. Seven of the 11 gainers are reformed A-levels in their second year.  Besides 
computing they include, in order, chemistry, physics, biology, economics, 
psychology and sociology.  The others are ‘other modern languages’, mathematics, 
political studies and physical education.  Apart from further maths which remained 
the same, all the others fell. 

3.10. Of the provisional A-level entries in England in 2018, the great majority are Year 
13 pupils (88.3%), with 10.5% older and 1.2% younger.  Just two subjects, maths 
and other modern foreign language account for over 60 per cent (60.9%) of the 
younger entrants.  Maths is also the most frequent entry among the older candidates 
(15.8%), followed by biology (8.8%), chemistry (8.3%), psychology (7.2%) and 
physics (5.0%). 
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4. Subject Grades 

4.1. The percentage of A* awarded varies greatly with subject as can be seen in Chart 
5.1. 

Chart 5.1: A* by Subject in 2016 
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4.2. Chart 5.1 shows that, in 2017, the percentage of A* awarded ranged from, at one 
end of the spectrum, 30.1% in further maths, 17.9% in maths and 14.1%, in ‘other 
modern languages’ to, at the other, 1.1% in ICT, 1.6% in English language, and 
1.7% in media/film/TV studies.  It is striking that candidates in our native language 
should earn such poor marks.  English literature, on the other hand, is among the 
top ten awarders of A*.  This extraordinary difference between English language 
and literature became public in 2017 when the results for the separate subjects were 
first published.  

4.3. The wide range in outcomes arises from a number of factors.  Not all subjects 
attract the cognitively able to the same extent.  By far the highest proportion of top 
grades is awarded in further maths which will only be taken by those who have 
previously done extremely well in the subject.  Furthermore, in maths and the 
sciences there are right answers so it is possible to get very high marks, whereas in 
more subjective and interpretive subjects like drama, media studies, and sociology 

marks tend to bunch towards the middle.   
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5. Gender 

5.1. Girls outperform boys at GCSE by a considerable margin, but at A-level the 
picture varies according to the grades and subjects considered.  Chart 5.1 shows 
that in terms of grades A*-C. girls were marginally ahead of boys by 0.3 
percentage points in 1995.  The difference steadily increased to 3.6 pp by 2001.  
But when all A-levels became modular in 2002, following the Dearing reforms, the 
gap leapt to 6.8 pp. Since then it has drifted downwards.  In 2017 which saw the 
first examinations of 13 (out of 58) of the newly reformed A-levels, the difference 
was nearly down to the 2001 level at 3.9 pp. 

 
Chart 5.1: Gender Gap at A*-C  
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5.2. At Grade A (and including A* from 2010), Chart 5.2 shows that boys were ahead 

by 1.6 percentage points in 1995, but this gap narrowed until girls overtook them in 
2000 to hold a modest lead.  With modularisation in 2002, however, they raced 
away to a 2.6 pp advantage.  The gap remained at about this level until 2007 since 

when it has gradually narrowed.  But, significantly, with the first 13 newly 
reformed end-of-course examined A-levels coming on stream, the boys have 
moved ahead once more by 0.5 pp. 
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Chart 5.2: Gender Gap at A*/A  
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Chart 5.3: Gender Gap at A*  
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5.3. If we consider only A*, as in Chart 5.3, we can see that it is the boys who have 
been doing better.  In the first year this grade was awarded, 2010, girls were just 
ahead with a gap of 0.4 percentage points.  But since then the advantage has 
gradually passed to boys.  In 2017, the gap was the biggest yet, the boys in front by 
a full percentage point. 

5.4. Whether it is A*-C, A*/A or just A*, boys have narrowed the gap from girls or 
gone further ahead in 2017.  This was forecast in last year’s report from the 
evidence that boys tend to show up better in actual examinations than modular 
assessments.  Strikingly, Chart 5.4 shows that in every one of the 13 reformed A-
levels boys did better relative to girls in 2017 than 2016. 

Chart 5.4: Gender Gap at A*/A 

Subject2 
Girls Lead1 

2016 2017 

Art & Design +7.1 +4.3 

Biology  +1.0 +0.5 

Business Studies +3.9 +2.3 

Chemistry -1.7 -3.5 

Computing +5.0 -2.5 

Economics +4.7 +3.8 

English Language +3.7 +2.7 

English Literature +0.5 -0.8 

Eng Lang & Lit +2.2 +1.1 

History +5.3 +3.7 

Physics +3.7 +1.8 

Psychology +9.5 +8.9 

Sociology +6.4 +6.1 

1. Girls’ lead in percentage points denoted by plus sign, and boys’ lead 
by minus sign. 

2. The 13 reformed A-levels taken for the first time in 2017. 

5.5. In 2016 girls were ahead in all of the thirteen subjects at A*/A, except chemistry.  
In this subject boys doubled their lead in 2017.  Boys also went ahead in two other 
subjects, computing and English literature.  In all the other subjects, the gap 
narrowed.  This occurred irrespective of whether the assessment was entirely by 
end-of-course examination, whether there was 20 per cent course work or, indeed, 
whether as in Art & Design non-examination assessment has been retained.  Thus 
there may be factors other than switching to end-of-course examinations, such as 

the more demanding content or changes to non-examined assessment which are 
contributing to the relative improvement of boys. 

5.6. Chart 5.5 shows the gender gap at A* for each of the 39 subject categories in 2017.  
Boys were ahead in 13 (up from eight in 2016), but girls led in twice as many, 26.  
How is it then that boys come out on top overall at this level? 
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Chart 5.5: Boys’ Lead at A* by Subject in 2017 
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5.7. Chart 5.6 provides the answer.  The subjects in which boys are ahead tend to be 
subjects in which a high percentage of A* grades are awarded, whereas the 
subjects in which girls perform better tend to be those in which few top grades are 
awarded. 

Chart 5.6: Entries and A* in Selected Subjects1, 2017 

Subject 
Entries %A* Number A* 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Diff Boys  Girls 

Maths 58.0 37.2 19.4 15.7 3.7 11.3 5.8 

Chemistry 25.7 26.6 9.8 7.5 2.3 2.5 2.0 

English Lit 11.3 35.1 9.5 8.5 1.0 1.1 3.0 

Further Maths 11.7 4.4 30.1 29.8 0.3 3.5 1.3 

Physics 28.7 7.8 9.2 9.3 -0.1 2.6 0.7 

Sociology 8.0 26.6 3.2 5.3 -2.1 0.3 1.4 

D&T 7.7 4.7 3.7 5.9 -2.2 0.3 0.3 

Psychology 14.7 44.0 2.3 5.3 -3.0 0.3 2.3 

Geography 18.7 19.2 4.2 7.6 -3.4 0.8 1.5 

Physical Education 6.7 4.4 2.1 6.2 -4.1 0.1 0.3 

All Subjects 373.7 454.7 8.8 7.8 1.0 32.9 35.5 

1. The five subjects with the biggest differences in favour of boys and girls respectively and having a total of more 
than 10,000 entries 

5.8. Not only did boys comprise about three-fifths of the maths entries, but nearly a 
fifth of them were awarded A*.  Fewer girls took A-level maths and, on average, 
they did less well so they ended up with only about half the A* grades gained by 
boys in this subject.  Maths alone contributed more than a third of the total of A* 

grades awarded to boys in 2017.  The top five subject in which boys were furthest 
ahead (maths, chemistry, English literature, further maths and physics) contributed 
56.2% of the total A* grades in 2017, whereas the best five for girls in this respect 
only contributed 16.3%.  The difference in top grades between subjects is so great 
that, as Chart 5.6 shows, girls even obtained more A* grades (36.1% of the total in 
2017) from the boys’ top five subjects. 

5.9. The reason for the differences in the A* grades awarded per subject is not because 
more boys take them.  But it does seem that boys are more drawn to subjects where 
there are right answers.  Where there are right answers it is possible to score very 
high marks which merit an A*, and hence the awarding of 30.1% A* in further 
maths and 17.9% in maths.  At the other end of the spectrum, psychology and 
sociology are more subjective, and physical education and design & technology 

more practical, so are less likely to yield very high marks. 
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6. Countries of the UK 

6.1. Responsibility for education is devolved to the countries of the UK Kingdom.  The 
much discussed GCSE and A-level reforms have taken place only in England.  
Examinations in Wales and Northern Ireland remain much as before with a 
modular structure and assessment by course work.  Over time the examination in 
the three UK countries will grow further apart.  There will no longer the A-levels, 
but three distinct versions of them.  In the transition period they are still 
sufficiently similar for meaningful comparison to be made. 

6.2. Chart 6.1 shows that, in 2017, pupils in Northern Ireland were seven percentage 
points ahead of England and nine ahead of Wales.  As impressive as this is, it 
represents a narrowing of the 11.6 pp lead over England ten years ago.  This is 
mainly due to a 5.1 pp improvement in England’s results over that period, but boys 
in NI have also slipped back somewhat.  The big improvement in England’s results 

has enabled it to push Wales into third place.  Girls are well ahead in all three 
countries at grade C and above. 

Chart 6.1: Change in A*-C Grades 2007-17 

Countries 
2007 2017 

Males Females All Males Females All 

Northern Ireland 81.9 85.2 83.8 81.6 86.4 84.3 

Wales 71.7 77.1 74.6 72.3 77.7 75.3 

England 69.3 74.7 72.2 75.1 79.0 77.3 

 

6.3. If we consider just the A*/A grades the decline in NI’s performance is more 
apparent.  Both boys and girls have dropped back since 2007 with the lead over 
England halving from 8.2 to 4.2 percentage points (this is in spite of slippage on 
the part of girls in England as well).  Wales have remained in third place with the 
distance behind England increasing from 0.9 pp to 1.2pp.  While girls were ahead 
of boys in all three countries in 2007, by 2017 they had fallen behind in England 
and Wales as a result of the boys improving and the girls doing somewhat less 
well.  In NI, both boys and girls did less well in 2017 than 2007, but the girls 
retained a substantial lead of 6.5 pp. 

Chart 6.2: Change in A*/A Grades 2007-17 

Countries 
2007 2017 

Males Females All Males Females All 

Northern Ireland 31.0 34.9 33.2 26.8 33.3 30.4 

Wales 22.1 25.8 24.1 25.1 24.9 25.0 

England 23.7 26.2 25.0 26.6 25.9 26.2 

 

6.4. Whether we look at A*-C grades or A*/A grades, Northern Ireland is still streets 
ahead.  This high level of performance, underlined by the scores in PISA and 
TIMSS international comparisons, does not receive the attention that it deserves.  
This may be due to reluctance on the part of the educational establishment to 
acknowledge that NI’s outstanding performance could have anything to do with its 
grammar school system. 
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7. Forecast for 2018 

Grade Pattern 

7.1 The overall grade pattern is likely to remain much the same as in 2017, although 
the percentages of top grades could fall somewhat due to 11 more reformed A-
levels coming on stream.  Apart from maths and further maths, most of the core A-
levels will have been made tougher.  Another factor which may act to lower grades 
is that nearly 68 thousand students have received unconditional offers of university 
places, with nearly a quarter of applicants3 (23.%) receiving at least one  With their 
places secure the students may take their foot off the pedal and not get such high 
grades as they could have done. 

7.2 These factors, however, may be masked by three others (as they were in 2017). 
Ofqual is intervening to keep the grades up to ensure that the first examinees in the 
reformed A-levels are not disadvantaged by being the guinea pigs.  Maths and 

further maths, the main drivers of A* grades, have not yet been reformed.  The 
demodularisation and the switch to end-of-course exams have only taken place in 
England, but Wales and Northern Ireland are included in the overall figures. 

Gender 

7.3 The gender gap could be expected to narrow further. The striking finding in the 
2017 results is that boys improved relative to girls in all of the first 13 reformed A-
levels.  This major change was forecast in last year’s report (before the results were 
known) based on evidence that boys tend to do relatively better in end-of-course 
examinations than in modular assessments.  In the results overall, boys in 2017 
reduced the gender gap at A*-C to what it had been at the turn of the century before 
modularisation.  They moved ahead at A*/A for the first time since 1999 and 
doubled their lead at A* compared with 2013.  In terms of A* grades girls were 
still ahead in 26 subjects, but these subjects are low scoring compared with the 13 
in which boys are ahead The 13 for boys is an improvement on the eight in 2016.  
With 11 more reformed A-levels coming on stream in 2018, these trends is likely to 
be accelerated 

Subjects 

7.4 Last year revealed for the first time the huge difference in the results for English 
literature and English language.  The poor performance in English language was 
astonishing and it will be interesting to see if it is repeated this year.  If it is, it 
merits investigation.  It was also surprising that boys outscored girls in English 
literature.  Less than a third of the entry, however, was male, so it may be that in 
taking an unusual subject for their sex they were especially sure of their abilities.  

The same, in reverse, applies to physics where girls were just ahead. 

Entries 

7.5 We know from preliminary data published by Ofqual that A-level entries in 
England in 2018 are down by 3.3% compared with a drop of 2.5% in the number of 
18-year-olds.  This may, in part at least, be due to fewer entries per candidate.  

                                                
3 Sellgren, K. (26 July 2018) Huge rise in unconditional offers for students, BBC 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-44954154 
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Additional A-levels, like general studies, have declined steeply.  Schools may also 
be tending to limit the number of entries per pupil due to the costs. 

AS 

7.6 In 2018 we may also be witnessing the near-death of AS levels.  Ofqual has 
published 2018 entry figures for these too, which reveal a drop of nearly 60 per 
cent (59.9%) since 2016.  Of the entries in 2017, nearly a third were in either maths 
(26.5%) or further maths (6.3%).  This will have been the first year of the reformed 
courses with the A-levels scheduled to become available next year. 


	1: alevels

