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Summary 

 In 2017, English language, English literature and maths will be the first reformed 
GCSEs in England to be rolled out.  There will be more demanding content and 
examinations mainly at the end of courses. 

 England, Wales and Northern Ireland will be using different grading scales, so it is 
difficult to see how UK-wide results can continue to be published. 

 In 2016, 91.2% of the entries were in England, 5.0% in Wales and 3.1% in NI. 

 Compulsory resits in English and maths in England had a considerable impact on 
the 2016 results. Of the UK totals, 24.5% of the entrants in English and 22.9% of 
those in maths were aged 17 or over.  Only 26.9% of those aged 17 or more got at 
least a C in English and 29.5% in maths, against 71.3% and 70.5%, respectively, of 
the 16-year-olds. 

 Grades vary widely across subjects.  A*-C grades range from over 90% at the top 
(additional maths, physics and biology) to barely 40% at the bottom (engineering 
and leisure & tourism).  At A* classical subjects (40.1%), ‘other modern 
languages’ (38.6%) and additional maths (27.1%) stand out.  In contrast, 
engineering, science and ‘other technology’ could not muster even one per cent. 

 Girls leapt ahead when O-level gave way to GCSEs, with the initial gap more than 
doubling.  Of the 49 subject categories in 2016, girls were ahead at A*-C in 45, the 
exceptions being maths, and three minor categories, ‘other technology’, ‘other 
sciences’ and construction.  At A*, the handful of girls were ahead even in 
construction leaving the boys to the fore in just three subjects. 

 Girls regularly have been massively ahead in English at A*-C by between 13 and 
16 percentage points.  It is likely that the switch to an end-of-course examination 
will dent this lead. 

 In maths, girls were once ahead, but were overtaken by the boys in 2009, since 
when boys have maintained a narrow lead.  The more demanding content and end-
of-course examination should see that gap widen. 

 Among UK candidates aged 16, only a few obtained an A* in maths (7.0%) 
English literature (5.1%) or English language (4.3%).  It is intended that what 
would have been A* will be spread across the new grades 9 and 8.  That plus the 
more demanding content makes it likely there will be very few grade 9s. 

 Changes in GCSE entries have been driven in part by the government’s promotion 
of a core of subjects through the English Baccalaureate.  Entries in the sciences and 
humanities grew against a fall of 2.2% in the 16-year-old population.   But French 
and German continued their dramatic slide, only modestly offset by the growth in 
Spanish and ‘other modern languages’. 
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 Entries to English and maths have fallen by less than demography would suggest, 
but have been affected by resits, switching to IGCSEs, and only the first attempt 
counting towards performance measures.  

 Taking a longer view, biology (-52.7%), chemistry (-35.1%) and physics (-45.0%), 
while having grown in recent years, are considerably below entries for the final 
year of O-levels. French is down by 57.5% and German by 62.4% since the year 
2000. 

 GCSEs in England, Wales and Northern Ireland, although sharing the same names, 

are growing increasingly apart.  Grades in Northern Ireland have been considerably 
ahead of those in England and Wales.  This has received less attention than it 
deserves. 
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1. Changes to the System 

1.1 This is the first year of considerable upheaval in GCSEs qualifications  Not only 
have the first reformed GCSEs – in English language, English literature and 
mathematics – been taken, but the subjects are to be examined differently in 
England, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

GCSEs in England 

1.2 The reformed GCSEs are being rolled out over a four-year period with the first 
results for three in 2017, 20 in 2018, 17 in 2019 and two in 2020.  The main changes 
are: 

 more demanding content; 

 designed for a two-year course of study; 

 examinations at end of the courses; 

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

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

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

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

England, Wales and Northern Ireland 

1.3 GCSEs in the three countries of the UK are going to become very different.  They 
each have their own regulator and exam boards.  The main differences in the GCSEs 
will be: 

 Different grading scales: 9-1 in England; A*-G in Wales; and A*-G in 
Northern Ireland with the insertion of a C* grade. 

 In the GCSEs of the examination board in Northern Ireland the new C* 
grade will be aligned with grade 5 in England, and A* with grade 9. 

 The content requirements of the subjects differ between countries. 

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

 In England, the boards will examine at the end of courses; in Wales and 
NI there will be a mixture of unitised and linear courses depending on 
subject. 
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 For linear courses resits involve retaking the whole examination 
(although continuous assessment marks may be used again); for unitised 
courses in Wales and NI each unit can be retaken but only once. 

Accountability 

1.4 GCSE results are as important to schools as to the pupils.  The schools themselves 
are judged on the pupils’ performance.  If the results fall below expectations there 
could be serious consequences for the school.  Not surprisingly, the schools direct 
the pupils’ energies to achieving the best scores possible on whatever the main 
accountability measure happens to be. 

1.5 Since 2016 the main accountability measures have become Attainment 8 and 
Progress 8.  The change from five A*-C grades including maths and English is 
intended to nudge schools toward a broader curriculum. 

1.6 The government also aims to promote breadth by requiring schools to offer a 
combination of GCSEs which is called the English Baccalaureate. It consists of 
English, maths, two sciences, history or geography, and a language.  The 2017 
Conservative manifesto set out the aim that 75% of pupils in mainstream schools 
would be studying this combination by the end of the Parliament (2022) rising to 
95% by 2025. 

1.7 The eight GCSEs taken into account in Progress 8 are 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.   

Comparable Outcomes 

1.8 Since 2011 Ofqual, the regulator in England, has acted to keep the patterns of 
GCSEs results consistent from year to year, in relation to the attainment of the 
cohort in the SATs at the end of primary school.  The composition of the cohort can 
change quite markedly from year to year.  Many schools, for example, switched their 

pupils from the GCSE in English to the IGCSE when the internal assessment was 
dropped in 2014 since the IGCSE retained internal assessment and was eligible for 
the accountability measure.  From 2017 the IGCSEs do not count any more so there 
will have a major shift of pupils back to the GCSE. 

1.9 At A-level where the same grading system has been kept for the reformed 
examinations, Ofqual has faced a dilemma: should it keep with comparable 
outcomes or allow the grades to fall as would be expected from tougher exams.  It 
decided on the former, so ironically, an adjustment designed to squeeze inflation out 
of A-level grades was used to prop them up. 

1.10 But for GCSEs there is a recalibration with a new scale so the grades could if it were 
wished reflect the full force of the marks awarded in the more demanding GCSEs.  
Ofqual has announced that it will seek to peg the new grade 7 to the old grade A, 
with A* being split between 8 and 9.  There is some confusion as to whether grade 5 
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or grade 4 will be taken as equivalent to the old grade C.  Ofqual has it in between.  
So we shall have to see whether 9-5 or 9-4 becomes the new A*-G. 

1.11 The government’s position as of March 2017 was that the new grade 4 was to be 
accepted as the pass grade for the pupils in the Ebacc, but grade 5 (‘a strong pass’) 
was to be used in performance measures - excepting of course the point of 
Attainment 8 and Progress 8 is that there is no cut-off between pass and not pass. 
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2. Trends in GCSE Grades 

Overall Trends 

2.1 Chart 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 has taken 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 drift away from the peaks 
achieved in 2011.  Compared to that year, in 2016 A* grades were down by 1.3 
percentage points, A*/A by 2.7 percentage points, A*-C by 2.9 percentage points, 
and A*-G by 0.4 percentage points. 

Chart 2.1: Trends in GCSE Passes 
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2.3 The gradual decline has been brought about by adjustments to the GCSEs and the 
associated impact on entries and performance.  The removal of the internally marked 
‘speaking and listening’ element and increasing to 60% the proportion of marks 
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attached to the written examination in English led to schools switching pupils to the 
IGCSE which retained internal marking. 

2.4 From September 2013 only a pupil’s first entry to a GCSE has counted towards 
performance measures.  This had led to a great reduction in pre-Year 11 pupils being 
entered for GCSEs early to gain practice and improve their grade over several goes. 

Impact of English and Maths Resits in 2016 

2.5 Since August 2015 any students with a D in English and maths have had to continue 
to continue retaking them till the age of 18 until they got at least a C grade to be 
eligible for funding or to embark on an apprenticeship.  Chart 2.2 shows that this has 

had a considerable impact on entries and grades. 

Chart 2.2: Age and Grades of Candidates in English and Maths 2016 in UK 

Age 
English Maths 

N % A* A*/A A*-C N % A* A*/A A*-C 

15 & Under 2,395 0.5 4.7 18.1 62.9 13,209 1.7 15.0 30.0 66.7 

16 382,689 74.6 4.3 17.7 71.3 570,459 75.3 7.0 19.7 70.5 

17 & Older 128,201 24.5 0.3 1.8 26.9 173,628 22.9 0.8 2.4 29.5 

Total 513,285 100.0 3.3 13.7 60.2 757,296 100.0 5.7 15.9 61.0 

 

2.6 Chart 2.2 shows that those aged 17 and over comprised nearly a quarter of the 
entrants in English and 22.9% of those in maths.  Many will have been resits.  In 
2016 English and maths accounted for 79% of the total 17 & over entrants - maths, 
45.5%, and English, 33.6%. 

2.7 The 17 and over entrants achieved considerably lower grades, with less than one per 
cent achieving A* and less than 30% getting a C grade or better.  In terms of A*-C 
their results depressed the overall results by about ten percentage points. 

2.8 Those aged 15 or under outscored the main body of entrants in the top grades, but 

there were very few of them following the decision that only the first attempt at a 
GCSE would count in performance measures. 

Trends in English and Maths Grades 

2.9 We can see what these various changes has meant for the trends in English and 
maths GCSE grades in Chart 2.3 which shows the percentages of A*, A*/A and A*-
C grades from 1988, the first year of GCSEs.  Even with the drag of resit candidates 
the percentages were markedly up on those awarded in the 1980s.  From 1988 the 
proportion of A*-C grades in English has increased by 49% and that in maths by 
73%.  A* grades have nearly doubled in English and trebled in maths. 

2.10 For many years the percentage gaining at least a C grade was higher in English than 
in maths.  But in 2014 there was a dramatic turnaround.  While the proportion in 
English dropped by 1.9 percentage points that for maths increased by 4.8 pp, taking 
it ahead at this level for the first time.  This major shift resulted from several policy 
changes.  The stripping out of the internally marked ‘speaking and listening’ element 
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and the increasing to 60% of the proportion of marks available from the external 
examination contributed to the fall in English pass grades.  There was a drop of 
215,578 (29.5%) in English entries in 2014 resulting mainly from a number of 
schools switching to the English IGCSE exam which retained internal assessment 
and counted towards league tables (this is no longer the case in 2017). 

2.11 Conversely, the maths grades benefited from allowing only the first attempt at an 
exam to stand in the league tables which stopped schools from putting weak maths 
candidates in early in the hope that over several attempts they would reach the magic 
C grade.   

Chart 2.3.: UK1 English and Maths GCSE 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 

2016 3.3 13.5 60.2 5.7 15.9 61.0 

1. England and Wales only until 1996. 
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2.12 In 2016 in the results for all UK candidates the percentage achieving top grades and 
pass grades in English and maths fell from the previous year (A* in English was an 
exception).  But, as Chart 4.2 shows, if we focus on just the Year 11 pupils, we find 
the grades rose across the board in maths and in the top grades in English 

Chart 2.4: Grades in English and Maths for Pupils Aged 16 in UK 

Year 
English Maths 

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

2015 413,891 3.7 17.4 72.6 596,767 6.7 18.6 69.1 

2016 382,689 4.3 17.7 71.3 570,459 7.0 19.7 70.5 

 

2.13 Even so, in 2016 very few of the total UK candidates obtained an A* in maths 
(5.7%), English literature (5.1%) or English language (3.3%).  Or if we consider 
only Year 11 (those aged 16) A* in maths (7.0%), English literature (5.1%) or 
English language (4.3%).  With the more demanding GCSEs in these subjects 
coming on stream in 2017 the percentages of A* grades are due to be divided 
between grade 9 and grade 8.  Given the impact of resits in these subjects, it is 
important that in trying to understand what the impact has been that it is the data for 
Year 11 pupils that is scrutinized.  But even with the early entrants and resits 
stripped out it is likely that there will be very few grade 9s. 
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3. Grades by Subject 

3.1. The trends described in Chapter 2 are for aggregate grades.  Chart 3.1 shows that the 
all-important ‘C and above’ grades, and Chart 3.2 the A* grades, vary considerably 
across subjects. 

Chart 3.1: Percentage A*-C Grades in 2016 
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Chart 3.2: Percentage A* Grades in 2016 
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3.2. What is striking about Chart 3.1 is that English and maths come well down the list.  
Both are below the average for all subjects.  This is not only because, as we saw in 
Chapter 2, that in these subjects there are a lot of resit candidates struggling to get a 
C, but also they are taken by very nearly all pupils since they are the cornerstone of 
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performance measures.  Other subjects, even the sciences, are chosen by the pupils 
and schools. 

3.3. Chart 3.1 shows A*-C grades range from over 90 per cent at the top end (additional 
maths, physics, biology) to just over 40 per cent at the other (engineering and leisure 
& tourism).  Since these percentages reflect how well the candidates had done at the 
end of primary school, this suggests that there is also wide variation in the abilities 
of the candidates in these subjects.  

3.4. Chart 3.2 shows that the differences are even sharper for the highest grade.  The 
ranking for A* differs somewhat from that for A* to C.  Classical subjects and 

‘other modern languages’ stand out, with respectively 40.1% and 38.6% A*, 
followed by additional maths (27.1%). In contrast, engineering, science and ‘other 
technology’ cannot even muster one percent. 

3.5. Maths and English at A* again come out below average, though not by much for 
maths.  As we saw in Chart 4.2 among the Year 11 candidates there is a healthy 
proportion of top grades offsetting the impact of the resits.  There is also a boost in 
maths from those taking it early. 

3.6. The stark contrast between physics, chemistry and biology, on the one hand, and 
science, on the other, is because the separate sciences are mainly taken by top sets, 
while the lower sets are put in for ‘science’. 

3.7. ‘Other modern languages’ are often taken by native speakers of these languages, for 
example, Polish, Italian, Arabic and Chinese (see Chart 5.5, page 14).  Since the 
exams are designed for those for whom it is a second language, native speakers are 
at a considerable advantage.  There is also evidence that native speakers of French, 
German and Spanish are bolstering the grades in these subjects.  There is a language 
requirement in the Ebacc, and for native speakers of other languages this can be a 
soft way of fulfilling it. 

3.8. 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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4. Gender 

4.1. Girls have from the beginning been considerably ahead of boys at all top grade 
levels of GCSE.  In 2016 they were 2.9 percentage points to the good at A* (7.9% 
vs 5.0%), 7.3 pp at A*/A (24.1% vs 16.8%) and 8.9pp at A*-C (71.3% vs 62.4%). 

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 spurted ahead.  In terms of C grade and above - the range 
of grades designed to be equivalent to O-level – the gap first time round was 4.3 
percentage points, but it is now double that. 

Chart 4.1: Girls and Boys GCSE Grades A*-C 
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4.3. In 2016 girls were ahead at grades A*-C in 45 of the 49 subject categories 
(including ‘all other subjects’).  The exceptions were ‘other technology’ (boys 15.1 
percentage points ahead), ‘other sciences’ (10.5 pp), construction (4.7 pp), and 
maths (0.5 pp).  At A* it was only ‘other sciences’ (boys 7.3 pp ahead), maths (0.7 
pp), and ‘other technology’ (0.6pp). In construction the handful of girls taking it 
were ahead by 12.5 percentage points at A*.  

4.4. It is clear that there has been something about GCSEs that suited girls.  Whereas O-
levels were examined mainly by end-of-course examinations, GCSEs have been 

mostly modular and internally assessed by course work.  Girls are said to apply 
themselves more conscientiously and consistently 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 in maths and English with the return to end of 
course examinations this year 
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English and Maths 

4.5. English and maths fall at either end of the gender gap spectrum.  Chart 4.2 shows 
that while in English girls were ahead at A*-C in 2016 by an enormous 15.9 pp, 
boys held a narrow lead in maths of 0.5 pp.  Comparing the subjects the genders' 
relative performances was reversed.  Girls were 7.4 percentage points better in 
English than maths, while boys were 8.5 pp better 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 

2016 52.3 68.2 15.9 61.3 60.8 -0.5 

 

4.6. The differences in performance between the genders 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 Entries 

5.1. Exam entries vary from year to year.  Chart 5.1 shows the top ten gainers and losers 
in 2016 compared with 2015. 

Chart 5.1: % Change Entries1 2015-2016 

Subject 2015 2016 
%Change 

2015-2016 

Computing 35.4 62.5 76.6 

Construction 0.5 0.6 20.0 

Engineering 6.9 7.7 11.6 

Additional Science 333.0 368.0 10.5 

Health & Social Care 198.7 214.7 8.1 

Geography 228.1 244.0 7.0 

Chemistry 133.6 141.2 5.7 

History 247.0 260.5 5.5 

Physics 133.6 139.8 4.6 

PE 120.5 125.1 3.8 

Prep Life& Work 7.5 6.6 -12.0 

Hospitality 4.0 3.5 -12.5 

Citizenship Studies 21.6 18.7 -13.4 

Leisure and Tourism 6.7 5.3 -20.9 

Bus & Com Systems 15.1 11.7 -22.5 

Other Sciences 9.0 6.8 -24.4 

ICT 111.9 84.1 -24.8 

Additional Science Further 23.4 17.4 -25.6 

Statistics 56.4 39.0 -30.9 

Humanities 7.6 4.7 -38.2 

Total2  5277.6 5240.7 -0.7 

1 .Entries in 1,000s 

2. All 49 subject categories 

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.  It is intended to replace Information 

and Communications Technology (ICT), which was among the biggest fallers. 

5.3. Other major gainers included core academic subjects such as the sciences, geography 
and history, but also, interestingly, three applied GCSEs and physical education.  
The main losers were subject destined to disappear as the GCSEs are reformed.  But 
survivors, like citizenship studies and statistics, also plummeted. 

5.4. From Chart 5.1 it is possible to infer that the government’s aims for the EBacc are a 
major driver of the entry changes.  Six of the top ten gainers all count towards the 
EBacc while none of the top ten losers does. 

5.5. Chart 5.2 focuses on the changing entry patterns of the EBacc subjects.  The 
government’s strategy seems to be working.  The take-up of the sciences and 
humanities all show healthy increases against the background of a fall of 2.2% in the 
16-year-old population of England and Wales.  There are also more entries in 
Spanish and ‘other modern languages’, but the falls in French and German continue 
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inexorably.  English literature also seems to be in decline.  As we have already noted 
English and maths are special cases with entries affected by resits, switching to 
IGCSEs and only first entries counting for performance tables. 

Chart 5.2: Entries to EBacc Subjects 

Subject 2014 2015 2016 
%Change 

2015-2016 

Computing 16.8 35.4 62.5 76.6 

Additional Science 323.9 333.0 368.0 10.5 

Geography 225.1 228.1 244.0 7.0 

Chemistry 138.2 133.6 141.2 5.7 

History 256.2 247.0 260.5 5.5 

Physics 137.2 133.6 139.8 4.6 

Biology 141.9 139.2 144.1 3.5 

Science 375.0 395.5 408.6 3.3 

Spanish 93.0 90.8 92.7 2.1 

Other Mod Languages 31.9 33.0 33.6 1.8 

Maths (additional) 3.5 3.5 3.5 0.0 

Maths 736.4 761.2 757.3 -0.5 

English 516.6 520.5 513.3 -1.4 

English Lit 478.6 436.5 414.3 -5.1 

German 59.9 54.0 50.3 -6.9 

French 168.0 157.7 144.9 -8.1 

 

The Sciences 
5.6. Chart 5.2 apparently contains good news for the sciences.  It is also true that the 

biggest gainers over the two decades have been physics, biology and chemistry.  The 
problem of Britain’s under-recruitment to science-based degrees and occupations 
appears to be on the way to a solution. 

5.7. But wait a minute, a long 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: Entries to the Sciences 1987-2015 

Subject 1987 2016 
%Change1 

1988-2016 

Biology 304,675 144,148 -52.7 

Chemistry 217,638 141,245 -35.1 

Physics 254,107 139,805 -45.0 

1.Falls are even steeper because 1987 figures are for England and Wales 
only. 

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

that biology, chemistry and physics GCSEs would be phased out.  So they would 
have been but were it not for the independent schools.  Not subject to the national 
curriculum, they put up fierce resistance, so that for a decade or more the separate 
sciences were largely confined to the independent sector. 
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5.9. It was only when the disastrous impact on entries to A-level physics and chemistry 
and the consequences for degree uptake was realised that the government of the day 
responded.  In 2004, Gordon Brown as Chancellor of the Exchequer, published the 
Science and Innovation Investment Framework 2004-14.  This created incentives for 
state schools to return to teaching biology, chemistry and physics as separate 
subjects at GCSE.  That has led to a long period of continuing growth.  But as Chart 
5.3 shows entries are still a long way short of what they were in 1988. 

French, German and Spanish 
5.10. Entries for modern language GCSEs have long been a source of concern.  Chart 5.4 

shows the trends in take-up since 1988.  

Chart 5.4: Trends in Entries to Modern Languages1 
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5.11. Chart 5.4 shows the falls in French and German to be dramatic.  French is down by 
57.5% since 2000 and German by even more, 62.4%, in spite of the EBacc bounce in 
2013.  In contrast, Spanish has grown by 85.4% and ‘other modern languages’ by 
15.1%.  However their entries in 2000 were low and the increases do little to 
mitigate the loss overall. Taking all four subject categories together, entries in 

                                                
1 Although the figures are all taken from JCQ’s August results, there are two discontinuities: (a) in the 
period 1988 to 1993 the results were for England and Wales only and only for exams devised by the 
examination boards which were externally marked, there was also provision for the approval of teacher-
designed and teacher-marked syllabuses, of which considerable use was made but entries do not appear in 
the published results; (b)from 1994 to 1999, results from Northern Ireland were included, but still run lower 
than from 2000 onwards, the results in August2000 show 6,000 more entries for 1999 than was published in 
August 1999. 
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languages in 2016 were 41.9% down on the year 2000.  The fall stems from a 
modern foreign language no longer being compulsory in Key Stage 4 and the 
difficulty of recruiting the teachers. 

5.12. Spanish bucks the trend.  It is one of the four most frequently-used languages of the 
world along with Mandarin, Hindi and English.  Its rise in popularity may also have 
something to do with Spain as a favourite holiday destination. 

Other Modern Languages 
5.13. Chart 5.4 also shows that there has been growth in ‘other modern languages’.  The 

languages in this category are shown in Chart 5.5.  There tends to be stability from 

year to year with Polish the most frequently taken followed by Italian, Arabic, and 
Chinese.  But there are fluctuations emphasized by the small numbers involved.  In 
2016 the biggest increases were in Panjabi, Gujarati and Arabic. Urdu was the 
standout faller. 

Chart 5.5: Other Modern Languages, 2015 

Language 2014 2015 2016 
%Change 

2015-16 

Polish 4,498 5,018 4,988 -0.6 

Italian 4,929 4,824 4,943 2.5 

Arabic 3,641 3,780 4,211 11.4 

Chinese 3,132 3,710 4,044 9.0 

Urdu 3,976 4,453 3,871 -13.1 

Portuguese 2,197 2,392 2,341 -2.1 

Russian 2,400 2,270 2,243 -1.2 

Turkish 1,642 1,630 1,681 3.1 

Panjabi 886 836 982 17.5 

Japanese 1,019 998 924 -7.4 

Bengali 963 776 791 1.9 

Gujarati 625 563 651 15.6 

Modern Hebrew 500 558 545 -2.3 

Modern Greek 516 528 534 1.1 

Dutch 406 462 451 -2.4 

Persian 535 445 439 -1.3 

Total 31,865 33,043 33,639 1.8 

 

5.14. 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 of satisfying 
the language requirement of the EBacc.  But it is also probably the case that children 
will want to study their home language for when they visit or return to their country 
of origin.  But the presence of a high proportion of native speakers could well put off 
British students interested in learning it as a second language.  
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6. Countries of the UK 

6.1. Although they share the same name, GCSEs in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland, are different and destined to become more so.  Responsibility for education 
is devolved to Wales and Northern Ireland (and indeed Scotland).  The writ of the 
UK government only runs for England in this respect.  Each country has its own 
regulator exam boards, school system and accountability arrangements.  The 
regulatory bodies do co-operate to try to ensure comparable standards.  On results 
day in August they are presented as one.  In 2016 England provided 91.9% of the 
entries, Wales 5.0% and Northern Ireland 3.1%. 

6.2. 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.  But in 2016 England dropped back again to be on par with Wales, 
probably as a consequence of the compulsory resits in English and maths in 
England. 

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 

2016 66.6 66.6 79.1 66.9 

 

6.3. Northern Ireland has during the whole period been well out in front, a lead which 
has been growing.  At A*-C it was 11 pp ahead of England in 2002 and 12.5 pp 
ahead in 2016.  At A*/A, NI had a lead of 8.8 pp over England, and 9.7 pp over 
Wales. 

6.4. The great exam success of Northern Ireland’s children does not receive the attention 
or praise that it deserves.  This may not be unconnected with the fact that NI has a 
grammar school system.  But it is an intriguing question why 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. 
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6.5. Results in Wales have risen least, ahead of England in 2002 it fell behind until resits 
muddied the comparison.  The improvement in grades in England has been driven in 
part by the publication of schools’ results, something that Wales has resisted.  The 
Welsh government has conducted a Review of Qualifications in Wales and the 
performance measures used in 2016 has changed, but also be different from those in 
England.  The Welsh government does not publish GCSE results by school or use 
them in accountability measures in the way the UK government does in England, but 
it does run a ‘My Local School’ site with performance data that can be compiled for 
unofficial school league tables. 

6.6. While there will be major changes in GCSEs in England beginning with the results 

in 2017, Wales’ will be little altered.  Northern Ireland will be using its own grade 
scale with C* introduced as an extra level.  It is hard to see how the results can 
continue to be published UK-wide.  To gauge the impact of the UK government’s 
GCSE reforms in England it will be necessary to look at England’s results 
(previously about 92% of the UK totals).  Even better would be to look at the results 
for 16-year-olds only to remove the compulsory resit effect. 
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