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Key Points 

 National Subject Committees should be established to be the default model by which A 
level content is developed. Where possible, the committees should be convened by 
subject specific professional bodies. 

 Monitoring content of examinations and specifications should be done by the National 
Subject Committees through which universities can exert their influence over time on the 
quality of A levels. 

 Flexibility in the implementation timetable is crucial to ensure that the A levels delivered 
are of the best possible quality.  

 We support the move to reduce the modularity of A levels and to limit the number of 
times an individual can re-sit examinations. 

INTRODUCTION 

1. The Wellcome Trust is committed to supporting science education. We work to ensure 
that all young people develop the science skills and knowledge necessary to live and 
work in an ever more scientific world.  High quality science education is important to 
equip young people with the understanding necessary to make informed decisions about 
the impacts of scientific and technological developments on their lives, as well as 
engaging and inspiring them to continue with science and hopefully add to the next 
generation of scientists. 

2. As the primary route into higher education, it is vital that A levels meet the needs of 
higher education institutions and ensure a smooth transition from school to university. 
We are therefore pleased to respond to this consultation on reforming A levels. Our 
comments focus on the development of A levels, monitoring standards, A level structure 
and implementation.  

QUALIFICATION SUPPORT AND DEVELOPMENT 

3. We are pleased to see a move to return control over the content and standards of A 
levels to universities. However, we do not think the model proposed by Ofqual to develop 
and support A levels as set out in the consultation is the right one. We fear that a model  
where awarding organisations must obtain the approval of a minimum number of 
universities will be logistically difficult and will quickly degenerate into a box-ticking 
exercise. 

4. While the general response of universities to the proposal to give them more control of A 
levels has been positive, the response at individual university and subject level has been 
lukewarm.  This is not surprising, as developing A levels is not the primary motivation of 
most academics, many of whom are already stretched by the demands on their time.  
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5. In the proposed model, awarding boards would be required to receive approval from 20 
universities for each qualification. This suggests a duplication of effort across awarding 
bodies in setting up these processes, and no guarantee of consistency in the oversight 
that different qualifications in the same subject receive. There might also be varying 
perceptions of rigour depending on which universities sign-off which awarding bodies, 
and a perception that certain examinations are favoured by particular universities with 
implications for applications and admissions. 

6. We believe that strong national leadership at the subject level is needed. We therefore 
strongly urge Ofqual to consider the default model for developing new A levels to be 
through the establishment of National Subject Committees to take the lead in the 
development of content and standards for each major subject. These committees would 
work across all the awarding bodies for each subject, developing their expertise, 
reducing duplication of effort, and ensuring consistency of content and demand. 

7. In our proposed model, National Subject Committees would not be appointed by Ofqual, 
nor by the government: they would arise from the subject communities that are so strong 
in higher education. This would ensure representation from leading subject experts in a 
range of universities and gain the support of subject specialists in individual universities.  

8. In the case of the sciences, the natural leads for creating these subject committees are 
the professional bodies: the Royal Society of Chemistry, the Institute of Physics and the 
Society of Biology.  National Subject Committees convened by these organisations 
would draw upon the best subject expertise to create an independent and impartial 
mechanism to develop A level content and oversee standards. They would also be able 
to draw upon an employer’s perspective - while it is suggested that the needs of 
employers are secondary to the needs of universities with respect to A levels, they are 
nonetheless important and should be taken into account. We appreciate that such lead 
organisations do not exist in every subject, but ways can be found to create leadership 
within other subject communities.  

9. The critical point is that the default model should be centred around National Subject 
Committees rather than the model proposed in the consultation document.  Awarding 
organisations would submit their specifications to the relevant National Subject 
Committee for approval. Ofqual would still retain ultimate responsibility for the validation 
of each specification, on the recommendation of the relevant subject committee.  

MONITORING STANDARDS 

10. The monitoring and approval of sample questions, and of live examinations over time, is 
essential. It is the quality of examinations, rather than the specifications, which ultimately 
determines the content of what is taught and the standard of the qualifications. The 
consultation proposes that Ofqual takes responsibility for this monitoring of examinations 
standards in each subject. In contrast, we believe that monitoring of examinations should 
be the work of the National Subject Committees (noted above), although Ofqual would 
be responsible for ensuring the appropriate execution of their responsibilities and 
consistency across subjects.   

11. In the long term, it is through the monitoring of examinations year on year that the 
influence of universities on A level standards can be best exerted. It is through National 
Subject Committees that this can most effectively be achieved, not through Ofqual which 
has little expertise at subject level. 
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A LEVEL DESIGN 

12. The consultation sets out a proposal to reduce the modular nature of A levels and to limit 
the number of re-sits available to students. Consistent concerns have been raised that 
the modular structure of A levels leads to increased burden of examinations and 
therefore less time for more in-depth and exploratory learning1, which is particularly 
important in the sciences. The same can be said regarding the ability to re-sit 
examinations over and over again, which has contributed to ‘grade inflation’ over time. 
We therefore support the move to reduce the modular nature of A levels and to limit the 
ability to re-sit examinations.  

13. However, we note the intention to only allow re-sits in June. For many students, waiting a 
full year to re-sit would be frustrating and unnecessarily protracted, especially at the end 
of A2.  While we agree that the normal pattern should be for just two assessments - one 
at the end of AS, the other at the end of A2 - there may be a case for an additional re-sit 
opportunity in the winter. 

14. We support the continuation of AS level qualifications because they offer an important 
way to maintain breadth in what is an otherwise narrow qualification framework, 
particularly when considered in an international context.  AS also allows students more 
time to weigh up their options for the future and takes some pressure away from such 
important decisions at 16- years old.  However, we support the principle of a lower 
weighting for AS than for A2, to reflect the greater intellectual challenge of the latter.  

IMPLEMENTATION 

15. The consultation proposes that the first new A levels should be taught from 2014. We 
believe that does not allow time to develop high quality qualifications. Even after the new 
arrangements have been put into place, it will take time for awarding organisations to do 
the development work needed in response to the changes to subject content and 
assessment standards that we expect universities to be calling for.  As Ofqual 
acknowledges, the implementation of new A levels can be phased subject by subject. 
Some subject committees feel confident they can deliver by 2014. But there should be 
more flexibility to ensure what is delivered is of the highest quality. Insisting on a wave of 
qualifications being ready for 2014 risks the new system falling into ill-repute. 

 

 

  

 

 

                                                             
1
National Education Trust (2010). Assessing assessment – Politics or progress?  


