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The number of students awarded top marks 
at A-level dropped for the first time in more 
than 20 years today following a Government 
crackdown on “grade inflation”. 

Just over one-in-four exams was graded at 
least an A as year-on-year results fell by a 
record margin. 

Figures published by examination boards 
showed that 26.6 per cent of test papers were 
awarded A grades – a drop of 0.4 percentage 
points in 12 months. 

Some 7.9 per cent of entries gained an elite 
A* grade – only the third time the mark had 
been used to pick out the brightest candidates 
– compared with 8.2 per cent in 2011. 

Despite a decline in top-end grades, it was 
also announced that the overall pass mark 
increased marginally to 97.8 per cent – the 
30th successive annual rise. 

The publication of grades for around 300,000 
students in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland was expected to trigger a desperate 
scramble for places through clearing – the 
traditional system operated by UCAS to 
distribute spare courses to students. 

Record A Level Results For 
30th Consecutive Year

It is feared that rising numbers of students 
will have missed out on their first choice 
university place after grades stalled. 

Data published today by UCAS showed that 
357,915 students had been accepted onto 
university degree courses overnight, almost 
seven per cent down on last year. 

One admissions tutor from a leading 
Russell Group university told the Telegraph 
that as many as a third of students holding 
offers of places had fallen short of 
predicted grades. 

The move comes after Ofqual, the 
qualifications watchdog, ordered individual 
exam boards to award a similar distribution 
of grades to last year. It also told examiners 
that they would be forced to justify results 
that differed wildly from previous years to 
off-set any large rise or fall in test scores. 

Figure published by the Joint Council for 
Qualifications, which represents exam 
boards, suggest that the decline in A grades 
seen this year was the biggest on record. 
Previously, year-on-year results had dropped 
by no more than one percentage point since 
the creation of the exam in the 50s. 
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It also emerged that: 

*Boys pulled ahead of girls for the second 
year in a row judged by the proportion of 
exams graded A* - eight per cent against 7.9 
per cent - although girls claimed a far bigger 
share of A to E grades; 

*More students opted to study traditional 
maths and science subjects in the sixth-form 
amid demands from business leaders for more 
well-qualified engineers and scientists; 

*The number of students taking maths soared 
by almost four per cent to 85,714, while 
physics entries jumped by five per cent to 
34,509 and chemistry increased by 2.4 per 
cent to 49,234; 

*Fewer students opted to study foreign 
languages, mirroring a recent decline in the 
popularity of subjects such as French and 
German; 

*Physical education was the third fastest 
declining subject, with entries plummeting 
by almost 13 per cent to 16,896, despite 

widespread publicity surrounding the London 
Olympics. 

The move towards more rigorous maths and 
science subjects follows the introduction 
of the English Baccalaureate, a new school 
leaving certificate introduced by the Coalition 
to reward pupils studying traditional 
disciplines at GCSE levels. 

Michael Turner, director of the JCQ, said: 
“The STEM subjects continue to rise, with 
mathematics, biology, chemistry and physics 
all in the top 10 most popular subjects. Over 
the next few years, it will be interesting 
to see if, with the existence of the English 
Baccalaureate, the continued decline 
in students taking a foreign language is 
reversed.” On Wednesday, Michael Gove, the 
Education Secretary, said the A-level system 
had to be toughened up amid fears that 
“relentlessly rising pass rates” witnessed over 
the last 20 years had failed children. 

He said the “arid debate” over qualification 
standards must be brought to a head “by 
modernising our exams to make them 
competitive with those of the best performing 
nations”. 

Mr Gove said: “If the past two weeks have 
taught us anything, it is that the greater our 
ambition, the greater our achievement. 

“Academic rigour is liberating, not limiting. 
Students with good passes, especially in 
traditional subjects, have more opportunities 
in life.” 


