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Summary 

 If the results from the first three reformed GCSEs taken in 2017 are anything to go 
by, we would expect more people to get the equivalent of A* in 2018.  More room 
has been created at the top by splitting A* into grades 9 and 8 in the new scale.  But 
two-thirds succeeding at this level may not realize how well they have done 
because grade 8 sounds less impressive than A*. 

 A clean sweep of top grades, something that has come to be regarded as the acme 

of achievement, is likely to be rare in 2018 since only about 3.0% of grade 9s will 
be awarded against more than double that for A*.  Estimates as low as 200 (out of 
the around 500,000 entrants) have been suggested. 

 On the evidence of the first three reformed GCSEs, boys are likely to recover some 
of the ground they lost when O-levels gave way to the modularised GCSE.  Girls 
are now massively ahead.  In 2017 they got better grades in 46 of the 49 subjects at 
C/4 or above.  The average gap was an astonishing 9.5 percentage points. 

 English language and maths were at opposite ends of the spectrum with, in 2017, in 
the reformed GCSEs, girls out in front in English by 17.0 pp and boys ahead in 
maths by 1.0pp. 

 Boys did somewhat better in grades A/7 and above, being ahead in five subjects, 
with maths joined by physics, statistics, ‘other sciences’ and economics – all 
quantitative subjects. 

 Provisional entries for 2018 show an increase of 5.2% in EBacc subjects and a 
decline of 13.1% in non-EBacc subjects. 

 Over a twenty-year period there has been a considerable drop in French and 
German entries which were in the top ten most frequently taken subjects in 1997. 

 Spanish has bucked the trend doubling its intake since 1996, but from a low base. 

 There has been a swing back to biology, chemistry and physics from combined 
science, but entries are down to about three-fifths of what they were in the 
equivalent O-levels. 

  Of the UK totals, 19.5% of English entries and 23.4% in maths were aged 17 or 
over.  Only 32.9% got at least a C in English and 26.5% in maths, against 69.9% 
and 70.7%, respectively, of the 16-year-olds. 

 Grades vary widely across subjects ranging from 64.5% (classical subjects) to 4.5% 
(science) at grade A/7, and from 90.8% (physics) to 48% (science) at grade C/4. 

 GCSEs in England, Wales and Northern Ireland, although sharing the same names, 
are growing increasingly apart.  Northern Ireland’s results have been considerably 
above those of England and Wales.  This has received less attention than it 
deserves. 
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1. Gove’s Revolution 

1.1 We are now into the second year of Michael Gove’s qualifications revolution.  In 
GCSEs only English language, English literature, and maths exams were reformed in 
2017.  But this year, as Chart 1.1 shows, 20 new ones come on stream, including all 
of the EBacc subjects. 

 Chart 1.1: Timetable for Introduction of Reformed GCSEs 

2017 2018 2019 2020 

Subject 
%NE 

Asses1 
Subject 

%NE 

Asses1 
Subject 

%NE 

Asses1 
Subject 

%NE 

Asses1 

English Lang 0.0 Art & Design 100.0 Ancient History 0.0 Biblical Hebrew 0.0 

English Lit 0.0 Biology* 0.0 Astronomy 0.0 MFL*3 25.0 

Maths*  0.0 Chemistry* 0.0 Business 0.0   

  Citizenship Stud 0.0 Classical Civil 0.0   

  Classical Greek 0.0 Economics 0.0   

  Comb Science* 0.0 Electronics 20.0   

  Computer Sci 20.0 Engineering  40.0   

  Dance 60.0 Film Studies 30.0   

  Drama 60.0 Geology 0.0   

  Food Prep & Nut 50.0 MFL*2 25.0   

  French* 25.0 Psychology 0.0   

  Geography  0.0 Sociology 0.0   

  German* 25.0 Statistics* 0.0   

  History 0.0     

  Latin 0.0     

  Music 60.0     

  PE 0.0     

  Physics* 0.0     

  Religious Studies 0.0     

  Spanish* 25.0     

*Tiered exam, with higher tier graded 9-4 (with a 3 for those just below 4) and a foundation tier graded 5-1. 

1. Percentage non-examination assessment. 

2. Arabic, Bengali, Chinese, Italian, Japanese, Modern Greek, Modern Hebrew, Panjabi, Polish, Russian, Urdu. 

3. Gujarati, Persian, Portuguese, Turkish. 

1.2 In the next chapter we ask what this might mean for the results this year, but first 
let’s recap what the changes are.  Gove’s reforms apply only to England, with Wales 
and Northern Ireland going their own ways. GCSE will thus be come to mean 
increasingly different things according to where they were taken.  Of the entries in 
2017, 91.6% were in England, 5.5% in Wales and 2.9% in Northern Ireland. 

1.3 The main differences in the GCSEs as planned will be: 

 Different grading scales: 9-1 in England; A*-G in Wales; and A*-G in 
Northern Ireland with the insertion of a C* grade. 
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 In Northern Ireland’s GCSEs the new C* grade will be aligned with 
grade 5 in England, and its A* with England’s grade 9. 

 The content requirements of the subjects differ between countries. 

 Not all subjects are offered by the exam boards of each country.  
Ancient history will be offered by the English boards only.  The NI 
board is alone in offering ‘agriculture and land use’.  Applied science 
(single and double awards) will only be offered by the Welsh board. 

 In England, assessment will mainly be by examination at the end of 

courses; in Wales and NI there will be a mixture of unitised and linear 
courses depending on the subject. 

 For linear courses re-sits involve re-taking the whole examination 
(although continuous assessment marks may be used again); for unitised 
courses in Wales and NI each unit can be re-taken but only once. 

England 

1.4 In England the main changes are: 

 more demanding content; 

 designed for a two-year course of study; 

 examinations at end of the courses; 

 assessment other than by exam to be allowed only where necessary to 
reflect the nature of a particular subject, for example, in art and design, 
dance, drama and music; 

 new grading scale running from 9 (top) to 1, with U as the fail grade; 

 combined science which is a double award can have 17 outcomes 
ranging from 9-9, 9-8 to 1-1; 

 re-sits will be available only for English and maths in November, when 
the whole examination will have to be taken again. 

Accountability 

1.5 GCSE results are as important to schools as to the pupils.  The schools themselves 
are judged on the pupils’ performance.  If the results fall below expectations there 
could be serious consequences for the school.  Not surprisingly, the schools direct 
the pupils’ energies to achieving the best scores possible on whatever the main 
accountability measure happens to be.  They can, therefore, have a considerable 
bearing on entries and the results to emerge. 

Progress 8 and Attainment 8 

1.6 Since 2016 the main accountability measures have become Attainment 8 and 
Progress 8.  The change from five A*-C grades including maths and English is 
intended to nudge schools toward a broader curriculum. 
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1.7 These measures are based on eight subjects.  Taking eight subjects is not 
compulsory, but any missing will be scored zero.  There are three groups from 
which subjects may be chosen: 

 English and maths which are double-weighted; 

 Three other EBacc subjects from the sciences, computer science, 
geography, history and languages; 

 Three more subjects which may be EBacc subjects or can be any other 
GCSE or approved arts, academic or vocational qualifications. 

1.8 Attainment 8 will report the performance and Progress 8 the progress made by each 
pupil compared to the national average of pupils with similar attainment at the end 
of primary school.  

English Baccalaureate 

1.9 The government also aims to promote breadth by requiring schools to offer a 
combination of GCSEs which is called the English Baccalaureate. It consists of 
English, maths, two sciences, history or geography, and a language.  It is the 
government’s ambition that, by 2015, 90% of GCSE pupils will chose the EBacc 
subject combination. 

1.10 The attainment measure from 2018 onwards is to be a school’s average point score.  
A pupil’s average point score will be the average of the points scored in the five 
subject areas.  Both English language and English literature must be taken to count 
towards the English score.  In science there are two options: the double award 
combined science; or three subjects from biology, chemistry, computer science or 
physics.   

Comparable Outcomes 

1.11 Since 2011 Ofqual, the regulator in England, has acted to keep the distribution of 
GCSEs results consistent from year to year, allowing for prior attainment.  The 
composition of the cohort can change quite markedly from year to year.  Many 

schools, for example, switched their pupils from the GCSE in English to the IGCSE 
when the internal assessment was dropped in 2014 since the IGCSE retained internal 
assessment and was eligible for accountability purposes.  From 2017 the IGCSEs no 
longer count so a shift back to the GCSE can be expected. 

1.12 Unlike A-levels, for GCSEs there is a recalibration and a new scale so the grades 
could if it were wished reflect the full force of the marks awarded in the more 
demanding GCSEs.  Ofqual has announced that it will seek to peg the new grade 7 
to the old grade A, with A* being into grades 8 and 9.  It was originally intended 
that the new grade 5 should be the equivalent of the C grade, but that has been 
changed to grade 4.  Grade 5 is now spoken of as a strong pass. 

Retakes 

1.13 Since August 2015 any student with a D in English and/or maths has had to re-take 
them to be eligible for funding until they reach the age of 18 or until they’ve 
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obtained at least a C grade (or now a grade 4).  Passes at least at the minimum level 
are also necessary for apprenticeships. 

1.14 The effect has been a big increase in the numbers entering for the English language 
and maths exams after Year 11.  Chart 1.2 shows the figures for 2017. 

Chart 1.2: Age and Grades of Candidates in English and Maths 2017 in UK 

Age 
English Maths 

N % A/7 C/4 G/1 N % A/7 C/4 G/1 

15 & Under 34,559 4.5 8.7 57.2 98.7 16,267 2.1 19.1 52.2 92.3 

16 577,754 76.0 16.9 69.9 99.0 573,822 74.5 19.7 69.9 97.8 

17 & Older 147,964 19.5 2.1 32.9 97.1 179,945 23.4 1.8 26.5 94.9 

Total 760,277 100.0 13.6 62.1 98.6 770,034 100.0 15.5 59.4 97.0 

 

1.15 Chart 1.2 shows that nearly a fifth of those sitting English were aged 17 or older, as 
were approaching a quarter of those taking maths.  This is considerably above the 
average for all subjects which was 7.4%.  In fact, English and maths alone 
contributed over two-thirds (67.3%) of the total of the 17-and-older group. 

1.16 The Chart also bring out the impact on grades in English and maths.  The 
performance of these older examinees was considerably below that of 16-year-olds 
and lowered the overall grades considerably.  This, along with the fact that they are 
the only two GCSEs everyone has to take, are the main reasons why these two core 
GCSE are among the subjects with poorest grades. 
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2. Prospects for 2018 

2.1 Given the extent of the changes, what is the impact on the results in 2018 likely to 
be?  The best available indicator is what happened last year in English language, 
English literature and maths which were the first and only three to be reformed.  The 
most direct comparison that can be made is between the results in 2017 and 2016 for 
16-year-olds in England.  This is because the Gove reforms only apply in England, 
with Northern Ireland and Wales going their own ways and, as Chart 1.2 shows in 
the previous chapter, older entrants have a big impact on the results in those 
subjects.  Whereas the Joint Council for Qualifications publishes the results 
separately for England, Northern Ireland and Wales, and also for the three age 

groups, it does not publish cross-tabulations by country and age.  A special 
tabulation for 16-year-olds in England was requested and it is this from which the 
charts of this chapter are derived. 

Grade Pattern 

2.2 Chart 2.1 shows the percentage of grades 9 and 8 obtained in 2017 in comparison 
with the percentages of A* in 2016.  In the first three reformed GCSEs it is clear that 
about two-thirds more entries were receiving a grade 9 or an 8 in 2017 than were 
awarded an A* in 2016.  Fewer were getting 9s than A*s, but more were scoring 
above 7, which is pegged to the old A grade.  Thus in these three new tougher 
GCSEs a higher proportion were doing better than in the old-style qualification.  
But, ironically, they may not realize it because 8 is not the top grade and does not 
sound so impressive. 

Chart 2.1: Top Grades of 16-Year-Olds in England 

Subject 
Grade A* or 9&8 At Least Grade C or 4 

2016 2017 Diff 2016 2017 Diff 

English Language 4.5 7.8 3.3 71.7 69.9 -1.8 

English Literature 5.0 9.5 4.5 74.6 72.5 -2.1 

Maths 7.1 10.3 3.2 71.4 70.7 -0.7 

 

2.3 There have been many news stories this year of children in tears because the new 
exams have seemed too difficult.  There have also been calculations by one of the 
England’s exam boards, Cambridge Assessment1, suggesting that only somewhere 
between 200 and 900 pupils in England will make a clean sweep of the highest 
grade (grade 9).  The same paper reports that in 2015 more than 8,500 achieved 
grade A* in eight or more subjects.  It is thus likely that full houses will be down to 
about 10 per cent of what they were, unless they are propped up by Ofqual’s 
intervention. 

2.4 Parents, pupils and schools have increasingly come to see straight A* as the acme of 
achievement in GCSE, setting those who manage it apart among the many who get 
good grades now that pass rates have risen so much.  It looks as if many who would 
have done so in the past are not going to make it this year.  But any disappointment 

                                                
1 Benton, T. (2018). How many students will achieve straight grade 9s in reformed GCSEs? Research 

Matters, Issue 25. Spring 2016. 
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on these ground is needless because although it does not sound like it a grade 8 is, in 
fact, the equivalent of an A*.  And, counterintuitively, in tougher exams these are 
going to increase if the three reformed GCSEs in 2017 are any guide to what will 
happen with the 20 new GCSEs this year. 

2.5 Although the percentages above the old grade A increased by two-thirds on the new 
scale, Chart 2.1 does also show that the percentages achieving a pass grade are down 
in all three subjects.  This is in spite of Ofqual’s intervention and passing being set 
at grade 4 when it was originally intended to be grade 5. 

2.6 Our analysis is of 16-year-olds in England.  Altogether they comprise about four-

fifths2 of the total entries when the other countries of the UK and younger and older 
entrants are stripped out.  Given that about half the subjects, including the EBacc 
subjects, will have been reformed in 2018, this particular group can be expected to 
have considerable impact on the overall results. It is these UK-wide all-ages results 
which are usually reported in the media on GCSE results day. 

Gender 

2.7 Chart 2.2 shows the trend in passes at grade C and above by gender since 1989.  
Girls had a very slight lead over boys in the old O-level.  But when it was replaced 
by the GCSE in 1988 they spurted ahead.  In terms of C grade and above - the range 
of grades designed to be equivalent to O-level – the gap first time round was 4.3 
percentage points, but in 2017 it was more than double that at 9.4 percentage points. 

2.8 In 2017, girls were ahead of boys in 46 of the 49 subjects at the pass grade of C/4.  
The only exceptions were maths, ‘other science’ and manufacturing (with only 281 
entries).  Boys did somewhat better in terms of grade A/7 and above, particularly in 
numerical subjects.  Here they were ahead in economics, maths, physics, statistics 
and ‘other sciences’. 

2.9 There seems to have been something about GCSEs that has suited girls.  Whereas O-
levels were examined mainly by end-of-course examinations, GCSEs have been 
mostly modular and internally assessed by course work.  Girls are said to apply 

themselves more conscientiously and consistently throughout the courses and to be 
motivated by chalking up credit as they go along.  Boys seem to cope better with 
one-off big-bang examinations at the end of courses.  There may also be a difficulty 
effect with boys’ scores tending to spread out more while girls scores tend to cluster 
around their average. This can lead to more boys at the top even though the average 
score is lower. 

2.10 It will be interesting to see whether the 20 new tougher exams coming on stream in 
2018 have an impact on the relative performance of boys and girls. 

                                                
2 81.2% in 2017, calculated from 91.6% in England times 89.5% 16-year-olds. 
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Chart 2.2: Girls and Boys GCSE Grades A*-C 
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2.11 The reformed versions of English language, English literature and maths were taken 
for the first time in 2017.  Chart 2.3 shows what happened to the gender gap in those 
subjects for 16-year-olds in England.  At the equivalent of grade A and above, boys 
reduced the gap in English language and English literature and moved ahead in 
maths.  Boys are still, however, a long way behind in the two English exams 
particularly.  The difference between English and maths is consistent with the 
observation that from an early age and across different cultures and countries girls, 
on average, tend to do better on tests of verbal abilities and boys on tests of 
numerical and spatial abilities. 

Chart 2.3: Gender Gap Before and After GCSEs Reformed 

Subject 

A/7 and Above C/4 and Above 

Girls Boys 
Girls 

Lead 
Girls Boys 

Girls 

Lead 

English Language       

2016 23.3 11.9 11.4 79.3 63.7 15.6 

2017 22.3 11.4 10.9 78.2 61.6 16.6 

English Literature       

2016 27.3 14.4 12.9 82.0 66.8 15.2 

2017 24.7 13.6 11.1 79.6 65.4 14.2 

Maths       

2016 20.1 19.8 0.3 72.3 70.5 1.8 

2017 19.3 20.6 -1.3 70.5 71.0 -0.5 
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2.12 There was also some narrowing of the gap at the pass grade also in English 
literature, and boys moved ahead in maths, but English language does not fit the 
pattern with girls extending their lead to nearly 17 points. 

2.13 If the results for English and maths are repeated in the 20 new reformed GCSEs in 
2018, we can expect to see boys closing the gap on girls at grade A/7 and above, and 
perhaps also in the pass rate.  In most subjects this will be catching up some of the 
long way boys got left behind in the switch from O-levels to modular GCSEs rather 
than moving ahead, although maths has shown this can happen.  In the overall 
figures for 2017, girls were ahead of boys in 46 of the 49 GCSE subjects at the pass 
level of grade C/4 and maths which had been reformed was one of the three 

exceptions.  There is a very long way to go before boys get anywhere near parity. 

Entries in 2018 

2.14 Ofqual has published figures for GCSE entries as they had been submitted by 
schools and colleges in England to the exam boards by 18 April 20183.  Chart 2.4 
shows that there has been a continuing shift to subjects counting towards the English 
Baccalaureate. 

Chart 2.4: Entries in England in 2018 

Subjects 2017 2018 %Change 

EBacc 3,853,795 4,055,085 +5.2 

Non EBacc 1,244,235 1,081,410 -13.1 

Total 5,098,030 5,136,495 +0.8 

 

2.15 The major contributors to the growth of the EBacc subjects were the sciences, where 
the newly-reformed separate sciences and combined double science become 
available this year.  They replace science, additional science, and further additional 
science.  Biology is up by 25.6%, chemistry by 20.8%, physics by 19.4%.  With the 
removal of further additional science the only way to three science GCSEs is via the 
separate sciences.  Another EBacc subject group where there has been substantial 

growth is ancient languages.  Their take-up has increased by 16.2%.  Among the 
languages, Spanish and German are up, but French is down again. 

2.16 Among non-EBacc subjects there are substantial falls in ‘other sciences’ (down 
39.7%) and statistics (down 34.0%).  Former GNVQs, which became GCSEs, have 
also fallen sharply, as have other subjects, such as general studies, which are being 
phased out.  Although art & design and music have held up well, performing/ 
expressive arts is down by 41.8%. 

2.17 This re-balancing between EBacc and non-EBacc subjects may have an impact on 
the overall grade distribution since the sciences and languages tend to be high 
scoring subjects, but of course it could work the other way if people who would not 
otherwise taken them are being urged to do so. 

                                                
3 Ofqual (24 May 2018) Entries for GCSE, AS and A Level, summer 2018 Exam Series. 
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3. Grades 

Overall Trends 

3.1. Since Ofqual adopted a comparable outcomes approach in 2011 in an attempt to 
squeeze out rampant inflation, grades have slowly drifted downwards.  Chart 3.1 
shows the results in GCSE examinations since their inception in 1988.  What is 
striking is that there was a seemingly inexorable rise in the grades from the first year 
through to 2011.  The percentage of A* grades (first awarded in 1994) went up from 
2.9 to 7.8, A*/A from 8.6 to 23.2, A*-C from 42.5 to 69.8 and A*-G from 95.8 to 
98.8.  But from 2012 onwards the newly-formed Ofqual, suspecting that there had 
been considerable grade inflation, began to apply its principle of ‘comparable 

outcomes’, designed to keep grades consistent from year to year in relation to prior 
attainment (based on Key Stage 2 results).  Implicitly it has taken the percentages of 
2011 as the right ones and seeks to keep close to them. 

3.2. In the event, as Chart 3.1 shows, this approach has led to a drift away from the peaks 
achieved in 2011.  Compared to that year, in 2017, A*/A fell by 3.2 percentage 
points, A*-C by 3.5 percentage points, and A*-G by 0.4 percentage points. 

Chart 3.1: Trends in UK GCSE Grades 
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3.3. Ofqual has briefed that in 2018 it has aimed for about 20% achieving grade 7 and 
above, with about a fifth of this 20.0% getting a grade 9.  The proportion achieving 
at least a grade 4 should be about two-thirds, as it was for C grade and above last 
year.  Ofqual’s writ, however, only runs for England and the overall distribution will 
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be influenced by the results in Wales and Northern Ireland, which together account 
for just over 8% of the entries.  Chapter 6 reports that Northern Ireland has 
consistently performed substantially better than England. 

3.1. There is wide variation in the grades awarded in the different subjects.  Chart 3.2 
shows the five with the highest scores and the five with the lowest.  The three 
separate sciences are in the top five, while science and addition science are the two 
at the very bottom.  The stark contrast between physics, chemistry and biology, on 
the one hand, and combined science, on the other, is because the former are mainly 
taken by top sets, while the lower sets are put in for the latter. 

Chart 3.2: Grades Awarded in Selected Subjects 

Subject1 
Entry in 

Thousands 

%A/7 & 

Above 

%C/4 & 

Above 

Classical subjects2 14.5 64.5 89.8 

Other Modern Languages 32.9 63.6 89.0 

Chemistry 141.7 42.4 89.9 

Biology 143.3 42.2 90.4 

Physics 142.0 41.9 90.8 

Home Economics 26.7 14.0 58.2 

English 574.4 13.6 62.1 

Health and Social Care 20.3 10.8 53.7 

Additional Science 376.3 9.1 58.2 

Science 295.9 4.5 48.0 

Total3  5,443.1 20.0 66.3 

1. At least 10,000 entries. 

2 .Includes Latin and Greek. 

3. All 49 subject categories. 

3.2. Other modern languages and ancient languages are also selective subjects.  ‘Other 
modern languages’ is often taken by those where the language is spoken in the 
home.  Those for whom it is a second language can be at a considerable 

disadvantage up against native speakers.  There is a language requirement in the 
EBacc, and ‘other modern languages’ can be a soft way of fulfilling it.  Latin and 
Greek also count towards the EBacc.  They, too, are selective because they are 
taught mainly in selective schools or top sets. 

3.3. The subjects with low grades tend to be either the mass subjects like English and 
combined science, or the more practical subjects.  Health and Social Care is listed in 
Chart 3.2, but most of the former GNVQs were excluded, having too few entries.  
As well as English, the grades in maths, which is also taken by nearly every pupil, 
are well below the average (A/7, 15.5% and C/4, 59.4%).  The overall percentages 
in English and maths are also brought down by the large number of re-takes in them. 

3.4. But it is not just the abilities of those who take the exams that determine the grades.  
It is easier to award the very top marks in subjects, such as maths, the sciences and 
languages, which have right answers, rather than subjects which are more subjective, 
such as English, psychology and sociology.  In these subjects grades tend to be 
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bunched around the average, whereas in maths, the science and languages they can 
reach right up to 100%. 
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4. Entries 

4.1. GCSE entries remain mainly stable from year to year, but they also reflect different 
policies and changing tastes.  Chart 4.1 shows the top ten entries over the past two 
decades.  Eight of the subjects are present in all three lists, with maths, English 
language, English literature and combined science in its various guises in the top 
four positions.  History, geography, art, and design & technology are also there 
consistently.   

Chart 4.1: Top Ten UK GCSE Entries 

1997 2007 2017 

Subject Entries1 Subject Entries1 Subject Entries1 

Comb Science 1,007.6 Double Science 956.1 Maths 770.0 

Maths 681.3 Maths 760.3 English Lang 760.3 

English Lang 649.6 English Lang 732.3 English Lit 574.4 

English Lit 492.7 English Lit 569.5 Add Sci 376.3 

French 328.3 Design &Tech 355.0 Science 259.9 

Geography 290.2 History 227.9 Religious Stud 282.2 

Design &Tech 235.9 French 216.7 History 256.0 

History 227.4 Geography 213.1 Geography 246.0 

Art 221.5 Art 211.6 Art & Design 175.8 

German 132.6 Religious Educ 171.1 Design &Tech 165.8 

1. In thousands 

4.2. But the twenty-year period shows the dramatic fall in the popularity of French and 
German, both in the top ten in 1997, but nowhere to be seen in 2017.  This is 
discussed in more detail below.  The fall in entries to combined science reflects 
policy to promote biology, chemistry, and physics once.  None of the separate 
sciences, however, had amassed sufficient numbers by 2017 to appear in the top ten.  
Religious studies reached tenth spot in 2007and climbed to sixth in 2017.  We saw 
in Chart 2.4,page 8, that EBacc is influencing subject entries with subjects which 

included increasing and those ineligible declining. 

Biology, Chemistry and Physics 
4.3. Among the biggest gainers in recent years - although not enough to get into the top 

ten - have been physics, biology and chemistry.  The problem of Britain’s under-
recruitment to A-levels in those subjects, science degrees, and science-based 
occupations appears to be on the way to being solved. 

4.4. But wait a minute, a long view sets the recent rises in context.  Chart 4.2 shows the 
changes in take-up since the last year of O-levels in 1988.  Entries to biology have 
fallen to about half of what they were at the outset, chemistry is down by over a 
third and physics has 44.0% fewer entries. 
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Chart 4.2: Science Entries in 1987 and 2017 

Subject 1987 2017 
%Change1 

1988-2016 

Biology 304,675 143,340 -53.0 

Chemistry 217,638 141,867 -34.8 

Physics 254,107 141,977 -44.1 

1. The actual decreases are even greater because 1987 figures are for 
England and Wales only. 

4.5. In 1988, ‘science’ was the subject settled on for inclusion in the national curriculum. 
It was envisaged that the GCSEs would be double and single awards in science, and 

that biology, chemistry and physics GCSEs would be phased out.  So they would 
have been were it not for the independent schools.  Not subject to the national 
curriculum, they put up fierce resistance, so that for a decade or more the separate 
sciences were largely confined to the independent sector. 

4.6. It was only when the disastrous impact on entries to A-level physics and chemistry 
and the consequences for degree admissions was realised that the government of the 
day responded.  In 2004, Gordon Brown as Chancellor of the Exchequer, published 
the Science and Innovation Investment Framework 2004-14.  This created incentives 
for state schools to return to teaching biology, chemistry and physics as separate 
subjects at GCSE.  That has prompted some recovery, but, as Chart 4.2 shows, 

entries are still a long way short of what they were in 1988. 

French German and Spanish 
5.1. Entries for French and German have declined steeply in recent years.  Chart 4.3 

show the trends since the inception of the GCSE.  In comparison with 1996 - the first 
year in which results in ‘other modern languages’ were published as a separate 
category - French is down by 62.2%, in spite of the nudge given by EBacc.  German 
has dropped by even more - 67.2%.  Although an element of the EBacc combination, 
the fact that a modern foreign language no longer being compulsory in Key Stage 4 
and the difficulty of recruiting enough teachers will have contributed to the decline.  

There is also the increasingly common assumption on the part of Brits that people in 
all other countries speak English. 

5.2. Spanish does buck the trend.  Its take-up has doubled since 1996 and from a low 
base it has overtaken German.  This makes good sense since it is one of the four 
most frequently-used languages in the world, along with Mandarin, Hindi and 
English.  But its rise in popularity may also have something to do with Spain as a 
favourite holiday destination. 
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Chart 4.3: Trends in Entries to Modern Language1 
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1.Although the figures are all taken from JCQ’s August results, there are two 
discontinuities: (a) in the period 1988 to 1993 the results were for England and Wales 
only and solely for exams devised by the examination boards which were externally 
marked; there was also provision for the approval of teacher-designed and teacher-marked 
syllabuses, of which considerable use was made but entries do not appear in the published 
results; (b) from 1994 to 1999, results from Northern Ireland were included, but still run 
lower than from 2000 onwards, the results in August 2000 show 6,000 more entries for 
1999 as the previous year than appeared on the actual release in August 1999. 

Other Modern Languages 
4.7. Over the period 1996 to 2017 the take-up of ‘other modern languages’ has increased 

by nearly 14%, but in the most recent results it fell back by 2.3%. The languages 
included in the ‘other modern languages’ category are shown in Chart 4.4.  Entries 
tend to be stabile from year to year, with Italian now the most frequently taken 
followed by Polish, Arabic, and Chinese.  But Gujarati fell sharply in 2017, with 
also fewer taking Turkish, Dutch and Russian. In contrast modern Greek increased 
by 10%.  But the numbers are small.  Even though Chinese has now overtaken 
German at A-level, it is still a long way behind in GCSE, even though German has 
declined so much. 
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4.4: Other Modern Languages 

Language 2016 2017 
%Change 

2016-17 

Italian 4,943 4,929 -0.3 

Polish 4,988 4,699 -5.8 

Arabic 4,211 4,294 2.0 

Chinese 4,044 4,104 1.5 

Urdu 3,871 3,841 -0.8 

Portuguese 2,341 2,314 -1.2 

Russian 2,243 2,061 -8.1 

Turkish 1,681 1,478 -12.1 

Panjabi 982 940 -4.3 

Japanese 924 919 -0.5 

Bengali 791 766 -3.2 

Modern Hebrew 545 559 2.6 

Modern Greek 534 589 10.3 

Gujarati 651 517 -20.6 

Persian 439 439 0.0 

Dutch 451 419 -7.1 

Total 33,639 32868 -2.3 

 

4.8. There has been an increase in the take-up of ‘other modern languages’ since 2011.  
For those where it is the language of the home, it could be a relatively easy way of 
satisfying the language requirement of the EBacc.  But it is also the case that 
children will want to study their home language so that they can speak it when they 
visit, or return to, their country of origin.  But the presence of a high proportion of 
native speakers could well put off British students interested in learning, say, 
Chinese as a second language since it may be too difficult to reach the standard set 
by those who have grown up with it.  
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5. Gender 

5.3. Girls have from the beginning been considerably ahead of boys in the GCSE.  Chart 
2.2, page 7, showed that girls opened up a gap of 4.3 percentage points at grade C 
and above when the GCSE replaced O-levels and the Certificate of Secondary 
Education in 1988.  Since then the lead has more than doubled to 9.5 pp.  Chart 5.1 
shows the extent of the difference in the individual EBacc subjects ranked on grade 
C or 4 and above. 

Chart 5.1: Gender Gap in EBacc Subjects 

Subject 
At Least Grade C or 4 At Least Grade A or 7 

Girls Boys Diff Girls Boys Diff 

English Lang 70.9 53.9 17.0 18.5 9.0 9.5 

English Lit 79.7 65.4 14.3 24.8 13.6 11.2 

French 73.7 63.5 10.2 26.6 18.8 7.8 

Spanish 74.7 65.5 9.2 31.4 22.7 8.7 

German 79.2 70.0 9.2 26.7 20.0 6.7 

History 69.1 60.9 8.2 30.1 21.1 9.0 

Geography 69.1 60.9 8.2 28.4 19.4 9.0 

Addition Science 61.9 54.5 7.4 10.6 7.5 3.1 

Science 51.2 45.0 6.2 5.5 3.5 2.0 

Computing 65.7 59.6 6.1 25.4 19.6 5.8 

Other Mod Lang 90.9 86.7 4.2 67 59.6 7.4 

Chemistry 91.4 88.3 3.1 45.9 39.0 6.9 

Biology 91.4 89.3 2.1 45.8 38.4 7.4 

Physics 91.1 90.5 0.6 41.7 42.0 -0.3 

Classical Subj 88.6 88.4 0.2 66.6 62.3 4.3 

Maths 58.9 59.9 -1.0 14.8 16.3 -1.5 

Total1 71.0 61.5 9.5 23.6 16.3 7.0 

1. Overall totals for UK 

5.4. English language and maths are the opposite poles of this spectrum.  In English 
language there was a massive lead in 2017 of 17 percentage points, while in maths it 
was the boys who were a point to the good.  It is the only one at this level where 
boys were in front.  Girls lead in all the other EBacc subjects.  Out of all 49 GCSEs, 
girls were ahead in 46, with only the tiny manufacturing and ‘other sciences’ 
subjects joining maths. 

5.5. Things are slightly better for boys in the top grades.  Chart 5.1 shows that physics 
joins maths in having the boys in front in the EBacc subjects.  Of all 49 subjects, 
girls were ahead in 44.  In addition to maths and physics boys led, in 2017, in 
statistics, ‘other sciences’ and economics.  They are all quantitative subjects.  This is 
consistent with research in psychology which shows that from the earliest years, on 
average, girls tend to have higher verbal abilities, and boys, higher numerical and 
spatial abilities.  It is something which emerges also in the PISA international 
comparisons organised by the OECD. 
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5.6. There is something about GCSEs that has suited girls.  Whereas O-levels were 
examined mainly by end-of-course examinations, GCSEs have been modular and 
mostly assessed internally on course work.  Girls are said to apply themselves more 
conscientiously and consistently than boys and this is likely to pay off assessment in 
the GCSEs as it was.  There were signs in the results from the new English and 
maths GCSEs in 2017 that boys recovered some ground in the switch to end-of-
course examinations.  With the first results due in 2018 from 20 new GCSEs, 
including most of those in the EBacc, it may be that the gap will narrow further.  
This could be aided by the increased difficulty of the courses and examinations.  But 
it will at best be mainly catch up.  There is an awfully long way to go to achieve 
some kind of parity. 
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6. Countries of the UK 

6.1. Although they share the same name, GCSEs in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland, are different and destined to become more so.  Responsibility for education 
is devolved to Wales and Northern Ireland (and indeed Scotland).  The writ of the 
UK government only runs for England in this respect.  Each country has its own 
regulator, exam boards, school system and accountability arrangements.  The 
regulatory bodies do co-operate to try to ensure comparable standards.  On results 
day in August the results are presented together, and it is the ‘All UK’ figures that 
receive most attention.  In 2017, 91.6% of the entries were from England, 5.5% from 
Wales and 2.9% from Northern Ireland. 

6.2. Chart 6.1 shows Northern Ireland has consistently been well ahead of England and 
Wales at grade C/4 and above, and after closing somewhat the gap has been 
widening again.  NI was 11 percentage points ahead of England in 2002 and 13.4 pp 
ahead in 2017.  There is a big difference in top grades as well.  Wales was 2.3 pp 
ahead of England in 2002, but England overtook it in 2008 and had established a 
3.3pp lead in 2017 

Chart 6.1: Trends in A*-C/9-4 by Country 
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6.3. The exam success of Northern Ireland’s children does not receive the attention or 
praise that it deserves.  This may not be unconnected with the fact that NI has a 
grammar school system.  But it is an intriguing question: why is Northern Ireland so 
far ahead of England in GCSE results – and not just in these, but also at A-level and 
in the international comparisons of TIMSS and OECD. 
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6.4. The improvement in grades in England has been driven in part by the publication of 
schools’ results, something that Wales has resisted.  The Welsh government has 
conducted a Review of Qualifications in Wales, and the performance measures used 
in 2017 have changed, but are different from those in England.  The Welsh 
government does not publish GCSE results by school or use them in accountability 
measures in the way the UK government does in England, but it does run a ‘My 
Local School’ site with performance data that can be compiled for unofficial school 
league tables. 

6.5. The three countries have been going their own separate ways in reforming GCSEs 
and they will become increasingly different as the changes unfold.  It is hard to see 

how the results can continue to be published as one UK set of results.  To gauge the 
impact of the UK government’s GCSE reforms in England it will be necessary to 
focus on England’s results (about 92% of the UK total).  Even better would be to 
look at the results for 16-year-olds in England, about 80% of the total entries.  In 
assessing the impact of Michael Gove’s GCSE reforms, it would be extremely 
helpful if the Joint Council for Qualifications would publish each year in its August 
results package the grades by subject for 16-year-olds in England.  
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