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Summary 

Normally, it is straightforward to forecast reasonably accurately the forthcoming GCSE 

results. But this year there are conflicting signals. The trends and policies suggest top grades 

will fall, but they did so for A-levels too, and in the event these grades rose with A*/A 

reaching its highest level outside the Covid-affected years. 

But the A-level results may not be the guide they usually are. It seems that the cohort was 

identified as particularly able from its prior attainment in GCSEs. But in the relevant year, 

2022, GCSE grades were still inflated by the Covid-disruption. 

This will not apply to this year’s GCSE results because here the prior attainment measure is 

the Sats results from five years earlier, 2019, which was before Covid struck. There are other 

potentially confounding factors such as the big increase in persistent absences from the GCSE 

year group. 

But the over-riding factor is whether England is content with the reductions it made in 2023 

even if they did not get grades down to what they were in 2019. The A-level results showed 

that it was. This frees the grades to go up, down or remain the same.  

Wales and Northern Ireland are due to reduce their grades to what they were pre-pandemic, 

as they did at A-level, but 92 per cent of the entries are from England so what it does will 

determine the UK results. 

My best guess is that top grades will fall by less than one per cent, based on the scheduled 

reductions in Wales and Northern Ireland, and no justification for an increase in England.  

As well as considering what is likely to happen to the grades, the report also looks at gender 

differences, disparities in subject grades and subject entry trends. 

Girls are ahead in all GCSE passing grades and in all but five of the 47 subject categories. 

They went even further ahead when the grades were decided by teachers, the gap reaching 

nine percentage points at the height of the pandemic. This was reduced in 2023 and could 

narrow further this year. 

As nice as it is to celebrate girls’ success, it does seem to point to chronic under-performance 

by boys, much to their and the country’s detriment. There should be an urgent review of why 

boys are doing so badly.  

Subject grades show that among the lowest awarded are those in English, maths, and double 

science. 

English and maths grades are low because compulsory re-sits, who generally perform 

dismally, can account for a fifth or more of their intakes. It is time to re-visit the re-sit 

requirement and replace it with one that achieves its worthwhile aims more successfully. 

The grades for double science are also extremely low, so it is not providing the platform for 

science A-levels that it should. The separate science GCSEs should be made more available 

and the requirement to take all three subjects should be removed. 

Subject entries show a shift towards occupationally relevant GCSE’s such as business studies, 

economics, computing, statistics, and engineering, which may be connected with the 

development of the T-level and apprenticeship pathways post-16. 
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Subject entries also show that the EBacc has not had the impact that was intended, and it has 

been superseded as an accountability measure by the more flexible Attainment 8 and Progress 

8. Nevertheless, the statistics are still collected and published although it has been stuck for 

a decade. It is time for it to be scrapped. 

On a general point, with education becoming a devolved power, GCSEs have grown so far 

apart in England, Wales, and Northern Ireland (as detailed in the appendix) that it is unhelpful 

for them to bear the same name. If they are still to be called GCSEs, the country in which 

they are obtained should be prominently displayed on the certificate. 
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1.Introduction 

1.1 The Centre for Education and Employment Research has been forecasting A-level 

and GCSE results for more than thirty years. Usually, by looking at the trends and 

policies, it has been able to do so accurately. For both GCSEs and A-levels there 

were long periods in which top grades rose each year by an average of about 0.7 

percentage points, which made it easy providing the policy did not change. 

1.2 The policy did change in 2010 when the Coalition Government came in determined 

to put an end to grade inflation. The newly formed regulator for England, Ofqual, 

was tasked with stopping it, and using a statistical technique which it called 

‘comparable outcomes’ was able to do so. Again, it was possible to make accurate, 

though in this case not very exciting, predictions. 

1.3 It all went awry when exams could not be held during the pandemic lockdowns. 

The teacher assessments that were used instead were over-generous. When 

examinations could be held again in 2022, there were clear statements of what to 

expect. England set out to restore the value of its grades to what they were before 

the pandemic in two stages, half-way in 2022 with completion in 2023. Wales and 

Northern Ireland decided to take a year longer aiming for a full return in 2024. 

1.4 It thus became possible to say with some confidence that there would be a steep 

fall in 2023, and there was. England, however, did not quite get to where it said it 

would and it seemed reasonable to suppose it would finish the job this year. Given 

that Wales and Northern Ireland were committed to reductions, we were fairly 

confident that grades would fall again. 

1.5 We could not have been more wrong. Instead of falling, England had its highest 

ever percentage of top grades outside of the pandemic, far outweighing the 

reductions in Wales and Northern Ireland. We do not know why this happened. It 

could have been a change in the political mood. Ofqual could have been misled by 

its own statistical model which would have adjusted the grades to take account of 

the inflated GCSE grades two years ago. It could have been to smooth the passage 

into higher education at a time when there is a surfeit of places. 

1.6 The question we attempt to answer in this report is: will the GCSE results be 

influenced by similar factors and also produce a result against the grain? In Chapter 

2 we consider in detail the trends which have led up to this year’s GCSE results. 

This is followed by a chapter which examines how the different policies in 

England, Wales and Northern Ireland have shaped outcomes. And in the closing 

chapter, Chapter 7, we attempt to make sense of it all and forecast what is likely to 

happen. 

1.7 The report also considers other issues. Chapter 4 looks at gender differences. Girls 

have done so much better than boys since GCSEs replaced O-levels in 1988 that 

the gap is a matter for concern. With teacher assessment, girls went even further 

ahead, and a question we address is: is the gap going to narrow with the return to 

full examinations throughout the UK? 
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1.8 As well as the grades awarded, we consider how subject choices are changing. In 

England, we get advance notice of what the final numbers may be, since in May 

each year the regulator, Ofqual, publishes provisional entries. The actual entries 

will differ somewhat because not all sit the examination though the great majority 

do, and the main tables include Wales and Northern Ireland. But England’s 

provisional entries are a strong indication of what the final numbers will be. 

Chapter 5 considers them and also the trends leading up to 2024, particularly in 

modern foreign languages and the separate sciences.  

1.9 In Chapter 6, we focus on the disparities in subject grades, in particular, the very 

poor grades in the core subjects of English and maths, and also in combined 

science. The reasons are considered along with those for the outstanding 

performance in the separate sciences, ‘other modern languages’ and classical 

subjects. 

1.10 The closing chapter attempts to decipher from the trends and policies what this 

year’s GCSE results will look like. The 2024 A-level results published a week ago 

are also taken as a good guide. The difficulty is that they point in opposite 

directions: analysis and policies suggest grades will fall, the A-level results that 

they will increase. Can this be resolved? 

1.11 An appendix setting out how GCSEs got to be how they are is also included. 
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2. Trends in GCSE Grades 

2.1. GCSEs replaced the previous O-level and CSE examinations, for higher and more 

modest attainers respectively, in 1988. The original intention was that the A grade 

would denote attainment in the top ten per cent for that subject. But, as Figure 2.1 

shows, after two years, the percentage went up year by year, reaching 23.2 per cent 

in 2013. Ofqual, the new independent exams regulator in England, was charged 

with bringing this runaway inflation under control. It came up with a statistical 

method called ‘comparable outcomes’ which did the trick. It led to top grades being 

held stable with 20.8 per cent awarded in 2019. 

Figure 2.1: UK Trends in Top GCSE GradesA  

 

A. Top grades originally defined as a grade A, but now as 7/A because England, Wales and Northern Ireland have 

different grade scales. They come together at grade 7 in England (with two points above) and grade A in Wales 
and Northern Ireland (with one point above).  

2.2. But then Covid struck, and it was not safe to hold examinations. In order for the 

cohort to receive grades, it was eventually decided that they should be the teachers’ 

predicted grades. This led to top grades rocketing. As Figure 2.1 shows, the highest 

percentages ever of 26.2 and 28.9 per cent were recorded in 2020 and 2021, 

respectively. The partial return to exams in 2022 brought it down to 26.3 per cent, 

but this was still the third highest ever. In 2023, this 26.3 per cent was cut back to 

22.0 per cent, but still leaving some way to go to restore to the pre-pandemic level. 

With over 5.9 million entries, the 1.2 percentage point fall needed amounts to 

70,860 fewer top grades. 
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2.3. Figure 2.2 shows that the same pattern emerges in pass grades. In the first year of 

GCSE, 42.5 per cent scored a C or above. It then rose year by year to reach 69.8 

per cent in 2011, at which point Ofqual’s comparable outcomes approach began to 

take effect in England, bringing the UK figure down to 67.3 per cent in 2019. 

2.4. But with teacher assessment in 2020 and 2021, passes like the top grades leapt to 

their highest-ever levels, reaching 77.1 per cent in 2021. The return of exams in 

2022, albeit in modified form, brought this down to 73.3 per cent, but as the 

histogram nicely brings out, it is nevertheless the third highest percentage ever. In 

2023, when the restoration process was due to be completed, pass grades were 

down to 68.2 per cent, or 53,000 passes above the 2019 level. Interestingly, this is 

lower than for top grades, underlining that the major effect of teacher assessment 

on grades has been at the higher levels. 

Figure 2.2: UK Trends in Pass (4/C) GCSE Grades  

 

. 

2.5. Table 2.1 shows how these figures were arrived at. The percentages are turned into 

numbers using the total entry figures in JCQ’s 2023 August examination results. If 

the 2024 percentages are to be returned to what they were in 2019, the reduction in 

number will have to be higher than that shown, because entries will be higher in 

2024. 
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Table 2.1: Reduction Required to Return to 2019 Standards 

Year 
7/A 4/C 

Per Cent Number Per Cent Number 

2023 22.0 1,299,100 68.2 4,027,210 

2019 20.8 1,228,240 67.3 3,974,065 

Drop 2024?A 1.2 70,860 0.9 53,145 

A. These are entries, not persons. They show the scale of the reductions required in 2024 

to fully restore the 2019 grade pattern. 

Top Grades in England 

2.6. Teacher assessment disrupted A-level grading because it greatly increased the 

percentage of top grades. The definition of a top grade at GCSE is broad, embracing 

grades 9-7 in England, A* and A in Wales, and Northern Ireland, with there being 

a C* in the latter. In order to see the full impact of teachers deciding the grades, we 

need to focus on grade 9 in England. 

2.7. Figure 2.3 shows that in 2019, when there were exams, only 837 of those sitting 

achieved straight ‘9s’. But, in 2021, at the height of teacher assessment, 3,606 did 

so, more than four times as many. The return to exams in 2022 reduced the total to 

2,193, over 2.5 times the 2019 total. There was a major reduction in 2023, but still 

nearly 40 per cent short of what was required. 

Figure 2.3: StraightA Grade 9s, 16-Year-Olds, England 

 

A. Minimum of seven GCSE entries. 

Source: Ofqual, Infographics for GCSE results.  

2.8. Straight nines is, of course, the very tip of the iceberg, but it clearly demonstrates 

the massive effect the switch to teacher assessment had on the awarding of top 

grades, and that there is still work to be done in England to restore pre-pandemic 

standards. 
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Prospects for 2024 

2.9. The UK results are a combination1 of those in England, Wales, and Northern 

Ireland. The three administrations adopted different strategies for restoring pre-

pandemic standards. Wales and Northern Ireland aimed to do so by 2024 and so 

we should see a reduction in top grades in these two countries this year.  

2.10. But whether the UK figure overall will fall depends on what happens in England, 

since 92 per cent of the entries come from there. It aimed for completion in 2023, 

but missed by 1.2 percentage points. It may, nevertheless, decide to treat it as a 

success, leaving its 2024 results to go up or down. 

2.11. There may even be a big enough rise in England to swamp the cuts in Wales and 

Northern Ireland. There are thus three possible outcomes: a full restoration of the 

2019 pattern, a smaller fall, or even a rise, depending on what England decided to 

do. 

2.12. The GCSE trends and policies in the three countries are scrutinized in detail in the 

next chapter. 

 

 
1 Plus a very small percentage (0.2%) from other parts of the UK including Scotland. 
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3. England, Wales, and Northern Ireland 

3.1. Education is a devolved power and GCSEs in England, Wales and Northern 

Ireland are controlled by different administrations, regulators, and exam boards. 

Since devolution they have grown increasingly apart and they are now so different 

(see A.3-A.5 of the Appendix) as to hardly merit the same name, but nevertheless 

they are treated as such. 

3.2. The regulatory bodies do co-operate to try to ensure comparable standards, but 

they do have different grading systems. On results day in August, the outcomes 

are brought together by the Joint Council for Qualifications as ‘top grades’ (7/A) 

and ‘pass grades’(4/C). It is the UK results that receive the most attention on 

publication day. In 2023, 91.8 per cent of the entries were in England, 5.1 per cent 

in Wales, and 2.8 per cent in Northern Ireland, with a tiny proportion, 0.2 per cent, 

in other locations, including Scotland. This huge discrepancy means that the UK 

figures are driven by England, with outcomes elsewhere over-shadowed. 

Table 3.1: A*/A Grades 2019-2023 in England, Wales and Northen Ireland 

Country 
%7/A Grades Percentage Point Change  

2019 2021 2023 2019-21 2021-23 Difference 

England 20.7 28.5 21.6 7.8 -6.9 0.9 

Wales 18.4 28.7 21.7 10.3 -7.0 3.3 

Northern Ireland 30.5 39.9 34.5 9.4 -5.4 4.0 

UK 20.8 28.9 22.0 8.1 -6.9 1.2 

 

3.3. The recent trends in the three administrations are shown in Table 3.1. It is clear 

that teacher assessment had a considerable impact on all three, with top grades 

rising appreciably. The results in Wales benefitted the most. Lagging behind in 

2019, top grades increased by 10.3 percentage points in 2021, compared with 9.4 

pp in Northern Ireland and 7.8 pp in England. 

3.4. Figures 3.1 and 3.2 show the trends over the two decades that led to the 2023 

results. In England, there were four phases. From 2003 to 2011 top grades 

increased year by year from 16.5 per cent to 23.3 per cent. Then ‘comparable 

outcomes’, the second phase, held grades consistent from year to year, keeping 

down top grades to 20.7 per cent in 2019. The third phase is the teacher-

assessment explosion of 2020 and 2021, with the percentage the highest ever at 

28.5. The fourth phase is recovery. England aimed to do this in two stages with a 

return to normality in 2023. They did come down to 21.6 per cent, but not back 

to 2019’s 20.7, but perhaps close enough to be regarded as job done. 

3.5. Wales and Northern Ireland decided to take a year longer targeting 2024. The 

trends reflect this, with cuts of 3.3 and 4.0 percentage points, respectively, to be 

expected. Northen Ireland throughout this period awarded appreciably more top 

grades than either England or Wales, and there was no plateauing as with 

England’s ‘comparable outcomes’ effect. From 22.3 per cent in 2003 top grades 

rose to 30.5 per cent in 2019, but leapt to 39.9 per cent in 2021, before being cut 

back to 34.0 per cent in 2023, still leaving some way to go to meet the 2024 target. 
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We cannot be sure whether the much better grades in Northern Ireland are due to 

the superior performance of the candidates, to softer assessment, or different 

standards. It also does well in international comparisons, so it may well be 

superior performance associated with the grammar school system. 

3.6. Wales’s grades are much closer to England’s. In fact, top grades held steady from 

2003 to 2019, rising only 1.3 percentage points to 18.4 per cent. But like the other 

parts of the UK there was then a huge teacher-assessment effect with, in 2021, 

28.7 per cent top grades awarded. This was brought back to 21.7 per cent in 2023 

leaving a further 3.3 pp to go to reach Wales’s 2024 target. 

Figure 3.1: Trends in Grades 7/A and Above by Country 

 
 

3.7. Figure 3.2 displays the trends for pass grades. They are similar to those for top 

grades, with one important difference. The teacher-assessment effect is blunter 

and shallower, showing, once again, that the generosity of teachers was mainly 

directed toward the top grades. 

3.8. Otherwise, the trends resemble those for top grades. Northern Ireland is way out 

in front again, with its passing percentages increasing throughout the two decades, 

until the planned fall in 2023. A further cut-back is expected in 2024 to meet the 

target date for returning to 2019 standards. In England, the four phases are evident 

again: growth, followed by comparable outcomes, then the teacher-assessment 

effect, with a major step towards recovery in 2023. Outcomes in Wales are very 

close to those in England, but with a bigger drop due in 2024. 
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Figure 3.2.: Trends in Grades 4/C and Above by Country 

 

Prospects for 2024 

3.9. As we saw in Table 3.1, the different administrations in England, Wales and 

Northern Ireland have different timescales for returning the grades to their pre-

pandemic levels. England aimed to do this in 2023 and got it down to only 0.9 per 

cent above that in 2019. But, as discussed in the previous chapter, a small 

percentage represents a large number of grades when there are nearly six million 

entries. In this case, falling short by 0.9 per cent leaves 48,800 top grades to be 

cut. 

3.10. Wales and Northern Ireland are aiming to restore 2019 standards in 2024 and, as 

Table 3.1 shows, this will involve reductions of 3.3 and 4.0 percentage points on 

2023. In consequence, top grades are likely to fall in 2024, but not necessarily so. 

If all three parts of the UK are as good as their word, leaving aside the small 

number of entrants from elsewhere, England with a reduction of only 0.9 pp 

would still contribute three quarters of the reduction, and Wales and Northern 

Ireland together with cuts of three or four times that would provide only a quarter. 

3.11. Thus, while Table 3.1 suggests there will almost certainly be reductions in Wales 

and Northern Ireland, England may be satisfied with what was achieved in 2023. 

The UK reduction would then be left as only the loss of 17,700 in the devolved 

administrations. And far from contributing the 53,000 due from it2, England may 

 
2 A UK-wide reduction of 1.2% amounts to 70,860 top grades. But arrived at from the individual 

countries it comes to only 65,440. The difference of 5,423 may come from rounding errors or 

elsewhere. The overall figure is taken as the more reliable and the individual contributions have been 

derived from that by applying their respective percentages. 
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even allow grades to rise again, which would completely over-shadow what 

Wales and Northern Ireland have done and, depending how large the increase is, 

could lead to top grades rising again. 
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4. Gender Differences 

4.1. As well as greatly increasing the number of top awards, Chart 4.1 shows teacher 

assessment also resulted in girls gaining their highest ever lead over boys of, 

respectively, 8.0 percentage points in 2020 and 9.0 pp in 2021. The 2021 figure 

was an increase of 2.5 percentage points on the gap existing when the Gove-

reformed GCSEs came into operation in 2018 and 2019. 

 
4.2. Initially, as Chart 4.1 shows, girls were only slightly ahead, but year by year the 

gap widened rising from 1.5 pp in 1989 to 7.3 pp in 2017. Unlike the O-level 

examinations which had preceded them, GCSEs were modular with each unit 

assessed separately and in a variety of ways. Girls evidently adapted to this form 

of course organisation and assessment more readily than boys. Interestingly, with 

the return to courses and exams in 2018 and 2019 the gap narrowed somewhat. 

4.3. It is not only in top grades that girls have outperformed boys. As Chart 4.2 shows, 

they have been more likely to pass at Grade 4/C and above from the outset, with 

a steady increase year by year until grades were brought under control in England 

in 2011 by Ofqual applying comparable outcomes. This kept the grade pattern 

consistent allowing for differences in the intakes. The switch to teacher 

assessment derailed that new-found stability and there were steep rises in 2020 

and 2021 with falls on the resumption of exams in 2022. This was in the girls’ 

lead as well as the overall pass rate. 
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Figure 4.1: UK Gender Gap at Grade 7/A and Above 
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Figure 4.2: Girls and Boys GCSE Grades 4/C and Above 

 

Top Grades in England 

4.4. If we focus on the top grades in England, we find that girls are dominant here 

also. Of the 31 GCSE subject categories, boys were ahead at grade 7 and above 

in only five in 2019 – economics, mathematics, physics, statistics, other sciences. 

Girls were in the lead, often by substantial margins, in the other 26. During the 

two years of teacher assessment, they drew even further ahead, taking the lead in 

economics and maths, leaving boys with the lead in only three of the 31 subject 

areas. 

Table 4.1: Gender Gap at Grades 9-7 in England 

Grade 
Nine Eight Seven 

%Boys %Girls %Boys %Girls %Boys  %Girls 

2019 3.7 5.2 5.7 7.9 8.1 10.6 

2021 5.9 8.9 7.6 10.6 10.6 13.4 

2023 4.1 5.7 6.1 8.1 8.6 10.7 

2024A Drop? 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.2 0.5 0.1 

As % of 2023 10.8 8.8 6.6 2.5 5.8 0.9 

A.  If 2024 grade percentages are those of 2019. 

4.5. The indications in the data that girls have tended to do better under teacher 

assessment are borne out by changes in the gender gap from 2019 to 2023 shown 

in Table 4.1. The gap widens from the exams of 2019 to the teacher assessment 

in 2021, falling again with the return to exams in 2022. In each case, it was the 

girls’ performance that was most affected by the change in assessment method, 

up by 9.2 pp in 2021 compared to boys’ 6.6 pp, and down by 3.3 pp in 2022 

compared to the boys’ 1.6 pp. 
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4.6. Girls have come to dominate education, not only at GCSE, but also at A-level and 

in degrees, both in terms of numbers and performance. Whereas the genders were 

about equal at O-level, girls have always done better, on average, than boys at 

GCSE. At A-level, while boys led at A* almost from its introduction in 2010, 

with the help of teacher assessment girls did overtake them there also, but boys 

regained the lead with the return to full examinations. 

4.7. Not so long ago, boys comprised about three-fifths of university students, but now 

this ratio has been reversed. Boys also used to gain more firsts, but girls have now 

gone in front in many subjects. In part, this is associated with changes to course 

structures and assessment practices. Many degrees have become modular and rely 

on course work assessment, which seems to suit girls more. It has also led to an 

extraordinary growth in ‘firsts’. It seems that girls are more aware of the value of 

education and apply themselves more diligently to the hard work involved. 

4.8. With the return to exams and the desire to restore standards, the gap in GCSE 

performance might be expected to fall. But that will depend on how strongly the 

return to the normality of the decade up to 2019 is pursued. It will come as a huge 

shock to those whose expectations have been shaped by the giveaway years, but 

in 2023 Ofqual restored the grades in England almost to 2019 standards. The 

question is, given what happened at A-level, will they finish the job in 2024 which 

should narrow the gap still more. 

4.9. The chronic underperformance of boys in education should be treated as a major 

issue. This is of national importance, because we are not developing the talents of 

half the population as fully as we could. This can only lead to a decline in the 

nation’s economic competitiveness and ultimately loss of its standing in the 

world. 

4.10. Last year, I called for a high-level inquiry into the underperformance of boys, but 

was met with the complacent view that since men usually came out on top anyway 

what’s to worry about. We seem to be content for the hard evidence of the exam 

results to be over-ridden by the narratives fashionable at the time. 

Prospects for 2024 

4.11. With the gender gap in top grades narrowing on the return to full examinations in 

2023 in England, the gap is likely to narrow further in 2024 as Wales and Northern 

Ireland also revert to 2019 standards. But girls will continue to be ahead as they 

are in all GCSE metrics. 

4.12. The underperformance of boys at this stage of education should be a matter of 

national concern, subject to a government inquiry, but because it is boys, 

habitually seen as the privileged sex, it does not receive the attention it deserves. 
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5. Trends in Subject Entries  

5.1. GCSE entries are heavily influenced by the accountability measures applied to 

them. The Coalition Government wanted to establish a core of studies at Key 

Stage 4, rather than leaving the pupils and schools to range widely and 

haphazardly. It settled on five subject areas - English, maths, science, humanities, 

and languages - and, at first, proposed that pupils passing a recognised GCSE in 

each of these categories should receive a special certificate called the English 

Baccalaureate. This was not feasible, so the EBacc, as it became known, was 

turned into an accountability measure, which meant schools in England 

(education is a devolved area) have to report annually on the number of their 

pupils taking the specified subjects and how well they have done in them. In order 

to drive its adoption, the Department of Education set targets of 75 per cent of 

pupils to be studying the EBacc by 2022 and 90 per cent by 2025.  

5.2. Languages, however, proved to be a huge stumbling block, as we shall be setting 

out later in this chapter, and it put the EBacc targets out of reach. The Government 

was accused of causing schools to neglect subjects not included in the EBacc, 

such as the arts and practical domains. Since 2016, the EBacc has been supplanted 

as the main accountability measure by Attainment 8 and Progress 8. The ‘Eights’ 

comprise English and maths double-weighted, three other EBacc subjects (so a 

foreign language is no longer compulsory), and three other subjects which could 

come from among those excluded from the EBacc.3 

Provisional Entries 

5.3. Ofqual, the regulator for England, helpfully publishes in May each year the 

provisional entries for the GCSE examinations. These are not the numbers that 

appear in the Joint Council for Qualifications August results for the UK, since not 

everyone entered actually sits the exam, and Wales and Northern Ireland are not 

included. But England’s provisional entries are a very good guide. 

5.4. Table 5.1 shows that the Coalition’s definition of a core has been largely accepted 

and that, in spite of the greater flexibility built into Attainment 8 and Progress 8, 

the 15 EBacc subjects account for 82.2 per cent of the total entries this year. 

Entries to all of the EBacc subjects increased from 2023 to 2024, apart from 

ancient languages. 

5.5. This has to be seen, however, in the context of a 5.2 per cent increase in the 

number of 16-year-olds, the year group from which 91 per cent of the provisional 

entries came. Only five subjects exceeded this growth rate: maths, English, 

computing, Spanish and ‘other modern languages’. In three of them there are 

special circumstances. In maths and English there are compulsory re-sits which 

account for up to a fifth of the entries, and ‘other modern languages’ are taken 

mainly by native speakers being educated in this country who take them early. 

The only growth in EBacc subjects on the criterion of exceeding the increase in 

16-year-olds are computing and Spanish. 

 
3 The subjects are listed in Tables 5.1 and 5.2 page 20. 
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Table 5.1:Provisional EBacc Entries, England 2023-24 

Subject 2023 2024 % Change 

Mathematics 786,815 842,595 7.1 

English Language 754,910 807,785 7.0 

English Literature 601,945 623,610 3.6 

Combined ScienceA 440,963 463,390 5.1 

Biology 180,125 183,370 1.8 

Chemistry 173,530 174,750 0.7 

Physics 172,725 174,745 1.2 

Computing 88,530 93,985 6.2 

History 298,155 312,415 4.8 

Geography 283,020 287,610 1.6 

French 126,560 130,650 3.2 

Spanish 121,670 129,940 6.8 

Other Modern Languages 39,270 42,460 8.1 

German 33,945 35,110 3.4 

Ancient Languages 11,290 11,175 -1.0 

Total 4,554,415 4,776,980 4.9 

16-Year-Olds 663,078 697,673 5.2 

A. Double award so grades and entries are counted twice. 

Table 5.2:Provisional Non-EBacc Entries England 2023-24 

Subject 2023 2024 % Change 

Religious Studies 245,385 248,120 1.1 

Art and Design Subjects 187,710 197,505 5.2 

Business Studies 114,525 127,310 11.2 

Design and Technology 79,025 80,580 2.0 

Physical Education 74,550 77,905 4.5 

Food Prep & Nutrition 53,380 56,265 5.4 

Social Science Subjects 49,270 52,360 6.3 

Drama 49,825 49,410 -0.8 

Media/Film/TV Studies 32,905 33,910 3.0 

Music 30,115 32,615 8.3 

Statistics 26,785 32,210 20.3 

Citizenship Studies 22,410 21,535 -3.9 

Economics 7,205 7,760 7.7 

Performing/Expressive Arts 6,890 6,675 -3.1 

Classical Subjects 4,480 5,005 11.7 

Engineering 2,490 2,925 17.4 

Other Sciences 2,465 2,730 10.6 

Total 989,430 1,034,805 4.6 

16-Year-Olds 663,078 697,673 5.2 

Source: Ofqual (2024). Provisional entries for GCSE, AS and A-level: summer 2024 

exam series. Published 30 May 2024. 
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5.6. Table 5.2 shows that ten of the 17 non-EBacc subjects increased at or above the 

rise in 16-year-olds, confirming that they are benefitting from inclusion in the 

Attainment 8 and Progress 8 measures. Business studies and art & design did so 

from entries in 2023 of over 100,000. The largest increases were in statistics, 

engineering and classical subjects, the latter two from very low bases. Apart from 

music which showed strong growth, the performative subjects actually fell. 

Citizenship studies days appear to be numbered following further decline. 

Religious studies comfortably tops the non-EBacc subjects entries, but there are 

signs its popularity is waning. Although it remains in the top ten most frequently 

taken GCSE subjects, its numbers dropped in the decade to 2023, and did not keep 

pace with the increasing cohort size in 2024. 

Overall Trends 

5.7. The ten most frequently taken GCSE subjects have shown remarkable stability 

over the past two decades. Table 5.3 shows that of the ten, eight were still there 

ten and twenty years later. The two to drop out were French and design & 

technology. We will consider the decline of modern foreign languages in detail 

later in the chapter. Design & technology ceased being a compulsory subject in 

Key Stage 4 at the turn of the century and has since plummeted. The 439,600 

GCSE entries in 2003 fell fivefold to only 86,800 twenty years on. 

Table 5.3: Top Ten UK GCSE Entries1 

2003 2013 2023 

Subject N2 Subject N2 Subject N2 

Maths 712.8 Maths 760.2 Maths 821.3 

English 688.4 English 731.2 English 788.8 

English Literature 560.8 English Literature 475.0 English Literature 627.8 

Double Science 515.8 Science 451.4 Double Science 467.7 

Design &Technology 439.6 Additional Science 283.4 History 311.1 

French 331.1 Religious Studies 264.0 Geography 293.3 

Geography 232.8 History 260.2 Religious Studies 243.7 

History 218.6 Geography 222.9 Art & Design 198.3 

Art 210.4 Design &Technology 219.9 Biology 191.3 

Religious Studies 132.3 Art & Design 183.1 Chemistry 184.1 

Total Entries 5,733.5 Total Entries 5,445.3 Total Entries 5,905.0 

1. Joint Council for Qualifications. 

2. In thousands. 

5.8. The two subjects dropping out were replaced in 2023 by biology and chemistry 

reflecting the move away from combined science to the separate sciences. Physics 

was not far behind and was in the 11th spot with 182,900 entries. Trends in the 

sciences will be addressed in detail later in the chapter. 

5.9. A somewhat surprising regular in the top ten is religious studies. Entries doubled 

from 2003 to 2013, moving it up into sixth place, above history and geography. 

It is not part of the national curriculum, and although it has been compulsory for 

schools to provide religious education since the 1944 Education Act, pupils do 
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not have to attend the classes. Neither has there been a drive to increase take-up. 

It is true that some of the best state secondary schools are faith-based, and even 

non-religious parents compete to get their children into them. The faith schools 

naturally attach great importance to religious studies. But why there was a decade 

of growth followed by a decade of some slippage is worthy of investigation. 

5.10. The increase could be down to the classes being there, and the exam being there, 

so why not add another GCSE. But whatever was driving the growth in that 

decade cooled in the decade following, with a loss of 20,000 entrants. It fell once 

more behind history and geography, although like them it is now reportable in the 

main accountability measure. 

Foreign Languages 

5.11. The most striking trend in GCSE entries in the past twenty years has been the fall 

in French and German entries since taking an exam in a foreign language was 

made optional by the Blair Government. Figure 5.1 shows that French has fallen 

from its peak of 345,000 entries in 1996 to just 132,000 in 2023, while German 

over the same period has dropped from 133,000 to only 35,000. When left to 

choose, it seems that very few young people want to learn a foreign language. 

Figure 5.1: Trends in UK Entries to Modern Languages 

 
5.12. Even Spanish, which had been showing strong growth, went down in 2022. But 

it bounced back in 2023 growing from 19,000 in 1988 to 125,000 in 2023. It has 

overtaken German and according to the provisional figures will be within a 

thousand of French in 2024. Quite why there has been this surge in popularity is 

unclear, but it may have something to do with the increasing popularity of 

Spanish-speaking countries as holiday destinations. This is plausible because 
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Spanish, like English, is one of the four most frequently spoken languages in the 

world (the other two are Mandarin and Hindi). A more prosaic explanation is that 

Spanish is seen as easier than French or German.  

5.13. There are many other foreign languages taught in our schools which are grouped 

together in the statistics as ‘other modern languages’. The most popular in 2023 

were Chinese, Polish, Arabic, Italian and Urdu. They are frequently taken by the 

children of native speakers residing in this country to enable them to converse 

fluently in the family home and with relatives in the country of origin. They also, 

let’s face it, are an easy way of meeting the EBacc and ‘The Eight’ requirements. 

They tend to be taken at an early age and the native speakers are so good as to put 

off home students who might be tempted to take them as a foreign language. 

5.14. The reluctance of British young people to engage with other languages is a 

concern in itself, but it has put the attempt of the Coalition Government to 

establish a core Key Stage 4 curriculum of five subjects, the British Baccalaureate 

(EBacc), at considerable risk. Originally thought of as an award it was turned into 

an accountability measure. Schools have to report annually to the Department of 

Education on the numbers taking the specified subjects. They were set the targets 

of 75 per cent of pupils studying the full EBacc by 2022, and 90 per cent by 2025.  

Figure 5.2: Percentage of Pupils Taking Five GCSE EBacc Subjects1  

 

Source: Gov.uk education statistics: Key Stage 4 Performance Academic Year 2022-2023, updated 1 February 

2023. 

5.15. This proved to be out of reach for many. Figure 5.2 shows that, after a promising 
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to 40 per cent. The main culprit as can be seen in Figure 5.3 is the foreign language 

requirement. 

Figure 5.3: Trends in Entries to ‘EBacc’ Subjects 

 
Source: Gov.uk education statistics: Key Stage 4 Performance Academic Year 2022-2023, updated 1 

February 2024. 

5.16. There are many possible reasons why the British are not interested in learning 

other people’s languages. It could be English has become de facto the world’s 

language. It is true that there are more Mandarin and Hindi speakers, but they are 

mainly confined to the two most populous nations. English is increasingly 

becoming everyone’s second language, if not their first. The British, therefore, 

may feel there is no need to learn other languages. 

5.17. It could also be that England until recently has not taught a foreign language in 

the primary phase of education. It had been left to secondary schools, by which 

time they are less easy to learn. But the 2014 revised primary school curriculum 

made a foreign language compulsory at Key Stage 2. If the previous neglect of 

foreign languages in primary schools was a factor in the low take-up at GCSE and 

A-level, then ten years on entries should show signs of increasing, which they 

have. 

5.18. Without radical change, it appears that the percentage achieving the EBacc will 

never increase much beyond where it is now. It looks to be an experiment which 

has failed. It has already been superseded by another accountability measure, this 

time based on eight subjects, Attainment 8/Progress 8. As the name suggests, it 

allows for a wider range of subjects, and crucially does not depend on taking a 

foreign language. EBacc’s days appear to be numbered. 
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Separate Sciences  

5.19. The growth of the separate sciences in recent years has been interpreted as 

evidence of ever-growing popularity but, in fact, they have been slowly 

recovering from policies which almost saw them disappear from pre-16 

education.  

5.20. 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 the biology, chemistry and physics O-levels would not be 

replaced. And they would have been if it were not for the independent schools. 

Free of the national curriculum, they put up fierce resistance to the dropping of 

separate qualifications for biology, chemistry and physics and won. But in state 

schools they could only be taken if it were all three which then had to be fitted 

into a two-subject timetable slot. For a decade or more the separate science exams 

were largely confined to the independent sector and top state schools. 

5.21. It was only when the disastrous impact on A-level physics entries in particular, 

and the consequences for degree admissions, was fully grasped by politicians 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. 

Table 5.4: UK Science Entries in 1988 and 2023 

Subject 1988 2023 
%ChangeA 

1988-2023 

Biology 304,675 191,298 -37.2 

Chemistry 217,638 184,069 -15.4 

Physics 254,107 182,886 -28.1 

A. The actual decreases are even greater because 1988 figures are for England 

and Wales only, whereas 2023 includes Northern Ireland as well. 

5.22. Since then, the separate sciences have slowly recovered and, as Table 5.4 shows, 

in 2023 entries were still substantially lower than for the corresponding O-levels 

35 years ago. The provisional 2024 entries indicate only sluggish growth much 

less than that of the science double award and way below the overall rate and the 

increase in the 16-year-old population. 

Prospects 
5.23. Ofqual’s provisional entries for England are a good guide to those actually sitting 

the examinations and for whom the results are published in August. Tables 5.1 

and 5.2 show that some subjects have grown substantially since 2023. Of those 

with entries of over 100,000, the biggest increases were in business studies 

(11.2%), maths (7.1%), English language (7.0%), art & design (5.2%) and double 

science (5.1%), all above the general rate of 4.9 per cent. 

5.24. There were even bigger increases in subjects with smaller entries including 

statistics (20.3%), engineering (17.4%), classical subjects (11.7%), ‘other 
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sciences’ (10.6%), ‘other modern languages’ (8.1%) and economics (7.7%). 

There were falls in drama and performing/expressive arts, and citizenship studies, 

in spite of an increase of 5.2 per cent in sixteen-year-olds and 4.8 per cent in 

entries. 

5.25. If we can discern anything from these changes, it is that there appears to be a 

move to what seem to be more useful subjects, such as, business studies, 

engineering, and computing. There is relatively little growth in the traditional 

subjects, including the languages, sciences, and humanities, and even falls in the 

performing arts. Classical studies is an exception, increasing by 11.7 per cent. 

This could have been due to switching from ancient languages, or it could reflect 

its popularizing by Ruth Beard and frequent mentions in the social media. And 

there are other exceptions: maths and English continue to rise, in part as a 

consequence of compulsory re-sits; ‘other modern languages’, where growth 

probably reflects increased immigration; and combined science which is almost 

compulsory if the separate sciences are not chosen. 
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6. Disparities in Subject Grades 

6.1. The percentage of top grades awarded varies considerably with subject. The top 

three in 2019 and 2023 were ‘classical subjects’, ‘other modern languages’ and 

‘additional maths’. Each, in its own way, is a special case. ‘Classical subjects’ are 

mainly taught in independent schools and grammar schools; ‘other modern 

languages’ are usually taken by children of native speakers; and ‘additional 

maths’ is a subset of those with a talent for maths. The separate sciences are also 

selective either by school or top set. Combined science is the alternative for the 

majority of pupils, but has poorer results than even English and maths. 

English and Maths 

6.2. English and maths are the cornerstones of education in England. They are 

compulsory to the age of 16 and are double weighted in the Attainment 8 and 

Progress 8 accountability measures. Pupils failing to achieve at least a standard 

pass (grade 4) are required to re-take them until the age of 18. Maths is regarded 

as so important by some that there have been calls to make it compulsory right 

through to Year 13. 

6.3. It is very disappointing, therefore, to see how poor the performance is at GCSE. 

In the August results the two subjects regularly come among the bottom five. 

Chart 6.1 shows the percentages of top grades in English and maths in comparison 

with selected subjects. It is striking how much lower they are than those in the 

separate sciences, ‘other modern languages’ and classical subjects.  

Table 6.1: English and Maths Results 

GSCE Subject 
%7/A 

2019 2023 

Core   

English 14.0 16.3 

Mathematics 16.1 17.5 

Selected    

Physics 44.0 43.4 

Chemistry 44.1 44.0 

Biology 42.4 42.4 

Other Modern Languages 65.1 70.3 

Classical Subjects  63.8 59.8 

All Subjects 20.8 22.0 

Source: JCQ Full Course GCSE Results (All UK Candidates). 

6.4. There are several reasons. Unlike most other subjects they are compulsory for the 

whole cohort with its wide range of ability, while the top performing subjects are 

actively chosen by pupils with a talent or interest in them. But there is an even 

greater impact from compulsory re-sits. They must be re-sat to the age of 18 as a 

condition of the institution receiving funding for their place. Table 5.2 shows that, 

unsurprisingly, the percentage sitting at age 17 or over is much higher than the 

overall figure. 
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Table 6.2: GCSE Entries by Age, UK, 2023 

Age 
English Maths All Subjects 

N % N % N % 

15 & Under 5,010 0.6 7,297 0.9 112,184 1.9 

16 657,575 83.4 650,676 79.2 5,435,609 92.1 

17 & Over 126,195 16.0 163,349 19.9 357,207 6.0 

Total 788,780 100.0 821,322 100.0 5,905,000 100.0 

 

6.5. Table 6.3 shows that the post-16 entrants achieve disappointingly low grades. In 

2023, only 18 per cent passed in maths and just over a quarter in English. The 

maths and English entrants comprised 81 per cent of the 17+ entry and so depress 

the overall pass rate for all post-16 entries. It must be soul-destroying to 

continually have to re-take English and/or maths. Surely, there is an urgent need 

for a policy re-think. Instead of just assuming that the GCSEs embody the 

minimum understanding that is essential to be able to lead a full life, there should 

be a careful analysis of what is actually required in terms of the use of words and 

numbers.  

Table 6.3: GCSE Grades by Age, UK, 2023 

Age 
English Maths All Subjects 

7/A 4/C 7/A 4/C 7/A 4/C 

15 & Under 15.1 63.9 43.9 80.0 35.2 74.7 

16 19.0 71.6 21.1 71.7 22.7 70.5 

17 & Over 2.4 28.4 1.9 18.0 7.0 32.2 

Total 16.3 64.7 17.5 61.1 22.0 68.2 

 

6.6. Turning to those aged 15 and under in Table 6.3, reveals an interesting difference 

between maths and English. Those entered early for maths achieved 

proportionally twice as many top grades as the 16-year-olds, but in English they 

did less well. It looks as though taking maths early is driven by talent, but in 

English it may be to allow weaker candidates more time to achieve a pass by the 

age of 16. 

Science 

6.7. Science in Key Stage 4 is compulsory. It has to be taken as a single science, 

double science or all three separate sciences. But there is a vast gulf in the results 

for combined science and the separate sciences. While combined science 

regularly comes at, or close to, the bottom for top awards, the separate sciences 

are among the high-flyers. Table 6.4 shows the percentages in recent years. In 

2023 those taking the separate sciences achieved over four times as many as those 

taking the supposedly equivalent double award. The gulf between them and the 

single award is less surprising since the latter is accepted as the route for pupils 

whose abilities and interests lie elsewhere. 
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Table 6.4: Top Grades in Science GCSEs  

GSCE Subject 
%7/A 

2019 2021 2023  

Science Single Award 5.6 8.3 7.6 

Science Double Award 7.8 12.7 8.9 

Biology 42.4 56.0 42.4 

Physics 44.0 55.6 43.4 

Chemistry 44.1 54.9 44.0 

All Subjects 20.8 28.9 22.0 

Source: JCQ Full Course GCSE Results (All UK Candidates). 

6.8. The high level of performance in the separate sciences is because entry is 

selective either by school or top-set. As we saw in Table 5.1, their entry is 

less than two-fifths of that in the double award. It is surprising, therefore, 

that the difference in outcomes should be so great. It means that over half 

the year group are probably not equipped to progress to science A-levels. 

This is another issue ripe for investigation. 

Prospects 

6.9. The distribution of grades across the subjects is likely to be similar to 2023. 

The differences are structural and will not change until the structures 

change. More able children are channelled into particular subjects, such as 

the separate sciences. The whole mark range can be used in subjects which 

have right answers, such as maths, the sciences, and languages, but for 

more subjective subjects they tend to bunch towards the middle, hence 

fewer top grades. If there are compulsory re-sits lower ability children will 

build up in subjects such as maths and English, and if there are pressures 

to increase the percentage of passes in foreign languages then schools and 

pupils will go for easy options like qualifying in a native language. 

6.10. The disparate success rates point to issues that need to be addressed. These 

include; the value of compulsory re-sits in English and maths, the poor 

performance in double science, and the inclusion of mother tongues in 

accountability measures.  
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7. Prospects for 2024 

7.1. The 2024 A-level results were a shock. Instead of going down as we confidently 

predicted on the basis of Wales and Northern Ireland returning to pre-pandemic 

standards and England completing what it set out to achieve in 2023, they went 

up to the extent of producing a record number of top grades outside of the Covid 

years. 

7.2. The trends and policies also indicate that the GCSEs will go down this year, but 

will they, like the A-level grades, nevertheless rise? We do not know the reason 

for the unexpected A-level results, but when challenged, the Chief Regulator, Sir 

Ian Bauckham4 gave a clue: “It's likely that the most significant factor will be a 

change in the prior attainment, or ability, if you like, of the cohort. It's likely that 

the majority of the change is due to precisely that.” 

7.3. The way Ofqual’s statistical model takes account of prior attainment is from how 

well the cohort did in the GCSE examinations two years previously. In the case 

of the 2024 A-level results, it would have been the 2022 GCSE results. But these 

were still elevated, only half-way to being returned to pre-pandemic levels. Thus, 

the impression that the 2024 cohort was especially able will have been based on 

inflated prior grades. 

7.4. Normally, the A-levels and GCSEs move in the same direction, but this may not 

be the case in 2024. The prior attainment of the GCSE cohort is obtained from its 

relative performance in the Sats tests five years earlier. This for the 2024 entrants 

will have been 2019, when outcomes were still unaffected by Covid. Hence the 

GCSE results will not be boosted in the way A-levels appear to have been. 

7.5. So where does this leave the 2024 GCSE grades? The trends and policies suggest 

they are likely to fall. Wales and Northern Ireland are due to return to pre-

pandemic levels in 2024, as they did for A-levels. England got close to its target 

in 2023, but missed by a percentage point, which may not seem much, but with 

six million entries it is a lot of grades. If all three countries returned their GCSE 

grades to what they were in 2019, which they said they would, we calculate this 

year there would be 70,000 fewer top grades.5 

7.6. But similar reasoning proved to be wrong in forecasting the A-level results, so 

will GCSEs follow suit? They could if the same factors were in play. But, as we 

have pointed out, while the prior attainment measure for A-levels was most likely 

inflated, this will not have been the case for GCSEs. 

7.7. Given the conflicting signals, it is difficult to say, with any confidence, what the 

GCSE results in 2024 will be. There are planned reductions due in Wales and 

Northern Ireland, and persistent absences in Year 11 have greatly increased since 

Covid. If the pupils who have missed many lessons sit the exams they are not 

 
4  Daily Mail, 16 August 2024. 
5  Table 2.1, p.10. 
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likely to do very well, and grades will fall. But they may not even turn up leaving 

the more able to take the examinations. 

7.8. What happens in England, with its 92 per cent of entries, will shape the UK 

results. It may settle for the cuts it made in 2023 in which case the grades will be 

free to go up, down or remain the same. They may drop and add to the reductions 

in Wales and Northern Ireland or rise and cancel them out. 

7.9. My best guess is that the grades will not be very different from what they were in 

2023, if anything, falling somewhat. 

7.10. All the other areas explored in this report – gender differences, subject entries, 

and subject grades - raise issues that need to be addressed. 

Gender 

7.11. Since GCSEs replaced O-levels, girls have increased their lead in top grades 

fourfold from 1.5 percentage points in 1989 to 6.5 pp in 2019. With teachers 

deciding the grades in 2021, the gap even reached 9.0 pp. It was brought back to 

5.8 pp last year, and there is the prospect of it narrowing further as Wales and 

Northen Ireland revert to pre-pandemic standards. Girls, however, remain ahead 

in all but five of the 47 subject categories listed - economics, maths, physics, 

statistics and ‘other sciences’. 

7.12. While their success is good news for girls, it raises the question of whether boys 

are underperforming and, if they are, what would enable them to develop their 

full potential. If the present situation is allowed to continue, boys are not 

benefitting from education in the way they should, and the country is wasting a 

great deal of talent. But the issue is not taken as seriously as it should be because 

boys are still seen as the privileged sex who will eventually come out on top 

whatever they do at school. 

Subject Entries 

7.13. Ofqual’s provisional entries for England published in May are a strong pointer to 

the August entries. There were big increases in business studies, statistics, 

engineering, computing, and economics, while there was relatively little growth 

in the traditional subjects, such as modern foreign languages, sciences, and 

humanities, and even falls in the performing arts. 

7.14. If we can discern anything from these changes, it is a move towards what are seen 

as more occupationally useful subjects. This may not be unconnected with the 

development of more pathways post-16 into employment through T-levels and 

apprenticeships. 

Subject Grades 

7.15. The distribution of grades across the subjects is not likely to change from what it 

was in 2023. The disparate success rates do, however, point to issues that should 

be reviewed. These include; the value of compulsory re-sits in English and maths, 

the poor performance in double science, and the inclusion of mother tongues in 

accountability measures. 
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English and Maths 

7.16. The core subjects of English and maths are regularly among those with the lowest 

success rates. This is because they are thought to be so important that anyone not 

achieving a standard pass is required to re-sit them. Up to about a fifth of the total 

entries are aged 17 or over and they have appalling pass rates that lower the grades 

overall. This puts a big question mark over the efficacy of the re-sit requirement. 

Although well intended, it looks to be utterly demoralising to pupils who find 

difficulty with these GCSEs whose purpose is different from ensuring the basic 

grasp of words and numbers that is necessary to cope with life as it is lived.  

7.17. There should be an urgent review of the re-sit requirement, with a view to 

replacing it with a programme and qualification which would enable those failing 

the GCSEs to achieve fluency in the use of words and numbers. 

Double Science 

7.18. The combined science GCSEs are among the subjects with the lowest results, 

sometimes even the lowest. This is understandable for the single award which is 

taken by young people who do not wish to progress in science, but the double 

award is intended to be a platform for the sciences at A-level. The percentage of 

top grades awarded in double science, however, is so low as to raise considerable 

doubt about whether it is capable of doing so.  

7.19. The separate qualifications in biology, chemistry, and physics, which survived 

the threat of being scrapped when O-levels gave way to GCSEs, have among the 

highest percentages of top grades among all GCSEs, and are clearly the preferred 

route to the A-levels. But they have only two-fifths of the entry of double science. 

It is not that young people necessarily prefer the double award; more likely it is 

that they lack the opportunity of studying the separate sciences. The net effect is 

that the system is limiting access to science A-levels, which is totally against what 

the country needs. 

7.20. The situation should be urgently reviewed with the aim of creating more 

opportunity to study the separate sciences at GCSE. This could involve scrapping 

the requirement of having to take all three if you want to take any of them. 

EBacc 

7.21. EBacc has not worked out as intended. It has not increased the study of foreign 

languages and, if anything, it has promoted entries from young people with roots 

in other countries qualifying in their native tongue. Its failure to deliver on its 

targets has led to it being replaced by the more flexible Attainment 8 and Progress 

8 as accountability measures. The DfE nevertheless continues to compile and 

publish statistics for the EBacc, which have not changed in a decade. The EBacc 

should be scrapped to reduce bureaucracy and simplify the information available 

to parents choosing schools. 

England, Wales, and Northern Ireland 

7.22. With education becoming a devolved power, GCSEs have grown so far apart in 

England, Wales and Northern Ireland (see paragraph A.4 in the appendix which 

follows) that they should not bear exactly the same name. At the very least, if they 
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are still to be called GCSEs, the country in which they are obtained should be 

prominently displayed on the certification and reported on applications. 
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Appendix: How GCSEs Came To Be As They Are  

A.1. The content, assessment and use of GCSEs have undergone considerable change 

since their introduction in 1988. Most recently, the Conservatives, with Michael 

Gove leading on education, came to power in 2010 with well-formed plans for 

the radical reform of GCSEs and A-levels. They were to become once more two-

year courses with externally set and marked examinations at the end. 

Chart A.1: Timetable for Introduction of Reformed GCSEs 

2017 2018 2019 

Subject % Exam Subject % Exam Subject % Exam 

English Lang 100.0 Art & Design 100.0 Ancient History 100.0 

English Lit 100.0 Biology* 100.0 Astronomy 100.0 

Maths*  100.0 Chemistry* 100.0 Business 100.0 

  Citizenship Stud 100.0 Classical Civil 100.0 

  Classical Greek 100.0 D &T 50.0 

  Comb Science* 100.0 Economics 100.0 

  Computer Science 80.0 Electronics 80.0 

  Dance 40.0 Engineering  60.0 

  Drama 40.0 Film Studies 70.0 

  Food Prep & Nut 50.0 Geology 100.0 

  French* 75.0 Media Studies 70.0 

  Geography  100.0 MFL*A 75.0 

  German* 75.0 Psychology 100.0 

  History 100.0 Sociology 100.0 

  Latin 100.0 Statistics* 100.0 

  Music 40.0 2020 

  PE 60.0 Subject % Exam 

  Physics* 100.0 Biblical Hebrew 100.0 

  Religious Studies 100.0 MFL*B 75.0 

  Spanish* 75.0   

*. Tiered exam, with higher tier graded 9-4 and a foundation tier graded 5-1. 

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

B. Gujarati, Persian, Portuguese, Turkish. 

Reform of GCSEs 

A.2. Michael Gove’s GCSE revolution was completed in 2019 save for Biblical 

Hebrew and four foreign languages. Chart A.1 shows the sequence in which the 

reformed GCSEs were introduced. First English and maths in 2017, then the 

EBacc subjects in 2018, before most of the rest came on stream in 2019. Then 

Covid struck. The exams could not be held in 2020 or 2021 so the grades were 

left to the teachers. There were exams in 2022, but in modified form to take 

account of the disruption suffered during the pandemic. Awarding grades by 

teacher assessment took them far from the standards that had been the basis of the 

reforms. In 2022 Ofqual announced that the value of the award would be restored 

in 2023. And the immediate issue is how successful it will be. 
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Countries of UK Go Their Own Ways 

A.3. England, Wales, and Northern Ireland have their own administrations, regulatory 

bodies, and exam boards, and since responsibility for education was devolved in 

1999, GCSEs have grown increasingly apart. So much so that it is reasonable to 

question whether they should bear the same name since this can only be confusing 

to the people using them. 

A.4. The main differences between the reformed GCSEs in the three countries are: 

• Different grading scales: 9-1 in England; A*-G in Wales; and A*-G in 

Northern Ireland with the insertion of a C* grade. 

• 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. 

• Different subjects are offered and the content requirements of subjects 

with the same name differ. 

• Not all subjects are offered by the exam boards of each country. Ancient 

history is offered by the English boards only. The NI board is alone in 

offering ‘agriculture and land use’. Applied science (single and double 

awards) is offered only by the Welsh board. 

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

courses; in Wales and NI there will be a mixture of modular and linear 

courses depending on the subject. 

• Re-sits in England involve re-taking the whole examination (although 

continuous assessment marks may be used again); for modular courses in 

Wales and NI each unit can be re-taken but only once. 

A.5. The differences are such that the results are only truly comparable at the 7/A and 

4/C levels. The issue of over-generous top grades needs closer scrutiny than these 

broad levels permit, so the analysis has to focus on England which typically 

contributes about 92 per cent of GCSE entries. 

England 

A.6. In England, the main changes brought about by the reforms were: 

• more demanding content; 

• designed for a two-year course of study; 

• examinations at end of the course; 

• assessment other than by examination allowed only where necessary to 

reflect the nature of a particular subject, for example, in art and design, 

dance, drama, music and physical education; 

• new grading scale running from 9 (top) to 1, with U as the ultimate fail 

grade; 
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• combined science which is a double award can have 17 outcomes ranging 

from 9-9, 9-8 to 1-1; 

• re-sits are available in November for English and maths only, the whole 

examination having to be retaken. 

Accountability 

A.7. In England, GCSE results are as important to schools as to the pupils. The schools 

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 towards achieving the best scores possible on whatever the 

main accountability measure happens to be. These can, therefore, have a 

considerable bearing on entries and the results which are obtained. 

English Baccalaureate 

A.8. In order to promote breadth, the Government requires schools to report on how 

many of their Key Stage 4 pupils are taking a combination of GCSEs which is 

called the English Baccalaureate. This consists of English, maths, two sciences, 

history or geography, and a language. It was the Government’s ambition that, by 

2022, 75 per cent of schools would reach this level and, by 2025, 90 per cent 

would do so. 

A.9. From 2018 onwards pupils’ performance has been turned into a score based on 

the average of the points scored in the five subject areas. Pupil’s scores are 

averaged to get the school’s score. 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 and physics. 

Progress 8 and Attainment 8 

A.10. Since 2016, the EBacc has been supplanted as the main accountability measure 

by Attainment 8 and Progress 8. In essence, they are the EBacc subjects, with a 

language no longer compulsory, plus three other subjects. There are three groups 

from which the subjects can be chosen to contribute to Attainment 8/Progress 8: 

• English and maths, which are double weighted in scoring; 

• three other EBacc subjects from the sciences including computing; 

geography; history; and languages; 

• three more subjects which may be EBacc subjects or can be any other 

GCSEs or approved arts, academic or vocational qualifications. 

A.11. Attainment 8 will report the performance and Progress 8 the improvement made 

by the pupils compared to the national average of pupils with similar Sats results. 

Attainment 8/Progress 8 makes room for GCSEs, such as art & design, design & 

technology, religious studies, and the performing arts, which were previously 

excluded. Taking eight GCSEs is not compulsory, but any missing will be scored 

zero. 
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A.12. Unlike A-levels, there has been a recalibration of the grade scale for GCSEs, so 

there was the opportunity to allow the new grades to find their own level. But 

Ofqual has decided to peg the new Grade 7 to the old Grade A, with A* being 

split into Grades 8 and 9.  It was originally intended that the new Grade 5 would 

be the equivalent of the C grade, but this was re-considered, and ‘C’ was aligned 

instead to Grade 4. The change leaves some ambiguity, as grade 5 is now spoken 

of as a strong pass. 

Comparable Outcomes 

A.13. Since 2011, Ofqual, the regulator in England, has acted to keep the grade pattern 

consistent over time, adjusting for prior attainment. The composition of the cohort 

can change quite markedly from year to year. Many schools, for example, 

transferred their pupils from the national GCSE in English to the international 

GCSE when the internal assessment component of the national award was 

dropped in 2014. The IGCSE retained it and thereby attracted entries from many 

schools. But when, from 2018, this no longer counted in the league tables, the 

schools switched back again. Pass rates at the various levels were, therefore, kept 

much the same from 2011 onwards, with if anything top grades being reduced 

slightly. But then Covid struck and there was a dramatic increase in top grades. 

Covid 

A.14. The Covid pandemic threw the awarding of grades into disarray. It was decided 

it would not be safe to hold exams, but Ofqual was initially confident that the 

grades could be accurately calculated by fitting teachers’ rankings into the grade 

pattern of the previous decade. It all seemed plausible and feasible, but while the 

grade pattern of previous years could be reproduced by the computer programme 

quite easily, fitting the schools’ rankings into this mould was, to say the least, 

problematic. It threw up major anomalies in the individual A-level grades, with 

candidates even receiving grades three down from what they were expecting and 

had been predicted to achieve. Not surprisingly, there was uproar, with loud and 

emotional protests that the calculated grades were ruining young people’s lives. 

A.15. The Government decided enough was enough and abandoned Ofqual’s attempt at 

calculation (with its chief executive later losing her job). Setting aside its 

scepticism, the Government announced that the A-level calculated grades would 

be replaced by teachers’ predictions, if that were higher than the calculated grade, 

but that this could be retained if it were the higher. It was a formula for grade 

inflation. 

A.16. In 2021, there was the hope that exams could resume, but at least it was 

recognised they could not early enough to allow for something more systematic 

than in 2020 to be arranged. Schools were requested to collect evidence on which 

to base their assessments using tests, assignments and projects, which would be 

available for inspection by the exam boards. The intention was to arrive at more 

realistic grades than the previous year, but in the event there were more top grades 

than ever in 2021.  
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A.17. In 2022, there was a return to exams, but not the tough ones of the Gove reforms. 

In an attempt to make them fair to candidates with widely differing teaching 

provision and interruptions, the syllabuses were restricted, and advance notice 

given of the question topics. In May 2022, Ofqual announced that the results that 

year would be the first step in getting the grades back to pre-pandemic levels in 

2023. Wales and Northern Ireland decided to take a year longer to get back to 

where they were before the pandemic. 


