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favoured by universities, especially higher-
ranking ones, which is why they get more
children into the top universities.”
That could explain the “stark inequalities”

regularly highlighted by the Sutton Trust.
A study by the education charity last month
showed that students from state schools with
the same grades as their independent-school
peers were less likely to enter top universities.
A handful of elite public schools dominate
access to Oxbridge.
“People from wealthy backgrounds will get

good advice on the A levels that universities
want,” says Smith.
However, disadvantaged schools trying to

boost their results “may push students to do
easier A levels that are not well regarded by
higher institutions”, he explains.
Sir David Watson, professor of higher

education and principal of Green Templeton
College, Oxford, adds that nearly all large
higher education institutions are both “recruit-
ing” and “selecting” for their courses. (In
some subjects, demand is less strong.)
He also points out that many highly

qualified students who choose to study at new
universities know exactly what they are doing.
“In some cases they will be choosing high-
quality courses that make sense for them
over institutional reputation,” he says.

‘A levels are getting easier’
The era of the “unfailable” exam is almost
upon us, according to certain newspapers.
Bemoaning the “prizes-for-all” culture of
modern schooling, commentators say that the
ever-increasing A-level pass rate is undeniable
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and maths, which enjoyed rises of 9 per cent
and 6.2 per cent respectively.
The sciences also enjoyed renewed interest:

the number of A-level physics candidates
rose 5.2 per cent to 30,976; chemistry was
up 3.7 per cent to 44,501; and biology had
4.3 per cent more students at 57,854.
Libby Steele, head of education at the Royal

Society, says recent rises have not yet made up
the long-term drop in science and maths candi-
dates. “The numbers are starting to improve
and we welcome this. But you have to look
beyond them to the percentage of each cohort
taking maths and science. More students are
taking A levels, but the numbers studying maths
and science have not increased proportionately.”
Steele explains: “For instance, 12.8 per cent

(84,744) of students took maths and further
maths in 1989, but that dropped to 7.5 per
cent (55,917) in 2003. Last year the figure
was 10.4 per cent (88,683), which is a lower
percentage than 1989, although the real
numbers have gone up slightly.
“The sciences have also had their peaks

and troughs. In the late 1980s and early
1990s, we had quite high numbers doing
chemistry, biology and physics. The numbers
then dropped significantly for chemistry and
physics until they started to go back up in
2005-06. But physics has still not recovered
to where it had been in real terms or as
a percentage of the cohort.”
But she adds: “We are pleased that more

people are taking maths with science. This
means that the message is getting out to
students that maths is an important subject,
both in its own right and as a prerequisite
for science degrees.”
Compared with the mini-revival in science,

technology, engineering and mathematics –
or STEM – subjects, students are actually
shunning those courses derided by some parts
of the media as easy ways to get grade As.
The biggest loser last year was critical

thinking, the number of candidates for which
dropped 16.4 per cent to a mere 2,082, while

the numbers doing PE and communication
studies also fell.
Even general studies – seen by some critics

as an easy way for sixth-formers and schools
to bump up their Ucas-point tallies – is declin-
ing in popularity. From a peak of some 60,000
candidates in 2006, demand has plummeted,
with 46,770 students sitting the examination
last year.

‘It’s harder than ever to get a place at university’
The apparently ever-improving A-level results
are no guarantee of access to higher education.
More than 210,000 would-be students were
left without university places in 2010, the
headlines screamed last year.
With limited places and growing demand,

who could not feel for the legions of young
people missing out on tertiary education?
To illustrate the shortage of places and the

“unfairness” of the system, stories were often
conflated with tales of students such as 18-year-
old Ben Scheffer, a public schoolboy from
Brighton, who failed to get a single offer despite
securing three A*s and three As last year.
Many such stories are “fairly mythical”,

claims Sir Steve Smith, vice-chancellor of
the University of Exeter and former president
of Universities UK. “They usually reflect bad
advice by schools, where the individual has
no insurance offer as backup.” And under
the White Paper’s plans to ease restrictions
on student numbers, “this will never happen”
as institutions will be free to accept as many
AAB students as they can attract, he says.
Smith adds that 2010’s headline figure of

210,000 applicants was also much higher
than the number finally left disappointed.
Almost half – 97,000 – declined offers or

withdrew from the process, which left about
113,000 candidates unplaced from the
697,351 who applied last year. This compares
with 79,000 who failed to gain places in 2009.
But the number of places on offer has

increased over time. So the ratio of applicants
to acceptances was 1.4:1 last year, only a slight

change from the 1.3:1 ratio found in each of
the previous five years.
Mary Curnock Cook, chief executive of

Ucas, argues that the number of unsuccessful
applicants has not grown massively despite
popular belief.
She says a certain failure rate is inevitable.

“It’s always been about 100,000 people who
just do not make the grade,” she says. “These
are the people on the margins of being qualified
for higher education. We also get a lot of people
who put in poor applications. If they do not [go
to] any trouble with their applications, are they
really making an effort to go to university?”
However, according to recent research pub-

lished by the Higher Education Policy Institute,
it is also true that many bright students may
have missed out on places because their courses
are not recognised by the Ucas tariff, the
mechanism that many admissions staff use to
compare different qualifications.
The tariff is under review: at present, only

about one-third of Level 3 courses are
included and the Hepi study found that nearly
half of disappointed applicants did not have
any tariff points.
“Some people say this is essentially some-

thing for universities to solve,” says Smith.
“Some say we should provide more access
courses and assess people ourselves. But the
debate needs to think about how many people
are qualified to go to university, which is an
issue linked to dropout rates.”

‘You need top grades to get into a top university’
It is commonly assumed that the elite Russell
Group of research-intensive universities secures

all the students with top grades. But official
figures paint a different picture.
Research published in July by the Higher

Education Funding Council for England shows
that the destination of high-achieving A-level
students is not so easy to predict. The data
show that many AAB students attend
institutions that do not traditionally top the
university rankings. A study by the Higher
Education Careers Services Unit found that
Oxford Brookes, Northumbria, Glasgow
Caledonian and Robert Gordon universities all
sit in the “high-tariff” Ucas bracket, as does
Queen Margaret University in Edinburgh.
Meanwhile, less than half the students

at five Russell Group universities had AAB
grades or better, with just 32 per cent of
those studying at the University of Liverpool
achieving those marks.
The location of high-achieving students

“varies much more by subject than by institu-
tion”, explains Anna Vignoles, professor of
economics of education at the Institute of
Education, University of London. “It’s not
just about the Ucas points you achieve – it’s
about subjects that you do well in.
“Private schools tend to choose the subjects

Private schools tend to choose
the subjects favoured by universities,
especially higher-ranking ones,
which is why they get more children
into the top universities

Mockery of the
images of pretty
girls leaping for
joy that inevitably
accompany Fleet
Street’s coverage
of A-level results
has become
almost as much
of an annual ritual
as the photographs
themselves.

But this summer,
Chris Cook, education
correspondent for the
Financial Times, decided
to reveal exactly how
English private schools
compete to supply
pictures of attractive
young women to the
national press.

“It is a well-worn
observation that even
respectable newspapers
like to illustrate their
coverage of A-level
results day with pictures
of delighted and pretty
(usually blonde) girls,”
Cook wrote, before
detailing an unsolicited

voicemail he received
from the press liaison
at Badminton School
in Bristol.

“Hi Chris...Just
wanting to give you
some details of some
absolutely ‘beyootiful’
girls we’ve got here who
are getting their A-level
results tomorrow,” the
message went. “Some
lovely stories…They’re
amazing girls.”

Another school even
invited Cook to an end-
of-year sports event – an
invitation he declined.

One blog, It’s Sexy
A-levels!, has formulated
rules for the perfect
picture, with “blonde”
“twins”, “going to
Oxbridge”, “leaping for
joy” and “holding aloft
results” among the key
ingredients.

Photos featuring
synchronised leaping,
ecstatic hugging and
whooping earn bonus
points.

GRADE A* IN WHOOPING: WHY MEDIA GENTLEMEN PREFER (PRIVATE) BLONDES
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