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I. MIXED A-LEVEL COURSES 

The 1ast twenty years have seen a major change in the pattern of A-level studies. 

When the examination was first introduced in 1951, nearly all the entrants took either 

the sciences or the arts. This division has been gradually eroded, and since 1963 

particularly, there has been a major shift towards mixed courses, combining the 

sciences with other subjects. In 1963, 9.2 per cent of those on A-level courses took a 

mixed combination, but by 1985 this had grown to 29.6 per cent. Largely unnoticed a 

major change has been taking place. 

Although there was much discussion of the apparent ‘swing against science’ in the 

sixties and early seventies (for example, Butcher, 1969; Duckworth and Entwistle, 

1974), the growth of mixed A-level courses is taking place with little comment. The 

Dainton Committee (1968) detected it, but was concerned mainly with the recruitment 

of scientists and technologists. It took note of the increasing popularity of economics 

(which has continued) and geography (which has not), but in so far as it tried to 

account for the trend, it saw as ‘reaction against a narrow concentration of studies in 

a particular field, and of a desire to bridge the extremes of specialisation that have 

developed in school’. On the whole, the Committee seemed to favour what was 

happening as a positive step towards bridging the ‘Two Cultures’. 

Peterson (1960) also saw those on mixed courses as breaking free from the traditional 

specialisms. In a survey of some 2,000 sixth formers, he found that 40 per cent 

indicated that, given freedom of choice, they would have opted for mixed courses, but 

in fact, only 5.8 per cent were actually doing so. He suggested: ‘A third of our sixth 

formers are ‘scientists’ or ‘artists’, not from choice but because the system forces them 

into it against their will’. 

A different view was taken by Selkirk (l973). In one of the very few papers we have 

found on mixed A-Level courses, he reports a study of A-level choice in 

Northumberland schools during the period 1970-72. He found that less able pupils 

were more than twice as likely as those of high ability to be on such courses and 

concluded, ‘It is hoped that this finding offers some grounds for questioning the 

current fashion for uncritical adulation of pupils who pursue mixed courses’. 

Selkirk, also makes extensive reference to an unpublished survey by Shercliff, 

Professor of Engineering Science at the University of Warwick, who was interested 

in the implications of mixed A-levels for the course structure of his department. On 

the basis of headteachers’ comments, Shercliff identified four groups: 

a) pupils taking mathematics with other subjects;  

b) those taking science with arts - possibly inadequate scientists in search of 

a soft option; 

c) pupils - particularly girls - taking combinations involving biology, 

possibly with a view to teacher training; 

d) an amorphous group not aiming at any form of higher education. 
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It is evident that Peterson and Shercliff have come to diametrically opposed 

interpretations of an emerging trend. While Peterson sees those on mixed courses as 

welcome breakers of an outdated mould, Shercliff, from the science perspective, sees 

them as the less able, drifting into the mix of subjects open to them. Since the mixed 

group is by definition heterogeneous, both to some extent may be correct. It is clearly 

ripe for research. 

Why have mixed courses grown rapidly over the past two decades? Could it be merely 

a matter of definition, reflecting the increasing popularity of economics and the 

tendency for it, along with geography, to be taken more often with the sciences? Or 

has it to do with the greater range of A-levels that are available now as compared with 

the early days? Is it perhaps because more pupils are staying on at school? Perhaps it 

has to do with the change in secondary schooling. Do the comprehensives and sixth 

form colleges allow choices to be spread more widely than the old grammar and direct 

grant schools, which tended to have arts and sciences ‘sides’. Or again maybe 

requirements for entry to higher education have changed. Perhaps most interestingly 

of all, the growth of mixed A-levels may represent a spontaneous move on the part of 

those entering the sixth form towards more broadly-based courses. 

Patterns of A-Level Studies 

The broad trends in A-level studies since 1963 are shown in Figure 1.1, which is based 

on statistics compiled by the Department of Education and Science. Each year 

secondary schools in England are required to report to the Department, via their local 

education authorities, the numbers of their sixth form pupils falling into each of the 

following subject groups: 

Science and Mathematics Only 

One or more from the following: mathematical subjects, physics, chemistry, 

biology, botany, zoology, geology, and from 1971 onwards, technical drawing, 

building construction, metalwork, woodwork and engineering science. 

Other Subjects Only 

One or more from the following: history, English Literature, economics, principles 

of accounts, geography, British government and politics, British Constitution, 

religious studies, sociology, art, music, ancient history and literature, ancient 

history, Greek, Latin, French, German, Spanish, Italian, Russian, business studies, 

housecraft. 

Subjects in Both Groups 

Any combination of a non-science subject or subject(s) with subject(s) from the 

science-mathematics category. This third category is commonly referred to as the 

Mixed-A-level group. 

Tables based on these aggregate returns are published annually and putting them 

together reveals interesting trends. What stands out is the remarkable growth in the 

mixed category. From less than ten per cent of sixth formers in 1963 the proportion 

has risen steadily to 29.6 per cent in 1985. For the first time in that year, the proportion 

on mixed courses exceeded that specialising in sciences and mathematics per se. In 

fact, the percentage in the mixed group is even higher, because the other two 
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categories can contain those entering only one subject. Pupils studying only one A-

level can be allocated to the ‘science and maths only’ and ‘other subjects only’ groups, 

but not of course to the mixed one. It is estimated that about five per cent of pupils on 

A-level courses were studying only one subject. The net effect of this statistical quirk, 

admitted by the DES, is to depress the percentage on mixed courses. 

Figure 1.1: Trends in A-level Studies (DES Statistics) 

 

In the early years, as can be seen from Figure 1.1, the growth of mixed A-levels seems 

to have been mainly at the expense of the sciences – the apparent swing identified in 

the Dainton Report (l968). But, more recently, the increase has been matched by a fall 

in the non-science category. The percentage opting for ‘science and mathematics’ 

subjects has fluctuated, though mainly in a downward direction. From a peak of 42.4 

per cent in 1963 the proportion declined steadily to 30.9 per cent in 1970. It levelled 

out around 197l when the definition of science was broadened, but further decline 

ensued and, by 1976, the percentage had fallen to 27.0 per cent. The recovery up to 

1982, when 30 per cent was reached, has not continued and since then the percentage 

has slipped again and was down to 28.9 per cent in 1985. The ‘other subjects’ group 

peaked in 1968 at 52.4 per cent since when it has fallen, in 1985, to 41.5 per cent. 

Since we are dealing with proportions, both categories have contracted necessarily to 

accommodate the relative increase in mixed courses. 

The move towards mixed courses has occurred among both boys and girls. In 1963, 

proportionately fewer boys than girls were taking them, 7.3 per cent against 12.2 per 

cent, but by 1985, if anything, there were slightly more, 30.7 per cent compared with 

28.5 per cent. But, as Figure 1.2 shows, there are major differences between the sexes 

in the proportions in the other two categories The mixed category has risen to second 
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place in both sexes, but for boys it is behind ‘science and maths’, but for girls it is 

behind ‘other subjects’. 

Figure 1.2: A-level Studies by Sex 
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since 1963, even though the absolute number of girls choosing science and maths has 

risen, well under one-quarter of girls have opted for these subjects. Only 18.1 per cent 

chose science-maths in 1985 compared with 22.7 per cent in 1963. In 1976 the 

percentage fell as low as 14.8 per cent. ‘Other subjects’ has continued to attract more 

than half the girls, although falling from 65.1 per cent in 1963 to 53.4 per cent in 1985. 

The corresponding percentages for boys were 38.2 per cent and 30.4 per cent 

respectively. 

The proportion on mixed courses has correspondingly increased and this raises two 

important questions: what particular subjects are involved and what accounts for this 

major shift in the pattern of A-level studies. Unfortunately, DES statistics by 

themselves tell us very little. They are based on aggregate returns provided by schools 

to local authorities, and detailed information on the component subjects is lacking. 

We have been able to go some way towards filling the gap by analysing the entries of 

the Joint Matriculation Board, one of the largest of the GCE examining bodies. In 

Chapter II, we report on composition of the subject combinations from the very 

beginning in 1951. As regards the second question, the reasons for the change, this in 

part reflects changes in sixth form education. 

The Changing Context 

Since the early nineteen-fifties changing economic and social conditions, and the 

concomitant re-organisation of secondary schooling, have transformed sixth form 

education. In what was to some the ‘golden age’ of the fifties and early sixties (Reid 

and Filby, 1982), it catered for the academic elite in the selective grammar and public 

schools. Most sixth formers were following A-level courses and a high proportion was 

expected to gain entry to university. 

But now about ninety per cent of pupils in the maintained sector are in comprehensives 

(see Figure 4.1, page 33). This, together with falling rolls, has had a major impact on 

education 16-18. Many local authorities have radically altered the organisational basis 

for this age range through the creation of sixth form colleges, tertiary colleges, sixth 

form centres and consortia, sometimes prompted as much by political and economic 

considerations as educational reasons. 

A far higher proportion of pupils are now staying on into the sixth form beyond the 

compulsory school-leaving age. In the early fifties, between six and eight per cent of 

pupils in the seventeen-year-old age cohort continued at school, but by 1985 this had 

increased to 18.8 per cent. Many more than in the past are girls; boys used to 

outnumber girls by about two to one, but the ratio is now nearly even. The rising age 

participation rate (APR) has been accompanied by a wider provision of courses and 

examinations, particularly since the raising of the school-leaving age to 16 in 1973. 

Although the majority of sixth formers are still studying A-levels, about 40 per cent 

do not go on to higher education. A further two-fifths, sometimes referred to as the 

‘new sixth formers’, are taking non-A-level courses. These usually are vocationally 

based leading to examinations of the Royal Society of Arts (RSA), Business and 

Technician Education Council (BTEC), and until recently the Certificate of Extended 

Education (CEE) which was replaced in 1985 by the Certificate of Pre-Vocational 
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Education (CPVE). Strong arguments are now being put forward for broadening the 

base of the sixth form curriculum, not only to cater for a wide variety of needs, but 

also to respond to changing opportunities in employment and higher education 

(CVCP, 1986). In 1974, Taylor, Reid and Holley wrote: ‘larger numbers, larger 

classes, new institutional structures ... changing attitudes and values ... have 

transformed the sixth as we have known it’, and that was more than a decade ago. 

One of the features of the sixth form in the old selective grammar schools, copied 

from the public schools, was subject specialisation. Pupils were assumed to be 

naturally either on the science or the arts ‘side’. As the Crowther Report (1959) put it:  

It is the mark of the good and keen sixth former. He has looked forward to 

being a science specialist, or a classic (sic) or a historian - his mind has 

been set that way by inclination and by the main school mechanism. 

Specialisation was underpinned by a psychology of subject differences. Throughout 

the sixties and seventies evidence supporting a bias of abilities steadily accumulated 

(Hudson, 1966; Butcher, 1969; Duckworth, 1972) and an ‘identikit’ picture of pupils 

attracted to the sciences emerged (Kelly, 1978; Head, 1979). Science students, when 

compared with those taking other subjects, came out as male, having higher measured 

intelligence (particularly spatial), convergent, emotionally stable, tough-minded and 

self-confident and interested in things and ideas rather than people (Smithers and 

Collings, 1981). But the extent to which these characteristics are a cause or a 

consequence of subject choice has not been settled. 

The ideology of ‘subject-mindedness’ was not without its critics. A major challenge 

was mounted by C.P. Snow in his famous Rede Lecture in 1959 on ‘Two Cultures and 

the Scientific Revolution’, when he argued that the great gulf which was developing 

between the scientific and humanistic cultures was not only undesirable but 

potentially dangerous. One of the remedies he suggested was to reform the curriculum 

which he maintained ‘produced educated young people, ignorant of science’ (Hilton, 

1971). His call was taken up by Peterson of the Department of Education in Oxford 

who argued that ‘specialisation by sides’ curtails the wide interests of the most able, 

and acts as a deterrent to the rest. He proposed that existing subject boundaries should 

be crossed to develop a curriculum that was principally concerned with what in his 

view were the main modes of mental experience - logical, empirical, moral and 

aesthetic. 

To be fair, although it defended ‘subject-mindedness’, the Crowther Report was not 

altogether happy with it. In order to offset premature specialisation, it recommended 

that choice between the arts and the sciences should be delayed until the end of the 

fifth year of secondary schooling and that one-third of the time in the sixth form 

should be devoted to non-specialist work. Some common elements, for example, art, 

music, religious studies, physical education, should be taken by all ‘arts’ and ‘science’ 

specialists together. It proposed that complementary elements be designed to try to 

ensure the ‘literacy of the science specialist and the numeracy of the arts specialist’. 

This led to a number of initiatives including one launched by Professor Boris Ford 
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which sought the voluntary co-operation of schools in an ‘Agreement to Broaden the 

Curriculum’. 

In 1964, in the wake of this concern, the newly established Schools Council identified 

as one of its priorities a review of the sixth form curriculum and examination structure. 

A number of proposals were put forward but little has happened at advanced level 

itself, and the debate continues to this day. The first suggestion, in working Paper No. 

5 (1966), advocated a broadening of the curriculum by a system of ‘major’ courses 

(roughly equivalent to A-level) and ‘minor’ ones, which in working Paper No. 16 

(1967) became internally assessed ‘elective’ courses. Objections were raised 

concerning the potentially second-class role of the electives, their doubtful value in 

university entrance selection, and the problem of consistency of standards between 

schools. It was back to the drawing board and, in 1969, a joint committee of the 

Schools Council and the Standing Conference on University Entrance recommended 

a new examination system to involve ‘Q’ and ‘F’ levels. Able sixth formers would 

study five subjects, two to be examined at the end of the first year in the sixth (‘Q’ or 

Qualifying Level), and the other three at the end of the second year (‘F’ or Further 

Level). The five subjects would be chosen in a framework designed to encourage a 

broader base of study. However, the idea of successive examinations at 16, 17 and 18 

years plus attracted little support. 

A major re-think ensued and new working Papers (45, 46, 47 in 1972 and 1973) 

proposed two separate and distinct examinations. Less able pupils would be expected 

to stay one year in the sixth form and follow a non-A-level course leading to the 

Certificate of Extended Education (CEE), and A-levels themselves would be replaced 

by ‘N’ and ‘F’ levels. Taking into account the wide range of ability and aims, even 

among traditional sixth formers on A-level courses, the Council identified the 

elements necessary for breadth and balance in the curriculum. This could be achieved, 

in its view, by studying five main subjects at two levels ‘Normal’ and ‘Further’. The 

most likely combination would be three N-levels and two F-levels (equivalent in 

teaching time to three A-levels). But the proposals did not find favour and they were 

finally rejected in 1979, principally because they were felt not to be acceptable to 

higher education. 

If they had been adopted, they would have radically altered the sixth form curriculum 

and examination system. Entry requirements into higher education, and the design and 

content of degree courses would also have needed revision. Instead a compromise was 

found - Intermediate or ‘I’ levels (DES, 1980). Under this, advanced levels would not 

be swept away, but supplemented. This new examination was not to be of lower 

academic standard, but equivalent in teaching time and content to half an A-level. To 

emphasize this it was re-named Advanced Supplementary or ‘AS’ level. AS-levels 

are aimed at sixth-form students who would continue to take A-levels in the subjects 

in which they intended to specialise, but who would now have the opportunity to 

broaden their studies. The extra breadth could involve complementary subjects within 

a specialist subject area, for example, by taking A-level physics and maths with AS-

level courses in technology and computer science, instead of three traditional sciences 

at A-level. Alternatively, a student specialising in the sciences could take contrasting 

subjects, such as a foreign language English or history (DES, 1984). 
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Reactions to the proposed new examination have been mixed. Specific objections 

have ranged from the practical issues of staffing and resources, especially in small 

sixth forms, to the part to be played by the supplementary subjects and their status. 

Those who maintain that, in practice, it is not a blueprint for a broad sixth form 

curriculum are perhaps taking the proposal to be more radical than it really is. The 

examination was never intended to be a major reform of the curriculum. The aim 

according to the Permanent Secretary at the DES, Sir David Hancock, has been to 

“adapt the system in a constructive way which would broaden the range of sixth-form 

studies without losing the strength of the present system” (TES, 22.6.84.). Its 

proponents claim that it will improve the balance of sixth-form studies and act as a 

springboard for more far-reaching changes later.  

Arguably, one of the major influences on the sixth form curriculum was, and is, the 

universities (Taylor, Reid and Holley, 1974). Substantial change is dependent upon 

their approval and co-operation. Their pervasive influence is frequently noted in both 

official documentation and elsewhere: 

Many pupils will still have to achieve passes in certain groups of subjects, 

if they wish to be admitted to a university or professional body of their 

choice. Such bodies have their own points of view, which may justifiably 

differ from those of the schools. 

(Ministry of Education, 1951). 

No part of the ground covered by our terms of reference is more obscure 

and controversial than between the schools and subsequent careers of sixth 

form pupils, and especially those who go on or hope to go on, to 

universities ... it is indisputable that the close connection brings certain 

difficulties in its train. 

(Crowther Report, 1959). 

In the view of the Crowther Committee, specialisation “is not a conspiracy of the 

schools, it is a programme made necessary by university demands”. According to 

Lunt, (1967), the A-level examination “is not a particularly useful school-leaving 

examination; it is a particularly important ticket of entry to higher education”. 

Peterson (1973) put his finger on it: A-levels are the currency that opens the doors to 

higher education: 

The structure of A-levels or nothing for examined work leaves the 

conflicting forces of university faculty requirements, pupils’ preferences 

and school organisation to fight it out in a free but highly restricted market. 

Since then it has been the university faculty requirements which controlled 

the most important rewards, it was almost inevitable that they should have 

provided the dominant influence and that general education which enjoys 

theoretical approval, should have been squeezed out. 

A study of university admission procedures (Reid, 1972) showed how these could act 

as severe constraints on what is taught in the sixth form and how closely this is geared 

to making the grade in examinations. The most recent document from the DES (1984), 

the one which sets out the proposal for the new AS-level system, acknowledges very 
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early in the preliminary discussion that: “the range of studies at A-level is heavily 

influenced by the admission requirements and preferences of higher education.” As 

long as demand outstrips supply, it seems inevitable that the sixth form curriculum 

will reflect the entrance requirements of the most popular institutions of higher 

education. 

In supporting the proposals for Advanced Supplementary levels, SCUE and the 

CNAA have recognised the need to accept and promote reform and to reduce the 

‘stranglehold’ of higher education on the secondary school curriculum. A minimum 

of two A-levels for university entrance will still be required, but beyond that two AS-

levels would be acceptable as a third A-level (SCUE, 1985 and DES, 1986). The 

CNAA has gone even further: 

While for many subjects specific A-level passes will be needed to satisfy 

course requirement, the CNAA’s normal entry requirements will now also 

be fulfilled if the student has up to four AS-level passes in place of up to 

two A-level passes, plus at least three O-level passes in other subjects. 

(DES, 1986). 

Change could be in the air. The recent paper on ‘New and Future Developments in 

University Entrance’ (SCUE, 1986) sets an agenda. The need to broaden the sixth 

form curriculum is recognised and the idea of AS-levels has won some acceptance by 

higher education. But the introduction of AS-levels has focussed attention once more 

on the arts/science divide. Mixed A-levels are interesting in this context since one 

interpretation of their growth is that sixth formers are already voting with their feet 

and crossing the traditional boundaries. 

Subject Choice 

The re-organisation of secondary education and the re-thinking of the sixth form 

curriculum will have changed the context in which pupils’ decisions about which 

subjects to study are made. The different institutional arrangements have brought with 

them different ways of timetabling subjects so the old clashes between, say, French 

and chemistry are now mainly avoided. In addition, a host of new subjects and 

alternative syllabuses has come on stream. Whereas, for example, at A-levels’ 

inception in 1951, there were only two kinds of mathematics offered by the Joint 

Matriculation Board - pure maths, and maths and theoretical mechanics - now there 

are seven, with maths and statistics proving to be increasingly popular. 

Pupils are able, therefore, to express their preferences across a wider range of 

alternatives. The psychology of subject choice is not fully understood, but, by analogy 

with occupational choice (Blau, 1956; Harnquist, 1978), it is clear that both personal 

preferences and structural factors must be taken into account. Both ‘choosing’ and 

‘channelling’ occur (Kelly, 1981). 

When looking at preferences, Ruddock’s (1972) differentiated conception of the 

person indicates that we should take into account both past experiences and future 

plans, both the ‘pushes’ from the past and the ‘pulls’ towards an anticipated future. 

Among the ‘pushes’ are likely to be ability to do a subject and interest in it (Keys and 
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Ormerod, 1976; Garratt, 1986). During the early years of secondary schooling, when 

there are relatively few, if any, choices to be made, young people can perhaps be 

envisaged as passing up through the stem of a funnel which gradually broadens out as 

more alternatives become available. The length of the stem corresponds to the 

compulsory core curriculum, which in England and Wales, at the present time, is 

relatively short. Some subjects, including the physical sciences, can be dropped at 13 

or 14 years of age, and there are other choice points at 16, 18, 21, and beyond. 

The direction taken will be partly in response to ‘liking’ and ‘capacity’, but it will also 

be towards anticipated futures, important among which will be the gradual 

crystallisation of career intentions. The model of ‘pushes’ and ‘pulls’ up through a 

funnel is helpful to some extent, but it does perhaps suggest that subject decisions are 

always positive and this need not be the case. Sometimes pupils decide against 

subjects and are left looking for the least worse among the others, One of the important 

questions we shall be asking is: are mixed combinations being actively chosen as 

much as the straight sciences or arts, or are they where those who cannot make up 

their minds end up? We shall also be looking at a number of structural factors such as 

the type and size of school, the availability of A-levels, and intra-school factors such 

as the quality of teaching. Ultimately, we are interested in whether it is personal 

preferences or structural circumstances, which has the greater influence on taking 

mixed courses. 

In the following pages, we attempt to account for the remarkable growth of mixed A-

level courses. We begin in Chapter II with a detailed description of patterns of A-level 

choice based on analysis of the examination entries of the Joint Matriculation Board. 

The Board kindly allowed us access to its records and we have been able to trace the 

entry pattern entries back to the very beginning. We, then, explore each of the possible 

explanations in turn. In Chapter III, we look the contribution changes in the popularity 

of subjects, such as economics and geography, which are increasingly taken with the 

sciences, have made to the growth of mixed A-levels. Chapter IV centres on school 

organisation and attempts to tease out the influence of such factors as secondary re-

organisation, the number and arrangement of A-level courses, the increasing age 

participation rate, the rising proportion of girls, and the changing attitudes to 

specialisation and breadth. In Chapter V, we explore, through case studies, the 

influence of such things as: the attitudes of the head and senior staff; the local 

circumstances of the school; and the choice of examination boards. 

Our focus shifts, in Chapter VI, to the individual and we consider the reasons, both 

positive and negative, as to why the pupils came to study the subjects that they are 

taking. In Chapter VII, we examine on the part ability plays in subject choice, and 

address head-on Selkirk’s and Shercliff’s assertion that mixed courses are a soft 

option for those who cannot do the sciences. 

Subject decisions are likely to have been influenced as much as by hopes for the future 

as by what has led up to them. In Chapter VIII, we report what the pupils were wanting 

to do after A-levels and by following them up two years later, what they were actually 

doing. We are able, therefore, to see what part mixed courses played in pupils’ 

aspirations and relate these to destinations. 
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Following Peterson, in Chapter IX, we ask the pupils what changes they would have 

made in their A-level choices and what additional subjects they would have studied 

had this been possible; and we consider the implications for a broader sixth form 

curriculum. Finally, in Chapter X, we weigh the various exp1anations against each 

other and try to decide what really has brought about the remarkable growth in mixed 

A-level courses. Before we can attempt to explain, however, we need to get the facts 

straight. 
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II. PATTERNS OF SUBJECT CHOICE 

DES statistics show major changes in the patterns of A-level studies since 1963. The 

stand out change has been the growth in the mixed group, which has shown a 

consistent upward trend from 9.2 per cent in 1963 to 29.6 per cent in 1985. Using the 

records and statistics of the Joint Matriculation Board, these changes can be tracked 

in detail. 

The Data 

The Joint Matriculation Board kindly allowed us access to its records. Entry data were 

available from the beginning of the advanced level examination in 1951 up to 1983 - 

over half a million candidates in all. During this time, the annual entry has increased 

six-fold from 11,988 to 71,194.  

We have analysed the entry data by sampling every tenth candidate in every third year 

from 1952 to 1979. The very first year, 1951; 1981 when data already coded by the 

JMB was to hand; and 1983, the latest year for which figures were available when the 

research began, have also been analysed. In all, a total of 49,977 entries were extracted 

and coded. For each candidate, in addition to year of entry and subject choices, 

information was noted on sex, type of centre (school, further education, external), and 

type of school (co-educational, single-sex; comprehensive, grammar, sixth form or 

tertiary college, secondary modern, independent). 

Table 2.1: JMB Examination Entries 

Year 
Boys Girls 

Total 
N % N % 

1951 679 61.8 420 38.2 1099 

1952 648 61.0 414 39.0 1065 

1955 716 59.2 494 40.8 1216 

1958 904 59.4 619 40.6 1527 

1961 1233 59.2 850 40.8 2084 

1964 1565 59.3 1076 40.7 2641 

1967 1926 57.8 1405 42.2 3335 

1970 2036 54.3 1712 45.7 3753 

1973 2097 53.1 1853 46.9 3953 

1976 2151 52.2 1969 47.8 4128 

1979 2304 51.6 2165 48.4 4470 

1981 2506 51.1 294 47.9 4905 

1983 2804 51.0 2699 49.0 5509 

Total 21569 54.4 18070 45.6 39685 

 

In order to be consistent with the DES’ school-based data, external candidates and 

further education entrants were excluded from the statistical analysis. These two 

groups now form a substantial proportion of total entries, having increased from 9.5 

per cent in 1951 to 18.2 per cent in 1983, so the sample was reduced to 40,910. Neither 
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has general studies been included, leaving a working sample of 39,685 as indicated in 

Table 2.1. 

Examination Entries 

Table 2.1 shows that the rate of increase in A-level uptake has not been uniform. Rapid 

expansion occurred between 1958 and 1967, with acceleration again from 1979 

onwards. Initially, boys outnumbered girls by almost two to one, but now the sexes 

are nearly equal since the rate of growth of girls’ entries has, with a few exceptions, 

consistently exceeded that of the boys’. 

Subject combinations taken by JMB A-level candidates have been grouped according 

to the DES classification into ‘science and mathematics only’, ‘other subjects only’ 

and ‘mixed’. Figure 2.1 shows the percentages of candidates in each subject group 

between 1951 and 1983. 

Figure 2.1: Trends in A-level Combinations in JMB entries 

 

The graph looks rather different from Figure 1.1 (page 3), which shows the national 

statistics, but it must be remembered that with the JMB data we are able to cover a 

wider time-scale. If we consider only 1963 onwards (the starting point for DES 

statistics), then they are similar. Figure 2.1 brings out again the major increase in the 

proportion on mixed courses, with a tripling from seven per cent of entries in 1951 to 

21.7 per cent in 1983. No national statistics exist for the decade following the 

introduction of A-levels, but the JMB data indicate that in this period there was only 

slow growth. The main period of expansion occurred between 1964 and 1976, the 

largest percentage increase - 4.5 per cent - being from 1973 to 1976, since when there 

has been some tailing off. 
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Comparison of Figures 1.1 and 2.1 suggests that JMB entries, in fact, tend to under-

estimate the percentage taking mixed courses. Until 1970 the shortfall was less than 

one per cent, but by 1983 it had reached seven per cent, with national statistics 

showing continued growth rather than the recent plateau in the JMB data. The 

discrepancy appears to be associated with the increasing tendency of schools to use 

more than one examination board. If a school uses, say, AEB for economics, but the 

JMB for the sciences, then candidates taking this combination would appear in our 

analysis in the ‘science-maths’ category, but in national statistics as ‘mixed’. Further 

examples of the use of different examination boards are given for our sample schools 

in the Appendix. The extent of multi-board entry is now such that the boards operate 

a common timetable and a common identification system (partly in an attempt to 

prevent a candidate being entered for the same subject in different boards).  

Our JMB data, therefore, tend to underestimate the proportion of sixth formers on 

mixed courses, but they reflect the broad national trends. As in the DES statistics, the 

growth of mixed A-levels in the sixties and early seventies seemed to be mainly at the 

expense of the sciences, but, more recently, it has been the ‘other subjects’ group 

which has suffered. Over the years, the percentage opting for sciences and 

mathematics has tended to fluctuate. It climbed to a peak of 45.6 per cent in 1961 from 

which it drifted downwards to its lowest level of 29.7 per cent in 1976, since when 

there has been some recovery to 36.7 per cent in 1983. (National figures show a fall 

in the proportion in the straight sciences from 30.0 per cent in 1982 to 28.9 per cent 

in 1985, but this has not come through in the JMB data). In ‘other subjects’, the 

difference from national statistics is negligible. Despite fluctuations, the proportion 

here remained buoyant from 1964 at around 48 per cent to 51 per cent until the mid-

seventies, since when there has been an appreciable decline to 41.6 per cent in 1983. 

The rank order of the three subject groups has remained the same throughout the 

thirty-year period, but with different spacing. Most entries are still in the ‘other 

subjects’ group (mainly arts and social sciences) followed by ‘science-maths’ and 

‘mixed’. In 1951, 93 per cent of all entries were in the sciences or the arts, reflecting 

the traditional divide in the sixth form. From that time, progressively more mixing has 

occurred so that by 1983, more than one-fifth of JMB entries appeared to cross the old 

boundaries. Nationally this shift is even more striking - the most recent statistics 

(1985) show the mixed group slightly ahead of the sciences for the first time - 29.6 

per cent compared to 28.9 per cent respectively. 

Figure 2.2 brings out the different patterns of boys and girls. Among boys, science-

maths combinations have been the most popular over the three decades followed by 

‘other subjects’ with ‘mixed’ catching up in third place. Among girls, ‘other subjects’ 

have been out in front over the whole period, but since the late sixties ‘science-maths’ 

and mixed’ have vied for second place. For most of the period, as Table 2.2 shows, a 

higher proportion of girls than boys entered for mixed combinations, but the rate of 

growth has been somewhat faster among boys, and now the proportions are very 

similar. 

  



 

15 

 

Figure 2.2: Patterns of Subject Choice by Sex (JMB Data) 

 

 

 
 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

195152 55 58 61 64 67 70 73 76 79 81 83

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

g
e

Year

Other Subjects only

Science and Maths only

Mixed

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

70

195152 55 58 61 64 67 70 73 76 79 81 83

P
e

rc
e

n
ta

g
e

Year

Other Subjects only

Science and Maths only

Mixed

Girls 

Boys 



 

16 

Subject Combinations 

The mixed A-level group consists of a great variety of combinations. Table 2.2 shows 

that, by l983, our sample of 595 boys entered for 207 different subject groupings, and 

the 596 girls entered for even more, 222. But the diversity conceals a core of 

consistency. In 1983, for example, half of the boys’ entries were in just 20 

combinations and half of the girls’ in just 27. Despite the increase in A-level subjects 

available, relatively few combinations continued to account for most of choices from 

year to year. 

Table 2.2: Mixed Subject Combinations  

Year Candidates1 All Combinations Half the Entry 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

1951 25 52 17 29 5 6 

1952 38 39 24 25 5 7 

1955 33 51 23 33 7 8 

1958 68 67 41 37 10 7 

1961 82 97 53 52 13 11 

1964 139 129 75 74 12 16 

1967 242 204 107 76 20 9 

1970 335 303 138 114 21 15 

1973 368 331 135 129 27 21 

1976 477 430 179 162 25 22 

1979 499 455 186 176 21 27 

1981 530 475 207 200 27 31 

1983 595 596 207 222 20 27 

1. Ten per cent sample. 

The actual subjects involved are shown in Tables 2.3 and 2.4. The first shows that 

with the exception of 1981, geography, maths and physics has been the most 

frequently taken combination by boys. In 1981, geography was supplanted by 

economics, which has come to be regularly part of one of the top two. Biology with 

geography quite frequently appears in the third spot. The arts subjects per se are 

poorly represented – only art (twice) and history (once) making it into the top three 

ranked combinations across the thirteen years. Among girls, as Table 2.4 shows, 

biology and English, and biology and geography, with or without the addition of a 

third A-level, dominate the top three places. Chemistry appears in both the second and 

third ranked combination three times, but physics not at all. 

The consistency from year to year is also apparent outside the top three places. The 

rankings for 1951, 1964 and 1983 are shown in Tables 2.5 and 2.6. The first and third 

years were selected to cover the earliest and most recent on which we held data at the 

time of the analysis, and 1964 because it is nearest in our sample to the DES’ first 

publication, in 1963 of A-level choice statistics. That year was also something of a 

watershed between the tripartite system and comprehensive schooling (DES, 1965). 
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Table 2.3: Boys’ Three Most Popular Mixed Combinations  

Year First Second Third 

1951 Geog. Maths Phys. Chem. Geog. Phys. 

Biol. 

Biol. 

Biol. 

Geog. 

Geog. 

Geog. 

 

Maths 

Phys. 

1952 Geog. Maths Phys. Chem. Geog. Phys. Chem. Geog. Maths 

1955 Geog. Maths Phys. Chem. Geog. Phys. Chem. Maths Phys. 

1958 Geog. Maths Phys. 
Biol. 

Biol. 

Chem. 

Geog. 

Geog. 

Geol. 
Chem. Geog. Maths 

1961 Geog. Maths Phys. Geog. Geol.  
Biol. 

Geog. 

Chem. 

Hist. 

Geog. 

Maths 

1964 Geog. Maths Phys. Art Maths Phys. Biol. Chem. Geog. 

1967 Geog. Maths Phys. Econ. Geog. Maths Geog. Maths  

1970 Geog. Maths Phys. Econ. Geog. Maths Art Maths Phys. 

1973 Geog. Maths Phys. Econ. Maths Phys. 
Econ. 

Biol. 

Hist. 

Geog. 

Maths 

1976 Geog. Maths Phys. Econ. Maths Phys. Econ. Geog. Maths 

1979 Geog. Maths Phys. Geog. Maths Phys. Biol. Chem. Geog. 

1981 Econ. Maths Phys. Geog. Maths Phys. Biol. Chem. Geog. 

1983 Geog. Maths Phys. Econ. Geog. Maths Biol. Geog.  

 

Table 2.4: Girls’ Three Most Popular Mixed Combinations  

Year First Second Third 

1951 Biol. Eng.  Biol. Eng. Hist. Biol. Geog.  

1952 Biol. Eng.  Biol. Eng. Geog. Biol. Geog.  

1955 Biol. Eng. Geog. Biol. Eng.  Biol. Chem. Geog. 

1958 Biol. Eng.  Biol. Chem. Geog. Biol. Eng. Geog. 

1961 Biol. Eng.  Biol. Geog.  Bot. Geog. Zool. 

1964 Biol. Geog.  Biol. Eng.  
Art 

Biol. 

Biol. 

Eng. 

Eng. 

Geog. 

1967 Biol. Geog.  Biol. Eng.  Biol. Chem. Geog. 

1970 Biol. Eng.  Biol. Geog.  Biol. Eng. Geog. 

1973 Biol. Geog.  Biol. Chem. Geog. Biol. Eng.  

1976 Biol. Eng.  Biol. Geog.  Biol. Eng. Geog. 

1979 Biol. Eng.  Biol. Eng. Hist. Biol. Eng. Geog. 

1981 Biol. Eng.  Biol. Chem. Geog. Biol. Geog.  

1983 Biol. Eng.  Biol. Geog.  Biol. Chem. Geog. 

 

Table 2.5 shows that, in 1951, when only a handful of candidates chose mixed A-

levels, the most popular mixed combination for boys was geography, maths and 

physics. 
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In our sample, there were only 17 different combinations that year, and the only 

subjects involved in the top five combination were geography, maths, physics, 

chemistry and biology. But, by 1964, the number of combinations had risen to 75 and 

the most popular subjects in mixed combinations included also economics, art, and 

geology. In 1983, when there were 207 different combinations, geography, maths and 

physics was still top, but economics was now present in five of the top ten. 

Table 2.5: Boys’ Most Popular Mixed Combinations  

1951 1964 1983 

(N=25) N % (N=139) N % (N=595) N % 

Geog. Maths Phys. 4 16.0 Geog. Maths Phys. 17 12.2 Geog. Maths Phys. 48 8.1 

Chem. Geog. Phys. 3 12.0 Art Maths Phys. 8 5.7 Econ. Geog. Maths 29 4.9 

Biol. Geog. Phys. 2 8.0 Biol. Chem. Geog. 6 4.3 Biol. Geog. 28 4.7 

Biol. Geog. Phys. 2 8.0 Geog. Geol. 5 3.6 Econ. Geog. Phys. 25 4.2 

Biol. Geog. 2 8.0 Geog. Maths 5 3.6 Biol. Chem. Geog. 19 3.2 

   Chem. Geog. Maths 5 3.6 Econ. Maths 18 3.0 

   Art Geog. Maths 4 2.9 Econ. Phys. 18 3.0 

   Geol. Hist. 4 2.9 Geog. Phys. 16 2.7 

   Econ. Maths 3 2.2 Chem. Geog. 14 2.3 

   Biol. Geog. Geol. 3 2.2 Econ. Hist. Maths 12 2.0 

   Biol. Geog. Hist. 3 2.2    

   Hist. Geog. Maths 3 2.2    

   Geog. Geol. Maths 3 2.2    

Total  13 52.0  69 49.6  227 38.1 

 

Table 2.6: Girls’ Most Popular Mixed Combinations 

1951 1964 1983 

(N=52) N % (N=129) N % (N=596) N % 

Biol. Eng. 7 13.5 Biol. Geog. 13 10.1 Biol. Eng. 45 7.6 

Biol. Eng. Hist. 7 13.5 Biol. Eng. 8 6.2 Biol. Geog. 34 5.7 

Biol. Geog. 5 9.6 Art Biol. Eng. 5 3.9 Biol. Chem. Geog.  3.7 

Biol. Eng. French 3 5.8 Biol. Eng. Geog. 5 3.9 Fren. Ger. Maths 21 3.5 

Biol. Geog. Hist. 3 5.8 Biol. Eng. 4 3.1 Biol. Eng. Geog. 20 3.4 

Biol. Geog. Maths 3 5.8 Bot. Geog. Zool. 4 3.1 Biol. Eng. Hist. 20 3.4 

Eng. Hist. Maths 2 3.8 Biol. Chem Geog. 4 3.1 Econ. Geog. Maths 10 1.7 

   Biol. Geog. Hist. 4 3.1 Biol. Geog. 9 1.5 

   Geog. Maths Phys. 4 3.1 Biol. H’craft 8 1.3 

   Biol. Hist. 3 2.3 Biol. Chem. Eng. 8 1.3 

   Geog. Maths 3 2.3 Biol. Econ. Eng. 8 1.3 

   Eng. Geog Maths 3 2.3 Biol. Eng. Fren. 8 1.3 

      Econ. Maths Phys. 8 1.3 

Total 30 57.8  58 46.5  221 37.0 
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Overall, the most popular combinations chosen by boys tend to be science-based, 

involving, particularly, the physical sciences and mathematics, whereas girls tended 

to opt for combining arts subjects with the biological sciences. Table 2.6 shows that, 

in 1951, for girls, biology occurred in six out of seven top combinations; and, despite 

the greater range of A-levels, by 1964, the biological sciences featured in all but three 

of the twelve most popular. Biology has continued to dominate and, in l983, was part 

of ten of the 13 most frequently taken, usually in combination with arts subjects. But 

mathematics, languages, geography and economics combinations have become 

increasingly popular. 

Particular Subjects 

Although the overall picture was consistency there were some changes. Tables 2.7 

and 2.8 rank the subjects in the combinations. 

Table 2.7: Rank Order of Subjects in Boys’ Mixed Combinations  

Year Geog Maths1 Econ Phys Biol2 Chem Hist Eng Art Geol Fren 

1951 1 2 - 3 4 5 =7 =7 =7 6 10 

1952 1 2 - 3 8 4 - 7 9 5 6 

1955 2 1 - 3 5 4 10 =6 =6 =6 =6 

1958 1 2 - 3 6 4 7 9 10 5 8 

1961 1 2 - 3 6 4 9 8 7 5 10 

1964 1 2 7 3 6 8 9 10 =4 =4 - 

1967 2 1 3 4 8 7 5 10 - 6 9 

1970 2 1 3 4 8 9 10 5 6 7 - 

1973 3 1 2 4 5 10 9 6 7 8 - 

1976 2 1 3 4 5 9 8 6 10 7 - 

1979 2 1 3 4 5 8 6 7 9 10 - 

1981 3 1 2 4 5 6 =7 =7 10 - =7 

1983 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 - 

1. Maths includes all options except further maths; 

2. Biology includes botany plus zoology divided by two. 

Since 1951, maths, geography, and physics have been among the top five subjects for 

boys, with either maths or geography being the most popular. Biology, geography and 

English have been among the top five subjects for girls. For both sexes, economics 

has gradually come into the picture since the mid-sixties, although somewhat less so 

for girls. 

Much of this could have been inferred from the data on subject combinations in Tables 

2.5 and 2.6, but what Tables 2.7 and 2.8 bring out, in addition, is the increasing 

popularity of mathematics for girls. From as low as sixth, it has come to occupy one 

of the top two positions on a regular basis. It also ranks among the top two for boys 

and, in 1983, nearly a third of all pupils studying maths were doing so as part of mixed 

combinations - three times as many as twenty years before. 

Although the proportions of boys and girls studying mixed A-levels are similar, the 

combinations involved are different. Girls, it seems, more often cross the arts/science 



 

20 

divide. In 1983, about half were taking biology, and a third English, compared with 

about a fifth and a tenth of the boys. In contrast, 27 per cent of the boys had physics 

as one of their mixed combination compared with only six per cent of the girls. 

Nevertheless, there are also important similarities as we have seen, with geography 

and mathematics being major contributors for both sexes. 

Table 2.8: Rank Order of Subjects in Girls’ Mixed Combinations  

Year Maths Biol Eng Geog Econ Fren Chem Hist Art Phys H’craft Geol 

1951 5 1 2 3 - 6 9 4 7 8 - - 

1952 4 1 3 2 - 5 =7 6 =7 =7 - 10 

1955 =6 2 3 1 - =8 4 5 =6 =8 - 10 

1958 =4 1 3 2 - =6 =4 8 =6 10 - 9 

1961 4 1 3 2 - 7 6 5 8 10 9 - 

1964 4 1 3 2 10 5 8 7 6 9 - - 

1967 4 1 3 2 10 8 6 5 7 9 - - 

1970 3 1 2 4 - 6 7 8 5 9 - 10 

1973 2 1 =3 =3 7 8 5 6 9 - 10 - 

1976 3 1 2 4 7 5 8 6 9 - 10 - 

1979 1 2 3 4 5 6 8 7 =9 =9 - - 

1981 2 1 3 4 5 6 7 8 10 - 9 - 

1983 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 - - 

 

Science Choice 

Many of the mixed combinations, particularly those of boys are science-based. Table 

2.9 shows this ‘hidden’ contribution to science studies. In recent years, about a third 

of the boys and a fifth of girls in the mixed group have been taking two sciences 

(including maths) at A-level, together with another subject, usually in the case of boys, 

geography or economics, and, girls, geography or a language. Although as a 

proportion, ‘two sciences plus one other’ appears to have fallen somewhat over the 

years, partly due to the introduction of economics, and a tendency for this to be taken 

as well as geography (that is two ‘other subjects’), the actual growth in numbers has 

been spectacular. Since 1951 the number of boys taking two sciences with one other 

subject has increased more than twelve-fold, and the number of girls more than ten-

fold. There are thus many more students taking two sciences in the sixth form than is 

commonly realised. 

Table 2.9 also brings out the well-known sex difference in subject choice. Twice as 

many girls were, in 1983, taking combinations involving only one science-maths as 

were taking two (42.8% compared to 21.5%). As we saw earlier, the science 

concerned is usually biology or mathematics, taken in combination with English, 

geography, history or a language. In contrast, the percentage of boys choosing only 

one science with two other subjects, in 1983, was much smaller, 32.9 per cent. Similar 

proportions of boys and girls were taking only two subjects in 1983, 32.6 per cent and 

33.7 per cent, although they could also have been entered with other Boards for a third 

or fourth A-level.  
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Table 2.9: Hidden Contribution to Science Studies1 

Year 
2 Science/Maths+1 Other 1 Science/Maths+1 Other 1 Science/Maths+2 Others 

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

1951 64.0 23.1 16.0 28.8 16.0 44.2 

1952 55.3 28.2 18.4 30.8 21.0 33.3 

1955 42.3 35.3 21.2 31.4 21.2 33.3 

1958 46.4 25.4 17.6 38.8 27.5 32.8 

1961 45.0 28.9 20.7 40.2 28.0 28.9 

1964 45.3 21.7 15.8 34.9 37.4 43.4 

1967 36.0 20.6 22.3 44.1 37.6 38.2 

1970 32.5 21.4 24.8 35.6 38.5 41.2 

1973 35.0 25.1 22.6 29.0 39.4 44.1 

1976 34.9 18.8 21.4 34.0 40.8 45.1 

1979 32.7 26.6 28.5 25.1 36.1 47.3 

1981 35.0 22.9 31.1 28.8 29.4 45.6 

1983 32.9 21.5 32.6 33.7 32.9 42.8 

1. Candidates choosing two or three A-levels (excluding General Studies). Percentages do not add up to 100 since 

small number of pupils taking more than three A-levels are not included 

Figure 2.3 shows that when the criterion is only one science or maths subject 70.6 per 

cent of boys and 45.6 per cent of girls included some science/maths in their JMB 

entries. The proportion for boys had risen from 57.9 per cent in 1951 and that for girls 

from 35 percent.  

Figure 2.3: Percentage Taking At Least Once Science or Maths at A-Level 
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National statistics give even slightly higher percentages and we have now reached the 

position where two in every three sixth formers are taking at least one science, and/or 

mathematics. This has perhaps not been fully appreciated since it has occurred largely 

through the growth of mixed A-level courses. Adopting a broader definition of 

science/maths interest shows that it has grown substantially. Dainton’s much-quoted 

‘swing against science’ boils down to definition. 

A Heterogeneous Category 

The mixed A-level group is intrinsically heterogeneous, but inspection of the actual 

A-level combinations involved has shown that there are patterns. These include 

specialist courses like economics and/or geography plus science and/or maths, 

mathematics studied outside of science combinations, and hybrid arts/science courses. 

These are consistent with the components identified by Smithers, Collings and 

McCreesh (1984) in an earlier study of subject choice based on a sample of 1,897 

sixth formers from twenty schools in the north of England. In their study, by far the 

largest proportion - nearly two-thirds of boys (64.2%) and half of the girls (50.4%) - 

were taking geography and economics together with science or mathematics. 

Selkirk’s study (1973) of subject choices of over a thousand pupils in all grammar 

schools and some direct-grant schools in Northumberland in 1970-72 provides further 

comparisons. Selkirk points to the great diversity of choices and reports the most 

popular subjects and combinations. However, in addition to science and arts 

groupings, he also used a social science category into which he placed geography, 

economics and sociology, so that, for example, he reports the most frequently mixed 

combination as English-history-geography which would have appeared as ‘non-

science’ or ‘other subjects’, in Dainton (1968) or DES statistics. If ‘social science’ is 

ignored, then it appears that biology-chemistry-geography would have been the most 

popular mixed combination, followed by maths-physics-geography and maths-

physics-economics. Geography formed part of 65 per cent of all mixed courses, 

although this may have been over-estimated by being included in a social science 

category. Among the ‘sciences and mathematics’ group, mathematics was the most 

popular in mixed courses for boys and biology for girls. 

In the next chapter we explore further the contributions of economics, geography and 

mathematics, and also the increasing range of A-levels available, to the growth of 

mixed A-levels. 
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III. A MATTER OF DEFINITION? 

We have seen that, in spite of the great increase in the numbers and proportion of 

sixth-form students taking mixed A-level courses, there has been stability in the most 

popular combinations. But there have been changes. Economics has progressively 

come to the fore and, among girls, mathematics is increasingly found in mixed 

combinations. Since 1951, there has also been an appreciable rise in the number of 

different A-level and alternative syllabuses available. In this chapter, through analysis 

of JMB data - much of it hitherto unpublished - we examine the extent to which these 

changes have contributed to the growth of mixed A-level combinations. 

Table 3.1: Science-Maths Entries  

Year Candidates %Maths1 %Physics %Chemistry %Biology2 

1951 11,988 25.3 39.1 35.4 14.7 

1952 11,780 25.7 38.5 36.6 20.2 

1955 14,042 26.3 38.9 35.7 19.3 

1958 17,742 29.0 39.4 35.5 17.5 

1961 24,292 32.6 38.7 32.9 17.1 

1964 31,212 29.0 33.0 26.8 15.6 

1967 40,807 27.3 27.8 21.9 13.4 

1970 46,721 27.1 24.3 19.3 13.7 

1973 48,444 25.7 23.6 19.9 16.9 

1976 52,050 24.4 21.4 19.2 18.1 

1979 56,151 28.1 23.2 22.2 19.4 

1981 61,935 28.7 24.1 22.9 19.9 

1983 71,194 26.2 22.4 22.1 19.5 

1. Includes all options except further maths. 

2. Includes botany plus zoology divided by two. 

Table 3.2: ‘Other Subject’ Entries as Percentage of Entrants 

Year Economics Geography English History French Art 

1951 2.2 19.6 39.0 28.8 27.3 6.7 

1952 2.4 18.7 35.4 25.3 25.9 6.6 

1955 2.1 18.3 31.3 23.1 26.1 5.7 

1958 2.5 16.3 28.5 21.5 21.6 6.5 

1961 3.4 16.3 27.8 21.0 18.9 7.1 

1964 5.8 18.6 28.1 23.1 18.7 8.1 

1967 8.9 20.7 32.6 24.5 18.0 8.3 

1970 10.6 21.5 32.6 23.6 15.8 8.3 

1973 12.2 21.0 33.2 22.7 13.6 8.2 

1976 14.0 21.8 32.3 22.3 12.8 8.1 

1979 14.2 17.8 28.4 19.0 12.2 6.8 

1981 14.5 15.3 24.7 17.0 11.4 5.5 

1983 13.6 15.1 22.1 16.1 10.1 5.0 
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Changing Popularity of the Subjects 

Tables 3.1 and 3.2 show subject entries expressed as percentages of the total number 

of candidates, which increased by about six-fold in the period being considered. If we 

look first at the sciences and maths in Table 3.1, we can see that, against the 

background of this big increase in uptake, maths has kept pace and biology has slightly 

increased its share, but that of physics and chemistry has nearly halved. 

This relative decline in two of the mainstays of the curriculum can, in part, be 

accounted for by economics becoming more popular, and the greater range of 

alternative subjects available. We take up this point later in the chapter (see Table 

3.7). But, in addition, to changes in the popularity of subjects, there has been a 

pronounced trend for them to be taken across the traditional boundaries. 

Mixing Arts and Sciences 

Tables 3.3 and 3.4 bring out the extent to which science-maths subjects are 

increasingly being taken with other subjects and vice versa. Table 3.3 shows that, in 

1983, 45.4 per cent of girls taking mathematics were doing so with the non-sciences. 

The proportion of both boys and girls mixing physics and chemistry with ‘other 

subjects’ has increased appreciably from a very low base over the years, and the same 

is true for boys taking biology and maths, although the latter has shown more 

fluctuation than the others. 

Table 3.3: Science-Maths Mixed Entries as Percentages of Those Taking These Subjects 

Year 
Maths Physics Chemistry Biology 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

1951 4.5 26.0 3.2 4.7 1.9 2.9 9.9 47.9 

1952 10.4 26.7 4.8 3.1 4.2 3.1 2.5 31.7 

1955 7.4 9.6 4.9 3.5 2.1 12.1 5.8 32.2 

1958 7.1 16.4 3.6 1.0 3.9 10.5 9.9 46.1 

1961 5.0 9.2 3.9 3.5 2.9 9.6 9.8 45.9 

1964 7.7 15.3 5.0 4.2 3.1 6.2 12.2 45.7 

1967 16.4 23.8 7.4 4.8 4.0 12.9 10.8 54.7 

1970 20.1 35.6 9.2 8.4 5.5 14.6 13.7 55.9 

1973 24.6 37.5 11.5 8.6 5.4 19.8 20.1 50.3 

1976 33.5 43.9 14.5 6.5 6.1 13.0 25.8 49.4 

1979 30.0 39.5 15.7 9.5 5.5 13.7 20.0 32.2 

1981 28.4 38.8 15.2 10.0 7.2 12.9 19.1 38.7 

1983 18.3 45.4 14.4 11.3 8.6 14.9 20.9 36.5 

 

The only exception to this otherwise consistent trend is biology which, although still 

being taken with ‘other subjects’ by over a third of girls, is now studied more 

frequently with the sciences. Looking at the entry figures, it seems as though for many 

years biology was almost regarded as an arts subject for girls. Since it does, in fact, 

increasingly deal with the physics and chemistry of living systems, its greater 

alignment with these subjects makes good sense. 



 

25 

When we turn to the non-sciences, as in Table 3.4, we see the other side of the coin. 

Among the traditional arts subjects, like English, history and French, there has been 

greater mixing by both boys and girls. Starting from almost negligible bases in 1951, 

about a sixth of all boys taking English or history or French, do so with at least one 

science or maths subject. Among girls, there have been increases too, and about a fifth 

of those taking English or French in 1983 did so with subjects from the science-maths 

category. The relatively small numbers taking art have shown an increased tendency 

to do so with ‘science-maths’, involving over a third of the boys and a fifth of the girls 

in 1983. 

Table 3.4: ‘Other Subjects’ Mixed Entries as Percentages of Those Taking These Subjects 

Year 
Economics Geography English History French Art 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

1951 - - 21.3 23.3 1.1 10.1 1.0 9.0 - 3.6 8.3 12.5 

1952 - - 20.2 21.4 2.2 9.0 - 2.3 3.3 4.2 9.5 - 

1955 - - 17.2 26.9 1.7 8.4 0.6 3.8 1.7 1.3 8.7 10.2 

1958 - - 32.9 27.1 3.5 7.5 4.5 1.6 5.0 5.4 22.6 12.5 

1961 - - 24.1 24.7 3.8 8.4 3.5 5.7 1.7 3.7 29.3 7.9 

1964 16.2 16.7 28.9 24.2 4.7 9.4 5.3 4.0 4.0 5.5 27.0 12.0 

1967 31.6 24.4 30.5 28.3 5.7 11.0 8.0 7.2 9.1 3.9 21.6 18.1 

1970 31.8 8.5 34.5 30.0 10.1 13.7 6.3 5.1 8.2 7.0 32.0 18.1 

1973 34.6 29.4 22.2 28.0 9.9 12.8 8.0 10.0 8.3 8.5 31.9 11.9 

1976 38.2 26.5 42.6 36.7 13.8 17.1 10.0 9.1 14.4 12.9 26.2 16.3 

1979 40.6 30.6 45.0 36.3 17.2 16.8 16.4 11.9 18.4 16.2 35.3 14.7 

1981 40.9 30.6 42.9 32.9 13.7 14.9 12.7 10.9 26.6 14.8 38.3 22.1 

1983 43.4 31.3 43.6 42.7 16.7 18.6 14.9 12.5 17.3 20.2 37.3 20.5 

 

But the major contributors from ‘other subjects’ to the growth of mixed A-levels are 

economics and geography. Not only, as we have seen, has economics become much 

more popular as an A-level, but as Table 3.4 brings out, it is also being taken much 

more often with the sciences. In 1983, over two-fifths of the boys taking economics 

and nearly a third of the girls were doing so with science-maths subjects. Following 

syllabus revisions which have made it more quantitative, geography, too, is being 

taken more frequently with these subjects, and, in 1983, this involved about two in 

every five of the entries. Our analysis, therefore, identifies economics and geography 

as important contributors to the growth of mixed A-level courses, but alongside a wide 

range of other subjects. 

Subject Contributions 

The extent of the subject contributions to the mixed category is shown spread across 

two tables, Table 3.5 for the science subjects and Table 3.6 for the arts and social 

sciences. We can see in Table 3.5 that, in 1983, among the science-maths subjects, 

maths was the major contributor for both boys and girls, with biology as important for 

girls. Physics was an important contributor for boys, but not girls. Chemistry played 

a relatively minor role for both sexes. 
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Table 3.5: Contributions from Science-Maths Subjects 

Year 
Total Mixed1 %Maths %Physics %Chemistry %Biology 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

1951 25 52 48.0 25.0 44.0 5.8 24.0 3.8 36.0 67.3 

1952 38 39 68.4 30.8 39.4 5.1 31.6 5.1 5.3 51.3 

1955 33 51 72.7 9.8 57.6 5.9 21.2 23.5 12.1 56.9 

1958 68 67 45.6 17.9 26.5 1.5 25.0 17.9 20.6 61.2 

1961 82 97 45.1 17.5 32.9 5.2 19.5 13.4 17.1 57.7 

1964 139 129 47.5 23.3 28.1 5.4 13.7 7.7 16.5 57.4 

1967 242 204 70.1 28.9 26.4 4.4 10.7 12.2 10.3 68.1 

1970 335 303 66.3 37.0 24.5 5.6 10.4 10.0 11.3 59.7 

1973 368 331 64.9 42.9 24.5 6.1 9.2 16.0 19.3 57.7 

1976 477 430 68.8 39.1 25.1 3.5 8.2 8.4 22.2 53.7 

1979 499 455 67.5 43.5 28.7 5.9 8.4 10.8 19.0 38.7 

1981 530 475 66.2 48.0 29.8 6.7 11.3 12.4 17.9 48.4 

1983 595 596 41.2 47.8 26.9 5.9 13.1 12.6 18.5 43.0 

1. 10 per cent sample. 

There have been changes over the years. Maths has always been a major contributor 

for boys, rising above 70 per cent in two years, although, by 1983 it had fallen back 

somewhat. In contrast, maths was much less important in mixed courses than biology 

for girls in the early years, but it has come increasingly to the fore. Among boys, 

physics, chemistry and biology have tended to drop back to about half their level in 

1951. For girls, biology has fallen below maths, but physics has held its very small 

ground, and chemistry has raised its share. Table 3.6 brings out the importance of 

geography, economics and English among the non-sciences to the growth of mixed 

A-levels. 

Table 3.6: Proportion of Mixed Entries Contributed by Arts and Social Sciences 

Year 
%Economics %Geography %English %History %French %Art 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

1951 - - 92.0 38.5 8.0 48.1 8.0 26.9  17.3 8.0 5.8 

1952 - - 73.7 56.4 10.5 51.3 - 7.7 13.2 15.4 5.3 - 

1955 - - 60.6 61.7 9.1 37.2 3.0 11.2 9.1 5.9 6.1 9.8 

1958 - - 73.5 56.7 8.8 32.8 11.8 4.5 11.8 13.4 10.3 13.4 

1961 - - 58.5 41.2 11.0 34.0 9.8 15.5 3.6 9.3 14.6 8.2 

1964 15.8 4.7 53.3 45.7 10.1 37.2 12.2 10.1 7.2 13.9 17.3 10.8 

1967 30.6 3.4 55.4 43.1 9.1 39.2 14.5 13.7 9.9 8.3 9.1 9.3 

1970 28.1 1.7 49.8 36.3 12.8 41.9 7.8 8.3 5.3 10.2 12.2 12.2 

1973 36.7 12.1 31.0 37.3 13.3 37.2 10.1 15.7 4.6 11.2 12.0 7.6 

1976 35.8 10.2 49.9 38.6 13.4 41.4 11.1 11.6 5.2 13.0 6.7 6.7 

1979 37.5 17.1 44.3 32.1 13.6 37.6 14.2 14.1 5.8 16.3 8.2 5.9 

1981 39.2 23.1 38.5 26.3 8.9 31.3 8.9 12.2 8.9 14.9 7.7 6.9 

1983 36.5 16.8 42.0 31.2 10.3 33.9 10.4 11.7 4.5 17.1 6.9 6.0 



 

27 

Economics has come from nowhere to account for over a third of entries in mixed 

combinations by boys and a sixth by girls. Geography has been a continuing major 

presence and, in 1983, accounted for two-fifths of boys’ mixed entries and nearly a 

third of those of girls, although this was lower than earlier years when there were 

fewer alternatives. English, though less dominant than in the early years, still accounts 

for nearly a third of the A-level mixed A-level courses taken by girls. Among the other 

subjects, there have been fluctuations, but apart from French, which among girls has 

been present in nearly a fifth of the mixed A-level course, none has made a substantial 

contribution  

Our analyses reveal economics, geography and maths to have been major contributors 

to the growth of mixed A-levels. But there has also been a big increase in of A-levels 

subjects and alternative syllabuses available and these too will have had an influence. 

Increased Range 

In the years since the inception of the examination in 1951, the number of different 

A-levels offered by the JMB has almost doubled. Table 3.7 shows that from 24 at the 

outset it had risen to 44 by 1983. Among the more popular new subjects have been 

British government and politics, law, sociology, geometrical and engineering 

drawing, and home economics. Five different types of mathematics have also been 

added. 

Table 3.7: Number of A-levels and Number of Mixed Combinations 

Year 
JMB          

A-Levels1 

In Mixed 

A-Levels 

Mixed A-Level % ‘New’ Subjects  

Combination Involved 

Boys Girls Boys Girls 

1951 24 16 17 29 - - 

1952 24 17 24 25 - - 

1955 24 16 23 33 - - 

1958 28 20 41 37 5.9 1.5 

1961 31 21 53 52 30.5 21.6 

1964 33 23 75 74 19.4 17.8 

1967 33 23 107 76 28.9 16.7 

1970 36 29 138 114 34.6 27.7 

1973 34 30 135 129 34.8 34.1 

1976 37 32 179 162 33.8 34.4 

1979 40 32 186 176 36.9 32.3 

1981 43 37 207 200 38.1 40.0 

1983 44 40 207 222 35.8 37.8 

1. Excludes General Studies A-Level. 

Counting the number of subjects available is not as easy as it might first seem, and in 

arriving at the total of 44 we have adopted several rules. First, specially approved 

foreign languages have not been included since they are, in effect, borrowed from 

other examination boards. 
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When, for example, a candidate wishes to take Serbo-Croat, Tamil or Urdu, which the 

JMB would not otherwise examine, and is entered for other JMB papers, he or she is 

permitted to do so without paying an entry fee to another board (usually London). On 

the other hand, included are subjects offered on an inter-board basis, such as ancient 

history and Schools Mathematics Project maths. 

Table 3.8: Mathematics Exams Offered by the JMB 

Year 
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19601 *      *                  

1961        * *      *  *        

1962         *      *  * *       

1963         *      *  *  *      

1964         *      *  *  *      

1965         *      *  *  *      

1966         *      *  *  *      

1967         *      *  * *       

1968         *      *  * *       

1969  * * * * *    * *    * * *    *    

1970  * * * *     * * *   * * *    *    

1971  * * * * *    * * *   *  *    *    

1972  * * * * *    * * *   * * *    *    

1973  * *  * *    * * *   * * *        

1974  * *  * *    * * *   * * *    *    

1975 *        *      * * *    *    

1976 *        *      * * *    *    

1977 *        *      *  *        

1978 *        *      * * *    *  *  

1979 *        *      * * *    *  * * 

1980 *        *      * * *    * * * * 

1981 *        *      * * *    * * * * 

1982 *        *      *  *     * * * 

1983 *        *      *  *     * * * 

1. Maths and Maths & Theoretical Mechanics had been the two maths A-levels since the beginning in 1951. 

Secondly, in reaching the total, alternative syllabuses have been taken together so that, 

for example, Geography A and Geography B have been treated as one subject for the 

purposes of Table 3.7. The complications that can arise is exemplified by 

mathematics. Table 3.8 traces its evolution as a JMB examination subject.  
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In 1951, there were two kinds of maths on offer: ‘maths’ and ‘maths and theoretical 

mechanics’. This persisted until 1960. From 1961 to 1968, there were four, and 

between 1969 and 1974 there were eleven. In 1975, some rationalisation took place 

and the alternatives were reduced to six, a pattern which largely continued to 1983, 

with some additions and deletions, so that in the last year of our analysis the total 

stood at seven. 

In counting maths for Table 3.7, we have regarded all six alternative ‘maths’ courses 

as one subject and similarly taken together the six further maths alternatives, the two 

pure maths and the two applied maths. Thus, in 1951, we counted ‘maths’ and ‘maths 

and theoretical mechanics’ as separate A-levels and, in 1969, we had five, ‘maths’, 

‘further maths’, ‘pure maths’, ‘pure maths with stats’ and ‘applied maths’. In 1983, 

we treated all seven alternatives as separate subjects in compiling Table 3.7, but 

elsewhere where we have talked about ‘maths’ in a generic sense, as in Figures 3.1 

and 3.2, they have been grouped. 

Many of the new subjects, maths and otherwise, have been taken in mixed 

combinations. Table 3.7 shows that of the 24 A-levels available in 1951, 16 appeared 

in mixed combinations, and of the 44 on offer in 1983, this was true of 40. The larger 

number of subjects involved has resulted in a greater variety of mixed combinations, 

with the number for our samples rising, for boys, from 17 in 1951 to 207 in 1983, and, 

for girls, from 29 to 222. Some of the newer A-levels have relatively low entries - 500 

or less. (In 1983, the lowest was physical science which had only 21 candidates, 

perhaps because it is said to be a very demanding paper). Some of the mixed 

combinations are taken by only a handful of candidates. 

Contribution of New A-Levels 

What the addition of new A-levels means for the growth of mixed A-levels can be 

seen in Figure 3.1. Here we have plotted the contributions of five components: (a) the 

original 24 A-levels excluding maths, geography and economics, (b) the 20 additional 

A-levels except the maths subjects, (c) maths treated generically, (d) geography and 

(e) economics. These have been added in step-wise fashion so that (a) includes only 

the subjects specified, (b) includes subjects in a and b, (c) includes a and b with the 

addition of maths and so on. This approach has the effect of exaggerating the 

contributions of the later additions. 

Nevertheless, Figure 3.1 does bring out the considerable role of maths, geography and 

economics to the growth of mixed A-levels among both boys and girls. Without these 

subjects there would have been some increase, but, in the case of boys, it would have 

been only 10.4 per cent of the total actually reached in 1983, and, in the case of girls, 

27.3 per cent, the difference between the sexes being mainly due to the greater 

importance of English and biology for girls. Although the newer A-levels, like 

engineering drawing, environmental science and psychology are all involved in mixed 

combinations they represent only a small proportion of the total. Geography and 

economics were, in 1983, involved, separately or together in 74.5 per cent of the 

mixed combinations of boys and 47.4 per cent of those of girls. 
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Figure 3.1: Cumulative Contributions to the Growth of Mixed Courses 

 
 

 

This raises an important question: is the growth of mixed A-level courses really a 

matter of definition? If the DES categories had been drawn differently, would we have 

received the same impression as the Dainton Committee did of the arts and sciences 

coming together? 
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In Figure 3.2, we explore the consequences of re-definition. In Graph A we have the, 

by now, familiar pattern based on DES categories of a swing against science and the 

growth of mixed A-level courses. In Graphs B, C and D the data have been redrawn 

on the basis of three other possible definitions. In Graph B, geography and economics 

have been classed as sciences. Under this condition, the mixed group (bottom line at 

outset) would have been quite strong even in 1951, and its gradual increase over the 

years would not perhaps have been remarked upon. The science-maths group 

including geography and economics would have remained buoyant and the slight fall 

from 1964 to 1976 would not have been identified as a swing. If any concern had been 

aroused it would have been about the decline in arts subjects. A narrative might have 

emerged centred on the folly of ‘dehumanising of society’. 

Figure 3.2: Subject Categories Re-Defined 

A. DES Categories B. Geography & Economics as Sciences 

  
  

C. Geography & Economics Excluded D. Social Science Category Created 

  

 

 

In Graph C, geography and economics are removed since they are difficult to classify. 

Without these subjects the proportion of mixed courses would have trebled from 1951 

to 1983, but would have remained relatively small. Science-maths would have 

appeared to remain strong accounting for half the total, although with some decline 

between 1961 and 1976, followed by a strong recovery. The arts would have been 

seen as experiencing some decline from the position of strength they occupied until 

1973. 
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In Graph D, we have adopted Selkirk’s (1973) definitions and formed a social science 

category from geography, economics and sociology. The creation of a fourth group 

considerably increases the possibility of mixing and this is reflected in the size of that 

group. The new social science group remains small although climbing from a very 

low base to be 4.5 per cent of the total in 1983. The trends for ‘science-maths’ and 

‘others subjects’ (arts) categories seen in Graphs B and C come through again. 

The patterns for the sexes treated separately are similar to those for the combined 

group shown in Figure 3.2. In the case of boys, re-classifying geography and 

economics leaves only 12.9 per cent studying the arts subjects per se in 1983, having 

fallen from 28.0 per cent in 1951, and would be likely to have been a focus of concern. 

Undoubtedly, as Figure 3.2 illustrates, definition can strongly influence the 

interpretation of data. Geography and economics are difficult to classify and if they 

had been treated differently by the statisticians, we perhaps would not have been so 

fascinated by the burgeoning of mixed courses, worried by ‘the swing against 

science’, and, indeed, might have been expressing concern at the decline of the arts.  

There have been other major changes besides those involving geography and 

economics. Mathematics is being taken with the non-sciences with increasing 

frequency, particularly by girls.  This may have had something to do with the greater 

range of alternative examinations in the subject – seven as against just ‘maths’ and 

‘maths and theoretical mechanics’ in the early days. The most popular of the new 

options, maths with statistics, seems to be tailor-made to be taken with economics, 

geography and biology. In 1983, statistics contributed 33.9 per cent of maths entries 

in the mixed group. It accounted, however, for only 21.5 per cent of all maths entries 

and only 7.7 per cent of maths entrants overall. It is likely that the increasing tendency 

for maths to be studied as part of mixed combinations has come with the greater 

realisation that it does not have to be taken with the sciences per se, but is a language 

in its own right capable of being studied with, and enhancing, a wide range of subjects. 

Table 3.9: Current Actual Science-Arts Combinations1 

Combination 
Boys Girls 

N % N % 

Traditional Arts & Science 155 13.8 351 32.8 

Economics and/ Geography 808 71.8 482 45.0 

Mathematics 594 52.8 439 41.0 

1. Based on our JMB samples for 1981 and 1983. 

Beyond the boost from geography and economics, and the usefulness of maths to so 

many subjects, there has been growth in combinations embracing the traditional 

sciences and arts. Table 3.9 shows that, based on our samples for 1981 and 1983, 

actual science-arts combinations accounted for about a sixth of the boys and a third of 

the girls in the mixed category.  One interpretation is that it reflects a spontaneous 

move on the part of sixth formers to broaden their sixth-form studies. 
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IV. CHANNELLING OF SUBJECT CHOICE 

We have seen that the combinations of A-level studies have changed over the years 

with a trend towards the greater mixing of arts and science subjects. Subject choice is 

complex and not fully understood. It seems generally agreed, however, that it is useful 

to distinguish between channelling and choosing, between structural constraints and 

wishes (Blau, 1956; Harnquist, 1978; Kelly, 1981). What students end up studying is 

thus seen to be the resultant of what people truly want and what is available. Important 

structural constraints include: the subjects on offer; how these are timetabled; and the 

type of school. In this chapter, we focus, in particular, on changes in two of the 

channels: the re-organisation of secondary education; and what this has meant for 

sixth-form studies. 

Secondary Reorganisation 

The growth of mixed A-levels has occurred at a time of organisational change. The 

last thirty years have witnessed the demise of the tri-partite system of secondary 

schooling and, from 1965 onwards, to use Rostow’s famous phrase, “the take-off into 

sustained growth” of the comprehensive school. Figure 4.1 shows how dramatic the 

switch has been. 

Figure 4.1: Pupils in Maintained Schools (1950-85) 

 

In 1950, less than one per cent of pupils were in comprehensive schools, but by 1985 

this had risen to about 90 per cent of those in the maintained sector. Comprehensive 

schools with large sixth forms and a wide range of A-levels are likely to be more open 

to novel combinations than grammar schools steeped in the traditional arts/science 

sides. If there is greater freedom of choice across the sixth form timetables than in the 

past, it is reasonable to suppose that, where greater freedom exists, it will be exercised. 
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The growth of mixed A-levels has clearly paralleled the rise of the comprehensive 

school. 

We have looked to see if there is any connection with type of school by sub-dividing 

our ten per cent sample for the years 1981 and 1983 into four categories: (a) 

comprehensive schools; (b) sixth form or tertiary colleges; (c) grammar schools; and 

(d) independent schools. Table 4.1 shows that, in the maintained sector, by the early 

eighties, over 80 per cent of the candidates were from comprehensives and only eight 

per cent from grammar schools. Eleven per cent of the candidates came from outside 

the maintained sector. 

Table 4.1: Mixed A-Levels by Type of School 

Subject Group 
Comprehensive College1 Independent Grammar 

Boys 
(N=3147) 

Girls 
(N=3098) 

Boys 
(N=1060) 

Girls 
(N=1106) 

Boys 
(N=648) 

Girls 
(N=455) 

Boys 
(N=427) 

Girls 
(N=403) 

Science and Maths 49.1 22.5 51.3 26.9 50.3 29.7 44.3 17.9 

Arts and Social Sciences 28.9 56.9 28.1 52.7 32.9 48.4 30.2 55.8 

Mixed2 22.0 20.6 20.6 20.4 16.82 22.0 25.53 26.33 

1. Sixth form or Tertiary. 
2. Boys in independent schools significantly low percentage taking mixed A-levels (χ2 = l3 7, df=3, P < 0.001). 

3. Grammar schools have the highest proportion on mixed courses (χ2= l5.0, df=3, P < 0.001). 

The question we asked of the data was: ‘Does type of school have an effect on the 

mixing of A-level choices?’ The answer given by Table 4.1 seems to be ‘yes, but not 

very much. The percentages taking mixed courses among both sexes in 

comprehensive schools and colleges, and girls in independent schools, is similar. Only 

among boys in independent schools is there a difference, with the proportion being 

statistically lower. Rather surprisingly, the assumption that the newer institutions 

would be more conducive to mixing because they offer wider choice does not seem 

to have been borne out. In fact, it is the remaining grammar schools that have the 

highest proportions on mixed courses. The categories, however, are broad and there 

may well be differences at the subject level. 

What Table 4.1 does underline is the relationship between gender and opting for either 

‘science-maths’ or ‘arts and social science’. The gender difference is substantial in 

both cases and holds across the different school types. The extent of the difference 

between is said to depend on whether a school is single-sex or co-educational. 

Co-education 

The debate regarding the merits of co-education, which had been quiescent since 

Dale’s extensive review in the 1960’s (final volume published 1974), came to life 

again in the late seventies with the claim that it put girls off the sciences and 

mathematics. The argument takes several forms, but depends, in the first instance, on 

evidence which shows that fewer girls study the sciences in co-educational schools 

(DES, 1975). Ormerod (1975) has suggested that it is possible to arrange subjects 

along a spectrum of masculinity-femininity, from chemistry and physics to English 

and religious instruction. In co-educational schools, Ormerod’s evidence indicates 

girls are less likely to take subjects at the male end of the spectrum. 
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A variety of possible explanations has been offered, but Kelly (1981), in reviewing 

the evidence, suggests that the most important factor is that science has become sex-

typed. It is also suggested that teachers may react more favourably to the apparently 

greater enthusiasm and knowledge of the boys. The debate has almost entirely been 

about girls with very little attention directed to possible consequences for boys. More 

recently, the conventional wisdom that co-education per se puts girls off science has 

been challenged by Smithers and Collings (1981) who pointed out that the 

comparisons between girls’ schools and co-educational schools have not been 

comparing like-with-like. Overall, girls in single-sex schools tend, on average, to be 

more able and to come from higher social class backgrounds, since the schools are 

usually selective and/or fee paying. When this is taken into account the difference 

between girls’ only and co-ed schools largely – but not entirely - disappears. Kelly 

(1978) and Steedman (1980) have also thrown doubt on the single-sex effect. 

Table 4.2: Type of School by Single Sex or Co-educational1 

Subject Group 
Comprehensive College Independent Grammar 

Co-ed SS Co-ed Co-ed SS Co-ed SS 

Boys        

Science and Maths 49.8 42.6 51.1 52.8 49.4 53.2 42.2 

Other 28.1 35.6 28.2 29.4 34.2 21.5 32.2 

Mixed 22.1 21.8 20.7 17.8 16.4 25.3 25.6 

Girls        

Science and Maths 22.2 24.2 25.4 27.4 30.2 19.3 17.6 

Other 57.3 55.1 51.2 57.1 46.4 53.0 56.9 

Mixed 20.5 20.7 23.4 15.5 23.4 27.7 25.5 

1. No significant difference for either boys (χ2=0.7, df = l) or girls (χ2=2.5, df = l). 

Given the differences in the composition of the mixed A-level combinations of boys 

and girls, a sex-of-school effect, if indeed it exists, could have been expected to have 

shown also in the percentages opting for the different subject combinations. Table 4.2, 

however, shows that splitting each school type by whether the school is single-sex or 

co-educational reveals little that was not seen in Table 4.1. There appears to be only 

a small difference in the take-up of the sciences by girls, but surprisingly perhaps there 

does seem to be a larger effect for boys, with them being more likely to take the 

sciences in co-educational schools. This effect for boys had been hitherto unsuspected. 

The relationship becomes more obvious when each of the sample years is considered 

separately since we then have thirteen replications. Table 4.3 shows that in all but one 

there were more boys in co-educational schools in the sciences and for nine of those 

years the difference was statistically significant. This seemed to carry over into the 

mixed group (which for boys was mainly science-based) and in every year but one the 

proportion was higher in co-educational schools. Conversely, in every year there were 

more boys in single-sex schools taking the non-sciences. The consistency in these 

results has survived the gradual shift from single-sex education to co-education 

apparent in the sample sizes for the different years. 
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Table 4.3: Boys’ A-Level Groupings in Single Sex and Coeducational Schools  

Year 
N %Mixed %Science & Maths %Arts & Soc Sci 

SS Co-ed SS Co-ed SS Co-ed SS Co-ed 

19512 523 156 2.5 7.7 52.2 60.9 45.3 31.4 

19522 494 154 4.4 11.0 49.0 59.1 46.6 29.9 

19552 565 151 3.7 8.6 54.7 61.6 41.6 29.8 

1958 682 222 7.0 9.4 58.7 62.2 34.4 28.4 

19612 929 304 5.0 11.5 60.1 64.5 34.9 24.0 

19642 1137 428 8.8 9.1 52.5 63.1 38.7 27.8 

19672 1280 646 12.3 13.1 47.7 53.3 40.0 33.6 

19702 1244 792 14.5 19.7 46.5 50.4 39.1 29.9 

1973 1104 993 16.5 18.6 43.6 43.8 39.9 37.6 

19762 896 1255 17.5 25.5 43.0 40.8 39.5 33.7 

19791 733 1571 20.6 22.2 43.7 47.8 35.7 30.0 

19812 591 1915 18.5 22.0 45.3 50.6 36.2 27.4 

1983 560 2244 23.0 20.8 45.7 50.3 31.3 28.9 

1. P < 0.01. 

2  P< .0.001. 

Table 4.4: Girls’ A-Level Groupings in Single Sex and Coeducational Schools 

Year 
N %Mixed %Science & Maths %Arts & Soc Sci 

SS Co-ed SS Co-ed SS Co-ed SS Co-ed 

19511 305 115 11.8 13.9 26.2 14.8 62.0 71.3 

1952 301 113 9.6 8.8 26.6 17.7 63.8 73.5 

1955 355 139 11.9 6.5 27.0 23.7 61.1 69.8 

1958 430 189 10.7 11.1 24.2 20.1 65.1 68.8 

1961 598 252 12.2 9.5 23.4 21.8 64.4 68.7 

1964 768 308 12.1 11.7 21.7 20.8 66.1 67.5 

1967 955 450 14.2 15.3 18.5 15.6 67.3 69.1 

1970 1045 667 17.2 18.5 16.7 13.0 66.1 68.5 

19732 1007 846 16.8 19.0 19.8 13.7 63.4 67.3 

19761 878 1091 23.7 20.4 18.2 15.3 58.1 64.3 

19791 801 1364 22.0 20.4 23.2 19.4 54.8 60.2 

19812 622 1772 21.5 19.3 23.8 23.9 54.7 56.8 

1983 577 2122 24.3 21.5 24.6 23.3 51.1 55.2 

1. .P < 0.01. 

2.  P < 0.001. 

The reverse holds true for girls, although the differences were statistically significant 

in only four of the 13 years. Table 4.4 shows that in every year there were 

proportionally more girls in co-educational schools taking arts and social sciences 

and, in all but one, more girls in single-sex schools taking the sciences. For girls, 

however, there was no consistent sex-of-school association with the mixed A-level 

combinations. 
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In the case of both sexes, there does appear to be some relation between co-education 

and subject choice, with that for boys being the stronger. Since our ten per cent sample 

is of candidate entries, we have not in this part of our study attempted to match the 

single-sex and co-educational schools, so it is possible that some of the factors to 

which Smithers and Collings (1982) drew attention are operating. It is also possible 

that processes such as those identified by Kelly (1981) may be involved. But, what 

this study shows, we think for the first time, is that there appears to be a relation 

between boys’ choices, as well as those of girls and co-education. 

School Organisation 

Although overall, it makes little difference to mixed A-level entries whether a school 

is single-sex or co-educational, there is nevertheless wide variation between schools. 

Our JMB analysis of 1981 and 1983 show that in some schools there was 35 per cent 

or more take-up, while in others it was 14 per cent or less. Are there, then, systematic 

school factors contributing to the mixing of sciences with non-sciences at A-level, and 

if so what are they? We have investigated this by comparing schools with the highest 

and lowest percentages of mixed A-level candidates. 

The Data 

Candidates sit JMB A-level examinations at some 900 school-based centres (that is 

excluding FE and external entrants). We arrived at a list of particular schools to study 

in several stages. Our starting point was the listing of school-based centres for 1981 

and 1983, 936 and 989 respectively. Only those schools with more than 50 pupils 

entered for the examinations in both years were considered (to enable us to meet pupils 

across a range of subjects), leaving a total of 582. All centres with entries for only one 

subject, usually general studies, were excluded reducing our sample frame to 381. For 

these schools, the percentage on mixed A-level courses was averaged over the two 

years and this was used to produce a rank order. 

Our aim was to compare some ten to twelve schools with a high proportion of pupils 

on mixed courses with a similar number with relatively few. In practice, eighteen from 

the top and bottom of the ranking were selected, having regard to school type. Of these 

36 schools, four were independent and they were contacted directly and two agreed to 

participate. In the case of the 32 maintained schools, initial approaches were made to 

LEAs, 21 in all. We were given permission to contact 29 of the 32 target schools. Two 

were refused on the grounds of re-organisation (both ex-grammar schools from the 

high group) and one, a comprehensive, because the school was heavily involved in 

TVEI, and the Director of Education for that authority felt that no extra burden should 

be placed on the headteacher concerned. 

The other schools were contacted by letter early in January 1985. Of the 29, six did 

not reply, one refused and one felt unable to help because of internal problems in the 

school. When the interviewing had nearly been completed, two of the earlier non-

respondents did get in touch with apologies for the delay and did express a willingness 

to participate, but it was decided not to proceed with their offers at that stage. The 

final distribution of participants was, therefore, as follows:  
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• High Mixing: eight comprehensive schools, three sixth-form colleges 

and one independent school; 

• Low Mixing - seven comprehensive schools, two grammar schools, one 

sixth form college and one independent school. 

While the matching is not perfect, a range of schools was considered in each case and 

it is felt to give a reasonable basis for considering what school factors may contribute 

to a high or low uptake of mixed A-level courses. 

The Schools 

The schools taking part in the study are listed in Tables 4.5 and 4.6 in order of their 

mixed-course entry in years 1981 and 1983.  

Table 4.5: Schools with High Percentage of Mixed A-Level Entrants 

School 
% Mixed 

Courses  
Type Location 

Number 

on Roll1 

Number 

Sixth-Form 

O-Levels 

Needed 

A 35.1 Boys’ RC Comp2 Inner City 768 96 4 

B 34.0 Co-ed Comp. Suburban 1650 220 Open 

C 33.3 Co-ed Comp: 13-18 Urban 1481 262 5 

D 32.9 Co-ed Comp. Semi-Rural 1443 110 4 

E 32.0 Co-ed Comp. 13-18 Urban 1423 273 Open 

F 31.8 Co-ed Comp. Suburban 780 143 4 

G 31.7 Girls’ Independent Urban 564 141 6 

H 31.6 Sixth form College Urban 663 663 4 

I 31.5 Co-ed Comp. Suburban 1440 140 Open 

J 30.8 Co-ed Comp. Urban 1297 118 5 

K 30.6 Sixth form College Urban 423 423 Open 

L 30.3 Sixth form College Urban 561 561 Open 

1. 1985. 

2. Girls in sixth form. 

Table 4.6: Schools with Low Percentage of Mixed A-Level Entrants 

School 
% Mixed 

Courses  
Type Location 

Number 

on Roll1 

Number 

Sixth-Form 

O-Levels 

Needed 

P 20.8 Boys Grammar Urban 867 227 5 

Q 20.7 Co-ed Grammar Rural 629 135 4 

R 20.0 Co-ed Comp. 13-18 Semi-Rural 1060 285 4 

S 19.2 Co-ed Comp. Suburban 1576 212 Open 

T 18.3 Co-ed Comp. Urban 1669 115 Open 

U 17.9 Co-ed Independent Urban 725 176 5 

V 16.6 Co-ed Comp. Suburban 1738 283 5 

W 16.2 Sixth form College Inner City 340 340 5 

X 16.0 Co-ed Comp. Suburban 1650 128 4 

Y 14.9 Boys Comp. Suburban 806 197 Open 

Z 13.8 Boys RC Comp. 13-18 Urban 658 118 Open 

1 1985. 
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The spread is from 35.1 to 13.8 per cent across the types of sixth form and the range 

of locations. In the remainder of this chapter, we explore whether there are any factors 

that appear to be influencing pupils either towards or away from mixed A-level 

combinations. 

Access 

It has been suggested that mixed courses attract weaker students (Selkirk, 1973). If 

this were the case, then it could be expected that schools with open access into the 

sixth form would be likely to have more pupils on mixed courses, and those with 

restricted entry, dependent on O-level qualifications, fewer. Tables 4.5 and 4.6 show 

that this is not the case. Only nine of the 23 sample schools followed a policy of open 

access - five in the high group, four in the low. The majority imposed entry 

requirements of usually four to five O-level passes, but one, an independent girls’ 

school, required six, although this applied mainly to those seeking to enter the sixth 

form from another school. None of the independent schools had an open access policy, 

but two of the four sixth-form colleges (both in the high group) and seven of the fifteen 

comprehensives (three in the high and four in the low group) did, with the proviso that 

the pupil would be expected to be able to benefit from the two-year advanced level 

course. Overall, though, no discernible pattern emerges which connects access to the 

take-up of mixed courses. 

Subject Option System 

In secondary schools, there are two very important subject choice-points: at age 13-

14 for O-levels; and at age 16 for A-levels. O-level choices de facto delimit A-level 

choices (Phillips, 1969; Barnard and McCreath, 1970; Reid et al, 1974). Two issues 

are pertinent: (a) if there is a compulsory core of studies does it include a science; and 

(b) what combinations do timetable clashes allow? 

If the study of the sciences is optional at O-level, then maths may be the only A-level 

leading to a mixed combination. Conversely, if a range of sciences is not insisted upon 

lower down the school, pupils who are scientifically inclined may be forced to take a 

mixed combination, say biology and English, in the sixth form to study any science at 

all. 

The way that subjects are timetabled can also channel pupils towards or away from 

particular subjects. History, for example, might be in a block with chemistry, design 

and biology, from which only one can be taken. Kelly (1976, 1981) has demonstrated 

how this ‘channelling’ can occur in relation to girls and science choice, which she 

maintains renders “the notion of free choice largely meaningless”. In a more recent 

survey (Pratt, Bloomfield and Seale, 1984), no sex bias was found in how the structure 

of the option system was applied and presented to pupils. 

It was not possible to get complete information about the fourth year option system. 

Each of the sixth-form colleges for instance had a number of feeder schools, as did 

one of the large 11-18 comprehensives (J), and each in turn had their own option 

schemes. Restriction of choice was evident in an inner city comprehensive school (A) 

which had, in addition to its own sixth form, three feeder girls’ schools, two of which 
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offered no science at all to O-level, and one, only biology. This lack of opportunity in 

the sciences would have precluded specialising in the sciences, though it could have 

boosted mixing depending on the definition adopted, and indeed the school was top 

of our ranking. 

All the sample schools had a compulsory core of English and maths to 16. One (S) 

included French as well, but only two (C, S) had a compulsory science subject. In the 

case of School C, this was chemistry largely because of the timetable and staff 

implications of being on a split site. Two others, an independent co-educational school 

(U) and a co-educational comprehensive school (J), encouraged the pupils to study at 

least one science subject to O-level. 

Subject choices made at 14 will constrain what can be studied in the sixth form, but 

the evidence from our sample schools did not suggest a clear link with the proportion 

taking mixed A-levels since the differing arrangements occurred among both the high 

and low groups. 

Whatever choices will have been made at 14, the structure and content of the sixth 

form option system is an important channel through which individual subjects and 

subject combinations are available. In our sample schools, two main frameworks were 

identified: blocking and listing. In ‘blocking’, choices are made between subjects 

grouped into blocks. The capacity of this framework to offer a wide choice of subjects 

and combinations depends on (a) the criteria which were applied in its construction 

and (b) the number and range of subjects available. Some schools, within the limits of 

staff and resources, use past demand as a guide, others use a preliminary analysis of 

demand based on the preference of prospective sixth formers. In the former, pupil 

choices are made after the subject blocks have been designed; in the latter, as far as 

possible, the blocks reflect expressed demand. 

Figure 4.2: ‘Blocked’ A-level Options in School S 

Box 1 Box 2 Box 3 Box 4 

Chemistry Mathematics Maths + Statistics English 

Biology Further Maths  Further Maths) Chemistry 

Geography Biology Technical Physics 

Art Spanish English Geography 

French Design Physics History (late) 

RE German History (early)  

Music  Drama  

Economics    

1. All courses have eight periods except further maths which has seven. 

2. In addition, a selection is made among a number of non-A-level general interest subjects which occupy 

a fifth box. 

As an example of a ‘blocked’ framework we can consider School S. In Figure 4.2, we 

can see that 20 subjects are grouped into four blocks (there is also a ‘general studies’ 

component). Since usually only three A-levels are chosen some flexibility exists. 

Figure 4.3 shows the A-level options in School A. The twelve subjects are offered in 
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four blocks, so popular arts combinations such as history, geography and English are 

not possible, nor are some popular choices in the mixed group - for example, maths, 

geography and economics. Yet, this school had the highest proportion on mixed 

courses in 1981/3. 

Figure 4.3: ‘Blocked’ A-level Options in School A 

Box 1 Box 2 Box 3 Box 4 

Physics Biology Chemistry Maths 

Sociology Economics English History 

French Spanish  Geography 

Art Art Art Art 

 

Some schools are able to operate a listing system where the subjects can be freely 

chosen. Figure 4.4 offers two examples. In School Y, subjects are chosen from 16 

alternatives, with general studies and PE/games compulsory. In Sixth form College 

H, there are 34 subjects on offer with general studies being an optional extra. 

Figure 4.4: Listed A-level Options in Schools Y and H  

School Y Sixth form College H 

Any combination of 2 or 3 subjects 

from the 16 traditional A-levels 

available. 

General Studies and PE/Games are 

compulsory 

There is a completely free choice of examination subjects from 

among the 32 offered. 

The timetable is drawn to meet students’ needs and Advanced 

levels can be combined with Ordinary level subjects. 

This very great flexibility is balanced by a policy of careful 

guidance so that each student’s timetable meets his or her 

interests, ability and future career. 

Any course for which there is not sufficient demand may have to 

be withdrawn. 

General Studies is optional. 

 

The blocking or listing schemes available in our sample institutions are shown in 

Table 4.7. Twenty of the 23 use a blocked framework and only three (H, R and Y) 

have adopted a listing system. This might have been expected to allow a wider range 

of combinations and favour mixed choices, yet two of the three schools are in our low 

group. In practice, the constraints on subject choice, and the proportions opting for 

mixed rather than traditional combinations may have more to do with the number and 

range of subjects on offer than the type of option system, which shows no systematic 

variation from one group to another. 

Number of A-Levels 

The number of A-levels varies considerably between schools and within schools from 

year to year due to, among other things, variations in demand and changes in staff. As 

the sample of schools shown in Table 4.7 indicates, the number of subjects offered 

can be as high as 34 or as low as twelve. The average for the high mixed group (20.8) 

is slightly more than that for the low (18.0), but the actual correlation is only P=0.189, 

which is not significant. 



 

42 

We have seen in Chapter II that to account for half the mixed choices we need only a 

relatively small number of combinations, and in Figure 3.1(page 30) that the new 

subjects make only a small contribution. Increasing the range of A-levels may not, 

therefore, greatly increase the degree of mixing. 

Table 4.7: Availability of A-levels 

School 
No. of A-

Levels 

Option 

System1 
Economics2 

Maths 

Options 

Maths with 

Stats.2 

A 12 B Y 1 N 

B 22 B Y 2 N 

C 24 B Y 3 Y 

D 19 B Y 2 Y 

E 17 B Y 2 N 

F 18 B Y 1 N 

G 16 B N 2 N 

H 34 L Y 6 Y 

I 18 B Y 2 N 

J 19 B Y 4 Y 

K 24 B Y 5 Y 

L 27 B Y 5 N 

P 15 B Y 2 Y 

Q 13 B Y 2 N 

R 18 L Y 3 N 

S 20 B Y 3 Y 

T 16 B Y 5 Y 

U 18 B Y 4 Y 

V 22 B Y 4 Y 

W 25 B Y 5 Y 

X 18 B N 3 Y 

Y 16 L Y 2 N 

Z 17 B Y 2 Y 

1. Block or List 

2. Yes or No 

Particular A-levels 

We have argued in Chapter III that a major contribution to the growth of mixed A-

levels has been the rise of economics and the increasing frequency with which it is 

taken with the sciences and maths. Whether or not economics is available could, 

therefore, be expected to affect the proportion on mixed courses. Table 4.7 shows that 

it was on offer in most schools, and, of the two where it was not, one had a high degree 

of mixing. This was a girls’ independent school where biology and mathematics were 

frequently taken together. 

Another important contributor to mixed courses is mathematics. Table 4.7 shows that 

two schools, both in the high group, offered only one mathematical subject, whereas 

a sixth form college in the high group offered six. Five of the eleven schools in the 
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low group were able to provide four or five alternatives, compared to three out of 

twelve in the high group, so the range of mathematical subjects does not appear 

important. Mathematics with statistics is particularly popular in mixed combinations. 

But, surprisingly, rather more schools in the low group offered this option than in the 

high (eight out of eleven compared to five out of twelve). 

Guidance and Information  

All our sample schools offered information sessions and pupil and parent interviews 

to help with post-16 choices. The differences in approach seemed to owe more to the 

individual requirements of the school and its catchment area than any intrinsic 

differences in policy. One school (T), in a deprived working-class area experiencing 

high unemployment, found that pupils tended to attach more weight to the advice of 

school staff than to that of parents, who were seemingly reluctant to be involved. In 

this same school, induction courses for potential sixth formers were arranged both to 

provide information and to encourage them to stay on. In another school (S), a 

residential weekend was arranged. Until recent financial savings were imposed, 

Schools F and K in a large shire county were also able to put on careers conventions, 

with representatives from local and national companies, and further and higher 

education. Other activities included external lecture programmes, advice on making 

applications, mock interviews, visits to institutions of higher and further education. 

The independent schools in the sample had a higher staying-on rate in the sixth form, 

with most going on to university, and as a consequence needed to provide less in the 

way of information and guidance about alternatives. 

In institutions (J, K, X) where the viability of the sixth form was in doubt due to falling 

rolls and where schools were competing for sixth form entrants, what may be 

described as more ‘aggressive’ marketing techniques were applied. A structured 

programme of visits by sixth form tutors, often accompanied by a small group of sixth 

formers, was made to local ‘feeder’ schools. All the secondary schools including the 

sixth form college (K) in one county borough had produced a joint information 

pamphlet on the range of subjects and courses on offer in each institution. In this area 

which previously had a very low staying on rate - less than 38 per cent - these intensive 

efforts had met with success (a doubling of the numbers on roll in four years). 

Nevertheless, while there were local variations, provision in terms of guidance and 

information is broadly similar across the schools, and does not differentiate between 

the schools in our high and low groups. 

Entry to Exams of More than One Board 

Thus far none of the factors we have considered - access and option systems, subject 

provision, guidance - seems to distinguish between schools in the high and low mixed 

groups; nor does type of school or whether it is single-sex or co-educational. But our 

classification into high and low groups depends exclusively on JMB entries. During 

our visits to schools in 1985 we asked them what proportions of the first-year sixth 

were taking mixed A-levels and we were surprised at some large discrepancies from 

our l98l/83 JMB entry data. The extent of differences is shown in Table 4.8. 
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School Z, for example, which had the lowest proportion of mixed entries in our JMB 

data had, in 1985, according to information from the school, the second highest. The 

highest was School S, which also came in our JMB low group. The discrepancy can, 

in part, be accounted for by the growing practice of entering candidates for more than 

one examination board. If economics (as in School T) or geography (as in School U) 

is entered for a different board from the science-maths subjects, then pupils on mixed 

courses will not come out as mixed in terms of our JMB data. Similarly, where a 

different board is used for maths from the non-sciences (as in Schools P, V, Z), the 

JMB data will under-report the mixed group. 

Table 4.8: Mixed Entries  

School JMB Data1 
From 

Schools2 

A3 35.1 29.4 

B 34.0 36.3 

C3 33.3 34.7 

D 32.9 36.4 

E 32.0 29.3 

F 31.8 35.0 

G3 31.7 21.1 

H 31.6 34.1 

I 31.5 25.8 

J 30.8 30.6 

K 30.6 25.4 

L 30.3 28.2 

P 20.8 32.7 

Q3 20.7 39.1 

R 20.0 35.2 

S 19.2 43.8 

T 18.3 29.7 

U 17.9 31.1 

V 16.6 30.5 

W 16.2 20.6 

X 16.0 19.6 

Y 14.9 27.5 

Z 13.8 40.0 

1. Average of 1981 & 1983. 
2. Lower sixth, 1985. 

3. JMB sole board. 

Entering pupils for examinations of more than one Board is, however, not the whole 

explanation. Four of the schools in our sample entered their pupils only for JMB 

examinations, and the figures might have been expected to be similar from year to 

year. This was broadly true in the case of Schools A and C, but in the case of School 

G the proportion was appreciably down from 1981/83 and in the case of School Q it 

had almost doubled. Although there was a confounding factor in that the JMB data 
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were actual entries and the schools’ data was for the lower-sixth, since there were no 

major changes in those schools from 1981/83 to 1985, the differences are most likely 

reflect shifts in pupil preferences. 

Table 4.9: Popular Subject Choices in School S for 1984 

Subject 
Boys Girls 

Upper Sixth Lower Sixth Upper Sixth Lower Sixth 

Maths 26 18 11 10 

Further Maths 4 7 3 3 

Physics 25 15 14 6 

Chemistry 18 24 22 12 

Biology 7 15 20 17 

Economics 16 17 7 4 

Geography 17 24 13 9 

English 2 2 17 9 

History 7 8 15 17 

French 4 2 10 11 

 

Table 4.9 shows the extent to which subject choices can vary from year to year in one 

school. The Head of School S kind gave us sight of the changing pattern in his school 

between first and second-year sixth in 1984. There were some major differences. In 

physics, the numbers almost halved - from 39 to 21, and the take-up of English by 

girls dropped from 17 to nine. Conversely, the number of boys studying biology went 

up from seven to 15. The unpredictability meant that it was not practicable to put 

subjects into blocks based on previous demand, but the blocks had to be made afresh 

each year in response to the expressed preferences of those coming into the sixth form. 
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V. DIFFERENCES BETWEEN SCHOOLS 

None of the general factors which we have examined so far has contributed much 

towards explaining the differences in uptake of mixed courses between one school 

and another, or within-school differences from year to year. To discover what these 

might be, we turned to individual schools (pen portraits listed in the Appendix), and 

interviewed headteachers, heads of sixth form and careers teachers.  

Staff Interviews 

Thirty senior staff - headteachers, deputies, heads of sixth form, a head of careers and 

a head of middle school – were interviewed. In 17 schools we talked to one senior 

member of staff; in the others we met several, sometimes together as in Schools F, J 

and X, and sometimes separately as in Schools C, E and V. 

Information was collected in two ways. Basic information, such as, school size, size 

of sixth form, access, A-levels and sub-A-level courses, option systems and guidance 

programmes was collected by questionnaire. This was supplemented by interviews 

with the senior staff exploring, among other things, the growth of mixed A-levels, the 

broadening of the sixth form curriculum, attitudes to general studies, and reactions to 

AS-levels. The interviews were taped and lasted anything from half-an-hour to two 

hours. Seven headteachers were interviewed. Some were very short of time and 

discussion was limited (G, Q, R); others were more relaxed (Y, U, S, K). In School 

K, the enthusiasm and commitment of the new principal generated a fund of 

interesting ideas. In S, the head was willing to provide data additional to our basic 

requirements. Wide-ranging discussion in U and Y took us very fully into the aims 

and objectives of the school and how these were being implemented. 

In 16 cases, the headteacher delegated responsibility for seeing us to a deputy or to 

the head of sixth form. Again the response varied from school to school. In School E, 

a dynamic and dedicated head of sixth form was anxious to be as helpful as possible. 

The head of careers in College H gave some interesting reflections on breadth versus 

depth in the sixth form curriculum. Staff in schools, including A, J and Z, were able 

to give us their uninterrupted attention in quiet rooms, but elsewhere a noisy staff 

room or a busy office, could mean a lot of distractions. 

Case Studies 

The 23 case studies in the Appendix have a number of common threads running 

through them. The first is that our division of schools into high/low mixed A-levels 

on the basis of JMB data tells only part of the story. It emerged that a number of the 

schools used more than one examination board for their A-levels. A school which is 

low mixed in terms of JMB data, could thus have high mixing overall. This was found 

to be the case with Schools P (maths, London), T (economics, AEB), U (geography, 

Cambridge), V (geography, some maths, English, AEB) and Z (maths, London). 

There was also considerable variation from year to year, considering only the JMB 

entries. In School G the mixed entry was 50 per cent lower on in 1986 than 1981/3; 

conversely for School Q it had almost doubled. As we found in Chapter IV, the most 
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likely explanation of these major shifts is changing pupil preferences. We will look at 

these in detail in Chapter VII. 

Besides the effects of multi-board entry and pupil preferences, it is possible to detect 

many influences. Prominent among them were those of: the headteacher and other 

senior staff; availability of subjects; individual teachers; school tradition; location and 

catchment; beliefs about subjects; beliefs about higher education and employment; 

and career choice. 

Views of Senior Staff 

The attitude of senior staff to mixed A-levels ranged from welcoming through 

acceptance to a reluctant attempt to move with the times. Most schools seemed to 

favour mixing. The advice at School B was: “over-specialisation could be to your 

detriment.” At School, H the careers teacher believed pupils should keep their options 

open and demonstrate they are numerate as well as literate. And, in School T, mixed 

combinations were seen as an appropriate response to the economic climate. 

At School J, mixed A-levels were accepted, but not enthusiastically. The head of the 

sixth form remarked: “a little tinge of eccentricity is very healthy.” At School Y, there 

was reluctance: “we don’t really have any violent mix, because three or four people 

have got at the students (in the sense of) providing information and advice.” Not 

surprisingly, perhaps, take-up there of mixed A-levels tended to be consistently on the 

low side. 

The background of the senior staff comes into it. The head of School Y was, for 

example, an Oxford graduate who valued the opportunity of studying a group of 

related subjects in depth. The head of the sixth form at School Z was a historian who 

strongly favour the humanities. The head of careers at School H, a linguist, referred 

particularly to good all-rounders and saw languages as a bridge between other 

subjects. The head of sixth form at School I described himself as a “frustrated mixer”, 

having wanted to do maths and English, but not having been allowed. 

The senior staff clearly differed in their regard for mixed A-levels. The headmistress 

of School G implied that she thought they were for the less able pupils. School U 

tended to encourage its brightest children to remain in the sciences. But most other 

senior staff felt ability was not the key issue. The head of School S, much in favour 

of breadth of study, dismissed as ‘baloney’ the idea that the less able opt for mixed 

combinations. The head of sixth at School C felt that mixed A-levels were deliberately 

chosen and pupils did not tend to end up there by default. The careers teacher at School 

H echoed this when she said that mixed A-levels are not a haven for the less able or 

for those who are there by default. 

In some cases, these views reinforced perhaps by other features of the school, seemed 

associated with mixed A-level take-up. It was low in the sceptical School Y, and there 

was low science uptake at School Z where the humanities were favoured. But, in 

others, as with the moderate level at School I, they could not be traced back to the 

stated views of senior staff. 
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Availability of Subjects 

We saw in Chapter IV that, based on JMB data alone, it was hard to detect the 

influence of subject availability on the proportion studying mixed A-levels, because 

some schools entered pupils for different boards in different subjects. But within 

individual schools the case studies did reveal connections. Economics was not 

available in two of the Schools (G and X) and both come out as low on mixed A-

levels (see Table 4.8). School Z comes out as low on JMB mixed A-levels due to the 

extensive use of other boards, but it had risen sharply in 1986 having joined forces 

with the local girls’ school to put on common sixth form courses for biology, French, 

Italian, sociology and communication studies, which broadened the range of A-levels 

on offer. 

In School A, girls’ choices in the sixth form were affected by two of the three feeder 

schools providing no science at all post-14. Poor take-up of the sciences in School V 

appeared to stem from the high entry requirements imposed by the head of department. 

In School C, chemistry was for the most able pupils part of the core curriculum up to 

the age of 16, and this contributed to the high numbers taking mixed A-levels. 

Individual Teachers 

The head of the sixth form at School I was in no doubt what prompted pupils’ subject 

choices. “They decide who are the good teachers, who gets good results and make 

their choices accordingly.” This is also the experience of the headteacher of School 

U: “economics is very popular, because the head of department is terribly good - it’s 

the personality of that man that gets them in”. The head of the sixth form at School D 

also highlighted the importance of the teachers. He saw the geography department as 

being very strong (he and the head were both geographers) and there were also strong 

science, design & technology (which tended to poach off each other) and humanities 

departments. 

School Tradition 

The face of secondary education has changed rapidly in recent years and their current 

status does not always capture their ethos, much of which is a legacy of their former 

incarnation. School Y, for example, was originally a boys’ grammar school and is still 

regarded as such in the locality. The headteacher is Oxbridge educated and does not 

look beyond specialisation and study in depth... School C, too, was formerly a 

selective boys’ grammar school, but here the staff were more accepting of mixed 

combinations. 

School I was originally a girls’ grammar school and was described to us as having a 

strong tradition in the humanities, particularly English and history, which today are 

often combined with maths to make mixed combinations. School U, now a co-

educational independent school, was formerly all boys, and has a strong tradition in 

the sciences. School P, a voluntary-aided grammar school, has also been traditionally 

strong in the sciences, with English and languages not so well regarded. This is 

reflected in the take-up of these subjects (see Table 5.1). In this school, geography has 

been accepted as a bridging subject and economics has recently moved up to a first 

choice subject. In the Roman Catholic School Z, there seemed to be less interest in 

the sciences than elsewhere. 
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Table 5.1: Subject Groups by School 

Schools 
Mixed Science-Maths Others 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

A 30.0 28.6 40.0 14.3 30.0 57.1 

B 42.1 28.9 40.3 11.1 17.5 60.0 

C 36.5 32.9 37.8 6.8 25.7 60.3 

D 26.1 43.8 47.8 15.6 26.1 40.6 

E 28.6 30.0 55.3 18.3 16.1 51.7 

F 13.3 43.3 36.7 13.3 36.7 43.3 

G - 21.1 - 38.0 - 40.9 

H 27.9 39.6 46.8 13.2 25.3 47.3 

I 24.4 27.3 45.5 15.1 30.3 47.6 

J 31.0 30.3 55.1 24.2 13.8 45.4 

K 20.3 29.3 50.9 17.3 28.8 53.3 

L 39.0 27.9 35.0 7.7 26.0 64.4 

P 32.7 - 42.1 - 25.2 - 

Q 41.2 37.1 47.1 22.9 11.8 40.0 

R 34.4 35.8 45.9 24.7 19.7 39.5 

S 44.9 42.5 30.6 20.0 24.5 37.5 

T 35.5 24.2 38.7 6.1 25.8 69.7 

U 32.2 28.6 37.3 10.7 30.5 60.7 

V 38.6 22.5 42.9 12.7 18.6 64.8 

W 15.6 30.3 53.1 15.1 31.2 54.6 

X 18.7 21.1 62.5 26.3 18.7 52.6 

Y 27.5 - 52.0 - 20.6 - 

Z 40.0 - 20.0 - 40.0 - 

 

Location and Catchment  

The schools were in a variety of locations from the fringes of market towns and 

pleasant leafy suburbs to the dereliction of inner cities. This not only affected the 

quality of the intakes, but also their attitudes to subjects. 

School L, for example, is so worried about the low uptake of sciences by girls that it 

has two teachers and an Equal Opportunities Commission advisor looking at the issue. 

Their tentative conclusions were that since the area had been dominated by heavy 

industry, science had a very masculine image and girls tended to opt out at an early 

stage. School D has been losing very able boys at 16 to industrial apprenticeships 

which have been prized since they have been seen as leading to secure jobs, but the 

source is now drying up. 

Beliefs about Subjects 

We have seen that senior staff have beliefs about subjects affected to some extent by 

their personal circumstances. Pupils too develop views about what is easy, interesting 

or useful. Sometimes this is surprising. Around School J the belief seems to have 

grown up that the sciences are a soft option and many children regarded by the head 
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of sixth as of low ability have been “lured into the sciences”. For the first time ever 

he had had to organise two physics sets, which he described as “bad and worse”. 

At School H, considerable effort was going into persuading more girls to take the 

sciences, but these had been largely unsuccessful because, in the view of the head of 

the sixth form, deep-seated beliefs about the suitability of these subjects for girls. 

Parents were mentioned by Schools U and V as having a high regard for maths and 

encouraging their sons and daughters to take it with either the sciences or non-

sciences. 

Beliefs about Higher Education and Employers 

Many of the beliefs concern the attitudes of the people to whom the pupils will go on 

leaving schools. A factor continually referred to by senior staff in relation to the 

growth of mixed A-levels is their greater acceptance by higher education and 

employers. 

The head of sixth form at School B believed that higher education was becoming more 

flexible regarding entry requirements and that maths and statistics were a good link 

between the arts and sciences. The head of the sixth form at School I believed a 

contributory factor to the growth of mixed A-levels was the more flexible attitude of 

universities and polytechnics to broader-based A-levels. School J too commented on 

the greater flexibility of higher education. 

Consequences for Career Choices 

Possible effects on future opportunities was an important factor in the way in which 

schools treated pupils’ subject preferences. Some steered their pupils pretty firmly. 

School Y offers strong advice; School J will accept mixed A-levels providing the 

choice is “not absolutely loony”. The head of School G, a prestigious girls’ 

independent school, personally vets the A-level choices of her sixth form pupils and 

believes the most able pupils will go into specialist courses. School P allows freedom 

of choice providing the combinations are not “just ridiculous” and School R has a 

flexible policy providing the combinations lead somewhere and are not “outlandish”. 

School F is willing to cater for popular mixed combinations, but, as for “odd 

combinations”, the head is happy for the pupils to go to the nearby sixth form college. 

School T in an inner city area sees the parents as being little involved with their 

children’s futures with the onus on the school to give a sense of direction. 

An alternative approach is adopted in School E which allows students to follow a 

broad curriculum in the lower sixth and to postpone specialising to the second year. 

The head of sixth claimed that “since we introduced the new system we’ve had no 

students in distress concerning subject and career choice. 

Within-School Influences 

Many features of schools and the people in them, therefore, affect the proportion of 

pupils taking mixed A-levels (and other subject combinations). Within a particular 

school, at a particular time, a set of circumstances could be identified which favoured 

mixing or specialising, predisposed towards sciences or the humanities or broader 
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combinations, and gave some subjects an advantage over others. These were part of 

the mix that formed pupil’s preferences, and it is to these we now turn in Chapter VI. 
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VI. PERSONAL PREFERENCES 

Pupils in the first year sixth have just made two of the most important decisions in 

their lives: to stay in education and to study a particular, and usually a rather narrow, 

range of subjects. Although at around 13 or 14 years of age they will have already had 

to choose between some subjects, on moving into the sixth form, they will have begun 

to specialise in earnest. In many cases they will, in effect, be choosing the arts or the 

sciences, although, as we have seen, a growing proportion are crossing the traditional 

boundaries. But, whether they are fully aware of it or not, the young people would 

have been determining the shape of their future lives, opening some doors, but closing 

others. 

The choosing (if indeed that is the right word) of subjects is of vital importance both 

for the individuals themselves and society, but as yet, psychology seems to have no 

satisfactory way of handling the process. How choice is viewed, and how much 

autonomy is allowed, depends on the model of the person which is accepted. A whole 

spectrum of models exists ranging from those in which the individual is seen 

essentially as an elaborate organic mechanism for which choice is a necessary illusion 

to those in which the individual is credited with the power of being able to largely 

invent his or her own life. 

Ruddock (1972) has pointed out that each of the models, though illuminating, is only 

partial and he has brought the most important together in a differentiated conception 

of the person which pays due regard to past experiences, present circumstances and 

future plans. Using Ruddock’s model, Kitwood (1980) has shown how the bases of 

decisions may be ‘attached’ to people in different ways; they may come from past 

experiences, be directed towards anticipated future states, be received from others or 

be part of a particular role. Some in ways which are not fully understood come to be 

associated with an emerging sense of identity. 

Attempts to model the processes of occupational choice offer an interesting parallel. 

Ginzberg (1972) in his later work tended to put the emphasis on anticipations of the 

future: 

If an individual is able to conceptualise what he (sic - Ginzberg was mainly 

concerned with men) wants to be in the future, he acquires a major 

organising principle which can give direction and provide continuity to 

what would otherwise be random and unrelated action. 

Super (1957) portrayed occupational choice as the formation, translation and 

implementation of a self-concept: 

It is a compromise process in which the self-concept is the product of the 

interaction of inherited aptitudes, neural and endocrine make-up, 

opportunity to play various roles, and evaluations of the extent to which 

the results of role playing meet with the approval of superiors and fellows. 

But Ginzberg and Super have been criticised for giving too much weight to the wishes 

of individuals (perhaps understandable given the job market at the time) and not fully 
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recognising the importance of opportunities. Blau and his colleagues (1956) have 

stressed the complementary role of selection agencies: 

The social structure - the more or less institutionalized patterns of 

activities, interactions and ideas among various groups - has a direct 

significance for occupational choice. On the one hand, it influences the 

personality development of the choosers; on the other it defines the socio-

economic conditions on which selection takes place. 

All these approaches, however, essentially see the person as rational. Kitwood (1980) 

encapsulated it as ‘the capitalist metaphor’ in which choice is seen to be based on 

careful calculation of short and long-term gain, with meticulous keeping of accounts 

and action brought under deliberate control. Little heed has been paid to Freud’s claim 

that much of what we do is a consequence of the operation of unconscious motives, 

nor does it sufficiently recognise that we may end up doing something as a by-product 

of trying to avoid doing something else. 

Faced with these complexities, educational research has tended to focus on the 

assumed more immediate precursors in choosing subjects. Keys and Ormerod (1976) 

related preferences for different subjects to: ‘perceived easiness of the subject’, ‘liking 

for the subject teacher’ and ‘perceived ability in the subject’. Other factors, such as 

early interests and quality of teaching, have also been investigated (Hutchings, 1963; 

Ashton and Meredith, 1969; Johnstone, 1974; Ormerod and Duckworth, 1975; 

Bottomley and Ormerod, 1981). Garratt (1986) has suggested that in A-level choices 

the most influential factors are interest, previous performance and career. But Woods 

(1976) and Kelly (1981) have taken the Blau-line and argued that young people are in 

effect channelled into doing things by such structural features as their sex, social class 

and geographical location. 

Our approach to studying subject preferences in this chapter has been essentially 

idiographic and humanistic. We have asked a sample of sixth formers their reasons 

and we have taken these as our data. 

Table 6.1: Sample 

Sex Mixed 
Science 

Maths 

Other 

Subjects 
Total 

Boys 51 40 32 123 

Girls 41 32 33 106 

Total 92 72 65 229 

 

The Interviews 

In each of our 23 sample schools the plan was to talk in-depth with ten pupils in the 

first-year sixth. On our first visit to each school we gave to our contact the preferred 

composition of a sample of interviewees, that is, about equal numbers of boys and 

girls in the different subject groupings, with about twice as many taking mixed 

combinations as ‘science-maths only’ or ‘other subjects only’. In some schools we 

were able to arrive at the pupils to be interviewed by randomly selecting from lists 
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provided, but in others we had to rely on the school to choose pupils in accordance 

with our specifications. In one school, the final pupil failed to turn up (we were 

running beyond the end of the school day), so we are one short of our planned total. 

The final composition of the sample is shown in Table 6.1. 

Our approach owes something to Harre and de Waele’s successive focussing 

technique. A questionnaire was given to the interviewees to be completed before our 

meetings with them. Among other things, this asked for (a) biographical information, 

(b) details of the A-levels they were taking, (c) what they saw as influencing their 

choice, (d) any changes they would like to make, (e) what they would have done in 

conditions of complete freedom of choice and (f) what additional A-level they would 

liked to have taken. It also asked for O-level grades and satisfaction with choices at 

this level; and for higher education and/or career aspirations.. 

Particular points of interest in the questionnaire were explored in depth in a semi-

structured interview in which the participants were asked, among other things, (a) how 

it was they came to choose each A-level, (b) what influences on their decisions they 

were aware of, (c) if they had been put off any particular subjects, (d) what higher 

education and/or career plans they might have. 

The interviews were taped and, as far as possible, in the rest of this chapter, the words 

of the young people are allowed to speak for themselves. However, we must 

remember, as Kitwood (1980) pointed out in his aptly titled book, Disclosures to a 

Stranger, we were only visitors listening to what the young people were prepared to 

tell us. We must also bear in mind that what we were hearing were to some extent 

justifications for decisions already taken. The participants would have assumed that 

we were not just asking questions out of idle curiosity, but in some sense held them 

accountable. The reasons given would to some extent have been rationalisations and 

there would be some tendency to give socially acceptable answers. Nevertheless, as 

we have seen, within a school there appears to be considerable variation in subject 

choices from year to year for which the most likely explanation is changing pupil 

preferences, and the most immediate way of learning about these is to hear it from the 

pupils themselves. 

Stated Reasons 

Before meeting the interviewer, participants were asked, in their own time and as part 

of the preliminary questionnaire, to “write down in a few words who or what 

influenced your choice of A-level subjects”. Tables 6.1 and 6.2 present an analysis, 

with the responses being assigned to categories by five judges. In the first table, the 

reasons are expressed as a percentage of pupils and, in the second, as a percentage of 

the total number of reasons given by the subject group. On average, each participant 

gave just over two reasons, with, in all three subject groups, the girls giving more 

reasons than the boys. 

By far the most commonly given reasons.  ‘liking/interest’, ‘job/career prospects’ and 

‘ability/exam results’ ‘Liking interest’ was put forward most frequently by pupils in 

the ‘other subjects only’ group, and in all groups more frequently by girls than boys. 
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‘Job/career prospects’ tended to be mentioned most frequently by pupils in the 

‘science-maths’ group, particularly the girls who were often trying for careers in 

medicine. These girls also mentioned teacher and parental advice quite often, but 

‘ability/exam results’ less frequently than their peers. Since they generally had a very 

good record at O-level this could have been because they were taking this aspect of 

choice for granted. Parental advice also appeared relatively important to the boys in 

the mixed group where they were sometimes urged by their parents to “take maths 

whatever else you do because it is always useful”. 

Table 6.1: Reasons for Choosing A-Level Combinations 

Stated Reasons 

Percentage of Pupils 

Mixed Science-Maths Other Subjects 

Boys 

(51) 

Girls 

(41) 

Boys 

(40) 

Girls 

(32) 

Boys 

(32) 

Girls 

(33) 

Liking/Interest 56.9 85.4 55.0 68.8 78.1 93.9 

Job/Career Prospects 54.9 48.8 67.5 84.4 43.8 39.4 

Ability/Exam Results 43.1 48.8 55.0 25.0 50.0 48.5 

Teacher Advice 15.7 12.2 5.0 25.0 25.0 21.2 

Parental Advice 15.7 17.1 12.5 18.8 9.4 15.2 

Other Advice 11.8 2.4 0.0 3.1 0.0 3.0 

Intrinsic Value 3.9 12.2 10.0 9.4 6.3 18.2 

Teacher Quality 0.0 0.0 10.0 0.0 9.4 6.1 

Constraints 3.9 2.4 0.0 3.1 6.3 0.0 

Other 5.9 0.0 2.5 3.1 6.3 3.0 

 

Table 6.2: Reasons for Choosing A-Level Combinations 

Stated Reasons 

Percentage of Reasons 

Mixed Science-Maths Other Subjects 

Boys 

(108) 

Girls 

(94) 

Boys 

(87) 

Girls 

(77) 

Boys 

(75) 

Girls 

(82) 

Liking/Interest 26.9 37.2 25.3 28.6 33.3 37.8 

Job/Career Prospects 25.9 21.3 31.0 35.1 18.7 15.9 

Ability/Exam Results 20.4 21.3 25.3 10.4 21.3 19.5 

Teacher Advice 7.4 5.3 2.3 10.4 10.7 8.5 

Parental Advice 7.4 7.4 5.7 7.8 4.0 6.1 

Other Advice 5.6 1.1 0.0 1.3 0.0 1.2 

Intrinsic Value 1.9 5.3 4.6 3.9 2.7 7.3 

Teacher Quality 0.0 0.0 4.6 0.0 4.0 2.4 

Constraints 1.9 1.1 0.0 1.3 2.7 0.0 

Other 2.8 0.0 1.0 1.3 2.7 1.2 

 

Some pupils mentioned the intrinsic value of subjects (for example, “I took English 

because it is a subject where you can learn how to think, in a real sense”), but very 

few mentioned ‘teacher quality’ as an influence at this stage, although deeper 
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questioning in the interviews often revealed that a reputedly good or bad teacher could 

sway decisions. 

The pupils were aware of the channelling factors that we discussed in Chapter IV and 

some did say that they were prevented from doing particular subjects by timetable 

clashes or because a subject was not offered at their school, but again the effects of 

constraints were more usually revealed in the deeper probing of the interviews. 

Reasons for Taking Mixed A-Levels 

In articulating their decisions for taking what we are calling mixed A-level courses, 

pupils gave a wide range of reasons. Usually more than one was mentioned and they 

interacted: 

It was a mixture of my GCE O-level examination results, a discussion with 

my parents and relations, and my own personal preference. 

(Male; economics, maths, and statistics).  

Performance in O-levels, interest in subjects, and hopefully a future career 

in banking etc. or some form of financial institution, or with my family’s 

business. 

(Male; computer studies, economics, and maths). 

Subjects I’d done well in at O-level that were suitable for university. I am 

taking economics because all the others are sciences and I wanted to try a 

new subject. 

(Male; computer studies, economics, maths, and physics). 

1 The subjects which I found most interesting; 2 the subjects I was best at; 

and 3 the subjects I found most useful as a career in my interests. 

(Male; geography, geology, and maths). 

The subjects were mainly my own choice and were agreed by my parents. 

The subjects were chosen because I enjoyed geography and physics and 

was good at maths. General studies is compulsory. 

(Male; geography, maths, and physics). 

Interest and enjoyment. Lack of ability to do, or stick anything else, for 

two years. Advice from people who were doing vaguely what I wanted to 

do. 

(Male; art, biology, and physics). 

O-level grades, interest in the subjects, difficulty of subject, use in future 

employment. 

(Male; geography, maths, and physics). 
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I enjoy economics and find it very interesting. I find maths puzzling and 

enjoy puzzles. Hope to do accountancy – subjects will help. Chemistry 

was preferred to physics as I felt I was better at chemistry. 

(Male; chemistry, economics, and maths). 

I wanted variety to give a wider scope of possibilities, and an interest in 

physiotherapy made me choose sciences. A good history result at O-level 

prompted me to choose history. 

(Female; biology, environmental science, and history). 

I chose subjects I liked, and that I was good at. Was influenced by parents. 

How useful I thought they’d be in future, and how they went together also 

influenced my choice. 

(Female; French, German, and maths). 

I chose mathematics because I liked it and was reasonably good as I did 

O-level a year early. I chose economics because it ties in with the jobs I 

have in mind. I chose geography because I received a good grade at O-

level and it was one of my favourite subjects. 

(Female; economics, geography, and maths with statistics). 

My own interest in the subjects and the fact that they were three of my 

strongest subjects. 

(Female; art, biology, and chemistry). 

I took the subjects I enjoyed most. I started with chemistry, biology, 

history - I didn’t like chemistry (it was awful) so changed to English. I was 

told I would probably pass chemistry but not get a very high grade. I also 

thought about the teachers who would be taking the subjects. 

(Female; biology, English, and history). 

As might be expected, since the pupils were giving account of decisions 

in which they had invested a great deal, the reasons given were mainly 

positive, but occasionally a note of ‘Hobson’s choice’ crept in: 

Statistics - stuck for choice of third subject but attracted by the promise of 

another O-level at the end of the first year. 

(Male; economics, history, and statistics). 

I enjoyed these subjects last year and for what I was thinking of doing, 

biology was important. They were the only three that I really enjoyed and 

which I could do. 

(Female; biology, English, and geography). 

Although the decisions were complex, and when considering reasons given to an 

interviewer, we have only part of the story, in letting the pupils speak for themselves 

we can glimpse the personal realities behind the numbers of Tables 6.1 and 6.2. 



 

58 

Liking/Interest 

I enjoy English - the literature - I like writing the essays. It’s great 

comparing characters and studying them, that’s quite fun when it comes 

out well and when you get it right. I like Shakespeare - it’s my favourite. 

(Male; computer studies, English, and geography). 

My own inclination towards doing languages as opposed to sciences 

(straight As at O-level, so it became a matter of personal choice). 

(Male; English, French, and maths). 

The subjects interested me, I enjoyed them and found them relatively easy. 

(Male; art, geography, geology, and physics). 

I find maths extremely easy - I’m interested in physics, especially the 

theory. I like French and find it easy. I enjoy reading and speaking the 

French language and it will be useful if I go into international business. 

(Male; chemistry, French, maths, and physics; 9 As and lB at O-level). 

I mainly chose the subjects that I either enjoyed or thought I would be 

interested in. I also chose subjects that would be suitable for the careers I 

would like to do.  

(Female; biology, English, and sociology). 

(I had an) interest in needlework and enjoyment of maths. 

(Female; geography, needlework, and maths). 

I originally intended to study psychology at university, so I chose the 

subjects I liked best. (Felt she had a free choice of subjects). 

(Female; biology, French, and history). 

Job/Career Prospects 

The A-levels needed to get me into university for a degree in architecture 

and interior design. 

(Male; art, chemistry, economics, maths) 

Economics and law are very useful to my planned career of accountancy. 

(Male; economics, law, and physics). 

Future jobs in finance linked with subjects. 

(Male; British government and politics, economics, maths+statistics). 

I was wondering about studying either architecture or languages at a higher 

level and so chose A-levels that could fit either option (straight As at O-

level). 

(Female; art, English, French, and maths; 9 As at O-level). 

I had an idea that I wanted to do speech therapy, and biology is needed at 

A-level for the course. 

(Female; biology, economics, and geography). 
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Chose psychology for future employment - I enjoy working with 

handicapped children. 

(Female; art, English, and psychology). 

Ability/Exam Results 

I found economics and physics to be my best subjects at O-level and 

enjoyed them. 

(Male; economics, law, and physics). 

Art was just automatic because I’m quite good and I like it. The other two 

are just basically what I was any good at. 

(Male; art, biology, and physics). 

Maths, physics and geography were my best subjects and were a good 

combination for future studies or work. (I) struggled in the fifth year with 

chemistry - got an A but I don’t know how - I found geography easy. 

(Male; geography, maths, and physics). 

The fact I received good grades in two of the subjects certainly influenced 

my choice. 

(Male; computer studies, English, and geography). 

I took my subjects because of my ability in them and I wouldn’t have taken 

a subject that I got a grade Cat O-level. 

(Male; French, maths, and physics) 

I feel more confident with languages than with sciences. (In spite of As at 

O-level in chemistry, physics, and maths). 

(Female; art, English, French, and maths) 

I wondered about chemistry but I got a C at O-level, therefore I decided 

against it. 

(Male; biology, economics, and geography). 

I originally chose mathematics instead of geology but I found the subject 

very difficult, and am now pleased with the swap. 

(Male; art, geography, geology, and physics). 

I was also not very good at the other sciences. 

(Female; biology, English, and geography). 

If I had got a good grade at chemistry I would have done it. I was put down 

for an A but I only got a C, so I thought as I didn’t get a good grade, I 

wouldn’t be able to cope with the A-level course. 

(Female; biology, history, and sociology). 

I did start physics, really because she (teacher) wanted me to ... I dropped 

it because I wasn’t doing it well. 

(Male; chemistry, geography, and maths). 
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I wondered about chemistry but I got a C at O-level, therefore I decided 

against it. 

(Male; biology, economics, and geography). 

I originally chose mathematics instead of geology but I found the subject 

very difficult, and am now pleased with the swap. 

(Male; art, geography, geology, and physics). 

I was also not very good at the other sciences. 

(Female; biology, English, and geography). 

If I had got a good grade at chemistry I would have done it. I was put down 

for an A but I only got a C, so I thought as I didn’t get a good grade, I 

wouldn’t be able to cope with the A-level course. 

(Female; biology, history, and sociology). 

I did start physics, really because she (teacher) wanted me to. I dropped it 

because I wasn’t doing it well. 

(Male; chemistry, geography, and maths). 

I chose the subjects because they were what I was best at and because I 

still had several choices of career in mind and these three A-levels would 

have kept them all open. 

(Male; English, maths, and music). 

I received very good O-level results and then had a choice of varied 

subjects which I enjoyed and was competent at. I wished to keep a varied 

choice of subjects. I enjoyed maths and French and found them interesting. 

I have always found the subject of economics interesting and I thought this 

course may help to broaden my understanding of it. I wished to keep a 

broad variety of subjects since I have no concrete ideas as to what I wish 

to specialise in/become later. 

(Male; economics, French, and maths). 

Advice/Influence 

My parents pressured me to do maths, because they thought I should have 

maths. I would like to have done English Language and Literature. 

(Male; economics, geography, and maths). 

With the physics and economics, I was advised not to stick too closely to 

any particular, specific grouping, to spread it out more, diversify. 

(Male; economics, further maths, maths, and physics). 

An interview with the head of the sixth form with a view to a business 

studies degree at university. 

(Male; economics, maths with statistics, and physics). 
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Maths because it linked my two other subjects, and my parents were very 

keen on it because it’s a useful A-level to have. 

(Female; biology, French, and maths). 

I did a lot of talking with (the) art teacher. She encouraged me a lot. My 

parents tried to push me towards maths - ‘easier’ to get in university with 

maths - but knowing that, I don’t think I would have changed my mind. 

(Female; art, biology, and chemistry). 

I was advised that it would be better to choose at least one arts subject (for 

law). I originally wanted to do chemistry, English and French but 

somebody said I would find it very hard to cope without another science, 

so I chose maths, which I liked anyway. 

(Female; chemistry, French, and maths). 

Intrinsic Value 

English - a subject I thought would be valuable - a subject where you can 

learn how to think, in a real sense. 

(Male; English, French, and maths). 

Maths gives a great sense of achievement. (I am) enjoying economics 

because it is material I have not met before and it can be applied to the real 

world. 

(Male; economics, French, and maths). 

Teacher Quality 

Interest and good teacher in O-level influenced chemistry. 

(Male; chemistry, economics, and maths with statistics). 

Mainly the influence of the teachers - which teacher would take the subject 

- and my own interest in the subjects. 

(Female; biology, English, and history). 

Constraints 

I would have liked to do geography instead of economics but it fell into 

the same group as maths. 

(Male; economics, maths, and physics). 

At O-level we were only allowed to do two sciences and I chose chemistry 

and biology. 

(Male; biology, chemistry and geography). 

Biology was against art. I took art and now I wished I could have continued 

biology. 

(Male; art, geography, geology, and physics). 
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Physics and chemistry were not on the O-level timetable – it was only a 

small private school. There was a given amount of O-levels (9) and if 

you were not good at them, you had no substitute. 

(Female; biology, geography, and sociology). 

I wouldn’t have minded doing government and politics, but there were 

not enough people interested here. 

(Female; economics, law, and maths). 

My choice of A-level subjects was influenced by the way the options 

were set and also most importantly my interest for the subject. 

(Female; biology, chemistry, and history). 

I wanted to do geology but it wasn’t available. I had a good grade at 

English at O-level and no real other choice. 

(Male; English, geography, and history). 

I would rather have taken sociology than physics, but the school did not 

offer it. 

(Female; biology, chemistry, and physics). 

Other Reasons 

My dad said that it was mainly art people who are unemployed. 

(Male; art, geography, geology, and physics). 

I’ve always been pushed towards the sciences because my sister is doing 

engineering and my dad is an engineer so I thought I might do something 

different. 

(Female; chemistry, economics, English, and geography). 

I wasn’t planning to stay on in the sixth form, but there weren’t any jobs. 

Everybody was advising me to stop on, so I did. 

(Male; biology, economics, and English). 

I am trying for university basically because I don’t know what else to do. 

(Male; geography, maths, and physics). 

Settling on a Combination 

For many pupils choosing a combination of A-levels with which they are 

comfortable can be a very difficult task. By international standards sixth-form 

studies in this country are incredibly specialised compared with corresponding 

provision in other countries. Choosing three or four subjects from the eight or so 

studied to O-level can be daunting and with good reason because it is potentially 

life changing. One pupil spoke for many when she said: “I hated narrowing myself 

down in the sixth form and having to choose just three subjects.” 
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Our interviews revealed that young people arrived at their eventual decisions in many 

different ways, influenced by a wide variety of factors. But in so far as a pattern is 

discernible, it is possible to identify three main groups: 

a) those who decided for or against a mixed combination because they 

believed, or accepted, that some subjects fitted together better than others; 

b) those who chose the subjects that they were best at or liked the most and 

these could end up as an arts, science or mixed group; 

c) those who were drawn to two subjects, but then searched around for a third 

which again could take the combination into the mixed category. 

Subject ‘Fit’ 

I wanted to do biology, maths and English, but they didn’t fit together. 

Therefore everyone said, no way, they just don’t fit. 

(Female; chemistry, maths, and physics). 

I would have liked to have done chemistry instead of French, but it didn’t 

mix with the other subjects. 

(Male; French, German, and history). 

If it were more acceptable I would have liked to have taken a science 

(chemistry) with two of my arts subjects. 

(Male; economics, geography, and history). 

I wanted to do English, chemistry and physics, but I was persuaded not to 

since there were no jobs with that combination, no way would I get into 

university, but I think I made a mistake in choosing physics. 

(Female; biology, chemistry, and physics). 

I thought of doing French, German and chemistry, but it just doesn’t go. I 

could have done it, but I wouldn’t have the physics/maths back-up. 

(Female; French, German, and history). 

I would have preferred French at A-level because I liked it and am 

interested in it, but this combination is more useful. 

(Female; economics, maths, and physics). 

The teachers thought I was doing a funny mixture; I think they would have 

preferred it if I was doing more arts or science. 

(Female; biology, English, and sociology). 

I said I want to do maths, biology and French and Mr. – said, “Oh no, 

sorry, you can’t do those”. I was devastated. (Mother intervened). 

(Female; biology, French, and maths). 

With physics being so different to law and economics I thought there 

would have been a difficulty, but there was none at all. 

(Male; economics, law, and physics). 
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Subjects Chosen Separately 

Chose physics for O-level grade and general interest; maths through the 

need for prospect of a job; and economics out of curiosity. 

(Male; economics, maths, and physics). 

I chose English literature because I am interested in it and enjoyed the O-

level course; economics also, because it interests me and I did well at O-

level; and finally biology because I understood the O-level course well. 

(Male; biology, economics, and English). 

French because it was my favourite subject at O-level. Biology because I 

find it very interesting. Maths because it linked my two other subjects and 

my parents were very keen on it because it’s a useful A-level to have. 

(Female; biology, French, and maths). 

Finding a Third Subject 

I chose maths and physics because they are my strongest subjects - the 

third subject I couldn’t really decide on. I didn’t really want to go on to the 

arts side like history or geography - economics seemed interesting and 

more towards the science side and helpful towards a managerial career. 

(Male; economics, maths, and physics). 

Geography was chosen because I couldn’t think of much else. 

(Male; geography, maths, and physics). 

I chose English and French first. I didn’t know whether to do maths or 

German - I thought German would be more use in this combination. 

(Female; English, French, and German). 

Sociology was the only one that fitted in with the other two. 

(Female; biology, geography, and sociology). 

I got quite good grades for maths and physics at O-level and they go 

together. Quite a lot of people said French was a weird combination with 

the sciences, but I took it. A lot of people said to take chemistry, but I 

preferred French and wasn’t all that keen to take chemistry (in spite of a 

grade A at O-level).  

(Male; French, maths, and physics). 

I was looking for a good combination so it obviously is going to be 

chemistry and biology and preferably another science. I had to take either 

geography or maths. 

(Male; biology, chemistry, and geography). 

I chose maths and physics because these are essential for what I want to 

do (electronics engineering). I chose economics because it balanced out 

my choice of A-levels. 

(Male; economics, maths, and physics). 
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Growth of Economics 

Economics has emerged as one of the driving forces behind the growth of mixed A-

levels and our interviews provide evidence on why its popularity has soared. Choosing 

a subject is not so very different from choosing a subject combination and so the 

responses can be analysed in terms of the same categories as those for taking a mixed 

combination, but over and above those reasons stands its novelty. 

Something New 

Thought economics would be a change as I did not study it at O-level. 

(Male; economics; geography, and maths). 

I am enjoying economics because it is material I have not met before and 

it can be applied to the real world. 

(Male; economics, French, and maths). 

I didn’t do O-level, but it sounded interesting. 

(Male; economics, history, and statistics). 

I chose economics as it appealed to me at the time because it was a subject 

I had not studied before. 

(Female; economics, maths, and physics). 

I wanted to try a new subject. 

(Male; computer studies, economics, and physics). 

Liking/Interest 

I chose economics as I was interested in current affairs and politics. 

(Male; economics, maths, and statistics). 

I chose economics because I liked the topical nature of the subject. 

(Male; economics, maths, and statistics). 

An interest, through reading, of economics. 

(Male; economics, English, and history). 

Having been told about economics I thought it would interest me. 

(Female; British government and politics, economics, and geography). 

Job/Career Prospects 

Economics seemed interesting and more towards the science side, and 

helpful towards a managerial career. 

(Male; economics, maths, and physics). 

Career in years ahead influenced choice of economics. (Banking but a 

potential golf professional). Economics gives a broad spectrum of business 

life and I thought it would be a good choice. 

(Male; chemistry, economics, and maths with statistics). 

Economics is useful as a career base. 
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(Male; biology, economics, and geography). 

I was interested in international banking as a career so I took economics. 

(Male; economics, French, and history). 

I fancied a change. Economics and law are very useful for my planned 

career of accountancy. 

(Male; economics, law, and physics). 

I chose economics because it ties in with the jobs I have in mind 

(accountancy/banking). 

(Female; economics, geography, and maths with statistics). 

It was a bit of a random choice. I didn’t know whether to do geography or 

economics. I chose economics because I thought it would benefit me for 

the career I wanted to do (accountancy). 

(Male; economics, maths, and statistics). 

Ability/Exam Results 

Got an A at O-level and enjoyed it a lot, and interested in subject. 

(Male; economics, history, and maths). 

Advice/Influence 

I didn’t really know what I wanted to do as a third A-level and one of the 

maths teachers suggested economics. 

(Male; biology, economics, and maths with statistics). 

I’m thinking of going into the marines and they said it would be good to 

have economics. 

(Male; economics, English, and history). 

Intrinsic Value 

I am also interested and concerned about economic problems facing the 

world today and wish to learn more about them. 

(Female; economics, French, and German). 

Teacher Quality 

I chose economics because of an interest in current and political events 

and policies. I knew the teacher had had good results in the past. 

(Female; economics, German, and history). 

Constraints 

I would have liked to do geography, but it fell into the same group as 

maths. 

(Male; economics, maths, and physics). 

I was going to take French, German and economics but I couldn’t because 

economics was in the same block as French. 
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(Male; French, German, and geography). 

Other 

I chose economics because it left my options open for further choice after 

the sixth form. I didn’t really know what I wanted to do as a third A-level 

and one of the maths teachers suggested economics. I think if you don’t 

want to do another science then economics is the best choice. 

(Male; biology, economics, and maths with statistics). 

I chose economics mainly because it sounded interesting, but I didn’t want 

to do anything else. 

(Female; biology, economics, and geography). 

Subject Choices 

It is clear that pupils choose, or end up in, a particular selection of A-levels for a wide 

variety of reasons. They may have a fairly precise plan in mind or a generalised view 

of what is appropriate; they may be glad to specialise or striving to keep their options 

open; and they may have been relatively free to choose, or constrained and channelled 

in their actions. 

Mixed combinations could be seen as a way of keeping options open or as specialised 

combinations in their own right, leading to careers in business, architecture and 

psychology. Sometimes they were deliberately chosen, but, on other occasions, they 

came about through the need to find a third A-level. When we listen to the choosers’ 

own words we can see just how complex the process of subject choice really is.  
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VII. A SOFT OPTION? 

It has sometimes been suggested that the weaker students tend to gravitate towards 

mixed A-level courses (Selkirk, 1973) which therefore can be regarded as providing 

a possible avenue for those who are attracted to the sciences but cannot cope with 

three full science A-levels. This is plausible, but it is not necessarily the case. The 

sciences at school tend to have ‘right’ answers and can find you out, while the arts are 

more subjective, so it could equally well be argued that the less talented students 

would be better able to hide in these subjects. 

Smithers, Collings and McCreesh (l984) remarked that the most notable thing about 

those taking mixed A-levels was their “in-betweenness”. They found that students in 

these subjects tended not to lag behind, but to come in-between those taking ‘science 

and maths only’ and ‘other subjects only’ on measures of intelligence, personality and 

attainment. This is consistent with some weaker science students taking mixed A-

levels, but it also shows that other factors are involved. Pupils in the mixed category 

tend to score above those in ‘other subjects’ suggesting that they were by no means 

the least able sixth formers. 

The mixed category is, however, ‘mixed’, and Smithers, Collings and McCreesh 

detected a gradation in intelligence test scores, particularly among boys, from those 

taking an arts subject in addition to several science A-levels, through those taking 

economics and/or geography with two sciences, down to those who were taking 

various combinations across a diverse range of subjects. This heterogeneity makes it 

hard to give a simple answer to the question posed in our heading, but it is possible to 

go some way towards it by looking at the O-level grades obtained by the 229 pupils 

interviewed. 

O-Level Performance 

The O-level grades of our sample were scored on a 7-point scale devised by the Inner 

London Education Authority. GCE grades from A to E are scored 7 to 3 respectively, 

while CSE grades ‘1’ to ‘5’ are scored 5 down to 1. Mean scores for overall 

performance are shown in Table 7.1. 

Table 7.1: O-Level/CSE Scores 

Sex 
Mixed Science-Maths Other Subjects Total 

N Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean 

Boys 51 5.62 40 6.03 32 5.24 123 5.63 

Girls 41 5.68 32 6.03 33 5.88 106 5.85 

Total 92 5.64 72 6.03 65 5.57 229 5.73 

Between subject groups, F = 7.01, df1 = 2, df2 = 223, P < 0.001. 

Between sexes, F = 4.28, df1 = 1, df2 = 223, P < 0.005. 

Interaction of sex and subject group, F = 3.56, df1 = 2, df2 = 223, P < 0.05. 

For both sexes, the science-maths group achieved the highest average score, with boys 

and girls doing equally well. The mixed group was in second place among boys, but 

came third for girls. The average score was noticeably higher for girls in the ‘other 

subjects’ group than for boys. In a two-way ANOVA, the main effects, subject area 
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and sex, were both significant, and there was also an interaction effect. Since all pupils 

took maths and English scores for these subjects were also calculated and these are 

shown in Table 7.2. 

Table 7.2: Examination Scores at O-Level/CSE 

Subject 
Mixed Science-Maths Other 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

Maths 6.15 5.73 6.58 6.36 5.18 5.29 

English 5.73 6.05 5.92 6.18 5.65 6.41 

Maths, F = 27.22, df1 = 2, df2 = 223, P < 0.001. 

English, F = 0.65, df1 = 2, df2 = 223, ns. 

In maths, the mixed group came in-between the other two, the differences being 

statistically significant, but there were no sex or interaction effects In English, there 

were no statistically significant differences between the subject areas, but girls tended 

to obtain the better grades). The ‘typical’ mixed A-level student then is by no means 

as weak academically as the ‘soft-option’ charge implies. 

The choices open to sixth formers will be affected by how well they did in their O-

level examinations and Table 7.3 shows the percentage of those taking the subject at 

O-level who obtained a Grade A. 

Table 7.3: O-Level Grade and Subject Group 

Subject 

A Grades as Percentage of Those Taking Subject at O-Level 

Mixed Science-Maths Other 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

Maths  41.2 (51)  22.0 (41)  65.0 (40)  53.1 (32)  3.1 (32)  21.2 (33) 

Physics  31.1 (45)  13.3 (15)  63.4 (40)  42.9 (28)  7.7 (26)  36.4 (11) 

Chemistry  30.8 (39)  19.2  (26)  63.4 (40)  48.4 (31)  15.8  (19)  38.9 (18) 

Biology  27.8 (18)  21.1 (38)  63.3 (30)  60.0  (25)  22.2 (18)  31.3 (16) 

Economics  36.4 (11)  33.3 (3)  -  (-)  - (-)  0 (4)  100.0 (1) 

Geography  26.3 (38)  40.0 (25)  54.2 (24)  63.6 (11)  4.0  (25)  42.1 (19) 

English  19.6 (51)  31.7 (41)  22.5  (40)  34.4 (32)  28.1 (32)  48.5 (33) 

History  28.6 (21)  9.1 (22)  50.0 (14)  33.3 (15)  39.1  (23)  52.2 (23) 

French  25.0 (28)  20.6 (34)  33.3 (30)  33.3 (27)  22.7 (22)  33.3 (27) 

Numbers taking subject at O-level shown in brackets. 

Generally fewer in the mixed category obtained a grade A in the sciences than those 

in the science-maths category, and, fewer in the humanities, than those specialising in 

‘other subjects’. But they did tend to do well in economics, and, in fact, few outside 

the mixed category had taken this subject at O-level. Two-way ANOVA on the 7-

point scale scores showed the differences for maths, physics, chemistry and biology 

to be statistically significant. 

The performance of the boys in the science group tended to be better overall and they 

obtained proportionately more top grades in geography, history and French than those 

in the other subjects category, even though they were less likely to take these subjects 
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at A-level. The somewhat better English performance of science-maths boys revealed 

in Table 7.2 does not come through when only the top grade is considered, so it must 

have depended on the high proportion of ‘Bs’. Nevertheless, the science-maths boys 

do come out as the brightest group even in the non-science subjects. 

The pattern for girls is somewhat different. Here relative performance varied more 

with subject. The better performances in maths, the sciences and geography came 

from the science-maths group, although with the exception of the latter the proportion 

was lower than that for the boys. In the humanities, it was girls who tended to do better 

and in two-way ANOVA on the 7-point scale scores the sex difference was significant 

in English and also French. Girls in ‘other subjects’ tended to do much better in the 

sciences than did the boys in that group, which is consistent with the view that many 

girls capable of specializing in the sciences at A-level choose not to do so. 

As well as economics, boys in the mixed category tended to have good results in maths 

and the girls, geography and English, but otherwise their performance in terms of A 

grades tended to be somewhat lower than that of pupils in the other two groups. 

However, so far, we have been considering O-level performance irrespective of 

whether these subjects were taken to A-level. In Table 7.4 we take A-level choices 

into account. 

Table 7.4: O-Level Grade1 and A-Level Subjects 

Subject 

A Grades as Percentage of Those Taking Subject at A-level 

Mixed Science-Maths Other 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

Maths  46.2  (39)  27.3  (22)  68.8 (32)  75.0  (20)  -  - 

Physics  42.9  (21)  33.3  (3)  70.0 (30)  50.0  (24)  -  -  

Chemistry  28.6  (7)  22.2  (9)  68.8 (32)  55.6  (27)  -  - 

Biology  14.3  (7)  15.4  (26)  61.5 (12)  50.0  (18)  -  - 

Economics2  16.1  (31)  14.3  (7)  -   -   - (11)  9.1 (11) 

Geography  31.8  (22)  50.0  (14)  -   -   20.0 (15)  33.3 (6) 

English  33.3  (3)  50.0  (14)  -   -   18.8 (16)  61.5 (26) 

History  40.0  (5)  0.0  (7)  -   -   36.8 (19)  60.0 (10) 

French  100.0  (3)  55.6  (9)  -   -   36.3 (11)  61.5 (13) 

1. Numbers taking subject at O-level shown in brackets. 

2. Seventy-five per cent of those taking economics at A-level did not do so at O-level and hence the low proportion of A grades. 

In science subjects, the science specialists tended to have better performance than 

those in the mixed category, the differences in maths, chemistry and biology all being 

significant. In maths and physics, there was also a sex effect, with the boys doing 

significantly better in maths and physics. More geographers with ‘As’ were taking the 

subject with the sciences than the arts, making for a mixed combination on the DES 

definition. 

The situation was not so clear-cut in the arts subjects. Among girls, those getting an 

‘A’ at O-level in English, history or French were more likely to take these subjects 

with other arts subjects than mixing them with maths and/or some science. But, among 
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boys, the rather few ‘mixing’ those subjects tended to have somewhat better grades. 

In history, the mean scores of those in the mixed category (both sexes together) were 

significantly below those specialising in the humanities. 

A-Level Performance 

So far we have been considering O-level performance. In February and March 1987, 

we had the opportunity of re-contacting our sample of interviewees and were able to 

meet 177 of them again, 94 young men and 83 young women. During the follow-up 

interviews we were able to find out how well the students had done in their A-levels 

and the results are given in Table 7.5. 

Table 7.5: A-Level Scores 

Sex 
Mixed Science-Maths Figure Total 

N Mean N Mean N Mean N Mean 

Male 37 8.9 28 12.4 29 7.1 94 9.4 

Female 35 6.6 24 9.7 24 10.8 83 8.7 

Total 72 7.8 52 11.2 53 8.8 177 9.1 

Between subject groups, F = 5.06, df1 = 2, df2 = 171, P < 0.01. 

Interaction of sex and subject group, F = 5.16, df1 = 2, df2 = 171, P < 0.01. 

In analysing A-level performance we calculated four indices - total A-level score 

(based on 5 for a grade A down to 1 for a grade E, and 0 for fail or O-level pass); 

average A-level score; number of subjects passed; and percentage passed. But since 

they all pointed in the same direction we have presented only one, total A-level score. 

Table 7.6: A-Level Results 

Subject 

Percentage Achieving Grade A or B 

Mixed Science-Maths Other 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

Maths  31.0 (29)  11.8 (17)  52.2 (23)  40.0 (15)  -  - 

Physics  17.6 (17)  100.0 (1)  47.8 (23)  33.3 (18)  -  - 

Chemistry  42.9 (7)  20.0  (5)  56.0 (25)  29.2 (24)  -  - 

Biology  33.3 (6)  13.6 (22)  70.0 (10)  64.7  (17)  -  - 

Economics  33.3 (18)  50.0 (6)  -  -  18.2 (11)  62.5 (8) 

Geography  27.8 (18)  25.0 (12)  -  -  8.3  (12)  60.0 (5) 

English  0.0 (2)  27.3 (11)  -  -  30.8 (13)  57.9 (19) 

History  100.0 (2)  0.0 (8)  -  -  23.5  (17)  33.3 (6) 

French  50.0 (4)  25.0 (8)  -  -  42.9 (7)  50.0 (10) 

Numbers shown in brackets. 

In Table 7.5 shows that those in the science-maths group did best, followed by ‘other 

subjects’, with mixed A-level group doing least well. Analysis of variance reveals an 

interaction effect between sex and subject group indicating that the relatively poor 

performance of the mixed A-level students was mainly down to girls. Overall, boys 

in the science-maths group and girls in the other subjects group came out best. This is 

broadly in line with the pattern of scores at O-level, but the differences are 
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accentuated, particularly among girls where those in ‘other subjects’ have come to the 

fore and those in the mixed group have fallen back compared to O-level performance. 

When we look at the individual subjects, as in Table 7.6, we find that results were 

generally poorer among students taking mixed A-level courses. In the case of biology, 

the differences between the subject groups were significant. For history, and to a lesser 

extent, economics, two-way ANOVA indicated interactions between sex and subject 

group, with in each case boys in the mixed category and girls in ‘other subjects’ doing 

better. This suggests that the more able male pupils in economics and geography tend 

to study them with the sciences rather than arts. 

A Question of Ability 

Is it reasonable therefore to think of mixed courses as ‘a soft option’? We can tackle 

this question in two senses: as a haven for weaker students and as A-levels where it is 

possible to get higher grades more easily. As regards the first, our results show that at 

both O-level and A-level, boys in the mixed category came in-between those in 

‘science-maths’ and ‘other subjects’, as in the study of Smithers, Collings and 

McCreesh (1984). But the girls in the mixed group tended to have poorer performance, 

particularly at A-level. Also interesting, was the superior performance of the male and 

female students in the areas traditionally associated with them, boys in science-maths 

and girls in the humanities, although it must be remembered that these results are 

based on a small sample arrived at for an idiographic study. 

Table 7.7 shows that about 53 per cent of boys and 59 per cent of girls taking mixed 

A-levels did so on the basis of an average of B or better at O-level and can therefore 

be assumed to have had a wide choice of subjects. 

Table 7.7: Average B or Better at O-Level 

Sex Mixed 
Science 

Maths 

Other 

Subjects 

Boys 52.9 72.9 34.4 

Girls 58.5 78.1 69.7 

Total 55.4 75.0 52.3 

 

The proportions of good A-levels in the mixed group compare with about three-

quarters of those in the science-maths category, 70 per cent of girls in ‘other subjects’ 

and 34 per cent of boys in that group. The differences are statistically significant, with 

the main contributions coming from boys. It reasonable to assume that mixed courses 

had been freely chosen by over half the pupils taking them. Although the percentages 

lag behind those in the science groups, they compare favourably with the other-

subjects-only group. 

Table 7.8 shows that most pupils gave positive reasons for their choice of subjects. 

Chapter VI has already provided many illustrative quotes. The science-maths group 

was the most likely to make positive choices, with girls in ‘other subjects only’ being 

more positive than the boys in that group. Overall, the differences were statistically 

significant. 
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Table 7.8: Percentage Choosing Positively 

Sex Mixed 
Science 

Maths 

Other 

Subjects 

Boys 72.5 90.0 75.0 

Girls 82.9 93.8 94.0 

Total 77.2 91.7 83.0 

 

For pupils choosing mixed courses on the basis of good O-level results with positive 

reasons - over half – mixed A-levels cannot be seen as a soft option. On the other 

hand, about a quarter of the mixed group, a higher proportion than in the other two 

groups, appear to have ended up with a mixed combination rather than having sought 

it out. Biology, in particular, seems to have been chosen on occasions as something 

of a make-weight. During the interviews, pupils made comments such as: “I was not 

good at the other sciences”; “they (A-levels) were the only three I could do”; “I had 

not intended staying on at school, but could not get employment”. It is clear that mixed 

combinations are not always actively chosen. 

This does not mean, however, that for these pupils ending up in mixed A-levels it is a 

soft option. If this is taken to mean looking for an easier load, then it can be easily 

rejected. Maths, one of the main subjects contributing to the growth of mixed A-levels, 

is generally recognised to be a subject where it is very difficult to gloss over weakness 

and so would an exceedingly odd choice for someone trying to slip through. Forty-six 

per cent of our sample of boys taking maths as part of mixed courses did so on the 

basis of an A grade at O-level, and 42.9 per cent had an ‘A’ in physics, another 

reputedly hard subject. The relative difficulty of maths was clearly demonstrated in 

Forrest and Vickerman’s (1982) subject-pairs comparisons which showed that 

students tended to do significantly less well in mathematics than in their other A-

levels. This is supported by Howson (1987) who reported that, in one examination 

board in 1986, about twice as many candidates failed maths (31%) as failed economics 

(17%) when both were taken together. 

This finding could, of course, be interpreted to mean that economics is an easier 

subject, and its prominence along with geography and biology could have contributed 

to the impression of mixed courses as a soft option. But Forrest and Vickerman’s 

extensive study and the comparability research of Nuttall, Backhouse and Willmott 

(1974) indicate that it is mathematics which is more difficult than other A-level 

subjects. Moreover, it could be argued that it is harder to study a variety of different 

subjects constituting different forms of knowledge than a cluster which are specialism 

within the same form of knowledge. This could have played some part in the poorer 

performance of the mixed candidates at A-level. 

The short answer then to the soft option charge is that while the O-level performance 

of the students in the mixed category is not always as good as that of those taking 

‘science-maths’, over half have an average grade of B or better, three-quarters make 

positive choices, and mixed combinations do not appear to be intrinsically easier. 

Most pupils seem to get to take mixed courses for reasons other than lack of ability. 
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The mixed category, by its nature, is heterogeneous, and pupils are drawn to it for a 

variety of reasons. Some have definite university subjects or careers in mind which 

allow them, or require them, to take mixed courses. Pupils intending to take a language 

at university, for example, have considerable freedom over the other subjects, while 

students aiming at law or psychology may be encouraged to take a breadth of courses. 

Pupils thinking of careers in finance or industry may be led to take economics along 

with sciences; those thinking of architecture may need to take art with the sciences; 

geography, geology and chemistry would seem a sound basis for agriculture. 

It is to the anticipatory effects of preferred future destinations on mixed A-level 

choices that we turn in the next chapter. 
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VIII. ASPIRATIONS AND DESTINATIONS 

Pupils’ decisions about which A-levels to take are likely to have been influenced as 

much by hopes for the future as by what had happened in the past. In terms of 

Ruddock’s (1972) differentiated conception of the person, pupils will have been 

drawn forward by their ‘project’ or plans. Their intentions will have acted as an 

“organising principle” (Ginzberg, 1972) on which to base their selection among 

alternatives. They will have been anticipating their futures. 

Hopes and Outcomes 

When we first met the young people in 1985 at the beginning of their sixth-form 

studies most were hoping to go on to higher education. Table 8.1 shows that overall 

about four out of five were looking towards higher education, with no significant 

differences between the subject groups. When the sexes were compared there were no 

differences between the boys, on average in the three groups, but girls in the science-

maths group than the other two were more likely to be aiming at higher education 

Very few pupils, only about ten per cent, were thinking of going directly into 

employment at this stage. 

Table 8.1: Intended Post-School Destinations, 1985 

Intended 

Destination 

Mixed Science-Maths Other Subjects Only 

%Boys 

(N=51) 

%Girls 

(N=41) 

%Boys 

(N=40) 

%Girls 

(N=32) 

%Boys 

(N=32) 

%Girls 

(N=33) 

Higher Education 84.3 70.7 85.0 90.6 84.4 75.8 

Employment 9.8 12.2 10.0 6.3 0.0 21.2 

Other 5.9 17.1 5.0 3.1 15.6 3.0 

 

Two years later in 1987 when we were able to meet most again, Table 8.2 shows that 

about three-quarters had been able to realise their ambition of going on to higher 

education. Of the others, about two-thirds (12.4 per cent of the total sample) were re-

taking A-levels or doing something equivalent with a view to trying again, and most 

of the rest had taken employment. Compared with the ten per cent who were planning 

to go directly into employment in 1985, 16.4 per cent had actually done so. 

Table 8.2: Actual Destinations, 1987 

Actual Destination 

Mixed Science-Maths Other 

%Male 

(N=37) 

%Female

(N=35) 

%Male 

(N=28) 

%Female

(N=24) 

%Male 

(N=29) 

%Female

(N=24) 

Higher Education 59.5 57.1 64.3 70.8 62.1 62.5 

Employment 18.9 25.7 7.1 16.7 10.3 16.7 

Re-take A-levels/Equiv  8.1 17.2 17.9 4.2 17.2 8.3 

Unemployed 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 6.9 0.0 

Voluntary Work 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 3.5 0.0 

Other 13.5 0.0 10.7 8.3 0.0 12.5 

 



 

76 

As might be expected, one of the important factors here was A-level performance. By 

and large, the people who got the grades and wanted to go on to higher education did 

so, and those who did not do sufficiently well at A-level either decided to try again or 

take employment. 

Table 8.3 shows the distribution of A-level results by destination. Those going on to 

higher education had by far the better scores, the differences with sex and subject area 

generally reflecting the overall pattern as shown in Table 7.5, page 71. 

Table 8.3: A-Level Scores by Destination 

Destination 
Mixed Science-Maths Other Subjects 

Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Higher Education 9.8 9.1 13.6 12.9 9.4 13.2 

Employment 4.7 2.9 10.0* 3.0 3.7 6.3 

Re-take A-levels/ Equivalent 5.7 4.0 4.4 - 2.2 2.0 

Unemployed - - - - 2.5 - 

Voluntary Work - - - - 11.0 - 

Other 13.0 - 16.3 3.0 - 10.7 

Does not include one student working for two years before going to university with 5 A-levels at grade A. 

Those going directly into employment tended to have much lower scores suggesting 

that it may not always have been the first choice. Not surprisingly, those re-taking, 

usually had lower initial scores, but those doing voluntary work or going overseas 

usually had good enough grades for university entrance, so it is likely that in most 

places a gap period was part of their plans. 

Personal Accounts 

Our interviews with the same people two years apart enable us to compare what they 

thought they might like to do when they were in the first year of the sixth form with 

what they were actually doing in the year after leaving school. In the lower sixth about 

three-fifths of the pupils expressed a firm idea about what they saw themselves as 

doing on leaving school. There were no significant differences with subject area, 

although girls in the science-maths group, who were mainly aiming at medicine, were 

perhaps more definite than the others. Two years later when we met the young people 

again we were able to see what had happened to them and, broadly speaking, there 

were five kinds of outcome: 

1. Confirmed - aspirations had been achieved; 

2. Constrained – some stumbling block had arisen, such as  poor A-level 

results or personal difficulties; 

3. Changed - ideas had changed; 

4. Crystallised - had become clearer; 

5. Confused -the person was still uncertain. 
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A representative selection of extracts from the interviews organised under those five 

headings follow. In each case, there are four sub-sections: O-level outcomes; what 

they thought they might do; A-level grades; and what they were doing. The names are 

fictitious and are there for ease of reference. 

1. Confirmed 

Among those who achieved their aspiration, it is possible to identify three groups, 

according to the destination, those who: 

a) wanted to go on to higher education; 

b) wished to prepare for a particular career;  

c) aimed to go directly into employment. 

Higher Education 

Box 8.1: Alec 

O-levels: 8 subjects, score 46 

“I hope to go to university to obtain a degree in combined chemistry and 

computing. Basically they (A-level subjects) are subjects that I am interested 

in and would like to pursue further after I have finished schooling. Computer 

studies will be useful because whatever you do in the end it is going to have 

computer studies in it.” 

A-level grades: chemistry (E), geography (D) and maths (B) 

Alec went to Sheffield Polytechnic to read computer studies. Alec explained 

his A-level choices as: “I think the subjects I took were just suggested by what 

I thought I was good at really - the best chance of getting A-levels with.” 

Regarding his ideal career, “I had absolutely no idea in the sixth form. Still 

haven’t really. I am absolutely hopeless. No idea at all.” Talking about possible 

careers he said, “In systems analysis or programming, that kind of field. I have 

applied for a sponsorship with British Steel and hopefully if I get that, they’ll 

suggest a job and push me along the pipeline. It’s the course that’s made the 

choice really rather than me.” 

 

Box 8.2: Alice 

O-levels: 10 subjects, score 61 

“I hope to go to university to study geography. Hopefully I will get a degree 

and then go on to a teacher training course in order to become a teacher.” 

A-level grades: chemistry (D), geography (B), maths with statistics (D) 

and general studies (B) 

Alice went to Bristol University to read geography with geology as a 

subsidiary. “Ideally I want to do what I’m doing really, other than the geology. 

I will drop that after a year anyway, so it doesn’t matter that much. I didn’t 

want to do geology when I got here; I wanted to do maths But I didn’t have 

further maths. When I was choosing my A-levels nobody told me that I needed 



 

78 

it. I mean I don’t think you actually really officially need it, but everyone else 

is going to have it, and it’s advisable. And they will give you preference if 

you’ve got it.” Regarding career: “I would like to go into research in 

geography. Human geography I think at the moment. It is something I’ve 

wanted to do for quite a long time. It depends on the degree I get at the end of 

it. If I get a good standard of degree then I will definitely do it.” 

 

Career in Mind 

Box 8.3: Bob 

O-levels: 9 O-levels, score 47 

“I hope to go to university to obtain a degree in business management 

studies.” 

A-level grades: economics (B), maths with statistics (A), physics (C) and 

general studies (B) 

Bob went on to St. Aidan’s College, University of Durham, his first choice, to 

read for a B.A. honours degree in economics, with sociology, accountancy and 

politics as subsidiary subjects. Regarding future career, he said, “I’d like to 

work in the City, possibly in the Stock Exchange, but I’m not certain. (I will) 

have to see how things go at the end of the course. Possibly professional 

qualifications in the area of finance. I don’t want to go into accountancy.” 

Asked about what had attracted him to his preferred area of work he said, “I’m 

not sure really - just like the idea; making money comes into it.” He recognised 

that London would be an expensive place to live in and that travel there might 

be difficult. “But I wouldn’t have thought that there are too many problems 

about getting a job there if I get my degree.” 

 
Box 8.4: Barbara 

O-levels: 8 O-levels, score 56, straight As 

“Hotel management asked for three good A-level grades and so I selected 

those subjects which I thought would be of most benefit.” 

A-level grades: biology (C), French (C), mathematics (D) and general 

studies (B). 

Barbara went on to Strathclyde University to read a B.A. honours degree in 

hotel management. Describing how she came to choose hotel management, she 

said, “I went to a careers convention and this bloke filled in a whole form and 

he put it through the computer. They ask you do you fancy doing medicine and 

everything, and they put your replies through a computer and the computer 

comes up with suggested careers - and this is one of them. I thought - hotel 

management, I never even thought of it before!” Commenting on her career 

plans, she said, “I’d like to own my own restaurant. But it’s easier said than 

done, and you have to work your way up through the business. And since I’ve 

started this course I’ve had various experiences of the hotel trade and it’s really 

very hard work. But having said that, I’ve only had it from the ‘minion’ point 

of view. I’ve been a waitress and what have you. I’m sure it definitely is the 
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life for me, being a hotel manager. I feel that I could be a hotel manager and I 

think I’d like the life, but it’s just getting there.” 

 

Employment 

Box 8.5: Charles 

O-levels: 7 subjects, score 40 

“I want to do meteorology in some form or a biology course in higher 

education.” 

A-level grades: geography (F), geology (O), maths (E) and general 

studies (O). 

Charles went directly into to employment: “I am working at a Met. Office. I 

am on a year’s probation now, training to be an assistant scientific officer. I 

am on the lowest grade, the assistant’s. They encourage you to study for further 

qualifications. They do an HNC course on block release for a period of six 

months. If you pass that then you go on up to the next grade of scientific 

officer. That is what they encourage you to do and I think I might do that.” 

Regarding career choice, he said, “I’ve always wanted to do it since I was 

about 11, when I went into the sixth form I had already written off to the Met. 

Office asking them which were the best subjects to take and they said maths 

or physics.” He was very happy with his choice and when asked how satisfied 

he was he commented: “It’s brilliant!” 

 
Box 8.6: Christopher 

O-levels: 8 subjects, score 53 

“I hope to find employment in either banking or engineering. The trouble with 

being in the sixth form is you don’t have any money.” 

A-level grades: geography (C), maths and mechanics (O), physics (D) 

and general studies (E). 

Christopher obtained employment with a building society. He is not proposing 

to study for further qualifications at present, but considers it a possibility over 

the next eighteen months. Commenting on his A-levels, he said, “well, it’s got 

me a job to start with. If I didn’t have A-levels, I wouldn’t have a job. As far 

as the subjects together, I don’t think it has much bearing on it.” Regarding his 

career, he said, “I sort of made up my mind half-way through the lower sixth. 

I rejected engineering so I decided to concentrate on this (banking). When 

you’ve got A-levels you look for the most reasonable job on offer - it sort of 

fell into that basically, really reasonable jobs without going to university.” 

 

2. Constrained 

In this section we tell the stories of those whose destination after A-levels came about 

less as a matter of choice than by what was possible given their results and personal 

circumstances. 
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Box 8.7: David 

O-levels: 9 subjects, score 53 

“After school I want to attend university and obtain a degree in accountancy. 

Then when my university course is finished, I would like to join an 

accountancy firm or become an industrial accountant.” 

A-level grades: economics (F), law (D), physics (E) and general studies 

(O). 

David has returned to school to re-take his A-levels. “Lack of revision was the 

only reason for the poor showing. It was not the particular A-level 

combination.” He returned to school with the intention of still going to 

university since he considers a higher education as being very important in 

getting a good career. However, major family problems (mother died, father 

left home, younger sister caring for two sets of aging grandparents) have 

changed his plans and he has decided not to leave the area, but to look for a 

job, possibly in a bank, so that he is still in finance. 

 

Box 8.8: Diana 

O-levels: 9 subjects, score 51 

“I hope to go to university to obtain a degree in combined chemistry and 

computing. I hope to study French at university and obtain a Bachelor of Arts 

degree in French.” 

A-level grades: biology (O), French (O) and general studies (C) 

Diana is now at a college of further education re-taking French and studying 

new A-levels in sociology, and government and politics. She gave up history 

at the end of the lower sixth: “I didn’t like the period we were doing; it was 

too early I suppose (Stuarts). I liked the O-level course, 1872 to the present 

day, and I would have preferred to do that.” Talking about the A-levels she is 

presently studying, Diana said, ‘I didn’t want to re-take French at first, but I 

was persuaded, because it would be a good idea as I had already done it for 

two years. I did enjoy it so I suppose that was the reason. There wasn’t really 

much point in re-taking biology because it wasn’t particularly a good 

combination. I just decided it wasn’t a very good idea. I chose the original A-

levels because I liked them. I wasn’t thinking of anything particularly that I 

wanted to do. I also didn’t really get much advice before A-levels. I applied to 

university and polytechnic and I got an offer from Cardiff (A and B) for French 

and European Studies and I decided I didn’t really want to do that so I rejected 

it and I didn’t really get any other offers.” Regarding possible careers, she said, 

“I suppose I want to do psychology eventually. I would like to go to 

polytechnic this time. I suppose that getting A-levels, even if I don’t go to 

university, will help me to get a job. To go on to higher education to do a 

degree in psychology” to begin with I wanted to do educational psychology, 

but I am not really very sure. I’d quite like to work for the government or the 

prison service.” 
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3. Changed 

The plans pupils have for their futures in the lower sixth can only be tentative and it 

is not surprising that there should be considerable as they learn more about themselves 

and what’s available. 

Box 8.9: Eric 

O-levels: 7 subjects, score 29 

“I hope to go on to further education to take a maths or oceanography degree. 

Or to go into the Royal Navy as a helicopter pilot.” 

A-level grades: only pass general studies (C) 

Eric initially wanted to go to university to do maths or marine biology, but 

changed his mind at the end of the lower sixth. He was influenced by the 

people he met socially who had careers. His friend’s father was a policeman 

and talked to him at great length about his career. At first he thought of joining 

the civilian police but decided on the Royal Military Police. He joined the army 

and is now in the Royal Military Police. He is very satisfied with his job. He 

feels he has learned more about himself in the last six months than he had done 

in the previous eighteen years. He felt the tuition he received in maths was not 

up to standard. He considers that if he had had a better teacher he would have 

got better grades and would have had more interest and probably would have 

gone to university. He said that his lack of A-levels prevented him from getting 

a commission in the army. 

 

Box 8.10: Edwina 

O-levels: 8 subjects, score 43 

“I enjoy geography and mathematics; physics was a subject to go with my 

maths for air-traffic control which I wish to follow after leaving school.” 

A-level grades: geography (E), maths (E) and general studies (E) 

Edwina is now taking an HND course at Huddersfield Polytechnic in hotel 

catering and management. She dropped physics at the beginning of the upper 

sixth. Of the other A-levels, she said, “I enjoyed doing them and the maths has 

helped me for the maths on this course. On her career plans: “I’ve changed 

quite a bit. I wanted to do air-traffic control. I wanted to have a straight degree 

in geography, and then decided to do catering at the beginning of the upper 

sixth. I’d thought about a degree already, which is why I decided to do a 

geography degree. Then I decided that wasn’t going to get me anywhere, so I 

went into catering. I’d like to start off in a hotel and work my way up, and 

perhaps (get) a small hotel or restaurant of my own.” 

 

4. Crystallised 

Some pupils told us that they had little idea of what to do in the lower sixth, but two 

years later we found them in higher education. 
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Box 8.11: Fred 

O-levels: 9subjects, score 44 

“At the moment I’m unsure of which direction to take – either geology or arts-

based, with a slight lean towards geology. I would like to take a degree course 

at university, but other than that I have no idea. I hope soon to gather enough 

information upon which to make a choice and I am keeping my options open.” 

A-level grades: art (D), geography (C), and geology (A) 

Fred is now at Hull University reading for a degree in geography. He dropped 

physics commenting, “I didn’t need it and I didn’t enjoy it.” Regarding his 

career, he said, “I don’t fancy an office job. Apart from that I have no idea. I 

suppose I would like something related to geography. I don’t know just what 

jobs there are and I haven’t given it much thought.” 

 

Box 8.12: Felicity 

O-levels: 9 subjects, score 42 

“I am not as yet sure what I want to do, although maybe something to do with 

my needlework, or some type of office work, maybe banking. I may be able to 

work for my father in the future. Although I don’t think I want to go into any 

further/higher education.” 

A-level grades: French (F), maths (E), needlework (D) and general 

studies (E) 

Felicity has gone to Manchester Polytechnic to take a degree in clothing, 

design and production management. “Right at the beginning when I first chose 

my A-level subjects I didn’t know what I wanted to do, and when I started 

doing A-level needlework I decided that’s what I wanted to do. And maths 

came into it, but geography didn’t. So I thought I’d swop from geography and 

do French because I could go to Paris or something I suppose. I thought it 

might be better for me than geography. Our needlework teacher found this 

course. It was done at four different polys and we just applied for that one 

course - I did. I really didn’t know what to do, whether to try and get a job or 

keep going, because I wasn’t even sure that I wanted to go on to the sixth form. 

I wasn’t that happy and all this education! So then when I found out about this 

course I thought you know, I’d have a go.” Regarding career she said, “I don’t 

know really. Something to do with what I’m doing now on this course. I’m not 

really sure (about a career). I don’t know which bit (of the field) I want to go 

into. I know which bits I don’t want to go into - that I’m not really all that keen 

on; I don’t know - well, I’ll find out after my work experience.” 

 

5. Confused 

Some young people find it very difficult to settle on what to do. They perhaps do not 

understand themselves very well, or there a real or feared pressures from parents, and 

teachers giving lots of well-meant advice. 
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Box 8.13: Gavin 

O-levels: 8 subjects, score 42 

“I intend to enter higher education, but I am not quite sure what I intend to 

study.” Commenting on his choice of A-levels he said, “the fact that I received 

good grades in two of the subjects certainly influenced my choice. The 

opinions of teachers and my own personal interest in the subjects also 

influenced my choice.” 

A-level grades: computer studies (F), English (O) and Geography (D) 

Gavin has taken a position as an administrative assistant in the Civil Service. 

Looking back at his A-level choices he said, “I wasn’t satisfied that I chose 

computers because obviously not being technically minded and not really 

understanding things like that, I was expecting it to be more like O-level which 

was very much working with programming, whereas with A-level it was 20 

per cent, and 80 per cent was the electronics part of it. That’s way out of my 

depth; I just don’t understand things like that. I enjoyed English and I’m 

disappointed that I didn’t pass it. I don’t know why I chose them they don’t 

really mix at all. I thought about higher education. I didn’t know what subject 

I wanted to do and that counted me out of that really.” Commenting on his job, 

he said, “I feel this is temporary at the moment, just getting used to working. 

I’m doing it while I get myself sorted out. It’s not hurting me by doing this job. 

It’s experience, so it works out in my favour that way, while I sort out what I 

want to do. It may develop into a career. As I feel at the moment - I don’t think 

so.” 

 

Box 8.14: Grace 

O-levels: 8 subjects, score 50 

“I would like to go to university to do a science course connected with art, but 

I’m finding it difficult to find such a course offered. I might go on to an art 

course to do photography or textiles.” 

A-level grades: art (A), biology (B), chemistry (A), general studies (E) 

Grace has taken a job as a shipping clerk. “I had a lot of ideas, I wasn’t really 

sure what I wanted to do. I didn’t really think I wanted to go away and go on 

studying full-time, although I quite liked the idea of perhaps doing an art-

related course. The only thing that I didn’t really like about that was that it was 

a four-year course and - I don’t know - I think by the time it actually came to 

sorting out what we were going to do I felt a bit fed-up with the whole idea, 

just staying and doing the same thing for another four years. It sounded a bit 

... I didn’t really want to carry on studying. I wanted a complete change. I think 

what happened was that I knew in myself that I would have preferred to have 

got a job than go on to university or polytechnic to do an art course. But I think 

at the time it was a bit difficult. I was a bit worried that my mum and dad might 

have expected me to go to university - but they realised in the end that that was 

what I was best suited to, because I didn’t really fancy anything at all. I just 

made the decision one night, well actually brought forward the decision: that I 

was actually going to get a job rather than carry on studying. 
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(The company) were just asking for commercial trainees, that was how they 

phrased it, amongst other things. I just took it as something to apply for. I’d 

got to the stage where I was in a bit of a panic really, trying to think of what to 

do with myself. It was in the upper sixth and people had got to the stage of 

working out where they were going to go and I was thinking to myself what 

am I going to do? That was the first and only job that I actually got an interview 

for. I went for millions of careers interviews. I even had print-outs, one of these 

‘cascade’ forms, telling me what I could do. Before I applied for this, I must 

have written tons of letters to all sorts of advertising agencies and designers, 

the works. Some didn’t reply and some wrote back and said they didn’t need 

anybody thank you, and the best ones said they would keep my name on file. 

So that was a bit of a lost cause really.” Talking about possible careers, she 

said, “Perhaps if I’d been there years and years 1 might start thinking that I’d 

like to go to do an art course, do some sort of studying again. Or just get a 

complete change of job, I really wouldn’t like to be stuck doing the same job 

for ever and ever. Perhaps it’s different if they are going to move you around 

and give you different jobs within the company.”  

 

Career Intentions and Mixed A-Level Courses 

When it came to choosing A-levels, it is likely that the pupils will have looked forward 

(as well as backwards), trying to imagine what the future might hold. Our case studies 

suggest that the pupils’ aspirations could have led them into taking mixed A-level 

combinations in at least four ways: 

a) Particular higher education/career plans prompted the choice of a mixed 

combination. This could happen with those students taking geography and 

maths as preparation for a geography degree, and economics and maths 

for a business studies degree. Other degree courses which may lead people 

into a mixed combination are architecture, agriculture and speech therapy. 

b) Higher education/career plans may have allowed a relatively free choice 

of A-level subjects. Where the entry requirement is for just three good A-

level grades, pupils have the flexibility to choose the subjects they like the 

most, think they will do best in, or think are the most useful (see Barbara’s 

account, page 78. Subjects such as law and psychology may not require 

particular A-levels, but suggest that a breadth of study is desirable. With 

other subjects, such as languages or mathematics, once the requirement for 

the particular specialism is satisfied there is scope for other subjects and 

this may lead to mixed courses within our definition. Pupils planning to go 

directly into employment will also have more flexibility, not being bound 

by higher education entry requirements. 

c) Taking mixed A-levels may be a way of keeping options open. This was 

the case with Fred who couldn’t decide at the time of entering the sixth 

form between specialising in geology or art (and eventually deciding on 

geography). 

d) The pupil may have drifted into a mixed course without any clear thought 

for the future. This seems to have been the case with Gavin who 
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commented, “I don’t know why I chose them (A-levels), they (computer 

studies, English, geography) don’t really mix at all.” And he has continued 

to drift - into a job - still without a clear idea of how he wants to spend his 

life. Not all the people who drifted did so because of poor exam results. 

Grace (page 82) with 2As and a B couldn’t think what to do at university, 

eventually deciding to try for a job and encountering great difficulty in 

getting one. 

Students can, therefore, enter mixed A-level courses for a variety of reasons: because 

their plans require it, because they have flexibility, they want to keep their options 

open, or because they don’t know what they want to do in the future. Of these 

possibilities, our interview data suggest that the first two reasons contribute the most 

to the growth of mixed A-levels. 

Many students seem to have chosen mixed A-levels with a definite goal in mind. We 

found, for example, that 31.4 per cent of the boys taking mixed courses were hoping, 

during the early stages of their sixth-form studies, to read accountancy, business 

studies or management science at university (only one mentioned a polytechnic). A 

further 9.8 per cent were hoping to go straight into employment in insurance or 

banking. The higher education plans borne out in figures published by the Universities 

Central Council on Admissions (1986) which show that, from 1983 to 1985, 

applications for business studies rose by 29 per cent and for accountancy by 20 per 

cent. In contrast, applications for physics dropped by 15 per cent and for maths by 14 

per cent. 

Girls in the mixed group were also looking towards business studies. Seventeen per 

cent were hoping to go to university to study related subjects and a further 2.4 per cent 

were thinking of going directly into jobs in banks or finance companies. Twenty per 

cent were hoping to take degrees in geography or the social sciences compared to six 

per cent of the boys. 

Relatively few, 21.5 per cent of the boys and 14.7 per cent of the girls, were looking 

towards degree courses in science or technology, so the mixed group could be thought 

of a move away from the sciences. As we saw in Chapter VII, there were many pupils 

who had done well in maths and physics at O-level, but who were planning to use 

their quantitative skills in financial occupations. In this, they may well have been 

responding to the ‘spirit of the times’. The message that seems to be getting across to 

pupils making decisions about A-level subjects is that the real rewards in work go to 

those who deal in money. In consequence, the country is not training enough physical 

scientists or engineers. 

Not all decisions would have been shaped by career plans. Some pupils found it 

extremely difficult to narrow down to just three or four subjects in the sixth-form. 

Settling on a mix could have come from a desire to maintain some breadth of studies... 

It is to this interesting possibility that we will now turn.  
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IX. TOWARDS A BROADER CURRICULUM 

Does the growth of mixed A-level courses have anything to tell us about a broader 

sixth form curriculum? One way of attempting an answer to this question is to look at 

the experiences of pupils who have embarked on mixed courses and compare them 

with those in the ‘science-maths’ and ‘other subjects’ groups. How satisfied are they 

with their choices? Do they find studying a mixture of subjects - not necessarily 

related or complementary in the sense that the sciences are - difficult? Given greater 

freedom, would even more opt for mixed courses? And what would be the 

consequences of an additional A-level? 

We were able to put these points to sixth formers in our interviews. The message that 

came through was clear. Pupils say they are satisfied with their A-level subjects, but 

if free to choose, or allowed an additional course, many more would opt for broader-

based studies. 

Considering first ‘satisfaction with choices’, Table 9.1 shows that most pupils 

reported themselves as being satisfied with their A-level combination. Pupils in the 

mixed group were perhaps slightly less likely to say they were ‘very satisfied’, but the 

difference is not statistically significant. 

Table 9.1: Satisfaction with Choices 

Percentages 
Mixed Science-Maths Other Subjects 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

Very Satisfied 15.7 24.4 37.5 46.9 21.9 27.3 

Satisfied 66.6 56.1 50.0 37.5 71.9 57.6 

In-between 11.8 19.5 12.5 15.6 3.1 12.1 

Unsatisfied 5.9 - - - 3.1 3.0 

 

Similarly, Table 9.2 shows most reported finding their studies ‘interesting’ or ‘very 

interesting’, and happily, very few said that they were ‘boring’. There were no 

differences with subject group, but girls were more likely to say their A-levels were 

interesting than were the boys (χ2 = 9.23, df = 1, P < 0.01). 

Table 9.2: Interest 

 
Mixed Science-Maths Other Subjects 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

Extremely 

interesting 
15.7 24.4 20.8 21.8 10.4 20.2 

Interesting 47.1 58.6 48.3 59.3 42.7 54.4 

In-between 29.4 14.6 24.2 15.6 34.4 18.3 

Boring 7.8 2.4 6.7 3.1 12.5 7.1 

 

As regards ‘difficulty’, Table 9.3 shows that pupils studying mixed A-levels were 

appeared to say their studies were hard, but the difference is not statistically 

significant. Again, there was a sex difference (χ2 = 5.01, df =1, P < 0.05), with the 

boys seeing the subjects as more difficult. But we obtained no statistically significant 
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evidence to suggest that pupils in the mixed group, studying as they do a broader range 

of subjects, are experiencing greater difficulty or showing less interest, or are, on the 

whole, less satisfied with their choices than the others. 

Table 9.3: Perceived Difficulty 

Percentages 
Mixed Science-Maths Other Subjects 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

Difficult 36.0 18.9 28.3 16.7 23.9 16.2 

In-between 45.7 53.6 40.8 55.2 46.9 54.5 

Easy 18.3 21.9 30.9 28.1 29.2 29.3 

 

Nevertheless, the subjects taken will have been constrained in the various ways we 

have discussed previously (Chapter VI) and may not have been the pupils’ ideal 

choices. To learn something of what they would ideally have taken, we asked pupils, 

as an act of the imagination, to assume that they were completely free to choose, and 

then tell us what A-levels they would have studied if this had been the case. 

Interestingly, as Table 9.4 shows, most pupils, about four-fifths, would have stayed in 

the same subject areas. This could just mean they were not able to, or were unwilling 

to, envisage complete freedom of choice, but it is consistent with the findings 

presented in Chapters IV and VI that, in the main, pupils were able to express their 

preferences. 

Table 9.4: Choices If There Had Been Completely Freedom of Choice 

 From Mixed Science-Maths Other Subjects 

To  Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

%Mixed 80.4 90.2 15.0 21.9 21.9 3.0 

%Science-Maths 5.9 - 80.0 62.5 - - 

%Other Only 13.7 9.8 5.0 15.6 78.1 97.0 

 

Where there was movement it was in the direction of mixed courses, especially among 

pupils in the science-maths group. This was particularly the case for girls where only 

60 per cent would have stayed where they were given freedom of choice. Their O-

level and A-level results (Chapter VII) indicate that pupils in the science-maths group 

were very able and could probably have done well in a wide variety of subjects. In the 

interviews they voiced disappointment at having to ‘specialise’. Susan, who wanted 

to be a pharmacologist, had chosen biology, chemistry and maths with statistics, but 

also liked and was good at French and English and did not want to give them up. Paul, 

an able boy hoping to study medicine, was reluctant to abandon English in the sixth 

form and concentrate only on the sciences. And this was also true of pupils in other 

subject areas. Jane, who was taking English, French and music, summed up the 

feelings of many when she said, “1 hated narrowing myself down in the sixth form 

and having to do just three subjects”. Even some of those in the mixed group would 

have liked to have broadened their range of studies further. Simon, whose “great 

interest had always been in maths” and who had chosen pure maths, statistics and 

economics, would have liked to carry on with French. “I always found it very 

interesting at school and I always did well at it and I’m very sorry it lapsed”. 
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The question inevitably arises then, whether the highly-specialised sixth form 

curriculum is denying some of our most talented youngsters the chance of intellectual 

freedom and flexibility. Table 9.5 suggests that pupils would have welcomed more 

breadth. If an extra A-level were to be permitted, the mixed group would gain at the 

expense of the ‘science-maths’ and ‘other subjects’ groups. Over half the boys and 

just under a quarter of girls would leave the other-subjects group and nearly one-third 

of boys and just over two-fifths of girls in the science-maths group would be re-

classified as mixed. Given the opportunity of an extra subject in the sixth form the 

majority of pupils would cross the old arts/science divide. 

Table 9.5: If Additional Subject Permitted 

 From Mixed Science-Maths Other Subjects 

To  Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

%Mixed 100.0 100.0 32.5 43.8 53.1 24.2 

%Science-Maths - - 67.5 56.3 - - 

%Other - - - - 46.9 75.8 

 

These findings would appear to lend some support to the case put forward twenty-five 

years ago by Peterson (1960) for greater breadth in the sixth form curriculum. Some 

of his evidence was later challenged by Beck (1971) and Lewis (1972); and inquiries 

by the Schools Council (1970), Barry (1971) and Smith (1974) did not back him up. 

The gist of the criticism seemed to be that although some sixth formers would 

welcome broadening of the curriculum, the majority were relatively content with what 

there was. But, in another study, Ormerod (1969), working with a sample of pupils 

from schools in the north of England, found that given a free choice, mixed courses 

emerged as the most popular. Dissatisfaction with the narrowness of subject choices 

was also found by Fogelman (1972). Surveys in connection with the proposed N and 

F levels in the seventies also revealed a desire on the part of pupils for broader-based 

studies (Schools Council working Paper No. 60). 

At the present time, the pendulum appears to be swinging away from specialisation 

quite rapidly. The Secondary Examinations Council reported in 1960 that “the sixth 

form curriculum is in danger of becoming seriously overloaded, and specialisation 

carried to a point at which general education is in jeopardy.” As we saw in our opening 

chapter, throughout the next twenty years, a number of alternatives were suggested as 

a basis for extending the range of the sixth form curriculum. AS-levels are the latest 

idea. However, without a framework for ensuring adequate breadth of study, their 

effectiveness in this respect is likely to be limited. As the head of one of our sample 

schools remarked, “If we are talking about broadening the sixth form curriculum, AS-

levels are a drop in the ocean as far as I am concerned.” Realistically, AS-levels can 

only be a first step. As Evison (1987) has suggested, they are probably “better” rather 

than “best”, and offer only a partial solution. Although the government has re-

affirmed its intention to retain the A-level examination (DES, 1987), it has also 

recognised the drawbacks of a curriculum which is the most specialised in Europe. 

Higher education, the professions and industry are now expressing support for more 

broadly-based studies. SCUE (1986, 1987) sees a rationale for a broader curriculum 
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linked to wider access, in the need to produce “flexible” young people who can move 

readily across the system.” The Engineering Council (1986), the Royal Society (1985, 

1986) and The Foundation for Science and Technology (1987) regard extending the 

range of the curriculum, coupled with more flexible entrance requirements, as an 

essential step in the bid to train more young people in the shortage subjects. 

Despite attempts at reform, the A-level examination has come to be regarded as 

something of a ‘gold standard’, or as Professor Berwick Saul (1987) Chairman of 

SCUE, has said, “The feeling remains that A-levels are somehow essential to British 

civilisation.” But the A-level system is under scrutiny. Following on the heels of AS-

levels, the Higginson Committee is reviewing the A-level examination in relation to 

syllabuses, content and assessment, and particularly in relation to the changes taking 

place at 16+. For many years A-levels - the specialised study of a few subjects geared 

to entry to higher education - has been based on the premise that high standards are 

equated with study in depth. But as Dr Clive Wake (1987), the Secretary of SCUE, 

has pointed out, the nature of demand will establish the standard. A broad curriculum 

is not synonymous with low standards. What is needed, in his view, is a high level of 

intellectual flexibility rather than a high level of knowledge. After all, 40 per cent of 

those who pass one or more A-levels go straight on to the labour market, and not into 

some form of higher education. The range of students taking A-levels will become 

increasingly heterogeneous, as more sixth formers choose to combine A-levels with 

vocational qualifications. 

The A-level examination, dominating as it does the sixth form curriculum, has been 

held responsible for our economic performance and the difficulties of accurate 

manpower planning. But A-levels are not too hot to touch. Professor Higginson’s 

Committee has been given permission to take a wider view than its terms of reference 

would seem to imply. If A-levels are to be reformed, it is possible that something 

along the lines of the International Baccalaureate (IBO, 1985) could be the answer. 

The IB in effect provides pupils with a profile of attainment which includes both 

academic performance and more general competence. It avoids the damaging 

categorisation of the single examination into pass or fail grades, with the consequence 

that a third of candidates have nothing to show for two years’ work. Higher education, 

long castigated for its stranglehold on the sixth form curriculum, is committed to 

“helping not hindering”, so that the “spectacle of students coming to university after 

two years of slaving away simply at English, history and French or maths, physics and 

chemistry will be a thing of the past, to be shrugged off as an unfortunate aberration.” 

(Saul, 1987). 

Just about everything that could be said about breadth and specialisation in the sixth 

form has been said over the last thirty years or so. What has been lacking has been 

solid empirical evidence. Our research shows that in recent years there has been a 

remarkable growth in mixed A-level courses and that more pupils would opt for 

broader-based studies given the chance. We can add our voice to those who would 

like to see some broadening of the sixth form curriculum.  
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X. ACCOUNTING FOR THE GROWTH  

In seeking an explanation for the growth of mixed A-level courses, we considered six 

possibilities. They are that it has come about through: 

a) the way the categories are defined; 

b) changes in pupil preferences; 

c) as a way of accommodating less academic pupils; 

d) in furtherance of career opportunities; 

e) wanting a broader range of studies; 

f) a consequence of comprehensivization which brought together not only 

schools but subjects.  

Components and Definitions 

In terms of individual A-levels, it is clear that economics, geography, maths and 

biology has each made a major contribution to the growth. In Chapter III, Figure 3.l 

(page 30), we saw that for boys in 1983, one or more of maths, geography and 

economics played a part in about 90 per cent of the mixed combinations. The pattern 

for girls was somewhat different due in large part to biology and English frequently 

being taken together. Maths, geography and economics here were involved in only 

about three-quarters of mixed combinations. 

Is then the growth of mixed A-level courses merely a matter of definition as we asked 

in Chapter III? We examined the possibility in Figure 3.2 (page 31) by changing the 

definitions. 

When we treated economics and geography as sciences a very different picture 

emerged. There was still an increase in the proportion taking mixed A-level courses, 

but only from 18.5 per cent in 1951 to 24.0 per cent in 1983. On this definition, the 

percentage of sixth formers taking the sciences, as you would expect, came out as the 

highest and there was a progressive decline in the proportion taking the arts. If the 

DES had defined economics and geography differently, our attention might have been 

drawn to a ‘crisis in the humanities’ instead of a ‘swing from science’. 

Another variation we tried (see Figure 3.2c, page 31) was to exclude economics and 

geography altogether and when we did this the graph was dominated by the arts and 

the sciences, with a slow growth in mixing from 3.9 per cent in 1951 to 12.6 per cent 

in 1983. We also, following Selkirk (1973), formed a separate social science category, 

including economics, geography and sociology. Under this condition, although there 

was some fluctuation, the sciences remained high, there was a decline in the arts, and 

a steady increase from a very low base in those taking the social sciences. But, since 

in these circumstances, many more combinations are counted as mixed this became 

the largest category. Since 1976, however, on just JMB entries, there has been some 

decline and, by 1981, the sciences had re-asserted themselves at the top. 
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The rise of mixed A-levels is thus a matter of definition. If the categories had been 

different, we would have seen the phenomenon differently. But considering ‘what is’ 

rather than ‘what might have been’ we do have a category ‘mixed A-levels’ which has 

more than trebled in the last twenty years. Our analyses enable us to delve into how 

that happened. 

Main Contributors 

In Chapter II (Tables 2.7 and 2.8, pages 19 and 20), we saw that, in recent years, 

economics, geography, maths and biology have been among the top five contributors 

to mixed A-levels among both boys and girls, with the fifth for boys being physics 

and for girls being English. There has, in fact, been a large element stability since the 

inception of A-levels in 1951, but within that stability there have been some 

significant changes for the combinations chosen. 

First, there has been the rise of economics. From 2.2 per cent of the entrants in 1951, 

it took off as a subject in the late sixties and, by 1983, had reached 13.6 per cent of 

the total. Just as important from the point of view of the growth of mixed courses, it 

is also being taken increasingly with the sciences. Table 3.4 ( page 25) shows that we 

did not detect any mixing in our samples before 1964, but since then the proportion 

taking economics with at least one science or maths has burgeoned. By 1983, it had 

reached 43.4 per cent for boys and 31.3 per cent for girls. 

Secondly, our data show that geography is being taken as more frequently with 

science subjects. Unlike economics, the proportion of entrants has not increased over 

the thirty-three year data period - in fact, it has fallen from 19.6 per cent to 15.1 per 

cent. But whereas only about one in five of those taking the subject in 1951 did so 

with the sciences, by 1983 this had more than doubled. 

Thirdly, maths has come to the fore as a component of mixed courses, particularly 

among girls. Maths has remained steady at about a quarter of entrants, but since 1951 

there has been an appreciable increase in the proportion taking it with non-science 

subjects. Among girls, the proportion increased from 26 per cent in 1951 to 45.4 per 

cent in 1983. The corresponding figures for boys, were 4.5 per cent and 18.3 per cent. 

Fourthly, biology*, and again there are indications of a sex difference. Unusually 

among the sciences, there were more entrants in 1983 than 1951 rising to 19.5 from 

14.7 per cent. Among boys, the proportion taking it with at least one non-science has 

more than doubled from 9.9 to 20.9 per cent. For girls, however, the reverse was the 

case, down from 47.9 per cent in mixed combinations in 1951 to 36.5 per cent in 1983. 

This has been brought about by girls increasing treating it as a science to be taken with 

other sciences. 

Fifthly, there has been the tendency for all subjects to be taken more frequently in 

mixed combinations. Tables 3.3 and 3.4 (pages 24 and 25) show that, as well as the 

subjects already mentioned, physics, chemistry, English, history, French and art are 

 
* Includes botany plus zoology divided by two. 
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all taken much more often in mixed combinations in the 1980s than they were in the 

1950s. 

Individual Subjects 

These five trends give us a reasonably complete description of what was involved in 

the growth of mixed A-level combinations. The raises a sub-set of questions around 

how the individual subjects that make up the mixed combinations fared including: 

a) the increasing popularity of economics and its mixing with the sciences; 

b) the increasing tendency for geography to be taken as part of science 

combinations; 

c) the greater likelihood of maths being taken with the non-sciences; 

d) the changing patterns of biology studies; 

e) the greater mixing of subjects generally. 

Economics 

We considered the greater popularity of economics from the pupils’ points of view in 

Chapters VI and VIII. We saw that, for some, there was the ‘novelty’ factor. It was 

not usually a subject that had been taken at O-level and it was something new to be 

tried, particularly perhaps if the student was stuck for a third A-level. But all the 

influences we detected for other subjects, ‘liking/interest’, ‘ability/exam results’, 

‘advice/influence’, ‘intrinsic value’, ‘teacher quality’ seem to have been operating, 

along with the usual constraints. However, especially important seemed to be 

‘job/career prospects’. 

We examined this in greater detail in Chapter VIII and suggested that astute pupils 

had detected that rewards and prestige seem to be attaching themselves not to the 

sciences and technologies per se, but to ‘the city’ and financial occupations. Not 

surprisingly, this was influencing their choice of A-levels. 

Geography 

The greater mixing of geography probably has more to do with changes in the way it 

has been formulated. In the 1950s, it was mainly descriptive, but this conception has 

gradually given way to a more scientific approach, with quantification, model-

building and statistical analysis. By the mid-sixties, geography departments in 

universities were putting on courses in statistics and scientific method. Students with 

an A-level in mathematics were particular welcomed and in a few departments it was 

made a condition of acceptance. This message was heard by schools and pupils and 

ideas about an appropriate combination for it began to change   

In time, the ‘quantitative revolution’ in academic geography filtered through to the A-

level examination. By 1971, the JMB had instituted a review of the syllabuses, and 

in1977 introduced a new syllabus in, “a variety of skills and techniques in the use of 

geographical data” (JMB, 1975). The ‘new geography’ hence embodies numerical 

skills. As such, it sits easily with a mathematics option like maths with statistics and 
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other quantitative subjects such as economics. A combination of this kind makes good 

sense in terms of higher education and career aspirations. 

Mathematics 

It seems that it is increasingly being recognized that maths is a form of knowledge (as 

defined by Hirst 1966), and that it does not have to be taken with the sciences. It is 

becoming more common for it to be regarded as a language in its own right. Table 

10.1 shows the main subjects that it is studied with. For boys in 1983, economics and 

geography were by far the most popular subjects to be taken with maths in mixed 

courses. With physics third, we have confirmation of the rankings shown previously 

in Table 2.4 (page 17). Among girls, economics and geography also came top, but 

here the languages were also prominent. 

Table 10.1: Taken With Maths in Mixed Courses 

%Boys (N=245) %Girls (N=285) 

Economics 71.0 Economics 30.2 

Geography 50.2 Geography 29.8 

Physics 31.0 French 21.1 

History 18.0 English 20.7 

English 14.3 German 11.6 

French 7.8 Biology 10.9 

Art 7.8 Chemistry 7.7 

Biology 6.9 History 7.7 

Chemistry 6.1 Physics 7.4 

Other 30.2 Other 20.4 

 

The greater number of mathematics options on offer, seven in 1983 as against two in 

1951, may also have contributed to its mixing with non-sciences, but maths-

educationists like Howson (1987) still complain that it is too difficult as an A-level. 

Biology 

Biology has always been an important element in mixed A-level courses, particularly 

for girls, where biology and geography, and biology and English, have been popular 

combinations since the beginning of A-levels, with or without a third A-level. This 

still persists, but less so than before. The history of the sciences in girls’ education 

suggests that the biological sciences, particularly botany, the first of the sciences to 

be adopted in girls’ schools, was treated almost as an arts subject. Flowers and 

literature were thought to be a highly suitable combination for a girl. 

Biology has, however, changed rapidly since the 1950s from an emphasis on 

taxonomy to become the chemistry and physics of living things. It is thus a main 

stream science requiring to be supported by other sciences. It could be argued that it 

is the most difficult of them all since it involves applying the principles of the physical 

sciences to living systems. Nevertheless, biology is still a major contributor to mixed 

combinations. 
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Other Subjects 

In addition to economics, geography, maths and biology, there has been a greater 

mixing of subjects generally. In the personal accounts of Chapters VI and VIII, the 

pupils tended to say that the reason for taking a mixed combination was that they liked 

the subjects, wanted to keep their options open, or couldn’t make up their minds. In 

Chapter IX, the desire for more breadth emerged as the impetus. 

Channelling Of Choices 

In Chapter IV, we suggested that subject choice could be pictured as a pin-ball 

machine in which pupils motivated by their aspirations are deflected by the structural 

features of the education system. Among those are: 

a) the organisation of secondary education; 

b) arrangement and availability of A-levels; 

c) the age participation rate; 

d) higher education entry requirements; 

e) characteristics of the school. 

Organisation of Secondary Education 

The period of the growth of mixed courses has paralleled the ‘take-off’ of the 

comprehensives (Figure 4.1 page 33). It is reasonable to suppose that the greater 

variety subjects and flexibility of choice in these schools could have led to more 

crossing of the old arts/science divide. But if this has happened it has not left a readily 

traceable mark on the schools of today. Table 4.1 (page 34) showed that there were 

few differences with type of school and, with the exception of boys in independent 

schools, the patterns of A-level studies were not as might have been expected. It is 

still possible that the stimulus for change came from the re-organisation of secondary 

schooling and that the options available in comprehensive and sixth form colleges 

have influenced what is now offered in grammar and independent schools. We saw 

that the headmaster of School Y, for example, had rather reluctantly abandoned the 

‘block’ arrangement of his timetable in favour of a list scheme, but he still retains his 

arts and science sixths. 

Arrangement and Availability of A-levels 

It could be that the numbers taking mixed A-levels have swelled as the range of 

subjects available has increased. But this is not obviously the case. Table 3.7 (page 

27) shows that in 1983 just over a third of mixed combinations involved new subjects 

(i.e. introduced since 1951) and some of these will have been the different maths 

options. When maths is excluded (along with economics and geography), we saw, in 

Figure 3.1 (page 30), that the new subjects in themselves made a relatively small 

contribution to the growth of mixed courses. Neither did the arrangement of A-levels 

in ‘block’ or ‘list’ timetables (Table 4.7, page 42) appear to make much difference. 
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Age Participation Rate 

Nor does the growth of mixed courses appear to have much to do with the larger 

percentage of pupils staying on at school. The improving participation rate of girls 

(from 38.2 per cent of JMB examination candidates in 1951 to 48.7 per cent in 1983), 

which has been used successfully to account in part for the ‘swing from science’ 

(Butcher, 1969; Duckworth and Entwistle, 1974) does not seem to be the explanation 

here. There has been a greater increase in mixed combinations among boys than girls, 

reflecting to some extent the greater popularity of economics for boys. 

The age participation rate for pupils aged 17 has risen from 12.2 per cent in 1963 to 

18.8 per cent in 1985. It has been suggested by Selkirk (1973) that this could have 

contributed to the growth of mixed A-levels since the greater range of ability involved 

may have led a higher proportion of pupils to seek alternatives to subjects like physics 

and mathematics, which both by reputation and in fact, seem to be harder (Forrest and 

Vickerman, 1982; Howson, 1987). We found examples of pupils taking economics or 

geography as a third subject to two sciences. But there was more evidence of mixed 

combinations being positively chosen. Over half the pupils (Table 7.7, page 72) had 

an average grade of B or better at O-level and so could be presumed to have had a 

relatively free choice of A-level subjects. Moreover, 46.2 per cent of the boys 

choosing to study maths in mixed combinations did so on the basis of an A at O-level, 

and 42.9 per cent of those taking physics did so. So while there may have been a 

tendency for some weaker pupils to take mixed A-levels (Table 7.3, page 69), most 

did so for reasons other than lack of ability. 

Higher Education Entry Requirements 

Neither do the entrance requirements of higher education appear to have been a driver 

of mixed combinations. While the greater variety of degree courses, particularly in 

the polytechnics and further education colleges, has meant that the A-levels needed 

have become less restrictive than in the past, established course still have clear 

requirements 

Some students told that that they had been confined to traditional specialisms by entry 

requirements. This was particularly the case for girls in the sciences, who would 

generally have welcomed an opportunity of studying a broader range of subjects (see 

Table 9.4, page 87). Conversely, some students felt that certain avenues had been 

closed to them because of their mixed courses. One, for example, told us that he had 

been denied entry to aeronautical engineering because he had taken geography instead 

of chemistry. There was also the feeling that as mixed A-levels do not support one 

another as complementary subjects do, it would be more difficult to get the grades 

required for admission to the top courses and universities. 

A contrary indicator is that the cutbacks in higher education in the eighties which have 

led to ever-increasing pressure for places appear not to have had much effect yet on 

the growth mixed A-levels. But this effect could be nullified by the expansion of 

degree courses in further education which are less specific in their requirements. 
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School Characteristics 

In Chapters IV and V, the effects of a number of between-school and within-school 

factors on choosing mixed A-level courses were examined. If a subject, such as 

economics, was not on offer then this would have a big effect. There were other 

associations, for example, more boys taking mixed courses in co-educational schools. 

Timetable clashes and restrictions on O-levels available could work in favour of 

mixed A-levels as was the case, for example, where only two science-maths subjects 

were on the O-level timetable so that interested students had to take mixed courses in 

order to continue. But there were few stand-outs.  

Within schools, tradition and parental prejudices (Moscovici, 1972) will have had 

some influence, but an assessment of the various structural features in Chapter V 

suggested that they were less important than pupil preferences - which nevertheless 

could have been influenced by the structural features. Overall, the variations between 

schools, and within a school from year to year, were such as to suggest that the 

explanations for the growth of mixed A-levels were more likely to be found in pupil 

preferences than structural features. 

Personal Accounts 

In Figure 10.1 we’ve set out in diagrammatic form the main things the pupils in our 

interviews referred to when telling how they came to choose their A-levels.  

Figure 10.1: Factors in Deciding on A-levels  

 
 

Looking back they mentioned such things as their likes, what they had learned about 

their abilities, what their parents wanted, the advice from teachers and their schools, 

and how they thought their circumstances had affected them. Looking forward they 

couched their aspirations in terms of what they thought they could achieve and 

whether in choosing O-levels and A-levels they had made wise decisions, was it better 

to go on to higher education/straight into employment/take a year out, would what 

they wanted be open to them. 
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Some or all of the factors were mentioned as discrete entities but, of course, they 

interact in many and different ways and are quite fluid. That is why we have enclosed 

them with a border. When decisions have to be taken the pushes from the past 

crystallise as preferences, and hopes for the future as aspirations with an awareness of 

constraints of various kinds. 

It was tempting to include all 229 individual life stories that we gathered through our 

interviews because each in its own way is fascinating, but in Chapter VIII we selected 

14 which we thought fairly represented the full range of what we were told. They 

bring out how difficult and painful the decision-making process can be. Some to a 

large extent opted out and let things happen to them. Even for those with firm ideas 

there is often a strong element of chance. 

In drawing the finding of this study together we here focus in more depth on a further 

four each representative of a larger group. First, Richard, someone with a quantitative 

bias who has chosen to study A-level economics and maths with a view to going on 

to a career in business rather than the sciences or engineering. Then, we meet Susan, 

one of the many girls who take A-level biology with English. Thirdly, we meet Tom 

who had straight As at O-level and could have chosen any subjects at A-level that he 

wished. Fourthly, we hear about Valerie for whom it was ‘Hobson’s choice’ of 

biology and history. 

Box 10.1: Richard  

Degree: Business Studies at University 

A-levels: economics (A), statistics (B), geography (A), general studies (A) 

O-levels: French (A), geography (A), economics (A), physics (A) maths 

(A) English language (B), English literature (B) history (B) 

When making his O-level choices, Richard was already thinking of a career 

in business and opted for a wide range. Interviewed in the lower sixth, Richard 

told us that his interest in a business career had arisen due to his father’s work 

as an accountant. The fact that dad was in that to start with meant I looked at 

the area and decided I liked what I saw.” The idea of running his own business 

was particularly appealing too and he felt that his “interest in numbers and 

ability in problem-solving” would be particularly useful.  

Economics was Richard’s first choice of A-level since it was relevant to his 

interest in a business career and was a subject that he had enjoyed at O-level. 

The second subject was chosen after discussion with his maths teacher who 

suggested that a knowledge of statistics was particularly useful to have in 

business. Richard had no particular preference for a third A-level subject, 

though he would have liked to have done business studies: “If there was a 

business studies A-level course at our school I would have done that, because 

quite a few schools did that course. I would have liked to have done that as a 

background, but it wasn’t on offer.” 

The polytechnic and university business courses Richard looked at did not 

require specific A-level subjects, so his eventual choice of geography was 

really “a filler, but relevant to the other two subjects”. This decision was 

influenced to some extent by his sister who studied arts at A-level, including 
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geography, and now works as a clerical officer. She said the urban studies 

component of the geography course would be relevant to business, and that 

there would be other aspects of the course connected with economics and 

statistics. 

Richard is currently taking a B.A. in business studies at university. “First of 

all I wanted to go to a polytechnic to do a business studies degree, a sandwich 

course. But later on when I went to see all the places that I’d put on my UCCA 

and PCAS forms, I chose this (a technological university) because I liked the 

place quite a lot and there was an option of going out to a work placement in 

the third year.” 

At university we asked him if he now had specific career plans: “I’ve not 

really decided which particular career yet. It’s obvious I’d prefer something 

in business. At the moment I’m probably leaning towards finance/financial 

management which I’ve enjoyed doing in the business studies course. But 

next year we start doing production and marketing for the first time, so I’ll 

sample those and see what they are like as well. At the moment I’ve not 

decided - I’m keeping my options open.” 

 

Box 10.2: Susan  

Degree: Speech Therapy at University 

A-levels: biology (B), English (B), psychology (B),general studies (B) 

O-levels English language (A), English literature (A), RE (A), home 

economics (A), biology (A), maths (B), chemistry (B) and French (B). 

French, biology and English were the subjects Susan particularly enjoyed, and 

even in the early stages of the fourth form she felt sure she would continue to 

study them at A-level.  “I was influenced by my ability, the amount of interest 

I had in the subjects, and whether they would qualify me for a career I am 

interested in”. 

Her search for a suitable career began early. “My parents and my school led 

me into doing something with a job at the end, not so much in saying it, but 

the views they expressed and that I just accepted. “Say when I was little and 

I said ‘I want to be a hairdresser’, they wouldn’t say ‘Oh that’s very nice dear’, 

they’d say: ‘Oh don’t be so stupid, you’ve got far more potential than that!’ 

Not just that though - to do something with a job - especially they didn’t want 

me to do art at all, because my dad and my sister both did art, and I don’t think 

there’s any way I could have done it. I thought about it at one point, but it 

wasn’t worth me mentioning that I’d quite like to do it. I never really looked 

in to it at all. They generally dissuaded me from doing anything that didn’t 

have some obvious use. 

“The school sort of did the same, because they had a very good careers 

service. The general feeling of the society that I was brought up in was that 

you get a good career. And not something that’s ‘not quite feminine’, not 

something that’s got too many good prospects, just something that if you don’t 

get married you could survive.” While in the fourth form, Susan began 

seeking information about careers and was able to make use of the ‘Cascade’ 

computer careers service. She entered favourite subjects (biology and 
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English), interests (“reading, looking after children, meeting people”), 

personality traits, and so on, and these were matched by the computer to 

particular careers. One of the suggestions listed by the ‘Cascade’ system was 

speech therapy. Susan was attracted to this type of work, since she had 

recently seen a film at school on teaching deaf children to speak, and felt that 

speech therapy offered the opportunity to “help people in an interesting way”. 

Through a careers convention at her school, Susan was able to arrange to 

spend a whole day observing a speech therapist at work. This experience and 

other information she gathered led her to conclude that she was well suited to 

a career in speech therapy: “I like people. I wouldn’t like to be in a job where 

I wasn’t meeting different people all the time and that’s very good (in relation 

to speech therapy). It’ll be a nice feeling that you know what you’re talking 

about, and you’re in control - you could actually help somebody. It’s just so 

broad, and I don’t think it’d get boring, because there’s so many different 

cases. I like leading certain small groups, but I don’t like having to stand in 

front of a large audience. That’s why I particularly chose speech therapy, 

rather than say teaching, because I just couldn’t cope with communicating 

with a whole load of people at the same time.” 

Susan discovered that with the exception of biology and English, particular 

A-level subjects were not required for entrance to university speech therapy 

courses, and therefore her “third A-level subject was open to choice”. She 

feels that the decision to take psychology was very much her own, since she 

received conflicting opinions from family, friends and teachers about the 

worth of the subject: “I didn’t know anything about it until I took it, and I 

asked lots of people. Some people really liked it and some people said: ‘Don’t 

bother, it’s rubbish’. But, I do really like it”. 

Since Susan’s school did not provide the combination of subjects she had 

chosen, she decided to attend a sixth form college and “make a fresh start”. 

She has never regretted this decision and thought it had made it easier to go 

to university. “University is just like college really.” 

Reflecting on her choice of A-level subjects, Susan said: “I enjoyed them all, 

they all still interest me. I’m particularly glad I took psychology.” This 

enjoyment of the A-level courses (particularly psychology) reinforced 

Susan’s interest in speech therapy and she settled on taking a degree in the 

field with a view to becoming a practitioner. 

In her first year at university, she was enjoying university and was still very 

interested in speech therapy as a career, but had widened her horizon: “it is 

possible to go on, do a post-grad in clinical psychology or teaching the deaf. 

It depends if after four years - it is a four-year course, most are three - I still 

want to be a student or not.” 

“I’ve got this urge to travel a lot, so if I can get enough money, I might travel 

first and find a job afterwards.” 
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Box 10.3: Tom  

Degree: French at University following employment in France 

A-levels: general studies (A), French (B), English (C), maths (C) 

O-levels: straight A’s in English literature, English language, Latin, 

French, maths, biology, physics and chemistry 

On his choice of O-level subjects Tom commented: “I wish I’d done a more 

balanced range of subjects, including perhaps art or history, and not done 

Latin which seemed like a waste of two years.” Tom seems to have had a 

leaning more towards the arts, since four arts and four sciences is balanced. 

This was confirmed by Tom himself: “my inclination is towards doing 

languages as opposed to sciences.” 

Tom made his choice of A-levels (English, French, maths) before receiving 

his O-level results, but he feels the results led him to think he had made the 

right decisions. English was chosen because of his enjoyment of reading and 

the belief that it is a valuable subject that “allows you to learn how to think”. 

French was a joint first choice with English and also chosen for its enjoyment 

value and ‘usefulness’. The choice of these two subjects was also influenced 

by Tom’s aspiration “to go to university to study French preferably, or 

perhaps English, with a view to a career in journalism.” 

Tom believes a number of factors helped to shape his decisions. His interest 

in French was kindled through writing to a French pen-pal, and further 

encouraged by the excellent French teaching at school. The encouragement 

given by Tom’s parents and the example set by his brother and sister he 

believes helped to foster his interest in the arts and his desire to go on to higher 

education and pursue a career in journalism. (Tom’s father is a university 

lecturer, his brother is a musician, and his sister is a journalist with a degree 

in psychology). 

In the lower sixth form, Tom also expressed an interest in studying law and 

to perhaps become a barrister. Since A-level grades rather than the subjects 

themselves are usually more important to the law faculties of universities, 

Tom did not feel he had to be too concerned about his choice of A-levels. 

Similarly, since French and English are likely to be the only compulsory 

prerequisites for French/English degree courses, Tom was not bound by the 

requirements of universities when choosing his third A-level subject. 

Tom’s ideal choices for a third A-level were Russian or art. Russian, however, 

was not offered by the school, and since he had not studied art at O-level, Tom 

decided against that option. (He had decided against studying art at O-level 

because “I would have had to drop a science, and I was already studying two 

languages”). Economics was his third choice because he “thought it would be 

a good combination” with his other subjects. 

Tom sought the advice of the head of studies at his school, because he had not 

studied economics at O-level. “The head of studies thought economics wasn’t 

a very academic subject. ‘You would be much better doing maths’, and being 

a very gullible person I said ‘Yes, O.K.’ The decision to take maths was 

clearly not straightforward for Tom. Even when interviewed in the lower 

sixth, he was not enjoying it, and said that he would ideally like to change to 
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art. Later he was to add that taking maths “was the biggest mistake I’d made 

in choices at school.” 

In the lower sixth Tom also told us of his plans to take a year off to work 

abroad before attending university. His A-level grades were good enough to 

obtain a deferred place at the University of London. He had also obtained 

employment in France in the intervening year. He was satisfied with his A-

level choices and grades, bar maths. “The only one I’d pick out that I hated is 

maths - although I did well in it up to the fifth form. Even in the exam I was 

convinced I’d fail. Maths and I just didn’t get along. I did have a great 

personal antipathy to the teacher. I found maths extremely tedious.” 

“I should have done economics as I originally intended to do.” Tom, however, 

felt that his choice of subjects did not hinder his chances of getting into to the 

university and degree course of his choice. 

Apart from his intention to do a B.A. (Hons.) in French, Tom’s plans for the 

future have not yet crystallised. He has no firm career plans, but the ideas he 

expressed in the lower sixth form are still a possibility: “I’m very vaguely 

interested in journalism or law, but to be honest I don’t have a positive idea 

of what I want to do.” 

 

Box 10.4: Valerie  

Employment: trainee computer sales assistant 

A-levels: history (E), biology(F), general studies (F) 

O-levels: human biology (B), general studies (B), English literature C), 

English language (C), history (C), religious studies (D), biology (E) 

chemistry (U), plus CSE passes in maths, French and drama 

Valerie enjoyed all her fifth-form studies, particularly history, which was her 

“favourite subject”. She attributes this to “a good history teacher who made 

the subject very interesting”, and also to the encouragement given by her 

mother, who is an avid reader of historical novels, and her sister, who studied 

history, economics and law at A-level. It was her first choice of A-level 

subject. 

Valerie also had a keen interest in sport. “I initially wanted to be a P.E. 

teacher, but now I want to take a B.Sc. in sports studies at a polytechnic with 

the aim to either coach abroad or join the army and be a P.E. instructor.” 

Although Valerie needed at least two A-level passes for the sports studies 

course, the only subject pre-requisite was CSE maths, thus her choice of A-

levels seemed relatively unrestricted. 

Her second choice was human biology, as she enjoyed the subject at O-level 

and achieved a good grade. From what she had observed of her sister’s sixth-

form studies, Valerie felt economics would be an interesting subject, and 

decided she would like to study it along with history and human biology. 

Surprisingly, Valerie seems not to have considered studying English at A-

level, even though she achieved satisfactory O-level grades in both English 

language and English literature. 
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Just before she was due to start in the sixth form, Valerie’s family moved to a 

different area and it was necessary for her to change schools. Since she 

achieved only five passes at O-level, her new school would not allow her to 

study more than two A-level subjects (in addition to general studies). She was 

advised against taking economics, and since human biology was not offered, 

biology was recommended as a substitute. “I was told that I could only take 

biology and history. I wasn’t allowed to consider economics I think it was 

because I didn’t have my maths. But I’m one of those people who can’t take 

a maths exam, but I can do maths perfectly alright in class.” 

Valerie enjoyed studying history at A-level, but was disappointed in the 

biology course and concluded that she is more on the “humanities side”. She 

also found she “disliked the idle time” she had with only doing two A-levels 

and thought it “ridiculous to come in for only two lessons in a day”. I should 

have gone to college because they offered me human biology, which is what 

I am really into. I’m not really into straight science. I’m interested in human 

biology, history and economics. I would have done these.”  

On leaving school she was happily employed as a full-time trainee computer 

sales assistant by the retail pharmacy company for whom she had previously 

worked at weekends. She was offered permanent work after informing her 

employers that would not be going on to higher education because of her A-

level results. 

Valerie had already decided against the idea of sport studies and P.E. teaching 

after taking her mock A-level exams, because she realised she “couldn’t get 

the required grades”. “I was actually going to go into the police force, but this 

job offer came up. At the moment it seems more beneficial to me to learn a 

bit about the new technology and also I just want to stay where I am. I just 

want to build some sort of base, because I’ve been moving around with my 

dad’s job. It seems about time I settled down. I was going to go to London to 

join the police, but at the moment I’m tied up here for two years at least in 

this job.” 

She told us about the difficulties she believed she would have encountered 

had she wanted to continue her formal education. “I would either had to go 

on to the sciences with one science A-level or the arts with one arts A-level. 

It would have been a bit confusing because I would have only done one of the 

subjects. I wouldn’t have had a two subject combination. I wouldn’t have 

known which way to jump.” 

 

In each of these accounts we can see the interaction between preferences and 

constraints. The clashes seem to have been sharpest in the case of Valerie. Starting 

out wanting to do history, human biology and economics, with a future course in 

sports studies in mind, she had to take biology because the school did not do human 

biology and, in view of her O-level results, she was only permitted to take two A-

levels. Left with only one A-level pass she ended up training to be a computer sales 

girl in a retail pharmacy. The effect the school had on her life is ironic since, having 

moved, she had chosen it for her sixth-form studies in preference to a college of further 

education where she would have been able to do what she wanted. 
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Susan too experienced a mismatch between what she wanted to do (psychology) and 

what was available at school, but resolved it by leaving to study the subjects of her 

choice at a sixth-form college. The A-level combinations taken by the young people 

in the other two case studies were also a compromise between preferences and 

opportunities. Richard’s preferences centred on economics with statistics as a 

complementary subject, but since business studies was not available he took 

geography as a filler. Tom had English and French as his joint first choices, but 

Russian was not available at his school, he had not studied art to O-level, his head of 

studies said economics is not worth taking, so he felt rather pressured into taking 

maths as his third subject. 

We can also see how these preferences and awareness of constraints emerged from 

past experiences and anticipations of the future. Richard seems to have been very 

much drawn forward by wanting make his career in business and this determined his 

choice of A-levels. The clear career plans came in part from his father’s experience 

as an accountant. Susan’s choice of A-levels was also related to career plans, but here 

they seem to have been chosen because she liked biology and English. Then she set 

about finding out what she could do with them. 

We can make sense of Tom’s choices in terms of his liking for French fostered by a 

pen-pal and good teaching, but the advice of a teacher seems to have made him regret 

his third A-level, maths, which he hated. It did not hamper his ambition, however, of 

getting a university place to study French which he deferred for a year in order to take 

a job in France. He did not, however, as yet have any thoughts beyond university: “To 

be honest I do not have a positive idea of what I want to do.” 

Valerie chose history because of her liking for the subject, developed by a good 

teacher and encouraged by her mother, but her A-level options were constrained by 

poor O-level results. Her present job seems largely to have been happenstance - the 

idea of becoming a policewoman being overtaken by an offer of a post in a shop where 

she had had a weekend job. 

Conclusion 

Is there an answer we can give to the question to the question we have posed:  what is 

behind the sustained increase in mixed A-level combinations? In part it is a matter of 

definition with the pattern obtained depending on how the subjects are categorised. 

The sciences and maths are defined traditionally with economics and geography not 

included. Mixing refers to when both sciences and non-science subjects are taken 

together, hence when economic and geography are taken with maths it is mixed 

combination. But if these two subjects are included among the sciences or a separate 

social science category is created the graphs, as Figure 3.2 (page 31) shows look very 

different.  

Given the official definition, the one we have been working with we can say that 

striking growth in mixed combinations has been drive by the rise of economics, the 

greater tendency for it and geography studied alongside mathematics, the tradition 

involvement of biology being taken with arts subjects, and the fading of the mind-set 
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that that all sixth formers had to choose one of two cultures and be either on the science 

side or the arts side. 

As generalisations, there were indications that mixed choices are being chosen 

positively with a view to broadening studies and future prospects, but also some are 

ending up in them through drift and poor O-level results. In general, preferences 

emerged as more important than structural features such as the organisation of 

secondary schooling or the arrangement of the timetable. 

At the individual level, it seems that for a particular person at a particular time any of 

the factors can become dominant either in the shaping of the preferences and 

aspirations or the constraints encountered. The compromises that are struck and the 

chance events encountered are more likely to lead them into mixed courses than the 

sciences where the path tends to be mapped at early. 

The growth of mixed A-level courses is one aspect of the changing pattern of A-level 

studies, associated with the switch to comprehensive schools. It has an important 

influence on the nature of knowledge and the way young people see the world, an 

important bearing on their opportunities and the nature of work, and it bridges Snow’s 

(1959) two cultures. No longer is the division between the arts and sciences, identified 

by the eminent scientist and novelist C.P Snow (1959) in his famous Rede Lecture, 

seen as a major issue. The more flexible approach to A-level studies can be seen as an 

advance in our culture. 
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APPENDIX: SCHOOLS VISITED 

High Proportion Mixed A-levels 

SCHOOL A. Boys’ Roman Catholic, 11-16 Comp, with Co-educational Sixth form 

Formerly a grammar school with a strong academic tradition, this school in a working-

class area of an inner city is struggling to survive. In 1985, there were 768 pupils on 

the roll, all boys up to age 16, with a small coeducational sixth form - 96 in all (52 

boys and 44 girls) - of whom 75 were on A-level courses. Three years previously, 

there had been 180 in the sixth form with 130 on A-level courses. 

Following secondary re-organisation in the local authority area in 1971, this intake 

into the sixth form, limited to Roman Catholics, depends upon those boys staying on 

from the main school and girls moving in from three local 11-16 feeder schools. In 

1986, the school was due to merge with one of the Roman Catholic girls’ schools, 

with the likelihood that the school would lose its sixth form and become a co-

educational 11-16 comprehensive. 

This school had the highest proportion of all the sample schools on mixed courses in 

1981/3, 35.1%, but this dropped to 17.1% in 1986. No exam board beside the JMB is 

used by the school. A number of factors could be involved. The school seems to be 

hamstrung by the problem of falling rolls, which affects the number of A-levels on 

offer – twelve - as well as the range of subjects. Drawing its sixth form intake from a 

number of feeder schools, the pattern of choices is affected by the subjects available 

in those schools. In two of the three girls’ schools no sciences at all were offered, and 

in the third only biology. 

As a result, girls’ choices in the sixth were heavily towards the non-sciences. Mixed 

combinations depend on biology and/or mathematics in combination with the non-

sciences. In 1985, there were twice as many girls as boys in the sixth form - an unusual 

ratio according to the head of the sixth form. The changing sex ratio could account in 

part for the change in proportion on mixed courses from 1981/83 to 1985. 

There is also a discrepancy in the school’s data for the 1985 lower sixth where 29.4% 

were shown as on mixed courses and the percentage taking JMB examinations in 

1986, which was only17.1%. There was also a drop in the number of pupils from 56 

on A-level courses (whether mixed or not) in 1985 to 30 taking the examinations in 

1986. 

True to its academic tradition the school did not offer vocational subjects at A-level, 

which meant that some potential sixth formers were having to go to neighbouring 

colleges to find the courses they wanted. Within the constraints of the option system 

the school was, however, able to cater for most of the popular mixed combinations. 

The head of the sixth form drew attention to sociology as a growth subject which was 

popular in mixed combinations. In part, he felt this was due to a well-developed social 

studies programme in the feeder schools which was attracting both boys and girls. 
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SCHOOL B. Co-educational, 11-18 Comprehensive School. 

A large school with 210 sixth formers and a main school of 1,650, it is on the outskirts 

of a metropolitan area serving a pre-dominantly middle-class neighbourhood. The 

thriving sixth form provides 22 different A-levels arranged in a block system. The 

head of sixth form described it as ‘open, but in practice for a full three-A-level course 

pupils O-levels were needed. They were recommended to have a set number, but there 

were no particular grade requirements for entry to particular subjects. The take-up of 

mixed A-levels was consistently high. Some slight variation between the 1985 

numbers and the successive year reflects some dropout. Besides the JMB, it enters 

candidates for the Associated Examining Board in statistics and theatre studies. 

Attitudes to mixed A-levels were generally supportive, with the head of sixth form 

advising pupils to keep their options open for as long as possible. His advice to 

potential sixth formers was “over-specialisation could be to your detriment.” 

Moreover, he believed higher education was becoming more flexible regarding entry 

requirements and that mathematics and statistics were good ‘link’ subjects between 

the arts and humanities. 

SCHOOL C. Suburban, Co-educational, 13-18 Comprehensive School. 

A large and very successful school, with a very good academic reputation formerly a 

selective boys’ grammar school, in a middle-class area of the city. With 1,481 pupils, 

this school had a large sixth form of 262 pupils in 1985. About one-third of its sixth 

form intake is drawn from other maintained and independent schools on the basis of 

the school’s reputation. Most sixth formers are on A-level courses and the pupils have 

a choice of 24 A-levels within a block framework. The high uptake of mixed courses 

may be in part due to the fourth year option system. A science, chemistry is part of 

the core curriculum for the more able upper band (60% of the year). (It is restricted to 

chemistry at the moment because of the difficulties of timetabling on split-site 

premises). It is intended that the core curriculum should be the first step towards all 

pupils studying some science to sixteen. 

This school uses the JMB exclusively. The small discrepancy with the schools data 

can be accounted for in terms of the differences between lower sixth choices and 

entries a year later. The head of sixth form suggested that the attitude of the head and 

his staff was the major factor in the high uptake of mixed combinations. In his view 

able pupils were deliberately choosing mixed A-levels and not ending up there by 

default. 

SCHOOL D. Rural, Co-educational, 11-18 Comprehensive School. 

This school sits on the rural fringes of a heavily industrialised area, with a largely 

middle-class intake. There were, in 1985, 1,443 pupils in the main school and 110 in 

the sixth form, accommodated in a self-contained annexe. The local sixth form college 

competes for pupils, but falling rolls from 1989 onwards are a more serious source of 

concern. Originally a grammar school, School D still has the “aura of a grammar 

school in the local estimation”, according to the head of the sixth form. 
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It is the policy of the school to give sixth formers as wide a choice as possible for their 

A-level subjects. Mixed choices are welcomed. The head was confident that choices 

were “soundly made” since the school had developed a strong system of guidance and 

counselling - including a programme of sample sixth form lessons as well as the more 

usual provisions - tutor group sessions, individual and parent interviews and open 

evenings. 

The head of the sixth form indicated the part played by departmental rivalries in A-

level take-up. The Design and Technology department had enhanced its status with 

its involvement in TVEI, and the spin-off in terms of resources. This propensity for 

“empire-building” had brought it into conflict with the head of the sciences - also a 

strong personality – to the extent that pupils were “poached”, and the humanities 

tended to suffer as a consequence. A strong geography department (both the 

headteacher and head of sixth form were geographers) was also an encouragement to 

mixed choices. 

In this school more girls than boys opted for mixed combinations - geography, 

economics, biology, and to a lesser extent, maths (not so well taught now according 

to the head of the sixth form). The imbalance in the sex ratio (until this year there were 

more girls than boys in the lower sixth) is temporary and reflects local employment 

opportunities - boys are still being attracted into apprenticeships at sixteen. But the 

source is drying up. The school uses the AEB for statistics and the London Board for 

home economics, textiles and dress, and art - accounting for some of the discrepancy 

1985/86, although these are not major ‘mixing’ subjects. 

SCHOOL E. Urban, Co-educational, 13-18 Comprehensive. 

This school originally had a comprehensive intake, serving a large catchment area 

from the inner city to the outer suburbs. Over the last few years, with the change to a 

13-18 school, it has become more restrictive and now caters for the upper end of the 

social mix. In 1985, it had a large sixth form - 273, with a main school of 1,423 pupils. 

Described as a happy school, with a low staff turnover and a good local reputation, it 

prides itself on sound academic preparation. 

Since 1982, the school has been experimenting with a new style curriculum to get 

away from the traditional narrow specialisation. In essence the lower sixth have a wide 

range of A-level and sub-A-level courses on offer and they can choose up to five in 

any combination during the first year in the sixth form. In the upper sixth, choices are 

re-appraised and reduced to the normal two, three or four A-levels. The object of this 

curriculum innovation is to provide the pupils with more flexibility and give them an 

extended period in which to try out their initial choices. As the head of sixth form 

remarked: “Since we introduced the new system we’ve had no students in distress 

concerning subject and career choice. After eight months in the lower sixth students 

have a realistic appraisal of the demands of individual A-level subjects and can make 

their choice according to capability and vocational direction”. An additional 

advantage of this system is that it will hopefully encourage more girls to try at least 

to study the sciences and to give them a greater opportunity to do so in the lower sixth. 
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School E is positively committed towards broadening the sixth form curriculum and 

is very supportive of mixed A-levels. The discrepancy between the years 1985 and 

1986 can largely be accounted for by the policy of multi-board entry. This school uses 

London for chemistry, AEB for maths, computer science, technical drawing, 

sociology, dress, graphic communication; and the Oxford and Cambridge Board for 

physics. 

SCHOOL F. Suburban, Co-educational, 11-18 Comprehensive. 

A small-sized school of, in 1985, 780 pupils with 143 in the sixth form. Originally a 

grammar school, it became comprehensive in 1978. Located in a pleasant middle-

class suburb it is anxious to retain its identity and academic status in the light of falling 

rolls and competition from a rapidly expanding and popular nearby sixth form college. 

From a peak of 850 pupils in 1980, it is estimated to reduce to about 600 pupils by 

1988/89. Threatened by future problems in terms of intake the school is anxious to 

provide as wide a range of choices as possible. 

According to the headteacher the school has always had an element of mixing. Popular 

mixed combinations can be catered for. But, for “odd combinations”, the head is 

happy to see the pupils go to the nearby sixth form college. A high proportion of girls 

follow mixed courses in this school which has developed an extensive programme of 

information and guidance. Once choices have been decided upon then the A-level 

timetable is organised on the basis of this expressed demand. The school uses London 

for home economics and the AEB for sociology and art. Essentially it is a well-

managed, respected comprehensive with a good academic reputation locally. 

SCHOOL G. Urban, Girls 11-18 Independent. 

A traditional school with high academic standards, it has always been non-maintained. 

More stringent access requirements than most others for entry into the sixth form, 

particularly for pupils from outside the main school, that is, six O-level passes, grade 

B. The head personally interviews and vets sixth form subject choices but the 

timetable is arranged each year to meet as far as possible individual preferences. 

In1985 there were no exclusive combinations other than further maths and biology. 

Pupils in this school often take up A-level biology from scratch. The head believes 

that mixed choices are largely due to biology in combination with arts subjects. The 

most able pupils, she believed, are in the non-sciences or the sciences, and this school 

has the highest proportion of girls in our sample taking science-maths subjects. 

The school only uses the JMB for its examination entries. Although there was some 

suggestion that in the future this policy would be re-assessed. It is a small school, 564 

pupils in1985, with a large sixth form of 110. The proportions on mixed courses varied 

considerably between 1981/3 and 1986. This cannot be accounted for by a multi-board 

entry policy and suggests that individual preferences do indeed play a large part. 

SCHOOL H. Urban, Co-educational, Sixth form College. 

This is a large college, 663 on roll in1985, which serves the whole of a city in the 

Midlands. It has a large number of feeder schools, each with their own curricula. 

Originally a girls’ grammar school, it has developed over a period of about five years 
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into an open access sixth form college operating a wide range of A-level and sub-A-

level courses. 

Mixing is encouraged. The head of careers believes it is best for the pupils to keep 

their options open and demonstrates that they are numerate as well as literate. In her 

opinion mixing is due to particular subjects such as geography, economics and maths 

and that pupils crossing the arts/science divide are “a rarer breed and doing so out of 

personal motivation”. Certainly, in her view, mixed A-levels are not the haven of the 

less able or of those who are there by default. Often, in her experience, the mixed 

group are very able and clear about their career plans. She observed that the able 

scientists were often “held on to by the science department” and that “the good all-

rounders were not so well noted”. But the college has a higher than average proportion 

on mixed courses. These subjects are chosen from over 34 A-levels offered as a list. 

It is an unconstrained choice, ultimately depending on individual preferences, but it is 

backed by a structured programme of guidance which includes advice, visits to the 

11-16 feeder schools, open days, pupil and parent interviews. 

The head of careers commented that too much choice could be counterproductive, 

particularly for the girls, who in her experience tend to retreat into stereotyped 

choices. “They take fright and choose what is more familiar”. Mixed choices, she 

believed, “arose through the combination of mathematics or computing with the non-

sciences and through the combination of the sciences with one of those grey areas 

geography, economics - and to a lesser extent - languages because of the small 

numbers”. 

SCHOOL I. Suburban, Co-educational, 11-18 Comprehensive. 

In 1985, 1,440 pupils attended this school, with a large sixth form of 140. Originally 

one of the county’s show schools, it is housed in extensive grounds and buildings on 

the outskirts of a town, with the lower school still in its original building in the town 

centre. A thriving and bustling community. 

The head of sixth form was particularly in favour of mixed combinations describing 

himself as “a frustrated mixer” who had wanted to do maths with English but was not 

allowed. There is no rigid option system. Pupils are allowed a free choice and the 

blocking changes from year to year according to the preferences expressed. The 

school, perhaps because it was originally a girls’ grammar school, has a strong 

tradition in the humanities, especially in history and English, which are often 

combined with mathematics. Economics has also developed as a popular subject in 

mixed combinations especially since the school became comprehensive. 

The bases of choice, the head of sixth form believes, are perceptions of who is a good 

teacher and who gets good results. The proportion on mixed courses has varied 

somewhat between the years and this is difficult to account for other than in terms of 

the changing preferences of the year groups. “Mixed A-levels are not the refuge of the 

less able or chosen by default, some very able students are in the mixed group”. 

The head of the sixth form felt that the pupils knew their own minds. “The youngsters 

do what they want to do, they really are very determined. We have responded to 
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pressure from outside by encouraging girls not to choose biology, but to look at 

engineering etc. But I might say to little result.” As an example of changing 

preferences, he mentioned Religious Education which was at one time a very popular 

subject but which seems to have declined in popularity. On the other hand, history has 

been continuously popular over a number of years with some very good results. As 

well as with the humanities, it is quite frequently taken in combinations with subjects 

such as mathematics and physics. An important contributory factor to the growth of 

mixed A-levels, he believed, had been the more flexible attitudes of the universities 

and polytechnics to broader-based A-levels. The discrepancy between 1985 and 1986 

is probably due to the drop-out of pupils from lower to upper sixth, and the fact that 

the school uses the AEB for art, music, design and technology. 

SCHOOL J. Urban, Co-educational, 11-18 Comprehensive. 

A school in transition. It has about 1,300 pupils with 125 in the sixth form. Some of 

the sixth form comes from the main part of the school, the rest from six feeder schools. 

It is competing with other local authority schools and with the independent sector to 

maintain a thriving sixth form. It used to have a traditional academic curriculum in 

the sixth form, now it is doing its best to adjust to a changing clientele which has a 

wider range of ability and requires a wider range of A-level and sub-A-level courses. 

To this end, it has introduced GCE courses in business studies and economics, and 

vocational courses such as City and Guilds and typing courses. It hopes to prosper by 

offering a more welcoming sixth form compared to the larger institutions in the area. 

The school is not anti-mixed A-level courses providing they are “not absolutely 

loony”. As the head of sixth form remarked, “a little tinge of eccentricity is very 

healthy - first we ask them what they want to do for a career - that’s the basis of it”. 

In a highly competitive situation this school has a well-developed programme of 

guidance and information. Special visits are made to feeder schools. There are open 

evenings and the usual programme of parent and pupil interviews and tutor group 

sessions. Pupils, he believed, had as free a choice as possible within the constraints of 

the timetable. As an example, he gave the unusually high proportion this year 

choosing the sciences giving rise to two physics sets which he described as “bad and 

worse”. He thought that a lot of children of low ability had been lured into the sciences 

“on the basis of the belief that they were a soft option”. He believed that “this wasn’t 

representative, that it was something of a fluke”. They normally did not have two 

science sets in physics in this school. 

The JMB data heavily underestimate the actual proportion on mixed courses. This is 

largely due to the fact that the school has a multi-board entry policy AEB is used for 

the major mixing subject, economics, as well as statistics. To some extent, the school 

is still in a period of transition to full comprehensivisation, but it is tackling its 

problems with an eye to capturing the local sixth form market. 

SCHOOL K. Urban, Co-educational, Sixth form College. 

Four years ago this college was on the verge of extinction, having only 280 pupils. 

But, by 1985, it had increased its intake by half as much again - to 425. It has done 

this in the face of competition from nearby well-entrenched comprehensive schools 

with a good academic education and supportive parents. 
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Determined to do something about the low staying-on rate of the inner urban area, the 

new principal abandoned the traditional subject-based curriculum in favour of a 

scheme designed to give pupils as wide a choice as possible across both A-level and 

sub-A-level courses. In the new arrangement twenty-five per cent of the time is taken 

up by a core which includes three elements: leisure and health programme, a 

foundation studies programme and tutorial periods. The rest of the time is devoted to 

electives, consisting of a menu of courses which students combine through negotiation 

with their tutor counsellors. 

The principal expressed his philosophy as: “The college aims to provide a range of 

things, but essentially it is about student satisfaction against the rigorous demands of 

the institution - demands greater than the students perceive they want. Their education 

should have ‘ammo’ for the real world so we try to develop individual skills and 

talents for themselves and for the community and for this there is as wide a choice 

here as possible. 

The uptake of mixed courses is about average, but there is considerable difference 

between the JMB data for l986 and the data provided by the College. This is largely 

due to the multi-board policy. AEB is used for accounting, craft, domestic science, 

geology, sociology, physics, electronics systems; the Cambridge Board is used for 

politics and government and social biology; and the London Board for art. The college 

is trying to dig itself in academically in order to compete successfully with the local 

comprehensive schools and is anxious to achieve some good A-level results. 

Aggressive marketing on the part of the head and highly-committed young and 

energetic staff means that the college is gaining strength.  

SCHOOL L. Urban, Co-educational, Sixth form College. 

A large well-established sixth form college, 561 on roll in 1985. Formerly a grammar 

school, it has a good reputation in its locality. The majority of its students, about 

seventy per cent, are on A-level courses. It has an open attitude to mixed A-levels, the 

uptake by boys is higher than average and the college tries to accommodate individual 

choices as far as possible. The discrepancy between the 1985 and l986 figures from 

mixed A-level courses is minimal in that the proportion of exam entrants is higher 

than that for some pupils in the lower sixth, presumably due to differential movements 

into and out of the various subject categories. 

The college has a multi-board examination entry policy. It uses the AEB for computer 

science, design and craft, English, French, history, psychology and sociology. Music 

is entered with the London Board and art with the Oxford and Cambridge Board. The 

college is situated in a traditional heavy industrial area and a particular concern at the 

moment is the low percentage of girls who opt for the sciences, about eight per cent 

in 1985, and this is not atypical. Two members of staff and an Equal Opportunities 

Commission advisor are looking into the issue. They think that the probable reason 

might be that, in an area traditionally dominated by heavy industry, girls opt out of 

the sciences at an early stage in their secondary school careers, because science and 

engineering are seen in the community as a male preserve. 
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LOW PROPORTION TAKING MIXED A-LEVELS WITH JMB 

SCHOOL P. Urban, Boys, Voluntary-aided, Grammar School. 

Situated near the centre of the town, this old-established school, dating back to the 

14th Century, has a high academic reputation with a large sixth form - 227 out of 867 

on roll in 1985. The selected intake tends to go into the sciences rather than the non-

sciences. 

The school asks its pupils to think carefully about sixth form subject combinations. 

The head of the sixth form explained the approach to us as follows: “when making 

their choice of subjects, they (the pupils) are asked to bear in mind the qualifications 

required for entry to university or polytechnic courses in their area of interest and also 

the support which one subject will provide for the others”. He went on to say: “The 

school allows freedom of choice provided it can be related to eventual career”. 

The A-level blocking system changes from year to year according to demand and 

staffing resources. Maths, physics, economics and/or geography are particularly 

popular choices in the mixed group. Whereas a few years ago economics would be 

chosen as a third subject, in recent years this has moved up to a first choice subject. 

Geography has traditionally been popular as a bridging subject. The sciences are well 

regarded, but not so much languages and English. 

There is a major discrepancy between the school figure of 32.7% and the JMB entry 

percentage, 17%, for mixed courses. This can be accounted for almost entirely by the 

multi-board policy of the school which enters with the London Board for maths, 

further maths, pure maths with statistics and art. This school has no problems with 

falling rolls. It is not fighting for its existence; it has established itself over a long 

period as a very effective academic institution. 

SCHOOL Q. Rural, Co-educational, Grant-aided, Grammar School. 

Nestling on the edge of a market town this school has over the decades established 

itself as strongly academic with a selective intake. In 1985, there were 629 on roll, 

with 135 in the sixth form. 

The headteacher explained that in recruitment to the sixth form, “the main criterion is 

ability to profit from courses at this level. Generally we require four O-level passes”. 

With regard to mixed courses, he pointed out, “the school has a strong academic 

tradition but within the constraints of the timetable students have freedom of choice”. 

School Q enters all its A-level candidates with the JMB and in 1981/83 the proportion 

on mixed courses was low enough - 20.7% - for it to be included in our ‘low’ group. 

But by 1985 the proportion had almost doubled to 35.2%. Since there were no major 

changes in the school in this time this must have been due to changing pupil 

preferences. 

SCHOOL R. Rural, Co-educational, 13-18 Comprehensive. 

A large school with, in 1985, 1,060 pupils on roll and 285 in the sixth form. The 

staying-on rate is over a half. It is situated in the rural fringes of a northern industrial 
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conurbation. Catchment area includes middle-class commuters as well as the farming 

community. To this school falling rolls are not a problem nor is there the likelihood 

of sixth form re-organisation in the county. 

The school has a flexible policy towards mixed choices providing the combinations 

will lead somewhere and are not “outlandish”. Other than the JMB, the school uses 

the Oxford and Cambridge Board for economics, geography, history and one of the 

maths options and the London Board for physics. This in part explains the differences 

between JMB data and the schools data, but there are also considerable differences in 

the pupils’ preferences between 1981/83 and 1986. 

SCHOOL S. Suburban, Co-educational, 11-18 Comprehensive. 

A large school, with, in 1985, l,576 pupils on roll, and 212 in the sixth form. The head 

attributes the success of his school to an enthusiastic, energetic young staff. There is 

open access into the sixth form for any pupil who seems capable of benefiting from 

the sixth form experience. 

The head teacher is very supportive of mixed choices and dismisses as “baloney” the 

idea that the less able group opt for mixed combinations. He believes that some very 

able pupils cross the arts/science divide and that “the major subjects contributing to 

the mix are maths and modern languages for the very able and geography and biology 

for the less able”. The option system is designed to give as wide a choice as possible. 

The head using his prerogative has declined to offer sociology as a subject at A-level. 

Similarly with computer studies, but in this case because of the difficulty of getting it 

recognised by higher education and employers. The head is committed to the idea of 

broadening the sixth form curriculum and has instituted an extensive programme of 

advice and information. This includes not only the usual items like tutor group 

sessions, individual and parent interviews, but also individual counselling from the 

county careers service, a residential weekend and induction courses in local industrial 

and commercial companies and visits to institutions of higher education. 

The school uses boards other than the JMB, but not for the major mixing subjects. It 

uses AEB for religious education and technical drawing and the Oxford and 

Cambridge Board for design. The discrepancies between the 1981/83 and 1986 data 

are difficult to account for other than the changes in individual preferences. 

SCHOOL T. Urban, Co-educational, 11-18 Comprehensive. 

Crowded buildings, heavy industrial environment, high unemployment rate are 

characteristic of this school and its surrounding area. Although there were, in 1985, 

l,669 pupils on the roll, the staying-on rate is very low, less than a fifth, with the sixth 

form only just viable at 115. 

The head of sixth form was in no doubt about the importance of mixed combinations 

and was in favour of keeping choices open as long as possible, especially in the present 

conditions. She commented “the mixed combination comes very much from the fact 

that they don’t want to commit themselves because basically in the economic climate 

they are not very sure about what they want to do”. Popular subjects in mixed 

combinations, in her view, were biology and mathematics. When the school’s data are 



 

120 

taken into account there is a high proportion on mixed courses. This is because the 

school enters with boards other than JMB. AEB is used for sociology, economics, 

domestic science and engineering drawing. Pupils going into the sixth form receive a 

very careful programme of advice. In this area the parents tend to be less involved in 

the decision-making and more is left to the school. This is not a privileged area. The 

hard realities of life are all around and choices have to be made with this in mind. 

SCHOOL U. Urban, Co-educational, 11-18 Independent. 

A successful independent school with a high academic reputation to sustain. In1985, 

it had 725 on roll with l76 in the sixth form. There are grade requirements for entry to 

maths, the sciences and languages at A-level, but there is no restraint on mixed choices 

provided they can be accommodated within the option system. The school has a strong 

tradition in the sciences and the brightest children tend to be encouraged to remain in 

the sciences. Originally this school was a boys’ school and grant-aided, but nine years 

into co-education and independence there has been no radical change in the choice of 

A-levels. 

Economics is very popular in the school. According to the head, “The head of 

department is terribly good - it’s the personality of that man that gets them in”. Not so 

with sociology which has been dropped from the curriculum. But, in contrast, law is 

a popular subject because, “it gobbles up all the borderline material”. Both maths and 

economics are important in mixed combinations. Maths particularly is seen both by 

parents as well as pupils as a very important subject to hold for the future. The school 

is making every effort to attract more girls into the sciences, especially physics. Staff 

have been encouraging but the head still believes that “the main push in persuading a 

girl to do physics other than some innate ability is if their best friend is doing physics. 

Since a third of the school’s income now comes from girls then they must have every 

opportunity to choose as wide a range of subjects as possible but particularly to feel 

welcome in the physical sciences”. 

The discrepancy between the JMB and school’s data is accounted for by the fact that 

the school enters its candidates with AEB for law, geology and with Cambridge for 

geography. 

SCHOOL V. Suburban, Co-educational, 11-18 Comprehensive. 

A large comprehensive in a middle-class area with, in 1985, l,738 pupils on roll, and 

283 in the sixth form. 

The acting head told us, “There is freedom of subject choice here with a very flexible 

timetabling system to make combinations possible”. In fact, the timetable is prepared 

after pupils have expressed their subject preferences. At the time of our study there 

were grade requirements for entry to certain subjects. The acting head suggested: “The 

students’ perception of grade requirements for individual subjects can have a negative 

influence, and some subjects get a reputation for, say, how good or bad the teachers 

are. Other influences are parents, some subjects they see as good, like maths; also 

higher education requirements are less stringent”. 
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Regarding mixed A-levels, the acting head commented, “barriers are coming down 

and more are doing mixed A-levels and this has a snowball effect Mixed A-levels are 

popular at the school though not in JMB terms. They are generated principally by 

economics, geography and maths. The head of sixth form believes that middle-class 

parents as well as the pupils recognise the value of maths qualification for 

employment prospects. The gulf between the school’s and the JMB data can be 

accounted for by the policy of using a number of other boards for a wide range of 

subjects. AEB is used for sociology, geography, English, electronic systems, business 

studies, one of the maths options, statistics; the Oxford and Cambridge Board is used 

for design. 

SCHOOL W. Urban, Co-educational, Sixth form College. 

Inner city college, formerly a grammar school. Able to sustain its academic reputation 

for a while but now struggling and likely to close. Numbers have dropped from 550 

in 1983 to 340 in 1985. The college has a traditional curriculum - no general studies 

is offered in any form for instance. Its intake is multi-racial and working-class. It has 

a low proportion on mixed A-levels. The JMB is used for most subjects except for 

RE, music and some of the less common languages for which the London Board is 

used. 

Regarding choices the Vice-Principal explained the philosophy of the college as, “the 

ultimate grounding principle should be the good of the student - students are 

individuals, exceptions of all sorts may be necessary in formulating individual 

timetables”. 

In the perception of the Vice-Principal science uptake at the college was above the 

national average, with a definite tendency for Asian pupils to choose these subjects, 

girls as well as boys. But this view is not fully borne out by the data since the 

percentages in 1985 were respectively 15.1 and 53.1 - this is slightly above average 

for boys but not so for girls. 

The college is experiencing the problems of falling rolls and the staff feel insecure; 

the future for this college seems dismal. 

SCHOOL X. Suburban, Co-educational, 11-18 Comprehensive. 

A large school, l,650 pupils in 1985, but with a small sixth form - 128 - in relation to 

its size. The head of sixth form was not able to explain the low percentage on mixed 

courses in this school, but economics is not offered at A-level. It is however possible 

for students to study this subject at the local further education college in the evening 

which also provides business studies and law. The subjects offered are traditional, and 

among our sample, it had the highest proportion of boys on science-maths courses, 

and that for girls was above average too. 

SCHOOL Y. Urban, Boys, 11-18 Comprehensive. 

Although in principle this is a comprehensive school, it still retains the ethos of a 

grammar school and still draws from the upper end of the ability range. In 1985, it had 

806 pupils on roll, with a large sixth form of 197. 
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There is a strong science tradition in the school. In the headteacher’s words, “there 

are four science forms and three non-science forms – the 1985 version of the old 

arts/science divide”. He hates the idea of mixed combinations, but recognises he must 

move with the times. Therefore over the last two years he has changed the option 

system, replacing blocking by listing. He will allow mixed combinations provided 

they have some point and in his view pupils “tend not to mix too much because at the 

end of the day it has got to lead somewhere. If someone wanted to mix they could 

within reason. We try to rationalise this wide choice, therefore we don’t really have 

any violent mix because three or four people have got at the students. Not got at them 

in the sense of making his life a misery, but by providing information and advice. This 

tends to cut across the mix. With pushing a la carte choice though something may 

have to go and that may be general studies. For purely bread and butter reasons they 

all take it and maybe with a good grade swing it with the higher education people”. 

A popular mixed combination at the school is maths, physics, geography or 

economics. The JMB data slightly underestimates the percentage since maths with 

statistics is entered with the AEB. 

SCHOOL Z. Urban, Boys, 11-18 Roman-Catholic, Comprehensive. 

In 1985 this school had 658 pupils on roll and 118 in the sixth form. Because of the 

problems of resourcing the sixth form in terms of providing as wide a choice of 

subjects as possible, the school in l984 joined forces with the local girls’ Roman 

Catholic school to provide a joint option scheme involving biology, French, Italian, 

sociology, communication studies and art. The school now has one of the highest 

proportions on mixed courses, but the JMB statistics greatly underestimate the uptake. 

This is because the school uses the London Board for maths, further maths and French, 

and the AEB for accounts and sociology. According to the head of the sixth form, “a 

lot of the boys take mixed combinations; it is partly due to the increasing popularity 

of maths, especially maths with statistics, taken with arts subjects for careers in 

management sciences, business studies and accountancy”. 

For a boys’ school it is unusual in having a low science uptake. This could be 

something to do with its religious affiliation. The school is still organised along 

traditional lines with an arts and science sixth. The head of the sixth form is an 

historian with a strong personality and was proud of the “strong tradition in the ‘arts’ 

especially history and languages”.  



 

  


