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Key Findings 

 Since Ofqual began to apply its comparable outcomes controls, GCSE grades have 
fallen at all levels from their high points in 2011. 

 The percentages of grades awarded vary widely with subject.  In terms of A* the 
range was from 36.9% for classical subjects to 0.3% for ‘other technology’.  ‘Other 
modern languages’ and additional maths also scored high, and science (highly able 
taking separate sciences) and engineering low. 

 Both English (3.1%) and maths (6.1%) scored low for A* because they are taken 
by all pupils whereas the other subjects, even in science, are chosen.  Since 2011 
grades in English, which has been toughened, have generally fallen, while those in 
maths have risen. 

 Girls have always been ahead of boys at all higher grades of GCSE – in 2015, 2.8% 
at A*, 7.2% at A*/A, and 8.4% at A*-C, and there is little sign of the gaps 
narrowing. 

 Girls were ahead in 47 of the 49 subject areas.  The exceptions were maths and 
‘other sciences’.  Girls were ahead at A*-C in maths until 2008 when they were 
overtaken by the boys who have held their lead. In contrast girls are ahead by 15.1 
pp in English in 2015. 

 The biggest growth in entries has been in physics, chemistry and biology.  
However, this represents only a partial recovery from their decline in the early 90s 
when they were due to be replaced by GCSEs in science.  Currently entries are 
about half what they were in 1988.  Physics for example is down from 254,107 to 
133,610. 

 French and German have seen no such recovery.  Entries to French and German are 
down to less than half what they were in 2000.  German has been overtaken by 

Spanish where entries have nearly doubled over that period though not making up 
for the loss from French and German. 

 Entries for ‘other modern languages’ have shown some increase.  The main ones 
taken in 2015 were Polish, Italian, Urdu Arabic and Chinese – very likely by native 
speakers. 

 Entries to religious studies doubled from 2005-2015 and trebled from 1995 to 
2015.  But preliminary figures for England indicate a slight fall in 2016. 

 Northern Ireland continues to be well ahead of both England and Wales in GCSE 
grades, and it is surprising that this does not attract more attention.  Wales was 
initially ahead of England, but was overtaken in 2008 and the gap has widened. 
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 Preliminary 2016 entry figures for England show that 87% were Year 11 pupils, 
6% pre-year-11, and 7% post-year-11.  The former has fallen sharply removing 
weaker candidates while the latter has been rising steeply increasing weaker 
candidates, both in response to recent policy changes. 

 So far these changes have led to small increases at A*-C and falls at A*.  Post-year-
11 entries increased by a quarter in England in 2016, so the top grades call fall 
slightly again because those repeating are more likely to be aiming for a C than a 
top grade. 

 Preliminary Year 11 entry figures for 2016 appear to show a clear 
EBacc/Attainment 8 effect.  The sciences and computing, history and geography, 
and Spanish and modern languages are all up. 

 Citizenship studies have fallen by a quarter, performing/expressive arts and media 
studies also fell sharply, as did leisure and tourism and hospitality.  The decline of 
French and German continued. 
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1. Changes to the System 

1.1 This is the last year in which GCSEs remain as we know them.  From summer 2017 
pupils will take reformed English language, English literature and maths 
examinations graded 9-1.  The changes will be rolled out for another 17 subjects in 
summer 2018. 

1.2 There have already be some important changes to GCSEs.  From Summer 2014: 

 exams taken at the end of the course rather than throughout on 
completion of units; 

 the internally administered and marked Speaking and Listening unit in 
English no longer counts towards the overall grade, but is reported 
separately; 

 the contribution of written exams to the English grade raised from 40 
per cent to 60 per cent, with the remainder being controlled assessment. 

1.3 With one exception, these changes have not been made in Wales and Northern 
Ireland where there continue to be examinations during the year and Speaking and 
Listening remains part of the grading in English.  The exception in that in Wales 
from 2014 written exams count for 60 per cent of the grading rather than 40 per cent. 

1.4 These changes have taken effect and there were no major difference in the exams in 
2016 from how they were in 2015 or 2014.  From September 2015, however, schools 
will have had to teach new specifications for English language, English literature 
and maths alongside the old, and this may have affected the teaching. 

Accountability 

1.5 The importance attached to GCSE subjects and grades particularly at the C/D 
boundary is influenced by the way the DfE chooses to combine them as a means of 
judging schools.   

1.6 In the White Paper of November 2010 a new performance indicator was announced 
to nudge schools towards concentrating on a core of academic subjects.  The English 

Baccalaureate (EBacc), as it was named, depended on achieving at least a grade C in 
English, maths, science (two passes), a foreign language and history or geography.  
Much to the consternation of schools it was applied retrospectively to the 2010 
results.  Since then they have progressively adjusted to it.   

1.7 A further change to school accountability measures was made in 2014 when only the 
first result obtained in a GCSE was taken into account, thereby counteracting 
continual re-sitting in the hope of improving scores.  

1.8 The 2016 results will be used to calculate two new measures: Attainment 8 and 
Progress 8.  The eight GCSEs taken into account will be English (double weighted) 

and maths (double weighted), three EBacc subjects, and three others which may be 
GCSEs or GCSE-equivalents from the DfE approved list.  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.  The 
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scores will be used to judge schools not pupils whose individual scores would not 
necessarily be passed on to them.  

Comparable Outcomes 

1.9 Both the changes to the exam system and performance indicators could be expected 
to have had an impact on the GCSE results.  But the overall pattern of results appear 
to be little affected.  This is because Ofqual, the regulator, acts to smooth out 
changes from year to year.  It requires the examining bodies to adjust the grades in 
line with the primary school results of the cohort sitting the exam. 

1.10 The percentages achieving the various grades can only go up or down if the prior 

attainment of the cohort is higher than lower than the previous year.  This can come 
about by significant numbers switching to an alternative exam, for example, an 
IGCSE, or policy changes prompting a loss of candidates from year 10 or an influx 
of candidates post-16.  From 2017 IGCSEs will not be included in performance 
measures. 
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2. Trends in Overall Grade Pattern 

2.1 Charts 2.1 shows the aggregate grades awarded in the GCSE examinations since 
their inception in 1988.  What is striking is that there was a seemingly inexorable 
rise in the grades awarded 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 takes the percentages of 2011 as the right ones and seeks to 

keep to them 

2.2 In the event, as Chart 2.1 shows, this approach has led to a slippage of top grades 
and a dip followed by recovery in A*-C grades.  Compared with 2014, the 
percentage of A* in 2015 was down by 0.1 percentage point, A*/A the same, A*-C 
was up by 0.2 pp, and A*-G up by 0.1pp. 

Chart 2.1: Trends in GCSE Passes 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016
Year

P
e
r 

C
e
n

t

A*-C

A*-G

A*/A

A*

 

 



4 
 

3. Grades by Subject 

3.1. The trends described in Chapter 2 are the aggregate grades.  Chart 3.1 shows the 
distribution of the all-important ‘C and above’ grades across the subjects.   

Chart 3.1: Percentage A*-C Grades in 2015 
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3.2. What is striking about Chart 3.1 is that English and maths come well down the list - 
both below the average for all subjects.  This is because these subjects are taken by 
very nearly all pupils since they are the cornerstone of performance measures, 
whereas the other subjects, even in science, are chosen by the pupils and schools. 

3.3. The chart also brings out the wide variation in the percentages of A*-C awarded by 
subject, ranging from over 90 per cent at the top end (additional maths, physics, 
chemistry) to just over 40 per cent at the other (humanities, leisure & tourism and 
engineering).  Since these percentages reflect how well the candidates had done at 
the end of primary school, this suggests that the pupils taking some subjects are of 
higher ability. 

3.4. The differences in performance are pointed up by considering only the highest grade 
as in Chart 3.2.  The sequence is similar for A*-C, but not identical.  Additional 
maths, physics and chemistry are still at the top end, but are joined by classical 
subjects and ‘other modern languages’.  ‘Other technology’, science and hospitality 
join the stragglers.  Maths and English again come out below average, though not by 
much for maths. 

3.5. The range in A* awarded is very wide - from 36.9% for classical subjects down to 
0.8% of the 395,484 taking science.  The high scoring subjects tend to be optional, 
have right answers and be chosen by those with the talent for them.  Physics, 
chemistry and biology are options taken mainly by top sets, while the other sets take 
science.  ‘Other modern languages’ are often taken by native speakers of these 
languages, for example, Polish, Urdu and Chinese (see Chart 5.5, page 14).  The 
exams are designed for those for whom it is a second language, so native speakers 
are at a considerable advantage.  The low proportion of good grades awarded in 
maths and English is because, crucial to performance measures, they are taken by all 
pupils not just a select few. 

3.6. But it is not just the abilities of those who take the exams that determines the grades.  
It is easier to award the very top marks in subjects, like maths, the sciences and 
languages, which have right answers rather than subjects which are more subjective 

such as English and the social sciences.  In these subjects grades tend to bunch 
around the mode. 
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Chart 3.2: Percentage A* Grades in 2015 
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3.7. English and maths exemplify these differences.  Chart 3.3 shows the trends from the 
beginning.  English has always been ahead (apart from 2014) in the percentage of 
A*-C awarded, but since the A* was introduced maths more often than not has seen 
more awarded at this level.  The gap has progressively widened since 2003 with 
almost twice as many A* being awarded in maths in 2015 as in English.  Since 2011 
maths has also moved ahead in terms of A*/A grades. 

Chart 3.3.: English and Maths Grades 

Year 
English Maths 

A* A*/A A*-C A* A*/A A*-C 

1988*  6.7 43.9  6.0 36.6 

1989*  7.9 48.2  6.4 38.1 

1990*  8.8 52.4  7.2 40.2 

1991*  9.4 53.7  8.0 43.3 

1992* - 9.6 55.3 - 9.0 45.4 

1993* - 10.2 57.3 - 9.0 46.6 

1994* 1.8 10.5 58.2 1.9 8.9 46.2 

1995* 1.8 10.8 56.9 1.8 8.3 44.8 

1996 2.0 11.0 56.8 2.0 9.0 46.5 

1997 2.0 10.7 56.0 2.1 9.6 47.3 

1998 2.4 11.5 56.5 2.1 9.9 46.9 

1999 2.6 12.3 57.8 2.3 10.3 47.8 

2000 2.9 13.2 58.6 2.8 10.7 49.2 

2001 3.1 13.6 58.5 2.8 11.1 50.1 

2002 2.8 13.5 59.5 3.6 11.9 51.3 

2003 3.1 14.3 59.7 3.1 11.6 50.1 

2004 3.6 14.7 59.9 4.2 11.8 51.7 

2005 3.7 15.1 60.9 4.1 13.0 53.4 

2006 3.9 15.2 61.6 4.2 13.2 54.3 

2007 3.8 15.3 62.2 4.1 13.7 55.2 

2008 4.0 15.5 62.9 4.6 14.5 56.3 

2009 4.1 15.6 62.7 4.6 15.4 57.2 

2010 4.3 16.0 64.7 5.0 16.2 58.4 

2011 4.7 16.8 65.4 5.2 16.5 58.8 

2012 3.4 15.0 64.1 5.5 15.4 58.4 

2013 3.3 14.2 63.6 4.9 14.3 57.6 

2014 3.6 14.3 61.7 5.4 15.2 62.4 

2015 3.1 14.6 65.4 6.1 16.5 63.3 

*England and Wales only.  Northern Ireland included in JCQ’s August results from 1996 
onwards. 

3.8. In 2014 there was a dramatic turnaround in terms of A*-C.  While the percentage for 
English dropped by 1.9 percentage points that for maths increased by 4.8 pp, 
meaning that at this level maths was ahead for the first time.  This major shift was 
associated with drop of 215,578 (29.5%) in English entries prompted by the changes 
in the GCSE which led a number of schools to switch to the IGCSE and a drop in 
year 10 entrants now that only the first attempt counted towards the league tables 
(see Chart 7.2. page 18). 
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4. Gender 

4.1. Girls have from the beginning been considerably ahead of boys at all ‘pass grades’ 
of GCSE.  In 2015 they were 2.8 percentage points to the good at A* (8.0% vs 
5.2%), 7.2 pp at A*/A (24.7% vs 17.5%) and 8.4pp at A*-C (73.1% vs 64.7%). 

4.2. Chart 4.1 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 moved well ahead.  In terms of C grade and above - the 
range of grades designed to be equivalent to O-level – with ‘C’ often treated today 
as the pass level, the gap was fist 4.3 percentage points, but has reached over double 

that.  In 2015 it was 8.4pp 

Chart 4.1: Girls and Boys GCSE Grades A*-C 
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4.3. In 2015 girls were ahead at grades A*-C in 47 of the 49 subjects (including ‘all 
other subjects’), the exceptions being the 1.3 percentage points advantage to boys in 
maths and 3.9 pp lead in ‘other sciences’ (i.e. not science or additional science nor 
biology, chemistry or physics). 

4.4. Unlike at A-level, girls are also ahead at A*.  They obtain more of the highest grades 
in all subjects except maths (boys 1.1 pp in front), ‘other sciences’ (4.6 pp) and in 
the rarely taken ‘other technology’ (0.3pp) 

4.5. It is clear that there is something about GCSEs that suited girls.  Comparisons with 
results at O-level suggest that this may be because GCSEs were, to a large extent, 
internally assessed, modular, and included a lot of course work. O-levels, on the 
other hand, were examined mainly by written end-of-course examinations.  Girls are 
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said to apply themselves more conscientiously and consistently than boys and this is 
likely to pay off in the styles of examining adopted in the GCSE.  It will be 
interesting to see what happens to the gender gap when the end-of course examining 
is revived for the courses to be examined in 2017 onwards. 

English and Maths 

4.6. English and maths fall at either end of the gender gap spectrum.  Chart 4.2 shows 
that while in English girls were ahead in 2015 by 15.1 pp, boys held a lead in maths 
of 0.6 pp.  The difference in the size of the gaps is due to the considerable 
discrepancy of the performance of girls in the two subjects. In 2015, in English 
72.8% achieved grade C and above, but in maths it was nearly ten percentage points 

lower (9.5%).  Boys achieved 6.2 pp more passing grades in maths than English. 

Chart 4.2: Percentages of A*-C in English and Maths 

Year 

English Maths 

Boys Girls 
Girls 

Ahead 
Boys Girls 

Girls 

Ahead 

2000 50.8 66.4 15.6 48.8 49.7 0.9 

2001 50.8 66.2 15.4 49.7 50.6 0.9 

2002 52.1 67.0 14.9 50.8 51.8 1.0 

2003 52.2 67.4 15.2 49.4 51.1 1.7 

2004 52.7 67.1 14.4 50.9 52.6 1.7 

2005 53.9 67.9 14.0 52.5 54.4 1.9 

2006 54.7 68.6 13.9 53.5 55.0 1.5 

2007 55.3 69.2 13.9 54.6 55.8 1.2 

2008 56.1 69.4 13.3 55.9 56.8 0.9 

2009 56.2 69.3 13.1 57.6 56.8 -0.8 

2010 57.9 71.8 13.9 58.6 58.3 -0.3 

2011 58.7 72.5 13.8 58.9 58.6 -0.3 

2012 56.7 71.3 14.6 58.8 57.9 -0.9 

2013 56.3 71.2 14.9 58.0 57.3 -0.7 

2014 53.9 69.7 15.8 62.5 62.3 -0.2 

2015 57.7 72.8 15.1 63.9 63.3 -0.6 

 

4.7. The difference in the relative performance of the sexes in English and maths 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. Trends in Entry Patterns 

5.1. Exam entries vary from year to year.  Chart 5.1 shows the top ten gainers and losers 
in 2015 compared with 2014 among the subjects with more than 10,000 entries in 
2014 and with entries in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

Chart 5.1: Top Ten Increases and Falls in Entries1 2014-2015 

Subject 2014 2015 
%Change 

2014-2015 

Computing 16.8 35.4 110.7 
Health & Social Care 16.1 19.9 23.6 
ICT 96.8 111.9 15.6 
Citizenship Studies 19.7 21.6 9.6 
PE 113.0 120.5 6.6 
Business Studies 90.9 96.5 6.2 
Science 375.0 395.5 5.5 
Religious Studies 282.1 295.7 4.8 
Social Science Subjects 42.6 44.6 4.7 
Other Mod Languages 31.9 33.0 3.4 
Maths 736.4 761.2 3.4 

Chemistry 138.2 133.6 -3.3 
History 256.2 247.0 -3.6 
Bus & Com Systems 15.7 15.1 -3.8 
Design and Technology 213.6 204.8 -4.1 
Home Economics 36.2 34.4 -5.0 
French 168.0 157.7 -6.1 
Statistics 61.6 56.4 -8.4 
English Lit 478.6 436.5 -8.8 
German 59.9 54.0 -9.8 
Other Sciences 10.4 9.0 -13.5 

1. Subjects with 10,000 or more entries in 2014 and taken nationwide. 

5.2. The biggest increase was in computing, the importance of which is being underlined 
by its inclusion in the EBacc as a science and the top level bursary for graduates with 
firsts training to be teachers of the subject.  ICT, business studies, religious studies, 
social science subjects, ‘other modern foreign languages’ continued their rises of 
over the past decade, but PE and science recovered some ground lost over this 
period.  The numbers taking health and social care and citizenship studies were both 

up in 2015 compared with 2014. 

5.3. French and German once more fell, and design and technology continued its 
downward drift now that it is no longer compulsory at Key Stage 4.  Home 
Economics fell further in 2015 continuing its slide since it was subsumed under 
D&T.  ‘Other sciences’, English literature and business and communication studies 
had also fallen appreciably over the previous decade, but the appearance of 
chemistry and history in the bottom ten is somewhat surprising since both had been 
on an upward trend.  Statistics also appears to be falling out of favour perhaps not 
unconnected with its not being included in the EBacc. 

A Longer View 
5.4. Chart 5.2 takes a longer view of changes in subject entries.  Where possible entries 

in 2015 are compared with those in 2005 and 1995.  The biggest growth between 
2005 and 2015 came in physics, chemistry, biology, performing and expressive arts 
and religious studies, all of which more than doubled in size.  Economics, the social 
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sciences, Spanish, media/film/TV and ‘other modern languages’ were also prominent 
among the gainers. 

Chart 5.2: Entries to Selected1 Subjects over Past One and Two Decades 

Subject 1995 2005 2015 
%Change -

1995-2015 

%Change 

2005-2015 

Physics 43.7 52.6 133.6 205.7 154.0 
Chemistry 46.9 53.4 133.6 184.9 150.2 
Biology 45.6 56.5 139.2 205.3 146.4 
Performing /Expressive Arts  9.7 20.6  112.4 
Religious Studies 108.1 147.5 295.7 173.5 100.5 
Economics 11.2 3.2 5.8 -48.2 81.3 
Social Science Subjects  27.7 44.6  61.0 
Spanish 40.6 62.5 90.8 123.6 45.3 
Media/Film/TV  45.7 62.5  36.8 
Other Mod Languages  28.9 33.0  14.6 
Welsh Second Lang 8.2 9.8 11.1 35.4 13.3 
Statistics  51.4 56.4  9.7 
History 239.5 227.2 247.0 3.1 8.7 
Business Studies 85.5 88.9 96.5 12.9 8.5 
ICT  103.4 111.9  8.2 
Welsh First Lang 3.8 5.1 5.5 44.7 7.8 
Maths (additional)  3.3 3.5  6.1 
Geography 295.2 216.8 228.1 -22.7 5.2 
Maths 667.9 741.4 761.2 14.0 2.7 
Classical Subjects2 18.5 15.7 15.9 -14.1 1.3 
Other Technology  1.0 1.0  0.0 
Art & Design 212.5 209.6 194.6 -8.4 -7.2 

All Subjects 4971.7 5736.5 5277.6 6.2 -8.0 
Other Sciences  9.8 9.0  -8.2 
Welsh Lit 2.8 4.0 3.6 28.6 -10.0 
PE 68.1 144.2 120.5 76.9 -16.4 
Music  58.5 48.2  -17.6 
Irish  2.5 2.0  -20.0 
English Lit 475.3 568.2 436.5 -8.2 -23.2 
Home Economics 54.7 44.8 34.4 -37.1 -23.2 
Drama  99.6 75.9  -23.8 
English 646.5 708.6 520.5 -19.5 -26.5 
Science 488.3 583.8 395.5 -19.0 -32.3 
French 340.2 272.1 157.7 -53.6 -42.0 
Design and Technology 350.0 396.7 204.8 -41.5 -48.4 
German 126.3 105.3 54.0 -57.2 -48.7 
Humanities  15.9 7.6  -52.2 
Bus & Com Systems  35.4 15.1  -57.3 

1. Applied GCSEs omitted along with citizenship studies because they did not exist as GCSEs in 2005. 

2. Includes Latin and Greek shown separately in 1995 but added together with classical civilisation to create an equivalent 
category to 2005 and 2015. 

5.5. The main losers over the decade were business and communication studies, and 
humanities, which have fallen out of favour, design and technology no longer 
compulsory, French and German in long term decline, and English following a 
switch to the IGCSE as a result of discontent with changes made to the GCSE. 

5.6. In 1995, there were many fewer GCSEs and they were mainly in the core academic 
subjects. Chart 5.2 reveals clear trends over the two decades.  Physics. Chemistry, 
biology, religious studies, Spanish, history, and business studies all showed 
continuing growth over the twenty years.  But German, design and technology, 
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French, science, English, home economics and English literature, and art and design 
continued to fall.  Economics, geography and classical subjects which show a 
decline over the twenty years revived somewhat in the second decade.  The reverse 
was the case with PE which expanded greatly in the first decade fell back in the 
second. 

Sciences 
5.7. Chart 5.2 apparently contains good news for the sciences.  The biggest gainers over 

the two decades are physics, biology and chemistry.  Britain severe under-
recruitment to science-based degrees and occupations appears to have been solved. 

5.8. But wait a minute, an even longer view sets the recent rises in context.  Chart 5.3 
shows the changes in take-up since the inception of GCSEs in 1988.  Entries to all 
three of the sciences have fallen to about half of what they were at the outset. 

Chart 5.3: Change in Entries to the Sciences 1988-2015 

Subject 1988 2015 
%Change1 

1988-2015 

Biology 304,675 139,199 -54.3 
Chemistry 217,638 133,618 -38.6 
Physics 254,107 133,610 -47.4 

1. Falls are even steeper because 1988 figures are for England and Wales only. 

5.9. In 1988 when the national curriculum came into being, ‘science’ was the subject 
settled on for inclusion, and pains were taken to try conceal the differences between 
biology and physics.  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 had not the independent schools, not bound by the 
national curriculum, put up fierce resistance.  But, nevertheless, the message went 
out to state schools that they should switch out of the separate sciences and enter 
pupils for GCSE science.  Entries to the sciences were mainly confined to the 
independent schools and grammar schools. 

5.10. It was only when the disastrous impact on entries to A-level physics and chemistry 

with consequences for degree uptake were realised that Gordon Brown in the Blair 
government in 2004 began to find ways to incentivise schools to teach biology, 
chemistry and physics as subjects in their own right once more and enter pupils for 
these GCSEs.  Charts 5.1 and 5.2 record the partial success of those policies, but 
entries are still far short of what they were in 1988. 

French, German and Spanish 
5.11. Entries for modern language GCSEs have long been a source of concern.  Chart 5.2 

showed that looking at the years 1995, 2005 and 2015, entries in German and French 
had more than halved over the past two decades.  Chart 5.4 fills in the gaps showing 
what has happened since 1988, the first year of the examination.  Although the 
figures are all taken from JCQ’s August results, but there are two discontinuities: 

 In the period 1988 to 1993 the results were for England and Wales 
only and only for exams devised by the examination boards which were 
externally marked.  There was also provision for the approval of teacher-
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designed and teacher-marked syllabuses, of which considerable use was 
made but entries do not appear in the published results. 

 From 1994 to 1999, results from Northern Ireland were included, but 
still run lower than from 2000 onwards.  The results for 2000 show an 
extra 6,000 entries for 1999 as the previous year, from what was 
published in August 1999. 

5.12. Any apparent growth to 2000 could thus be attributed in part to what was being 
counted.  From 2001 onwards, Chart 5.4 shows the falls in French and German to be 
dramatic.  There was something of an EBacc bounce from 2012, but that appears to 

have died away as far as French and German are concerned. 

Chart 5.4: Trends in Entries to Modern Languages 
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5.13. The trajectory of Spanish has been quite different.  In 1988 the numbers entered for 
the GCSE in this language were only about a quarter of those entered for German.  
But over the years Spanish has risen while German has fallen, so that in 2015 there 
were 68% more entries for Spanish. In particular, it seems to have received a boost 
from the EBacc although this has now levelled off. 

5.14. Among the reasons for the increased interest in Spanish are likely to be the country’s 

popularity as a holiday resort, that the Spanish people are somewhat less likely than 
the Germans to speak English, and, more fundamentally, Spanish is one of the four 
most frequently-used languages of the world along with Mandarin, Hindi and 
English.  Fluency in Spanish opens up many countries of Central and South 
America, where it is the official language. 
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Other Modern Languages 
5.15. Chart 5.4 also shows that since 1996 there have been about 30,000 candidates for 

‘other modern languages’.  Before that year only the results for Italian and Russian 
were identifiable, the other languages being wrapped up in the general category. 

5.16. The composition of the ‘other modern languages’ group in 2014 and 2015, ranked on 
entries in 2015, is shown in Chart 5.5.  The most frequently taken are Polish, Italian, 
Urdu, Arabic, and Chinese.  Given this sequence, it seems very likely that many of 
the candidates will come from homes where these are the first languages. 

Chart 5.5: Other Modern Languages, 2015 

Language 2014 2015 %Change 

Polish 4,498 5,018 11.6 

Italian 4,929 4,824 -2.1 

Urdu 3,976 4,453 12.0 

Arabic 3,641 3,780 3.8 

Chinese 3,132 3,710 18.5 

Portuguese 2,197 2,392 8.9 

Russian 2,400 2,270 -5.4 

Turkish 1,642 1,630 -0.7 

Japanese 1,019 998 -2.1 

Panjabi 886 836 -5.6 

Bengali 963 776 -19.4 

Gujarati 625 563 -9.9 

Modern Hebrew 500 558 11.6 

Modern Greek 516 528 2.3 

Dutch 406 462 13.8 

Persian 535 445 -16.8 

Total 31,865 33,043 3.7 

 

5.17. The expertise of native speakers could well put off the indigenous British pupils for 
whom they were devised.  There has been a steady increase in take-up since 2011 

suggesting that entries from those for whom it is the first language could be a 
relatively easy way satisfying the language requirement of the EBacc.  But it is also 
probably the case that children will want to study their home language in case they 
should want to return to their country of origin. 
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6. Countries of the UK 

6.1. In 2002, Chart 6.1 shows Wales was 2.3 percentage points ahead of England in A*-
C grades.  But in the 13 years since, England has moved ahead.  In 2015 it had a 
lead of 2.2 pp.  Northern Ireland has, however, during the whole period been well 
out in front.  It was 11 pp ahead of England in 2002 and 9.9 pp ahead in 2014. 

Chart 6.1: Percentage GCSE A*-C by Country 

Year England Wales NI Total 

2002 57.4 59.7 68.4 57.9 

2003 57.6 59.7 69.0 58.1 

2004 58.7 60.7 69.4 59.2 

2005 60.8 61.3 71.0 61.2 

2006 62.1 62.3 71.7 62.4 

2007 63.0 63.0 72.4 63.3 

2008 65.5 65.0 74.5 65.7 

2009 66.9 65.5 75.1 67.1 

2010 69.0 66.4 76.3 69.1 

2011 69.8 66.5 74.8 69.8 

2012 69.5 65.4 75.6 69.4 

2013 67.9 65.7 76.5 68.1 

2014 68.6 66.6 78.0 68.8 

2015 68.8 66.6 78.7 69.0 

 

6.2. England, Northern Ireland and Wales have different exam boards and different 
regulators so the differences in outcomes could reflect these, though the regulatory 
bodies co-operate to ensure comparable standards. 

6.3. The great 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, which the educational establishment is firmly against.  

Opponents of grammar schools are so keen to play down their achievements that 
they seem unwilling to grapple with why Northern Ireland should be so far ahead of 
England in GCSE results – and not just these but also at A-level and in the 
international comparisons of TIMSS and OECD. 

6.4. Wales has gone in the opposite direction.  Ahead of England in 2002, in 2015 it was 
well behind.  The improvement in grades in England has been driven in part by the 
publishing of schools’ results, something that Wales has resisted.  The relative 
performance of the three countries follows a similar pattern at A-level, and Wales 
performs poorly in international comparisons. 

6.5. The Welsh government has conducted a Review of Qualifications in Wales and the 
performance measures used in 2016 will change, but also be different from those in 
England.  It takes the view that international studies such as those conducted by 
PISA – where it has been putting in some effort - would be a better way of 
comparing the countries of the UK.  The Welsh government does not publish GCSE 
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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.   
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7. Preliminary Entry Figures for England 2016 

7.1 The figures for examination entries are a guide to what the results in 2016 are likely 
to be.  As Ofqual, the regulator, now seeks to keep the grades awarded consistent 
from year to year, taking into the prior attainment of the candidate cohort, the results 
in 2016 will be close those in 2015 with some slight movement up or down at the 
various grade levels. 

Chart 7.1 Change in GCSE in England in 2016 by Age Band 

Subject Total Entry 
Year 10 and 

Below 
Year 11 Post Year 11 

Computing 84.3 33.4 86.8 64.8 
Hospitality -12.3 -44.1 -9.6 38.0 
Mathematics 3.1 -16.6 -3.9 34.9 
English -0.6 -64.5 -8.1 33.0 
Manufacturing 7.3 140.0 -4.6 30.0 
Additional science 11.2 -11.2 11.5 15.3 
Health & social care 3.6 15.6 3.1 11.8 
German -7.4 -4.9 -7.6 7.0 
Science 8.5 -10.3 22.3 4.8 
Media / Film / TV Studies -14.6 -33.6 -13.1 2.4 
Geography 7.9 -4.5 8.3 1.7 
Citizenship studies -24.2 -16.7 -26.1 1.4 
Music -3.5 41.7 -4.7 0.6 
Art and design subjects -5.5 -1.4 -5.7 -0.7 
History 7.0 3.2 7.2 -2.2 
Religious studies -2.7 31.6 -6.2 -2.9 
Physical education 3.4 66.5 1.7 -3.3 
Additional Science (further) -24.7 17.5 -25.0 -5.3 
Design & technology -9.8 -12.0 -9.7 -5.7 
English literature -7.9 -98.1 1.5 -5.9 
Statistics -2.4 34.4 -21.1 -6.6 
Spanish 3.4 7.6 3.4 -7.0 
Other modern languages 8.8 19.1 4.6 -7.9 
Drama -3.8 23.5 -4.5 -8.0 
Social science subjects -3.2 14.4 -3.3 -8.4 
Humanities -38.8 -63.8 -36.1 -11.9 
Other sciences -22.9 28.2 -32.2 -12.0 
ICT -26.5 -4.6 -27.6 -13.7 
French -7.6 -3.6 -7.8 -13.9 
Physics 4.8 -1.6 5.2 -14.2 
Business studies -1.7 69.5 -2.8 -14.6 
Economics -2.0 26.1 -4.7 -14.6 
Biology 3.6 -17.6 5.5 -15.6 
Chemistry 5.9 -3.1 6.5 -16.4 
Classical subjects -3.6 -15.2 -2.0 -17.3 
Home economics -8.7 10.0 -9.2 -17.8 
Business & Comm Systems -25.3 -26.5 -25.4 -19.0 
Engineering 1.0 -2.1 1.3 -21.7 
Performing / Expressive arts -11.4 -14.5 -10.9 -23.3 
Leisure & tourism -25.5 8.2 -27.0 -37.8 

Total  0.0 -13.0 0.0 26.0 

Total Entries 4,929,340 300,190 4,273,760 355,390 

%Entries 100.0 6.1 86.7 7.2 

 

7.2 Chart 7.1 shows that the preliminary entry figures which Ofqual released in May 
show a trend toward EBacc/Attainment 8 subjects for Year 11 pupils in England.  
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The sciences and computing, history/geography and Spanish/other modern 
languages are all up. English and maths are down with the falling numbers of 15/16 
year-olds, but also in the case of English more schools switching to IGCSE. 

7.3 Citizenship studies is down by a quarter. French and German continue to fall. 
Performing arts and media studies are big fallers as are two of the applied GCSEs – 
leisure & tourism and hospitality. 

7.4 Ofqual will seek to hold the consistency through changes to the exams and 
accountability measures, but what would affect the percentages of grades awarded 
beyond normal variation would be if the prior attainment levels of the candidate 

cohort altered. 

7.5 This could arise in several ways.  In 2014, for example, entries to GCSE English 
dropped by 215,578 (29.5%) compared with the previous year.  Many schools, 
unhappy with the changes to the exam which reduced course work and internal 
marking, switched their pupils to the IGCSE which also counted in the league tables.  
In that year A* grades in English rose by 0.3 percentage points, but grades A*-C fell 
by 0.5pp so there was no clear relationship with overall outcomes.  It is likely, 
therefore, that the English effect was over-ridden by other factors. 

7.6 There are two main candidates. 

 The use of early entries and resits by schools to boost results of 
weaker pupils has been scotched by the rule that only the first attempt 
counts in league tables.  As a consequence these Year 10 entries have 
decreased markedly. 

 Post-year-11 entry is increasing because of the requirement that pupils 
who fail to get at least a C grade in English and maths have to repeat 
them. 

7.7 Chart 7.2 shows the impact of these changes on the composition of the cohort and 

the outcomes.  Grades at all the levels shown fell in 2013 when pre-year-11 entries 
increased by 38% and recovered at least in terms of A*-C in 2014 and 2015 as early 
entries fell by respectively 40% and a further 32%. 

Chart 7.2: Percentage Change in Entries1 and Grades2 from Previous Year 

Year % Change in Entries Percentage Point Difference in Grades 

Pre Year 11 Year 11 Post Year 11 A* A*/A A*-C 

2016 -13 0 +26 ? ? ? 

2015 -32 -0.1 +18 -0.1 0.1 +0.2 

2014 -40 2 +25 -0.1 0.0 +0.7 

2013 +38 2 +1 -0.5 -0.8 -1.3 

1. Entries are for England. 

2. Grades are for UK. 

7.8 As pre-year-11 entries have been falling post-year-11 entries have been increasing.  
It is likely that a number of these entries will be from people who have failed to 
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obtain at least a grade C in English (entries up 33.0% in 2016) and maths (entries up 
34.9% in 2016).  These candidates could struggle again and might be expected to 
lower the grades, but that did not happen in terms of A*-C in 2014 and 2015 
suggesting that any effect was outweighed by the decrease in pre-year-11 entries 
removing weaker candidates. 

7.9 The percentage of A* dropped by a tenth of a percentage point in both 2014 and 
2915 perhaps lowered by the increase in post-year-11 candidates who having failed 
to get at least a C first time around are more likely to be aiming for that than a top 
grade, but they add to the numbers and so lower the percentages. 

7.10 What does this all mean for 2016?  For the first time the rise in post-year-11 entries 
is greater than the reduction in pre-year-11 entries.  A change tending to push results 
up thus gives way to one which could be expected to bring them down.  But the 
post-effect seems to be weaker than the pre-effect.  Perhaps second time around the 
repeaters do better because, for example, completing the apprenticeship depends on 
it. 

7.11 In the preliminary entry figures for England shown in Chart 7.1, 87% are in Year 11, 
6% are taking the exams early and 7% later.  The results in 2016, other things being 
equal, are likely to be very much what they were in 2015.  If anything, now that the 
increase in repeaters is greater than the reduction in pre-year-11 candidates, there 
could be slight falls in the top grades. 
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