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Key Findings 

 The percentage of A*/A grades continued to fall back from the high point reached 
in 2011, but A* remained at its 2014 level of 8.2%. 

 The lead girls has held over boys at A*/A since 2000 fell to 0.4% in 2015.  At A* 
boys moved to 0.9% ahead. 

 The top ten most frequently taken A-levels has remained similar for the past two 
decades, though Maths has replaced English at the top, Psychology has risen 
sharply and General Studies has dropped out. 

 The proportion of A* grades varies hugely with subject.  Boys tend to be 
concentrated in the high scoring subjects like Further Maths and Maths, and girls in 
relative low scorers such as English and Psychology, hence boys come out on top 

overall. 

 Northern Ireland obtains the best A-level results of the UK countries, but England 
has overtaken Wales for second place in the past decade. 

 2016 A-level results are hard to forecast.  The most likely outcome is that they will 
be close to what they were in 2015 given the application of ‘comparable outcomes’ 
by Ofqual. 

 Entries to Maths and Further Maths are up again and, since they award by far the 
most A* grades, this could lead to an increase in A* grades overall and boys 
moving further ahead at A* because more take these subjects.  
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1. Trends 

1.1. The pass rate (grade E and above) at A-level falls into three distinct phases.  Chart 
1.1 shows that they were: (1) 1951 to 1982, when it was on a plateau at around 70% 
because it had been set at that level; (2) 1983 to 2010, when it rose from 68.2% to 
97.6% because criterion referencing had liberated it to do so; and (3) 2011 to the 
present, when it remains at about its 2011 level of 98% because the regulator acts to 
keep it that way.  Ofqual has found it necessary to intervene because it attributed the 
seemingly inexorable rise in the middle phase to grade inflation, and it has devised a 
statistical approach to combat this. 

Chart 1.1: Trends in A-Level Take-Up and Passes (A-E) 
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1.2. The exceptional increase of 4.5% in 2002 was associated to the switch to all-
modular A-levels taught from 2000.  All the while, entries were increasing (apart 
from the occasional downturn associated with drops in the number of 18-year-olds), 
rising eightfold from 103.8K at the outset to 850.7K in 2015.  

1.3. At first A-levels were pass/fail, with outstanding performance recognised by a 
distinction.  Grading was introduced in 1965, and in Chart 1.2 we can see that the 

pass rate at grade A follows the same course as the pass rate overall.  From 1965 to 
1982 it was set at 10% though it tended not to reach this level; from 1983 to 2010 it 
went up each year 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 27.0% to 25.9% in 2015.  In comparable outcomes A-level results 
are pegged to the GCSE results of the cohort two year’s previously.  These had 
shown some decline bringing down A-levels with them.  Quite why this has 
happened is not clear, but it is possible that Ofqual’s statistical checks had brought 
more rigour to the whole process. 
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Chart 1.2: Trend in A/A* Grades 
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1.4. If we consider A* alone we can see in Chart 1.3 that with some fluctuations the 
average proportion awarded across the subjects has remained close to 8%. 

Chart 1.3: Trend in A* 

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 
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2. Gender 

2.1. Girls outperform boys at GCSE by a considerable margin, but at A-level they have 
moved ahead relatively recently.  Chart 2.1 shows that in terms of A*-C there was 
only a slight difference of 0.3 percentage points in 1995 and that steadily increased 
to 3.6 pp in 2001, but following modularisation the difference leapt to 6.8 pp in 
2002, since when it has drifted back to settle at close to 5 pp. 

Chart 2.1: Girls’ Lead at A*-C  

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

P
e
r 

C
e
n

t 
A

d
v
a
n

ta
g

e
 t

o
 G

ir
ls

1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015

Year

 
 

Chart 2.2: Girls’ Lead at A*/A  
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2.2. Chart 2.2 shows that at A*/A the boys were actually ahead in 1995 by 1.6 
percentage points.  They were gradually overhauled by the girls who went into the 
lead in 2000.  Following modularisation, in 2002 their lead surged to 2.6 pp.  From 
this high point the difference has gradually eroded so that in 2015 it was only 0.4 pp. 

Chart 2.3: Comparison at A* 

Year %Males %Females 
Advantage 

to Males 

2010 7.9 8.3 -0.4 

2011 8.2 8.2 0.0 

2012 8.0 7.9 0.1 

2013 7.9 7.4 0.5 

2014 8.5 7.9 0.6 

2015 8.7 7.8 0.9 

 

2.3. Grade A* at A-level is unusual in that it is the boys who do better.  In the first year 
of this grade, as Chart 2.3 shows, the girls were ahead by 0.4 pp, but since then the 
advantage has gradually passed to boys who in 2015 were 0.9 pp to the good.  This 
seems to stem, as we will be exploring in Section 4, from the subjects the sexes take 
and the percentages of A* awarded in those subjects. 
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3. Subject Entries 

3.1. The pattern of A-level entries has changed over the years.  Chart 3.1 shows the 10 
most frequently taken in 1995, 2005 and 2015.  English has been consistently in the 
top two, although overtaken in 2015 by Maths.  General Studies, the attempt to 
introduce some breadth to A-level studies through an A-level which spanned 
English, maths, science, a foreign language and general knowledge, was prominent 
in 1995 and 2005, but had slipped out of the top 10 in 2015.  In fact, it is in terminal 
decline - literally - coming to its end in 2019. 

Chart 3.1: Top Ten A-Level Entries 

1995 2005 2015 

English English Maths 

Maths General Studies English 

General Studies Biology Biology 

Biology Maths Psychology 

History Psychology History 

Geography History Chemistry 

Chemistry Art & Design Art & Design 

Physics Chemistry Geography 

Art & Design Geography Physics 

Sociology Business Studies Sociology 

 

3.2. The two decades have seen the rise and rise of psychology, even on the preliminary 
figures for 2016 discussed in Section 6 having overtaken Biology to reach third spot.  
As well as Maths and English, five other subjects appear in all three lists - Biology, 
History, Chemistry, Art & Design and Geography.  Physics, Psychology and 
Sociology appear twice. 

3.3. But there is not a single modern foreign language in the list.  Chart 3.2 shows the 
full range of subject entries in 2015.  French is still the most frequently taken 
language, but it is down in 23rd spot out of the 36 subject groupings.  Spanish is 26th 
and German 30th while other modern languages treated as a group are in 24th place. 

3.4. Chart 3.2 bring out the huge range in entries in 2015, from 92,711 in Maths and 

89,499 in English to 236 in Critical Thinking and 1,845 in Communication Studies 
(leaving aside the 330 in Irish and 678 in Welsh). 
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Chart 3.2: Subject Entries 2015 
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3.5. Charts 3.3 and 3.4 show the trends in take-up of two subjects which have been a 
source of concern.  Maths was examined with a new specification in 2002 and 
entries fell appreciably.  This was held to be because the first year of the course was 
too difficult.  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. 

Chart 3.3: Trend in Numbers Sitting A-Level Maths  
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Chart 3.4: A-Level Physics Entries 1954-2014 
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3.6. Chart 3.4 takes the long view of Physics entries and shows them in relation to 
entries overall.  Until 1983 Physics entries more or less kept pace with entries 
overall, and both fell with the drop in the number of 18-year-olds from 1983.  But, 
whereas entries overall began to pick up again from the late 1980s (even though the 
18-year-old population was still going down), Physics was affected by the changes 
wrought by the newly introduced National Curriculum.  This turned Physics, 
Chemistry and Biology into a subject called Science, and the GCSEs were changed 
in line with this.  The Science GCSEs proved to be a much less effective 
springboard for A-level studies in Physics than the old Physics GCSE 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, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, as part of his Science Investment 
Strategy 2004, encouraged schools to return to the separate sciences and that seems 

to have borne fruit in an increase in A-level Physics take-up, although as Chart3.4 
shows it is nowhere near back to the numbers it attracted in the early 1980s.  The 
recent recovery stalled somewhat in 2015 with numbers going down in line with the 
decrease in the 18-year-old population. 
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4. Subject Grades 

4.1. The percentage of A* awarded varies greatly with subject.  Chart 4.1 shows that in 
2015 it ranged from, at one end, 29.0% in Further Maths, 17.7% in Maths and 
15.0%, in Other Modern Foreign Languages to, at the other, 1.7% in Critical 
Thinking, 1.4% in Media, Film and TV, and 1.3% in ICT. 

Chart 4.1: A* by Subject in 2015 
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4.2. The range seems to reflect a difference between those subjects where it is possible to 
be sure of the right answer and those like English, Psychology and Sociology, which 
are more subjective.  There is also no reason to suppose that the abilities of the 
candidates will be uniform across the subjects.  Take Further Maths for example, 
only those who knew from Maths that they were good at the subject would be likely 
to put themselves forward for the more demanding version. 

4.3. Boys seem to be drawn more to the subjects where there are right answers.  Chart 
4.2 shows that they were in the majority by a large margin in Further Maths, Maths 
and the Physical Sciences, subjects which yielded the highest percentages of A*.  
The boys were also more likely than girls gain a higher proportion of A* in these 
subjects, although Physics was an exception.  Girls, on the other hand, were 
concentrated in the more subjective subjects and although they tended to do better 
there than boys, relatively few A* were awarded in these subjects. 

Chart 4.2: Entries and A* in Selected Subjects, 2015 

Subject 
Entries %A* 

Male Female Male Female 

Further Maths 10,816 4,177 29.4 27.9 

Maths 56,774 35,937 19.2 15.4 

Chemistry 26,771 25,873 10.6 8.1 

Physics 28,500 7,787 9.5 10.6 

Other Sciences 2,640 841 8.0 6.8 

English 25,173 64,326 5.9 6.1 

Psychology 13,758 43,256 2.2 5.2 

Drama 4,164 9,062 2.7 4.8 

Perf/Exp Arts 298 2,275 5.0 4.7 

Sociology 7,569 24,689 2.9 4.5 

 

4.4. Chart 4.3 shows the percentages of A* awarded for the whole range of subjects.  
Although boys achieved a higher percentage overall they were ahead in only 10 of 
the 36 subject categories.  But these ten included the high scoring ones, not only 
Further Maths, Maths and Chemistry, but the languages as well. 
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Chart 4.3: Boys’ Lead at A* by Subject 
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4.5. In Section 2 we saw that the superior performance of boys at A* was something of 
an anomaly.  At all other grades girls tended to be ahead.  It might be tempting to 
suppose that boys’ are more likely to have exceptional talent.  But their good result 
at A* seems to have more to do with the subjects they choose to take than actually 
being generally clever.   
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5. Countries of the UK 

5.1. Whether we look at A*-C grades, as in Chart 5.1, or A*/A grades as in Chart 5.2, 
Northern Ireland gets the best results on average of the countries of the UK.  But 
the relative positions of England and Wales have changed over the past decade. 

Chart 5.1: Change in A*-C Grades 2005-15 

Countries 
2005 2015 

Males Females All Males Females All 

Northern Ireland 79.5 83.4 81.7 81.1 84.6 83.0 

Wales 69.7 75.6 73.0 71.1 76.9 74.3 

England 66.1 72.0 69.3 74.4 79.5 77.2 

 

Chart 5.2: Change in A*/A Grades 2005-15 

Countries 
2005 2015 

Males Females All Males Females All 

Northern Ireland 29.5 32.5 31.2 27.2 31.0 29.3 

Wales 22.0 25.1 23.7 22.6 23.5 23.1 

England 21.1 23.5 22.4 25.8 26.0 25.9 

 

5.2. Between 2005 and 2015 scores in England have gone up appreciably, perhaps 
reflecting the great pressure on schools through league tables to improve 
performance.  Wales, on the other hand, seems to have gone backwards at A*/A, 
possibly because they have turned their face away from the publication of schools’ 
results.  Northern Ireland continues to achieve the best results and also to do well 
in the PISA and TIMSS international comparisons.  This high level of performance 
does not receive the attention that it deserves, perhaps because there is a reluctance 
to find that it has anything to do with the grammar school system there. 

5.3. Girls continued to be well ahead in terms of A*-C in all three countries, but the 
gap at A*/A narrowed between 2005 and 2015 in both England and Wales 
although in different ways.  In England, it was because boys had improved more 
than girls at this level, but, in Wales, it was because the girls had fallen back nearly 
to the level of the boys. 
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6. Entries in 2016 

6.1. The results for 2016 are expected to be much like those of 2015.  Ofqual, the 
regulator, seeks to ensure that the percentages of grades awarded at the various 
levels remain similar from year to year, allowing for the cohort’s prior attainment.  
One factor affecting the percentages reaching the various grade levels is the pattern 
of entries. 

6.2. Ofqual has provided preliminary information on entries in the summer 2016 
examinations1 in England.  Overall A-level entries were down by 2.2% in line with 
the 2.3% fall in the 18-year-old population2. 

6.3. Chart 6.1 shows the change in entries in England for the individual subjects.  There 
is a wide range from Computer Science, which is being encouraged by the 

Government, up by 15.5%, to Critical Thinking which is down by 50.0% to only 
120 candidates.  Entries in Further Maths and Maths, both generators of A* and A 
grades, are up.  This suggests that the overall pass rate at these grades could rise 

6.4. There was also a further massive fall in entries to General Studies, once the most 
frequently taken A-level with over 80,000 entries, down by 34.8% to 11,880.  This 
one-time major attempt to increase the breadth of A-level studies is due disappear in 
2019. 

6.5. The other major fallers were in the arts and other subjects not part of the core studies 
at GCSE as defined by the EBacc.  The residual category ‘Other Subjects’ was down 
by 26.5%, Performing and Expressive Arts by 15.2%, Leisure and Tourism by 
15.2%. ICT by 10.5% and Music by 7.8%. 

6.6. Besides Computer Science, the biggest increases were in Religious Studies (5.6%). 
Economics (5.3%), Sociology (3.6%), Psychology (3.2%) and Political Studies 
(3.1%). 

                                                
1 Ofqual (26 May 2016). Summer Exam Entries: GCSE, Level 1/2Certificates. AS and A Levels in 
England: Provisional Figures April 2016. 
2 Calculated from figures for 18-year-olds on ONS Website for mid-year age. 
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Chart 6.1: Change in A-level Entries1 iin England from 2015 to 2016 
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1. Fall in Critical Thinking was actually 50.0% but to show it as such would have meant lengthening 

the scale and obscuring differences between the other subjects. Applied A-levels, apart from the 
popular Health and Social Care, not included. 
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6.7. The A-level with the highest intake, Maths (85,980), has continued to grow, but the 
next largest, English (78,800) is down by 6.0% on the year.  Psychology (56,950), 
which grew by 3.2%, has overtaken Biology to become the third most frequently 
taken A-level. 

6.8. What bearing these changes will have on the results is uncertain.  The most likely 
outcome is that they will be close to what they were in 2015 given the application of 
‘comparable outcomes’ by Ofqual. 

6.9. If there is to be any movement the most likely directions are an increase in A*/A 
grades and boys going further ahead at A*.  Both could arise from the continuing 
increase in entries to Maths and Further Maths, subjects in which by far the highest 
percentages of A* are awarded.  Many more boys take these subjects. 
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