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Record results see pass rates rise for 23rd year in a row  

 
 

Trend of girls outperforming boys diminishes as boys 
beat girls at GCSE maths for second year 

 

 GCSE results have risen for the 23rd year in a row to 
69.1% getting A* to C. Photograph: Ian Nicholson/PA  

The trend of girls outperforming boys in exams, which 

has lasted for the past two decades, could be reversed 

next year, as boys beat girls at GCSE maths for the 
second year in a row following the decision to drop 

coursework. 

 
The proportion of boys getting grades A* to C in 

maths rose again this year from 57.6% to 58.6%. The 

proportion of girls passing also rose, from 56.8% to 

58.3%. 
 

Boys also did better than girls in biology, where the 

male pass rate was 93% compared with 92.7%, and in 
physics, where 93.9% of boys passed compared with 

93.4% of girls. Economics also saw a higher pass rate 

for boys, though only around 3,000 candidates of 
either sex entered. 

 

The overall pass rate at grades A* to C rose for the 

23rd year in a row to 69.1%. 

 

Coursework was dropped for several GCSE subjects 
last September. It was replaced with "controlled 

assessment" – extended tasks sat under supervision 

with students allowed to consult notes. The decision to 
remove coursework was prompted by concerns about 

plagiarism but it may also have an impact on the 

gender gap in education. From next year, 25% of 

marks in history and geography will come from 
controlled assessment, and 60% of marks in foreign 

languages, music and art. 

 
Overall, girls still did better than boys this year, with a 

pass rate of 72.6% at A* to C compared with 65.4% 

for boys. The gap in passes between the sexes is 
slightly wider this year than last, when girls achieved 

70.5% of passes compared with 63.6% for boys. 
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This year's results saw big rises in the numbers of 
candidates sitting sciences, with biology up 28%, 

chemistry up 32% and physics up 32% on last year. 

Foreign languages continued to decline with French down 
5.9% and German down 4.5%. The number of entries for 

Chinese rose by 5.2%, from just over 3,400 to just over 

3,600. Entries for GCSE Polish were also up on last year. 
 

One of the country's biggest exam boards is looking at 

developing "different routes" for assessing work, which 
might cater for differences between boys and girls in styles 

of learning – though there is some scepticism about 

whether sex differences are innate or a result of social 
expectations. 
 

Referring to plans for more flexible learning, a 

spokeswoman for the AQA said: "Although some research 

suggests that boys prefer traditional exams and girls prefer 
coursework, this will not always be the case, so the idea of 

flexibility is really aimed at tailoring exams to meet the 

requirements of the curriculum by addressing individual 

learning needs." 
 

Chris Husbands, professor of education at the Institute of 
Education, part of the University of London, said recent 

decades had seen a cultural shift in which expectations for 

girls had risen. 
 

 
 

"One of the things I would be very careful of is 
reducing what's a really complex picture about gender 

and performance down to a single factor. 

 

"The bigger picture of the last 50 years is that we've 
taken girls' education much more seriously than we did 

– 50 years ago girls were not going to have a career, 

they would leave schools and move into motherhood 
and home-making." 

 

One of the country's leading private schools abandoned 
GCSEs last year after claiming that reforms would 

mean the courses are no longer challenging enough for 

its students. As well as removing coursework, pupils 

were allowed to retake chunks of the course. 
 

Manchester grammar school dropped GCSEs in all 

subjects apart from art and replaced them with the 
International GCSE (IGCSE), an alternative more 

similar to traditional O-levels. 
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