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Summary

If the government and devolved administrations are true to their word, and it is a big if, starred A
grades would fall in 2024 by up to 11,000, nearly 14 per cent lower than last year. Other high
grades will also fall.

A-level grades went haywire when they had to be left to teachers during the Covid lockdowns of
2020 and 2021, and there was determination that they should be returned to normal as soon as
possible. England aimed to do so by 2023 but fell short, while Wales and Northern Ireland made
2024 their target date.

Thus, August 2024 is when we can expect the grades to return to what they were in 2019. But
many parents, pupils, and teachers were unhappy at the reductions in 2023. With an
overabundance of
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1. Introduction

Not being able to hold examinations when the Covid-19 pandemic was at its
height led to the biggest disruption of A-level grades in the lifetime of the
qualification. The emphasis since has been on restoring the stability. This is vital
to underpin the credibility of the grades, provide accurate information to the
young people themselves and their parents, and to enable the transition from
school to university and work to be conducted fairly and smoothly.

The most notable effect of having to replace examinations by teacher assessment
was that top grades went through the roof. But there were others:

| girls’ grades went up by more than boys’, and they overtook boys at?
A*;

| the distribution of top grades across subjects was altered;

1 England, Wales and Northern Ireland adopted different policies! and A-
levels grew further apart.

In 2023 with the return to full examinations England began the process of
returning the grade pattern to what it had been, and the percentages of top grades
were brought down to almost, but not quite, to what they had been in 2019. A
question for the 2024 results, therefore, is will there be a further reduction or
will the regulator and exam boards settle for what has already been achieved?
Top grades are, after all, very popular with pupils, parents, teachers, schools —
and politicians!

Wales and Northern Ireland also set out to return to pre-pandemic standards, but
gave themselves more time, opting for 2024 as the target date. The question
asked in para 1.3 of the 2024 results for England can thus be broadened to
include how close did the other nations get to 2019 levels in 2024?

The chapters which follow attempt to answer this and other questions by taking
a detailed look at what has happened in the past, and why.

Chapter 2 describes the growth of A grades at A-level leading up to the explosion
that occurred when they were awarded by the teachers in 2020 and 2021, and the
progress being made in the return to 2019 standards. In the light of this, it
considers what is likely to happen this year.

Chapter 3 focuses on gender differences, and hazards answers to questions such
as:

I Will boys re-establish the lead over girls at A* that was lost in teacher
assessment?

I Has the distribution of top grades returned to where it was before the
emergency switch to teacher assessment?

! Education is devolved to the nations of the United Kingdom.
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Chapter 4 describes what has happened to A-level grades in England, Wales and
Northern Ireland and asks the question:

{ Have the three nations all successfully implemented their policies of
returning the grade distribution to what it was before the pandemic?

Chapter 5 poses a different question: what is happening to entries? In recent
years:

f maths has become by far the most frequently taken A-level, while
English has dropped away;

f modern languages have collapsed,;
| there has been a major swing to the social sciences;

| the sciences have continued to recover from the devastation caused by
the attempt to abandon GCSE separate sciences.

Will these trends continue? This can be answered with some degree of
confidence since Ofqual helpfully publishes the provisional entries for the
summer exams in June. But two cautions: they are only for England where
Ofqual regulates the examinations; and they are provisional, not the number who
actually sat the exam which are the numbers in the trend charts of Chapter 5.
Nevertheless, over 98 per cent of the provisional entries do sit the exams so these
figures are a good guide.

Chapter 6 brings it all together and offers forecasts of the 2024 results.
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Per Cent

2. A-Level Trends

The numerical story of top grades at A-level is told in Figure 2.1. It is in five
parts. First, from the introduction of letter grades in 1963 (previously the grading
had been ‘distinction’, “pass’ or “fail’) until 1987, the proportion of A grades
was restricted to the top ten per cent in order to identify those most likely to
benefit from the small number of university places then available.

The second phase began in 1987 when the basis of grading was changed from a
fixed proportion to meeting a specified standard, which allowed as many as
could reach a particular level to do so. This was thought to be fairer, but also two
significant structural changes had altered the requirements. Higher education
was expanding making more places available and the comprehensivization of
secondary education had made it possible for more to sit the examinations. This
was associated, as Figure 2.1 shows, with in the 24 years from 1987 to 2010 to
a near trebling of A grades from 10.4 to 27 per cent. This seems to have been a
response to the changed circumstances and the examination boards feeling they

Figure 2.1: Trend in A/A* Grades
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This extraordinary and continuing growth led to many complaints about grade
inflation. An embryonic independent regulator, Ofqual, which had been

2 1t must be remembered that the grades awarded DO NOT show how well the candidate cohort has
done. The exam boards can set them where they want them to be by adjusting the threshold for
converting the marks. A score of 67 per cent can be an ‘A’ if the threshold is set at 65 per cent or a
‘B if is set at 70 per cent.
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established in 2008 within the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, became
independent on 1 April 2010. Among its first tasks, it was charged with bringing
grade inflation under control, and it came up with a technique which it called
‘comparable outcomes’. This involved the grade pattern being held consistent
from year to year, while allowing for variation in the cohort’s performance in
GCSEs. Although strongly denied by Ofqual, this is in effect a return to a fixed
proportion of A grades, but at a much higher level than before.

The effect of applying comparable outcomes is our third phase. It kept A grades
in check from 2010 to 2019, during which time the proportion awarded drifted
downwards from 27 to 25.5 per cent.

But then Covid struck, and the consequences are our fourth phase. The planned
exams for 2020 had to be abandoned. Ofqual had a statistical replacement, but
at the last moment it was found not to work. This left the government urgently
needing grades to enable university recruitment to take place. It decided it had
no alternative but to accept teachers’ predicted grades as the actual grades.
Without exams or controls, this led to an explosion in top grades. The 25.5 per
cent of A grades awarded in 2019 became 38.6 per cent in 2020.

There was every intention of bringing back examinations in 2021, but again it
was eventually accepted that it would not be possible. The decision was,
however, taken sufficiently early to allow time for a systematic process to be
applied. In the circumstances, one might have supposed that the grades would
drop back somewhat from where they had got to under the emergency
arrangements of 2020. But, in fact, the opposite occurred. A grades increased
even more, and approaching half of all entries were held to have reached this
level (44.8 per cent).

The fifth phase is outcome of the attempts to restore the value of the grades on
the return to examinations. Education is a devolved area, so the writ of the UK
government runs only as far as England. Its policy was to bring the grades back
down in two stages: halfway in 2022 and the whole hog in 2023. The Wales and
Northern Ireland administrations, however, decided to proceed more slowly and
aim for completion in 2024.

Starred A Grade

In order to compensate for about a quarter of the entries being graded as an A in
2010, a starred A was brought in to distinguish once again the top ten per cent.
Figure 2.2 shows that the percentage of this grade awarded year by year follow
very much the same trajectory as all A grades. Under Ofqual’s comparable
outcomes, the proportion of A* had been kept below ten per cent from 2010 to
2019. But then with teacher assessment, it leapt to 14.4 per cent in 2020 and
soared yet again in 2021 to 19.1 to per cent.

In the fifth phase reflecting policies on the return to examinations, the proportion
of A* was lowered to 14.6 in 2022 and dropped to 8.9 per cent in 2023, not as
low as 2019, but below 10 per cent, nevertheless.



Figure 2.2: Percentage A* Grades
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2.12. On the figures currently available, Table 2.1 shows that starred As can be
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3. Gender? Differences

A-level results during the Covid years unambiguously demonstrate that teachers
are too subjective in their judgements to be allowed to award grades at the end
of schooling. They also tend to look more favourably on girls.

Trend in A* Grades

Girls generally outperform boys in A-levels, but one bright spot for boys has
been that almost from the first year of the A* award, as Figure 3.1 shows, they
have been ahead (below the zero line) at the highest level.

Figure 3.1: Trend in Gender Gap?® at A*
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§ Girls’ average minus the boys’ average, so a lead for boys is shown below the zero line.

In part, this is because they tend to gravitate towards quantitative subjects. These
tend to be high yielders of top grades. In 2019, maths and further maths, which
conferred the most starred As, contributed approaching half (44.4%) of those
awarded to boys, but only about a fifth (19.5%) of those to girls.

All this changed in 2020 with the enforced switch to teacher assessment. Girls
overtook boys at A* in 2020, and in 2021 went ahead by the largest margin of
either gender in the lifetime of the award They even got more A* than boys in
maths and further maths, and were ahead in all but three subjects - chemistry,
‘other sciences’, and French — out of the 38 areas examined. This dramatic

3 Although sex and gender have different meanings — sex refers to biology, gender to role — |
have used them interchangeably to avoid getting caught up in any distracting dispute.



reversal stemmed entirely from teacher assessment because even the soft exams
of 2022 called a halt. With the resumption of full-blown examinations in
England in 2023 boys



Boost to Top Grades

3.8.  Aswe noted in Chapter 2, top grades rose considerably when examinations were
replaced by teacher assessment. The percentage of A*/A grades went up from
25.5in 2019 to 44.8 in 2021, and those for A* alone leapt from 7.8 to 19.1.

3.9. Itis clear that teachers tend to over-estimate the performance of their pupils. In
part, this is because they will have experience of what young people are capable
of from only a few of the 7,000 centres* which offer A-level teaching in the UK.
But it should be borne in mind that it was teachers’ predicted grades that were
used in 2020 so it is likely that they were being generous to give their pupils the
best possible chance of receiving offers from the destinations to which they
wished to go.

3.10. This would not have been the case in 2021 when instead of coming down as
might have been expected with a more systematic approach, grades rose to
heights never seen before. A possible explanation is that having had time to think
about it schools realised that they were in a position to present themselves in the
best possible light. Staff seem to have been allowed or encouraged to take a very
optimistic view. It is significant the independent schools which have to market
themselves successfully to remain in business showed the biggest increases in
top grades.

3.11. Whatever the reason, it is clear that the grades arrived at by teacher assessment
are highly subjective and do not enable the users of those grades to distinguish assessment



Table 3.1: A*/A Grades in 2019-2023

Subject % A*/A % Change!
2019 2021 2023 | 2019-21 2021-23

Performative Subjects

Media/Film/TV Studies 11.0 29.6 13.0 169.1 -56.1
Physical Education 14.7 43.5 18.7 195.9 -57.0
Drama 18.0 48.8 215 1711 -55.9
Music 19.3 54.8 24.2 183.9 -55.8
Performing/Expressive Arts 24.0 51.1 28.9 112.9 -43.4

Quantitative Subjects

10
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4. England, Wales and Northern Ireland

The main results published by the Joint Qualifications Council (JCQ) on A-
level-day in August are for all UK candidates. But it must be remembered that
the examinations come under different jurisdictions. While the exams in England
are the responsibility of the national government, Wales and Northern Ireland
have their own administrations, regulatory bodies, and examination boards.
Although A-levels in the different nations are treated as the same, they follow
different syllabuses and are examined in different ways.

They have also handled the return to examinations after the pandemic
differently. The intention in England was to get back in 2023 to the standards of
the decade before Covid. But in Wales and Northern Ireland this was left until
2024. The effects of the different policies emerge clearly in Table 4.1. While top
grades in England were brought back to 1.3 percentage points of where they
were in 2019, Wales and Northern Ireland were content to leave 7.0 and 6.6
percentage points respectively to be removed in 2024,

Table 4.1: A*/A Grades 2019-2023 in England, Wales and Northen Ireland

Country % A*/A Percentage Point Ch_ange
2019 2021 2023 2019-21  2021-23 Difference
England 25.2 443 26.5 19.1 -17.8 1.3
Wales 27.0 50.8 34.0 23.8 -16.8 7.0
Northern Ireland 30.9 48.3 375 17.4 -10.8 6.6
UK 25.5 44.8 27.2 19.3 -17.6 1.7

Figure 4.1: Trends in A*/A Grades
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Figure 4.1 takes a longer view and brings out the huge effect that the enforced
switch to teacher assessment had in all three nations and how they are returning
to the old ‘normal’ at different rates. Northern Ireland has always been the stand-
out performer possibly because of its grammar school system. England and
Wales have been closer, sometimes changing places, but the tougher stance
taken by England on the return to the pre-pandemic grade pattern has left it
lagging behind.

In Table 4.2 and Figure 4.2 the analysis is repeated for grades from the top to
the C grade. The findings are much the same although with a shallower teacher
assessment effect which indicates that teachers and exams are much closer on
pass grades, but teachers tend to push up the top grades. It is notable in Table
4.2 that in England grades C and above have been brought back to where they
were in 2019, but in Wales and Northern Ireland, in line with their policies, there
is still some way to go.

Table 4.2: A*-C Grades 2019-2023 in the Three Nations

Countr % A*-C Percentage Point Change
y 2019 2021 2023 | 2019-21 2021-23 Difference
England 75.5 88.2 75.4 12.7 -12.8 -0.1

13
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Prospects

The different policies in the three nations have affected the rate of return to the
grade distribution before the emergency reliance on teacher assessment. England
attempted to do this by 2023 and came close, but Wales and Northern Ireland
decided to take the three years to 2024.

If the policies are fully applied, top grades are set to come down in 2024. That
certainly should be the case in Wales and Northern Ireland, but they account for
only eight per cent of the entrants in the UK, so the effect will be marginal.

As is shown in Chapter 2, in England there is still one percentage point to go in
A* grades and approaching two percentage points in all A grades. Reducing by
those amounts also would make the drop more obvious. But will the exam boards
keep to the 2023 grade pattern and treat that as the new normal?

We shall see on August 15™.
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5. Trends in Subject Entries
5.1. Each year Ofqual publishes in May/June the provision
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5.6.

too hard. There has also been a major push to increase entries to maths and the
sciences, by emphasizing their value in the jobs market.

Languages
English has00008842 700.9 0 G20t9 0

17
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that the people of other countries will learn to speak it. Spanish is also a world
language and that may have contributed to its increasing popularity. It could also
be that there is a vicious cycle whereby too few passes at A-level makes it
difficult to fill the places at university, so the pool from which home-grown
teachers can be recruited is too small. The lack of good teachers will impact on
the subject’s attractiveness and quality. But around the world there are, of
course, many native speakers of these languages and our schools could recruit
directly from them.

Another contributory factor to the shortfall could be that in Britain teaching of
languages has until recently not started till secondary school, when receptivity
to language learning is much less than it is in younger children. The last
Conservative government, however, has made a modern foreign language part
of the Key Stage 2 curriculum, and if it catches on will provide a foundation
from which languages at GCSE and A-levels could grow.

The Coalition Government (2010-15) had hoped to encourage pupils to study at
least one foreign language by making it one of the five core subjects that jointly
would lead to ‘EBacc’ standard. Ambitious targets were set, and schools were
made accountable for progress towards them. But while they found no difficulty
in reaching the targets for the other four subject areas, there was stubborn
resistance from about 60 per cent of pupils to taking a foreign language and the
schools’ EBacc targets were missed by a country mile.

Figure5.3: Trends in Entries to Social Sciences
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Social Sciences

The other side of the coin from languages is social sciences. As Chart 5.3 shows,
there has been almost continual growth since it first became available in 1994.
In round figures entries have quadrupled from nearly 20,000 to over 80,000 in
1993. It now stands second only to maths in the number of candidates.

One can speculate that the great appeal of psychology has something to do with
it appearing to offer insights into some of the great questions of life, such as the
nature of consciousness, what lies behind human behaviour, and making sense
of human interaction. Access to the meaning of life has become ever more
important with the decline of religious faith in much of the Western world. It is
also true that psychology is not an exact, replicable subject in the way that maths,
the physical sciences, and languages are, so there is less risk of being exposed
as someone who cannot really do it, which makes it appealing to the broader
range of students attracted to university education.

Sociology has similarly climbed, although more slowly, to become the seventh
most frequently taken subject. One can see the attraction of a discipline which
offers an understanding of the structure of society and ways to change it. Political
studies, while slower to take off than psychology and sociology, has been
progressing steadily with numbers more than doubling from 2001 to 2023.
Politics is now constantly in the spotlight which makes the systematic study of
it very appealing, especially to those who see it as the path to power. Both
sociology and political studies. Like psychology, they are a mix of the arts and
sciences, so there is always room for theories not grounded in evidence.

Economics is different being essentially a quantitative subject. While like the
other social sciences it has grown since the turn of the century, this reverses the
decline from 1992 to 2001 with A-level entries then dropping from 40,200 to
16,100. In 2023, it had got back to 36,483 and the provisional figures for England
in 2023 (Chart 5.6) show a further increase of 7.2 per cent.

The pivotal year for all the social sciences is 2002, which is when their growth
took off. This is the year when the new fully modularised courses came on
stream. Evidently, it made these subjects more appealing. Another factor was
the great expansion of provision and Blair’s target of half of 18-30-year-olds to
go on to higher education. This brought in many young people without the
interest or talents required to take the traditional subjects to a high level, so they
looked further afield. Growth was temporarily halted in 2019 when the Gove
reforms brought back end-of-course exams, but soon took off again.

Natural Sciences

The natural sciences have also seen increased in recent years with biology
always the most popular, followed by chemistry, with physics some way behind.
Gordon Brown, in 2004, when he was Chancellor of the Exchequer, incentivised
schools to return to the separate sciences as part of his Science Investment
Strategy. Figure 5.4 shows that this seems to have borne fruit with all three
science A-levels increasing entries in the years which followed.
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The increases are, however, far from a swing to the sciences. As Figure 5.5
shows, the 2023 physics entry of 38,400, as encouraging as it is, is still 20 per
cent down on the levels of the 1980s.

The slump occurred following the introduction in 1988 of the National
Curriculum in which the separate sciences were wrapped up into one subject
‘science’. This was said to be necessary to fit the three subjects into a timeslot
for only two, but it was also ideological, promoting the idea that biology,
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in that direction when those aiming for university know they will be
accumulating substantial debt.

In support of more instrumental values taking hold, it is likely that maths,
physics and economics will see big increases in numbers in 2024 results. But
chemistry is likely to do no more than keep pace with the general increase, and
biology seems to have stalled. Nevertheless, psychology and biology are set to
retain second and third place behind maths in the most frequently taken A-levels.

Another major change that we are likely to see when the 2024 results are
published is that the long-term decline of French and German has halted. The
provisional results indicated that both will rise, French particularly. Spanish
likely to increase too, but only in line with the general increase. In spite of falling
last year and French’s greater rise this year, Spanish is likely to remain as the
most frequently taken foreign language A-level. The increases could be
associated with a curriculum change brought in by the Conservatives which
required that schools should provide the option of taking at least one of them at
GCSE instead of allowing them to be entirely neglected at Key Stage 4.

Along with the foreign languages, English is likely to show some growth in 2024
after sharp falls in the past seven years. Since the humanities have generally
suffered in the move to more instrumental subjects this is something of a
surprise. But the English figure in the provisional entries is the total of entries to
three A-levels - literature, language, and language plus literature. In the August
results they appear separately, and it will be interesting in particular to see how
English literature has fared.

Ofqual’s provisional entries suggest long term trends are likely to be shaken up
in 2024. This raises interesting questions about why this should be. Perhaps it is
another effect of the Covid pandemic and the way the isolation and lack of
schooling has left young people thinking differently about their lives and the
world.
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6. Forecast for 2024 A-Level Results

What can we expect of the A-levels results in 2024? Our forecast is based on a
detailed study of the trends reported in Chapters 2-5. Here we draw together the
prospects identified at the end of each chapter.

In studying the trends, it is important to remember that they are not revealing
some fundamental law of nature as those in the natural sciences sometimes do,
but are rather a record of what was accepted as a reasonable outcome at the time.
The grade pattern which is arrived at is what the UK governments, regulators
and examination boards want it to be. It is not primarily driven by how well the
cohort has done, because the grade boundaries can be set to achieve the desired
grade pattern. The basis of this forecast is, therefore, what those with the power
in education in England, Wales and Northern Ireland want the results to be in
2024,

Fortunately, they have told us. After the bonanza of top grades when the power

to decide was with the teacher, the governments (education is devolved) all
deemed it a priority that with the full return to examinations the grade pattern
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showed up better than boys under teacher assessment. This emerges clearly at
A* where boys were ahead in the preceding decade and but were decisively
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The falls will be proportionally greater in Wales and Northern
Ireland because their target for resuming pre-pandemic standards
is 2024, whereas England aimed to complete the process in 2023.

Boys’ lead at A* will lengthen.

More top grades will be awarded in quantitative subjects than
subjective ones.

Subject entries will differ from previous years in unexpected and
interesting ways.
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