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Introduction 

There is always a temptation to start the introduction to these reports with reference to ‘this ever-
changing world in which we live in’ (as Paul McCartney put it in a grammatically questionable line 
from Live and Let Die). Each year it seems like an entirely justifiable claim to make, but this year is 
one that really stands out. The awarding context continues to be an anxious one, with the final 
tranche of reformed A levels seeing their first outcomes. Our first tranche of fully 1-9 recruits are 
waiting to find out their GCSE grades. The university sector is gripped by the gold-rush of 
unconditional offers. The sixth form sector continues its journey through the curriculum and funding 
implications of linearity. To cap it all we have an inspectorate that seems to have discovered the 
curriculum. So we may keep Paul McCartney in reserve, just in case next year is worse, but I think it 
is safe to agree with Dorothy in the Wizard of Oz: “I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas Anymore.” 

Our aim in the analysis we present here is to shed some light on the different facets of our world. 
Giving insight that can help us to understand whether what we are experiencing is being 
experienced by others. If we understand the sector and we understand how we compare to that 
sector, it puts us in the strongest position to navigate this turbulent world and do the best we can 
for our students. 

In Chapter One: the changing accountability and awarding context, we focus here on a 
number of factors in relating to data. We consider the new inspection framework, and what 
this means for data in a world where its significant is reduced. We suspect, ironically, that 
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the answer is that we need more of it, and we need to use it in more intelligent ways than  
we are used to. We consider the accountability context, and the misrepresentation of sixth 
form colleges by the exclusion of QCF qualifications and the implications of this for 
inspection. We consider the QAR reports, and the distortions caused by looking at all courses 
of different durations as if they were the same thing.  

In Chapter Two: ‘curriculum’ in a linear world, we explore what ‘curriculum’ means in a 
linear world. We chart the death of AS level and the rise of two-year linear courses. We look 
at the movement from four subjects to three as the standard lower sixth programme. We 
look at contact time per subject and see if the increases in contact time people were 
promising a few years ago have materialised, or whether the harsh financial realities of life 
in the sector have poured cold water on these plans.  

In Chapter Three: the power of attendance, engagement and ambition we aim to provide 
information that can be used with students to help them adopt behaviours that might have 
an impact on the opportunities that are open to them at the end of their studies. We 
provide an analysis of attendance and performance. We use data on outcomes for students 
completing the extended project qualification to explore the importance of engagement, 
and use data on university offer making and student outcomes to explore the significance of 
ambition.   

In Chapter Four: analysing destinations we seek to build understanding of national patterns 
of university destinations. The performance tables have consistently failed to deliver a clear 
picture on student destinations as a whole, and given the prominence of student 
destinations in the new inspection framework, it seems timely to explore what is normal in 
this context.  

In Chapter Five: saving general applied, we seek to provide some intelligence about the 
place of applied general qualifications in the sixth form college curriculum. We explore the 
characteristics of students on different curriculum pathways and offer some analysis of 
relative performance on pure A level, pure applied general, and mixed programmes of study 

In Chapter Six: Models of tutoring, we explore the different models of tutoring in use across 
the sixth form college sector and examine whether there are any differences in performance 
between college adopting different models. 

In Appendix One: understanding six dimensions reports, we offer a guide to how to 
interpret the reports in the six dimensions suite 

 

The aim of this analysis is very simple. We have little influence over the way that reforms are 
constructed, but it is entirely within our gift to make it a priority to learn from the national context 
and seek to shape our colleges to the advantage of our students. Used well, this analysis can give us 
significant advantages in terms of understanding our own colleges, developing our own responses to 
curriculum change and responding intelligently to emerging performance issues. 

Finally, as ever, I would like to thank the SFCA and individual colleges for supporting this work, and 
MIS teams for their work in putting together the data returns that underpin the analysis. 

Nick Allen, 6 June 2019 
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Key Findings 
• The volume of AS level entries has declined dramatically since 2015. In 2018, entries were 

just 12% of the 2014-15 volume. (Figure 2.0) Over the same period there had been a 
dramatic rise in the proportion of enrolments recorded over two years (Figure 2.1). 
 

• The proportion of student starting on four qualifications in the lower sixth has declined 
significantly over the last three academic years (Figures 2.3, 2.4 and 2.5) 
 

• Students starting A level qualifications in 2016 were more likely to achieve a full A level than 
similarly qualified peers were to achieve an AS level in 2013 (Figure 2.8) 
 

• Since 2014, contact time per subject has risen by just two minutes: from 274 minutes in 
2014 to 276 minutes in 2018 (Figure 2.9) 
 

• Students following a modular (two times one year course) model perform better in A level 
examinations than students following a linear (two year) models. (Figure 2.14) 
 

• There is a relationship between attendance and student outcomes. Across a three A level 
programme, students who attend less than 85% secure around two grades less than 
students with similar GCSE grades attending above 95% of the time (Figure 3.0) 
 

• Students who complete the extended project secure better grades in their A level exams 
than those who have not taken the extended project. Extended project students perform a 
fifth of a grade per entry above peers with similar GCSE grades. (Figure 3.1) 
 

• Students who receive conditional university offers outperform their peers holding 
unconditional offers. Students with no university offers perform less with than those holding 
offers. (Figure 3.2) 
 

• Those holding offers from Russell Group universities make more progress than those holding 
conditional offers from elsewhere. Overall, those holding Russell Group offer outperform 
other students by a third of a grade per entry (Figure 3.3) 
 

• In sixth form colleges, students from those neighbourhoods where fewest students progress 
to university (POLAR 1) progress to university in equal proportion to those with similar GCSE 
grades from the neighbourhoods that send most to university (POLAR 5). However, those 
from POLAR 1 neighbourhoods are less likely to secure places at Russell Group universities 
than similarly qualified peers. (Figure 4.8)  
 

• Students from POLAR 1 backgrounds are underrepresented in sixth form colleges (Figure 
4.11) and are slightly less likely to be put on A level routes than similarly qualified peers 
(Figure 4.14) 
 

• Students on mixed programmes are more likely to be retained (over two years) than peers 
on pure A level programmes at GCSE scores below 6.1. (Figure 5.8). They are also more likely 
to achieve passes in three subjects (Figure 5.9) 
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Chapter One: The Changing Accountability 
and Awarding Context (Known knowns, 
known unknowns and unknown unknowns 
Part III) 

 

A: Inspection 

Inspection frameworks are a curious blend of changing political priorities, dialogue with previous 
frameworks, and budgetary constraints. In many ways, what is most interesting about Ofsted’s new 
‘Education Inspection Framework’ is what is not in it: reflecting changes at the DfE and a new chief 
inspector, discredited aspects of the last framework, and ever more restrictive budgets. 

Ofsted recognise that the last framework, particularly in schools, had two rather unhelpful features. 
Firstly, it relied very heavily on the league tables data. This was in the first instance entirely 
deliberate. The coalition was the first administration to recognise the extent to which schools were 
influenced by performance measures, and the last inspection framework sought to intensify the 
impact of the performance measures by putting them at the heart of inspection. The consequence of 
this was an unhealthy focus on results at the expense of other outcomes: on grades as opposed to 
education. In the context of Westminster power struggles, we can also see the last inspection 
framework as one where Ofsted were outmanoeuvred, and a rather overzealous Department for 
Education had a remarkable degree of influence over what is supposed to be a non-ministerial 
department. The new framework attempts to redress the imbalances of the old framework and put 
education at the heart of inspection. 

The second unhelpful feature in the last framework, which is notable by its absence in the new, is 
the ‘progress of current students’. The motivation behind this focus was perhaps laudable. The 
argument ran that we should inspect on the basis of what we see now, rather than what has 
happened in the past. This focus on current students gave rise to a whole industry of spurious 
‘monitoring’ of progress, with schools competing to monitor the progress of their students more 
frequently than their competitors. Some schools ended up with fortnightly ‘data-drops’ where staff 
had to come up with a grade summarising current progress for every single student. We know of one 
school where they calculated what a steady trajectory of progress would be over two years from 
starting point to above expected progress end point, and calculated progress automatically, rather 
than spending any time actually looking at student work.  

This focus on current progress rather than actual results reached its logical absurdity at the 
inspection of a Harris Federation academy, which was graded as outstanding for its sixth form 
despite the fact that its sixth form had only actually been open for six weeks. Inspectors based their 
judgement on what the managers told them about the exceptional progress that their students had 
already been making.  

There is also a theme emerging in the new framework reflecting a concern about teacher workload. 
Ofsted were viewed as a key pressure generating unnecessary (and unproven) repeated data-drops, 
and taking teachers away from the business of teaching. Where inspectors find reports of onerous 
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workload, they will look at what teachers are being asked to do, and consider the impact that these 
things are having on learning.  

Each of the last five inspection frameworks (since Ofsted took over the inspection of colleges from 
the FEFC in 2001) has involved a reshuffling of Ofsted’s priorities, or as HMCI calls it ‘evolution not 
revolution’. The last inspection framework put leadership and management at the top of the list 
(reflecting Michael Wilshaw’s deeply held philosophy that if you get leadership and management 
right everything else will follow), but the Education Inspection Framework places the quality of 
education at its heart. 

Figure 1.0: Changing inspection priorities 

The Common Inspection Framework (2015) The Education Inspection Framework (2019) 
 
Teaching, Learning and Assessment 
 

 
 
Quality of Education 
  

Outcomes for Learners 
 
 
 
Personal Development, Behaviour and 
Welfare 

 
Behaviour and Attitudes 
 
 
Personal Development 
 

 
Leadership and Management 
 

 
Leadership and Management 

 

Figure 1.0 maps the new framework to the old. We find that Teaching, Learning and Assessment and 
Outcomes for Learners from the old framework have merged to form the Quality of Education 
judgement, and Personal Development, Behaviour and Welfare has been split into two distinct 
areas: Behaviour and Attitudes (broadly speaking, what students do) and Personal Development 
(what colleges do to promote student development). 

 

Figure 1.1: Unpacking the Quality of Education Judgement 

 
 
 
 
The Quality of Education 

 
Intent 
 
 
Implementation 
 
 
Impact 
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The old outcomes for learners judgement now sits somewhere within the Quality of Education. 
When we unpack Quality of Education, we find there are three elements that inspectors will explore, 
all of which conveniently begin with the letter ‘i’: intent, implementation, and impact 

• Intent – the design of the curriculum 
• Implementation – teaching and learning, assessment 
• Impact – attainment, progress, knowledge and skills developed, destinations 

At one level, it looks like data (or evidence, as others might call it) has a relatively small place in the 
framework. But what does this demotion of data actually mean in reality? Can we now forget about 
exam results and progress measures and just allow students to develop in their own way? The short 
answer is of course we can’t: and the reason we can’t primarily relates to the stage that comes 
before inspection: risk assessment. 

There is a curious feature in the framework which seeks to place curriculum at the heart of what 
Ofsted does. That is that the process of deciding who gets inspected in the first place and when they 
get inspected, relies on the very data that the framework suggests is less important than it used to 
be. They use data on outcomes then to decide whose curriculums they need to examine the intent, 
implementation and impact of. For outstanding colleges, the decision about whether to inspect the 
curriculum at all is based on the outcomes for learners as expressed in the league tables and other 
key sources. In this context, securing excellent outcomes data becomes of critical importance in 
shaping inspection activity. (We deal with some the limitations of the league tables and other official 
data sources later in the chapter). 

We still need to produce excellent outcomes to keep the inspectors away, but we need to be able to 
articulate this excellence (or lack of excellence and what we are going to do about it). The inspection 
handbook1 includes a list of the broad range of indicators used to select providers for inspection.  
One item stands out, and it stands out because it is the only thing on the list that we actually have 
any control over: the self-assessment report.  

The SAR is our opportunity to engage with Ofsted on their own terms and on ours. It gives us the 
opportunity to provide a credible account of the national data that they recognise, and provide the 
analysis of the steps we are taking to make a difference, and provide the other evidence that should 
be utilised when coming to a view about the institution. It is therefore vital that we understand their 
data well, that we understand our own data well, and a focused sense of what we need to do to 
improve. 

Data will also help us when inspectors do turn up. It is worth considering what information we 
should have ready to be able to engage with the framework on its own terms: 

• Progress 
• Retention  
• Destinations 
• Attendance 
• Student performance by curriculum pathway 
• Participation in work experience 
• Participation in sport, enrichment and other well-being activities 

                                                           
1 Handbook for Inspecting Colleges, Draft for Consultation. January 2019, p.5. 
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The next section of the chapter explores the data that is available to Ofsted, and considers the 
importance of us understanding our own data, understanding the limitations and issues with the 
national models and the crucial importance of being able to articulate this to an inspection team.  

 

B: Performance Tables 

The range of measures used in the performance tables has remained the same for a number of 
years, so one would imagine that the publication of the January 2019 tables should not be a matter 
of significant controversy. However, there is a change this year which has far reaching (and entirely 
intended) consequences which means that one set of measures gives a completely misleading image 
of the nature and quality of provision. 

There is a concept in sociology which emphasises that what is not there is often as important as 
what is there. This is the concept of symbolic annihilation: a concept used very successfully by 
feminists when demonstrating the impact of media content on children’s perceptions of gender 
roles. Feminists analysed a range of media and educational content and spent as much time 
analysing what women were not shown doing as what they were shown doing. One study, by the 
splendidly named Karen Saucier, noted that in country and western music, women were only ever 
portrayed as wives, mothers, barmaids or prostitutes (sometimes all four at the same time) but 
never as lawyers and accountants. She argued that it is these absences that crucially shape 
perceptions. We can steal this concept (in the sense of the significance of absence) in examining 
what has happened to QCF BTEC qualifications – where vast swathes of provision has been ‘made 
nothing’ by a very particular decision about the league tables. 

QCF qualifications have been excluded from the applied general measures in the performance 
tables. We have the curious situation where qualifications have had their lives extended, are eligible 
for funding, carry weight in university applications but do not appear in the league tables, despite 
the fact that they might make up the majority of a college’s provision. This is another consequence 
of the poor handling of applied general reform and the successive extension of the end dates of 
BTEC QCF qualifications. This now appears to have an end point, and the 2021 league tables 
(published in January 2022 will be the last to be affected by this distortion. 

Of course, colleges knew that a consequence of them not moving to new applied general 
qualifications would be that their applied general qualification would not appear in the league 
tables. But when we consider the significance of the tables and the uses made of such data by 
Ofsted, we are not convinced that the exclusion of these is defensible. It may well be that that the 
balance of provision in a college is entirely misrepresented. There are sixth form colleges that have 
more enrolments in BTEC provision than they do in A level provision. While inspectors may get a 
distorted picture of size and provision, they may also get a distorted picture of quality.  

Consider the following examples. A college has 250 students on A levels, and an L3VA score of -0.15. 
It also has 250 students on BTEC qualifications but all but one of the BTEC qualifications are on QCF 
qualifications. Almost all the BTEC provision is excellent, and the college’s own value added analysis 
puts it in the top 10% of providers nationally. The one exception to this excellent picture is the one 
course that decided to move to the RQF BTEC course. As luck would have it, the move to the new 
specification has not been successful and the L3VA score for the ten students in this subject is -0.15. 
As the only RQF subject, this becomes the whole L3VA score for applied general qualifications. As far 
as the league tables (or any reporting or risk assessment built on the league tables) is concerned 
both A level and applied general is performing at the same level and needs improvement.  
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The issue here is that the risk assessment process might make inappropriate decisions, and divert 
inspection activity (and scarce public resources) in the wrong direction. Ofsted do have other 
sources to help them develop a view of provision, but as we shall see below, the QAR reports are not 
without serious limitations. But, at a fundamental level, surely the value added reports available to 
Ofsted should allow them to come to a secure judgement about both the balance of the curriculum 
offer and the quality of provision. 

Retention measures in the league tables 

There are three measures of retention used in the league tables and it is, to say the least, a rather 
confusing methodology. 

There is retention, there is returned and retained, and there is retained and assessed. My guess is 
that the differences between the measures make the area so impenetrable that no member of the 
public could possibly understand the difference between the measures even if they were explained 
to them: more worryingly, almost all inspectors would struggle to articulate the measures clearly, 
yet alone appreciate the significance of what the measures are showing.  

The reason for the multiple measure is that the original measure devised was so poor it did not 
really offer a clear view of retention, so two supplementary measures were developed to make up 
for the limitations of the original measure. 

What makes this so confusing is that ‘retention’ relates to a learner’s core aim. With a large BTEC 
programme that is straightforward. You select the large qualification as the core aim, and the 
retention measures all relate to performance on this core aim. A level provision is a little more 
complicated. One of a student’s A levels has to be selected as the ‘core aim’, when there are 
probably very few students who have one particular A level as their aim: students want to work 
towards and achieve A levels. Many colleges simply select the first A level alphabetically as the core 
aim. With mixed programmes, it gets even more complex. 

A more sensible methodology would have looked at a student programme and categorised students 
appropriately. If a student is doing two or more A levels they are an A level student, if they are doing 
just applied general they are an applied general student, and if they are doing a mixture of the two 
then they should be mixed programme students. It is not rocket science to divide students 
intelligently into three different market segments, and then look to see how many are still there at 
the end of two years. 

So what are these three confusing measures? To try to express it simply 

• To be retained, you have got to get to the end of your core aim (which means that as long as 
your qualifications are all AS levels you count as retained as long as you get to the end of 
one of your AS levels – being retained for nine months counts as lasting two years) 

• To be returned and retained you have got to last two years on your core aim (this is a bit 
more demanding, as you can’t leave after a year and be counted as retained and you have to 
reach the end of your core aim) 

• To be retained and assessed you have got to last two years at the institution and be 
assessed on at least one qualification that (by itself) is as wide as the original core aim, but 
this does not need to be your core aim.  

Perhaps the most curious feature of all this is that for every sixth form college the proportion 
retained and assessed is higher than the proportion returned and retained. To be returned and 
retained you need to get into the upper sixth and stay to the end. To be retained and assessed you 
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need to get to the end, and be assessed. Common sense should be that the latter figure should be 
lower than the former. It is not. 

To make things even more confusing the ‘core aim’ for league tables purposes is not necessarily the 
core aim as recorded in the ILR. The performance tables team go through a process of selecting a 
core aim. 

Note (finally) that none of these measures take into account a student’s starting point. We know 
that there is a clear relationship between prior attainment and the chance of lasting a full two-year 
programme of study. To fail to include any recognition of prior attainment risks misleading the 
public as to those institutions that are doing the best job with the learners they actually have.  

It would be stretching the patience of the most devoted reader of these reports to fully explore the 
retention measures from the league tables, but that does not means that we should ignore them. If 
Ofsted are using these measures in inspection scheduling we need to be able to engage with 
inspection teams when they arrive.  

. 

C: QAR reports 

Recent inspection scheduling and experience suggest that previously advanced view that inspectors 
are no longer interested in qualification achievement rates (QAR) are a little premature. QAR rates 
seem to have a significant role in inspection scheduling, and in inspection activity itself. QAR rates 
for peripheral provision have had a significant impact on inspection judgement for provision type 
and the provider as a whole. 

QAR analysis is not an entirely un-sensible form of analysis. It asks how successful students are in 
achieving the qualifications they start. It has always been flawed in that it takes no account of the 
prior attainment profile of students, which compromises the ability to effectively produce a rank 
order of providers. There are however, two changes that have made its use even more problematic: 
the decision to remove course duration as a consideration in analysing provision, and the curriculum 
change in A level provision. 

To the uninitiated, it may not be entirely clear why the ways in which colleges record student 
enrolments are of anything more than passing interest. The reason is that modes of delivery have 
huge implications for achievement rates (formerly known as success rates). Moving to two-year 
recording of courses simply produces achievement rates that are different to those produced by 
recoding students on two one-year courses, even if the actual ‘outcomes’ for students are exactly 
the same. In the short term, moving to a two-year mode of delivery improves achievement rates, but 
in following years, the achievement rate will drop to below the rate achieved when recording 
enrolments as one-year courses. 

We will explore how these fluctuations in QAR rates are manifested as college go through curriculum 
change in a moment, but we ought to be clear before we start how profound an issue this is for the 
use of QAR data in inspection planning and in inspection activity. We would suggest that in an era of 
fast-moving curriculum change, QAR analysis is incapable of accurately identifying the quality of 
performance in a college, is incapable of establishing performance in a college relative to other 
providers, and is incapable of establishing whether performance in a college is better or worse than 
it was in previous years. In such a context, QAR outcomes should not be used in risk assessment or 
inspection scheduling.  
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An example should begin to make the impact of curriculum change of QAR calculations clearer. 
Imagine two colleges. We will call one Oxford Sixth Form College, and the other one Chelmsford 
Sixth Form College. These colleges are very similar. There are 1,000 students that start lower sixth A 
level courses at both colleges each year. 

Figure 1.2: Oxford City SFC and Chelmsford City SFC compared 

Oxford City SFC 
 

Chelmsford City SFC 
 

1000 students each start 3 courses 1000 students each start 3 courses 
80% pass rate in external AS exams 80% pass rate in internal exams 
75% of students survive into year 2 75% of students survive into year 2 
All stick with 3 subjects All stick with 3 subjects 
100% pass rate in A level exams 100% pass rate in A level exams 

 

Students have identical experiences at the two colleges and are just as successful. The only 
difference between the two colleges is the way they record courses. At Oxford SFC they still use AS 
exams at the mid-point and record student programmes as two one year courses. At Chelmsford 
they had adopted a two year linear model. In terms of how well students do (in our example at least) 
it makes no difference. Both start with 1,000 students, both have 750 students achieving three A 
levels. Where it does make a difference is in how these two colleges would appear to the outside 
world. Despite there being no difference in how successful the students are, the achievement rate at 
Oxford SFC is 13.6% higher than that in Chelmsford. Figure 1.3 we identify how the QAR report 
comes up with such a different picture of provision in the two colleges. 

Figure 1.3: Achievement rates: Oxford SFC compared to Chelmsford SFC 

Oxford City SFC 
 

Chelmsford City SFC 
 

AS achievement rate: A level achievement rate: 

3000 starts, 2400 achievements 3000 starts, 2250 achievements (75.0%) 

A2 achievement rate:  
2250 starts, 2250 achievements  
Overall achievement rate Overall achievement rate: 

5250 starts, 4650 achievements (88.6%) 3000 starts, 2250 achievements (75.0%) 

 

If a college records study programmes as two one-year courses, they end up with a significantly 
higher achievement rate than one who records study programmes as two-year courses. Conclusively 
we find that QAR reports are not capable of reliably identifying whether one college is performing 
better than another. 

The situation we find ourselves in is one where colleges overall (and we unpack this in some detail in 
the next chapter) are moving from the Oxford model to the Chelmsford model. The issue we find 
here is that the quality of an institution can stay the same over time, but the QAR rate can fluctuate 
significantly. The consequence is that QAR rates cannot identify whether performance is getting 
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better or worse over time. We can model how this would impact on the achievement rates over 
time.  

Figure 1.4: Oxford SFC moves to two year courses. 

Mode of Delivery Student outcomes Achievement rate 
Year one: all students recorded on one 
year courses 

5250 starts, 4650 
achievements 

88.6% 

Year two: upper sixth still one-year 
courses, lower sixth recorded on two 
year courses 

2250 starts, 2250 
achievements 

100% 

All students recorded on two year 
courses 

3000 starts, 2250 
achievements 

75% 

 

Once a college reaches a fully two-year model its QAR rate will be significantly lower, but in the short 
term achievement rates will jump upwards, as the only students included in the calculations in year 
two are those who have survived to November of the upper sixth year. We know that A level pass 
rates are very high, and retention through the upper sixth year is very high also. 

If all colleges migrated from a modular model to a linear one in the same way at the same time, this 
would be problematic, but would not provide an insurmountable problem. The reason all this 
presents such a challenge is that colleges are moving to linear systems at different times, in different 
ways and at different speeds. Figure 2.1 to 2.5 in Chapter Two below give a real sense of the 
complexity of the sector as these reforms play out. 

One thing that has exercised Ofsted is that QAR rates have fallen this year, and they struggle to 
come to a view of how quality could remain the same but a QAR rate could decline. 

Consider a third college, Anytown Sixth Form College. This college decides that in a linear world, it 
will get student to continue to start on four subjects but will ask them which three they would like to 
continue to A level in January of the lower sixth. In keeping with ILR rules they start all students on 
four AS level subjects then in January transfer the three subjects chosen as A level subjects to A level 
qualification aims. So how does this have an effect on QAR rates? 

Figure 1.5: Achievement rates: Anytown SFC over time 

Anytown SFC Year One 
 

Anytown SFC Year Two 
 

AS achievement rate: AS achievement rate: 

4000 starts, 3000 achievements 1000 starts, 500 achievements 

A2 achievement rate: A2 achievement rate: 
2,700 starts, 2,430 achievements 2,700 starts, 2,430 achievements 
Overall achievement rate Overall achievement rate 

6,700 starts, 5,430 achievement (81.0%) 3,700 starts, 2,930 achievements (79%) 

 

There are two things that affect the achievement rate in year two: most enrolments are transferred 
to two year courses in January (pushing the reporting of outcomes on these enrolments into the 
long grass), and poor outcomes are concentrated in the AS level data. 
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We have seen that as the result of different approaches to migration to more linear modes of 
delivery can be that QAR rates go up, and that QAR rates can go down with no underlying change in 
student outcomes. 

There are versions of linear migration that produce even more dramatic changes in QAR rates. 

Our fourth college starts an academic year with some students on four subjects and others on three. 
During the Autumn term the college comes under pressure from students who have started four 
subjects to reduce to three subjects, when they become aware that some of their peers are only on 
three subjects. The college comes to a view that it will give students the option to complete their 
fourth subject to AS level or to drop to three subjects if they want to drop for valid reasons. To 
understand this process fully, the college surveys all those that chose to reduce to three subjects and 
receives the consistent message that the demands of the reformed subjects are high, and students 
want to concentrate on three subjects. This approach is entirely consistent with the philosophy of 
programmes of study and there is no change to the proportion of students that last two years, but 
the QAR rate for the institution drops dramatically. 

Figure 1.6: Achievement rates: No-town SFC over time 

No-town SFC Year One 
 

No-town SFC Year Two 
 

AS achievement rate: AS achievement rate: 

4000 starts, 3000 achievements 1000 starts, 200 achievements 

A2 achievement rate: A2 achievement rate: 
2,700 starts, 2,430 achievements 2,700 starts, 2,430 achievements 
Overall achievement rate Overall achievement rate 

6,700 starts, 5,430 achievement (81.0%) 3,700 starts, 2,630 achievements (71%) 

 

While Ofsted’s risk assessment may not simply be determined by QAR reports, there is a danger that 
risk assessment risks being fundamentally undermined by a methodology that cannot cope with the 
complexities of curriculum change.  
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D: The Self-Assessment Report 

Finally, in this section we return to the self-assessment report. We would suggest that Ofsted’s risk 
assessment has become, shall we say, rather risky. In this risky risk-assessment, the one thing we 
have to articulate our interpretation of the data is the college self-assessment report. This is our 
opportunity to explain where we are, clearly identify what we need to do to improve, and say what 
we are going to do to achieve it. Colleges underestimate the importance of the SAR at their peril. 

With this in mind, and drawing on the discussion on the inspection framework SARs should include 

• A very clear account of the approach a college has taken to curriculum change, and, if 
appropriate, an articulation of the impact the approach has had on particular performance 
measures 
 

• Engagement with the measures (league tables, QAR reports and L3VA) that inspectors will 
use in the risk assessment process 
 

• A clear sense of curriculum intent. This is a powerful opportunity to communicate a clear 
vision of what the college is doing, why it is doing it and what impact it hopes to have 
 

• The balance of provision between A level, applied general and mixed programme courses 
 

• Performance and student progress in QCF applied general provision. This will not be 
available to inspectors from any central source. 
 

• An overall account of student retention over the two years of a standard level 3 programme 
 

• The college QAR rate, and an articulation of the key drivers behind current performance 
according to this measure 
 

• Data on student destinations. Ofsted recognise that the DfE measures are unhelpful, but 
given that the framework places particular emphasis on next steps, it would be valuable to 
articulate rates of progression to universities and elsewhere, and how these rates compare 
to other providers. 
 

• The scale of different provision types (16-19, adult and apprenticeships) 
 

• An honest account of what needs to be done that draws on the evidence of why the area is 
of concern and offers a clear sense of how provision is to be improved. 
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Chapter Two: Curriculum in a Linear World 
Ofsted’s discovery of the curriculum comes at an interesting point: the quality of what we offer is to 
be scrutinised at the exact point when we have the least resources available to deliver it. This 
summer marks the first awarding in the third tranche of reformed A level and GCSE qualifications, 
and with the exception of a small number of subjects (mainly modern foreign languages with very 
low entry numbers) the transition to linear qualifications is complete. What this does not mean 
however is that the transition to a fully linear model of delivery is at the same point. Some made the 
transition to linear modes of delivery before the linear qualifications were complete, the majority 
have progressed towards linear delivery but with different starting points and at different speeds, 
and others have maintained an essentially modular mode of delivery. This chapter seeks to make 
sense of a changing sector and quantify key elements of the transition to a linear world.  

 

THE IMPLEMENTATION OF CURRICULUM REFORM  

The 2019 project finds us some years in to funding and curriculum reform, and we are becoming 
increasingly able to explore the impact of these changes. Figure 2.0 examines the changes in the 
number of students enrolled on AS level courses. AS level entries have dropped dramatically since 
2014-15, which was the last ‘lower sixth’ year prior to the implementation of A level reform.  

Figure 2.0: AS enrolments 2014-15 to 2017-18 

 

To get a scale of these changes and the massive changes within colleges that these changes 
represent consider these changes in terms of percentages: 2015-16 was a 20% drop on 2014-15, as 
the early adopters moved to linear delivery; 2016-17 saw AS level entries 50% below those the 
previous year; 2017-18 saw AS enrolments 69% below those the previous year. 

2016-17 was the last year where there were any AS levels available which would go on to contribute 
to overall A level marks. Early entry data from 2019 suggests that entries from GFE and sixth form 
colleges combined are only 30,000. If we look at all providers nationally, we find a similar dramatic 
shift.  In 2015, across all institution types, there were 1,331,955 AS level entries. The 2019 entry of 
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117,595 represents a decrease of some 91%. While some of this drop relates to the move from four 
to three subjects (I’m not mathematician but suspect it might represent up to 25% of the drop …) 
the majority of it is connected to the adoption of the linear mode of delivery. 

As the number of enrolments on AS level have dropped sharply, and far faster than awarding bodies 
expected, enrolments on two year A level have increased dramatically. Figure 2.1 shows us that the 
vast majority of enrolments on A level programmes due to end in 2019 are on two year courses. The 
recording of students on two-year courses is being fully embraced. For some this is simply the logical 
mode of delivery in a linear world. For others it will be driven by financial imperatives, with AS exam 
fees a luxury that many can no longer choose to afford. Note thought that some colleges continue to 
follow a modular route. Later in this chapter we will examine the wisdom of such an approach. 

 

Figure 2.1: Enrolments on two year A levels 2015-17 to 2017-19 

 

Figure 2.1 demonstrates the significant increase of two-year recording of A level enrolments. There 
is something worth noting here and that is that two-year courses are now the dominant mode of 
delivery. For the first time in many years we can gain a clear sense of how effective colleges and 
departments are at retaining students for two years. The mid-point hiatus (in terms of models 
focused on two times one year courses with a break in the middle) and the movement from four to 
three subjects has made it exceptionally difficult to measure the effectiveness of a college at whole 
student level.  

Figure 2.2 looks at the total volume of enrolments AS level and one the first year of a two-year A 
level course. We see that total enrolments on A and AS level courses has dropped year on year as 
students move from a four subject to a three subject model. 

 

 

 

 

2015-17 2016-18 2017-19
Series 1 24,939 118,151 137,938

0

20,000

40,000

60,000

80,000

100,000

120,000

140,000

160,000

Enrolments on two year A levels



16 
 

Figure 2.2: Total enrolments on AS level and A level: 2014-16 to 2017-19 

 

We can examine this shift from four subject to three subject lower sixth programmes by looking at 
the proportion of students in each college starting four subjects in the lower sixth year. Figures 2.3 
to 2.5 complete such an analysis for 2015-17, 2016-18 and 2017-19. In these graphs each college is 
represented by a single line. The red portion of the line represents those starting four subjects, the 
blue represents those doing three.  

Figure 2.3 Proportion of students starting four or three A level study programmes by college: 2015-17 cohort 
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Perhaps what is remarkable about Figure 2.3 is how the proportion of students starting three 
subjects varies so significantly from college to college. At some colleges, virtually all students started 
on four subjects. At others (towards the left hand side of the graph), virtually all students started 
three-A level programmes. We find virtually every available combination of four and three subjects 
represented in our graph. 

As we move to looking at the 2016-18 cohort (Figure 2.4) we find that things have started to change. 
College lines are increasingly blue as more adopt a three A level model as standard. In 2015-16 there 
were just 2 colleges where 80% of students started on a three A level programme. By 2016-18, 
almost 50% of colleges saw 80% of students starting a three A level programme.  

Figure 2.4 Proportion of students starting four or three A level study programmes by college: 2016-18 cohort 

 

 

Figure 2.5 brings us up to date with the 2017-19 cohort. There are only six colleges left where over 
half of the students start on four subject programmes. These graphs rather beautifully demonstrate 
the overall direction of travel, and the complexity of reform. It is not a simple situation of everyone 
did four subjects in the lower sixth and then everyone switched. It shows us that everyone had 
different starting points, different start times, and different intended destinations. 
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Figure 2.5 Proportion of students starting four or three A level study programmes by college: 2017-19 cohort 

 

We have then two fundamental changes: from four to three subjects and from two times one year 
to one times two year: and guiding students in a linear world of three subjects over two years 
provides a new set of challenges. To illustrate the newness of this world we return to one of the final 
‘full’ modular cohorts, and look (in Figure 2.3) at the AS outcomes of students completing AS level 
exams in 2013.  

Figure 2.6: AS level outcomes 2012-13 
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Figure 2.6 is a ‘four outcome’ graph, which looks at the outcomes for students at different points in 
the prior attainment spectrum. It divides students up into those that leave the course before the end 
(in red), those who complete the course but do not pass the qualification (in yellow), those who pass 
with a C-E grade (in the lighter blue) and those who pass with a high grade (in the darker blue). We 
see how there is a relationship between leaving, failing, grades achieved and prior attainment. Put 
simply as prior attainment rises, leaving falls, failing falls, passing with a low grade increases, and 
passing with a high grade increases significantly. 

Obviously AS level in the sense of AS level in 2012-13 is no longer with us, but it is instructive to look 
at what happens on two-year A levels as it give us an insight into the fate of students starting A level 
programmes in a particular year. 

Figure 2.7: Outcomes on two year linear A levels, 2016-18 cohort 

 

Figure 2.7 looks at the outcomes for around 100,000 enrolments on two-year linear A levels starting 
in September 2016. We see similar relationships with prior attainment to those visible in the 2012-
13 AS level data, but there is one striking exception: there is virtually no yellow in Figure 2.7. 
Virtually everyone who gets to the end of a two year A level course passes the qualification. Partly, 
this is set in stone by the use of comparable outcomes. In the early years of each new qualification 
the pass rate will be pegged to national performance for similarly qualified students in 2010-11 
(when the pass and high grades rates were very high), regardless of the quality of the work produced 
by students.  

This is of course all very interesting, but if we combine the information in Figures 2.3 and 2.4 we find 
something very interesting indeed. 

In Figure 2.8, the data for AS level in 2012-13 is set as the shaded background, and the think lollipop 
sticks represent performance in the 2016-18 A level cohort. 
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Figure 2.8: AS level outcomes 2012-13 (background) and A level outcomes 2016-18 (sticks) 

  
Perhaps the most striking features are to be found in the bottom five prior attainment 
bands. Note how the blue element of the sticks (pass grades for the 2016-18 A level cohort) 
extend into the yellow of the background zone. It means that at all levels of prior attainment 
below 5.8, more students achieve the A level now after two years than used to achieve the 
AS level after one. There is a rather delicious irony here that the reforms ushered in by Michael 
Gove charged with making A levels harder have actually produced a situation where more pass 
them. This may and perhaps will change over time. The Ofqual promise pegging performance 
using the comparable outcomes methodology is good for the first two years of each 
reformed subject. For the first tranche of subjects this two years is already up.  

The striking truth we have uncovered is that students starting A level courses in 2016 were 
more likely to achieve a full A level in a particular subject than similarly qualified students 
starting sixth form studies in 2013 were to achieve an AS level – a qualification designed to 
be somewhat easier than the full A level qualification.  

In part, the historic AS level outcomes were shaped by the system that produced the AS/A2 
split and encouraged breadth in the first year. Some students would have dropped their 
fourth subject early, and others would have prepared less effectively for what they felt was 
their fourth subject. What this does represent though is an indication that things have 
changed. Our assumptions about how successful students are likely to be were formed in a 
modular world: we need to recalibrate these assumptions to reflect the world we actually 
inhabit. 

So far, we have seen the near-death of AS level, the move to three subjects as the standard 
width of programme, and have advanced an argument illustrating that there are significant 
challenges to our conception of ‘normal’ outcomes. But are there any structural changes we 
can identify in the sector which will deepen our understanding. In the early days of 
programmes of study, colleges spent much time considering how they would use the new 
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freedoms this represented. When the nature of curriculum reform became clear, many 
people noted the increased challenge of the new A levels, and promised greater contact 
time per subject to help students rise to the challenge of the ‘deep thinking’ required by the 
new specifications. Moving from four to three subjects reduces the ‘cost’ of delivering an A 
level by a seventh (as you move from 4+3 to 3+3, from 7 to 6) which would have provided 
significant opportunity to increase contact time per subject. 

So what did this mean in reality? To what extent has contact time changed since 2015-16? 
Figure 2.9 shows us just that. 

Figure 2.9: average contact time per A level (minutes) SFCs: 2014-16 to 2017-19 

 

We find that people were true to their word. They did increase contact time: by precisely 
two minutes per subject. It is amazing how good intentions can be compromised by the 
hard financial reality of a decade long funding squeeze (or should we say funding crush). To 
be fair, some colleges did increase contact time, others actually reduced it. Most stayed the 
same. Figure 2.10 represents this data. We see that one college increased contact by 50 
minutes per subject, at the other extreme, one actually decreased it by 70 minutes per 
subject. 
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Figure 2.10: change in contact time, 2017-19 compared to 2014-16 

Change Number of colleges 
50 1 
45 1 
40 1 
35 1 
30 5 
20 4 
15 1 
5 3 
0 51 

-10 1 
-15 2 
-20 1 
-30 1 
-40 2 
-60 1 
-70 1 

 

As we have produced the data showing how things have changed we can also provide clarity 
on what the profile of contact time per subject is across the sector. 

Figure 2.11: number of colleges by contact time (minutes): 2017-19 

 

Around half the colleges have a contact time of 270 minutes, which is four and a half hours. 
The college with the shortest contact time sees contact time of 4 hours 10 minutes, the 
longest we find is 5 hours 25 minutes. Most colleges go for exactly five hours, or exactly four 
and a half hours, suggesting that the contact time is shaped by the timetable design, rather 
than timetable design being shaped by the contact time. 

Before we move on from the discussion of contact time, we can look at whether there is any 
evidence of a relationship between contact time and student outcomes. To look at this we 
have grouped colleges into four bands: 
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290 minutes or higher: 21 colleges 

275 to 285: 13 Colleges 

270 minutes: 41 colleges 

Below 270 minutes: 14 colleges 

Figure 2.12 looks at the grades achieved at the end of A level programmes by students in 
the colleges in each contact time band. Students with high contact time make the least 
progress. 

Figure 2.12: student progress by contact time: 2018 A level outcomes 

 

While the number of institutions in each category varies significantly, the message is clear. 
While one might have assumed a fairly neat correlation between increases in contact time 
and improvement in student outcomes, this is not what we see at all. We find the strongest 
outcomes are associated with those with ‘normal’ contact time. The differences ae not 
huge. A gap of 0.05 represents one in twenty students securing a grade higher in one group 
than in another. One suspects that the outliers in the data set are outliers in terms of 
institutions: some with high contact time are doing so in an attempt to address issues to do 
with quality. Some with relatively low contact time have relatively low contact time as a 
result of significant financial pressures, which will be having an impact on quality of 
provision in other respects as well. Whatever the route, it remains a point worth being 
aware of. It is not the quality of teaching that counts: it is the quality. 

We have some insight into how many subjects students are doing and the collapse in AS 
level entries, we do know that some colleges have retained a modular model. Our final 
analysis in this chapter seeks to develop an understanding how successful retaining the 
modular model approach has been.   
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Figure 2.13 divides the A level subjects into three different groups by phase of A level 
reform. Tranche one represents those in the first phase of A level reform and includes most 
of the high volume and facilitating subjects. In the 2018 results analysis Tranche one saw the 
second awarding of reformed A levels. Tranche two is the smallest tranche and represents 
those subjects in the second round of reform who saw their first awarding in 2018. Tranche 
three represents those in the final round of reform. In 2018 this group saw their final 
modular awarding.  

The other variable we look at here is course duration, which is a proxy for modular and 
linear routes. Those on ‘two-year’ routes are on linear programmes; those on ‘one-year’ 
programmes followed a modular approach, with an AS enrolment in year one, and a full A 
level enrolment in year two. 

Figure 2.13: performance by course duration by route 

 Tranche One Tranche Two Tranche Three 
 Count Score Count Score Count Score 
One Year 27,962 0.08 4,443 0.12 32,411 0.01 
Two Year 59,211 -0.03 10,115 -0.04 1,864 -0.09 

 

In Figure 2.13 we see that with tranches one and two, around 30% of students have 
followed a modular approach. Tranche three was still modular in this year and, 
unsurprisingly, 95% of enrolments remained on a modular mode of delivery. Figure 2.13 
also offers the value added performance of students following modular and linear routes. 
Discounting tranche three, where fewer than 2,000 enrolments were on a linear route, we 
see that there is a gap in performance between those on modular and linear routes. For 
tranche one the gap in performance is 0.11, suggesting that one in nine modular students 
performs a grade above similarly qualified students on a linear route. For tranche two the 
advantage of those on the modular route is slightly more pronounced. 

Figure 2.14 represents this graphically. 
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Figure 2.14: performance by course duration by route 

 
In time, this will not (in one sense) matter. Virtually all institutions will be following two-year linear 
models, and little use will be made of AS levels. But this data provides us with a really interesting 
insight. It shows us that we are not as good at doing ‘linear’ as we were at doing ‘modular’: colleges 
need to consider what this means in developing programmes of study truly built around the needs of 
two-year linear students. This may involve element of the old modular system, or it may not. What is 
important is that we need to have a conversation about what linear means, and continue to have 
this conversation until we are sure we have got it right. The one place colleges have resisted a linear 
impulse is in applied general provision, where almost 90% of enrolments are still on modular lines. 
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Chapter Three:  The Power of Attendance, 
Engagement and Ambition 
While much of the annual six dimensions reports are aimed at developing understanding at sector 
and institution level, the project has a long-standing commitment to providing information that can 
be used with students and parents to help them through sixth form education. In this chapter, we 
focus on three pieces of analysis that can help us to shape the way students think. First, we look at 
attendance, examining the relationship between attendance and outcomes. Second, we look at the 
extended project, and examine the relationship between completing an extended project and 
performance in other subjects. Here we are using the completion of an extended project as a proxy 
for engagement. To complete an extended project requires a great deal of engagement, 
independence and self-motivation. Third, we look at the relationship between various types of 
university offers from various groups of universities, with a view to offering some thoughts on 
ambition, and the impact that ambition can have in the sixth form.  

Attendance 

In previous six dimensions reports we have explored issues about attendance in some depth. We 
have established that attendance varies by prior attainment, that it varies by subject, and that there 
is a relationship between prior attainment and outcome. Our analysis of attendance here simply 
uses the most recent data to test whether those historic gaps in performance hold true in a linear 
world. To explore this we have divided students into four attendance bands: 

Below 85% attendance – 18,882 enrolments 

85% to <90% attendance – 16,281 enrolments 

90% to <95% attendance – 30,754 enrolments 

95% attendance or higher – 53,191 enrolments 

We have completed an analysis that, as ever adjusts for prior attainment and subject. What we ask 
of each of our four attendance bands is ‘to what extent does the group in question achieve similar 
grades to similarly qualified students doing similar subjects across the sixth form college sector. 

Figure 3.0 presents our analysis. If a group was to score zero or close to zero it would indicate that it 
was performing exactly in line with similarly quailed students doing the same subjects. A score above 
zero suggests the group is outperforming what would be expected. If a score is below zero it 
suggests the group is not achieving in line with national expectations. 
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Figure 3.0: Student progress by attendance band 

 

Figure 3.0 demonstrates a clear relationship between attendance and outcomes at A level. We find 
our poorest attenders are securing a grade below expectation in 50% of their subjects. At the other 
end of the scale we find those with subject attendance over 95% are outperforming expectation by 
touching a quarter of a grade. We find the gap in performance between the best attenders and the 
worst attenders is 0.70, close to three quarters of a grade difference per entry. Remember that we 
have adjusted for prior attainment and subject choice, so we have not simply identified ‘good’ 
students. What we are seeing here is the impact of student behaviours during the sixth form phase. 
If we extrapolate across a three A level programme, the typical student with attendance below 85% 
will perform at least two grades lower than a student with attendance above 95%. In competitive 
university entrance and other contexts, two grades represents a life-changing difference.  

We are, as ever, left with the question of causation. While the initial assumption might be that 
better attendance leads to better performance, perhaps the real issue is that better performance 
leads to better attendance. Those that are struggling choose not to attend. What ever the line of 
causation, and if pushed we would argue that both factors are at play, what is true is that poor 
attendance is  a really important indicator that gives pastoral teams the opportunity to respond to 
students who are encountering difficulties.  

 

Engagement 

It is hard not to argue with the importance of engagement in shaping outcomes for students. What is 
more difficult is finding a way of measuring this, and articulating to students and parents how 
engagement makes a difference.  

In this section we use completion of the extended project as a proxy for engagement. We have 
excluded from the analysis any institutions where completion of the extended project is compulsory, 
as what we wanted to look at is a group of students who choose to do something extra, and not only 
choose to do it, but complete the course. The typical student that attempts an extended project 
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qualification is better qualified than the average student. The average student that completes an 
extended project has an average GCSE score of 6.5, the average who does not attempt in has an 
average of 6.1. In part this reflects the use of the extended project by colleges with relatively well 
qualified intakes, but it is also the case that within  these institutions, it is the better qualified who 
are most likely to do the qualification. This is perhaps an opportunity missed. 

Our analysis divides students into two groups: those who complete an extended project and those 
who do not. We find 124,328 exam entries from students not taking the extended project, and 
14,528 from those completing the extended project.  Around 10% of A level entries are from 
students who have completed an extended project.  

 

Figure 3.1: A level outcomes: students completing extended project versus those not 

 

The gap is telling: a gap of 0.20 suggests that one in five entries from a student completing an 
extended project qualification secures a grade higher than entries from similarly qualified students 
who have not completed the extended project. Across a three A level programme it means that 60% 
of extended project secure a higher grade in one of their subjects. At the sharp end of university 
admissions, the majority of university applicants with an extended project outperform students with 
similar GCSEs who do not have an extended project. The extended project often has a significant 
impact in terms of offer making. Many highly selective universities will drop a grade or more in an 
offer if an A grade or higher in the extended project is secured. For those narrowly missing 
conditional offers and those in clearing the extended project often makes a positive difference.  

There are two lines of enquiry worth considering here. It could be that the outcomes here tell us 
about the sort of student that chooses to do an extended project. We might have the very definition 
of a self-selecting sample, and the outcomes reflect no more than that. The alternative line of 
argument is that doing an extended project strengthens performance in other subjects. Extended 
project students get used to protracted independent study, to what it means to research, to 
referencing, to organising and to thinking. 
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Students that complete the extended project get better grades in A level subjects than students that 
do not. We would suggest that this group provides a useful illustration of how those that push 
themselves and engage most fully in the sixth form experience advance further than those who do 
not. These students do not get good grades because they have good GCSE grades, they get better 
than expected grades because of how they approach sixth form study. The message for us is to 
consider how we foster this engagement in our own colleges and own subjects. 

 

Ambition 

In the summer of 2018, much attention was paid to the impact of unconditional offers on student 
performance. The media was full of lurid tales of how A grade students with unconditional offers 
completely lost motivation and barely scraped pass grades. Around results day, we secured a data-
set from 32 sixth form colleges of 64,299 exam entries and the offers that students were holding on 
the eve of examination results. This allowed us to find the truth behind the impact of unconditional 
offers. 

The data set we secured comprised the full set of A level exams data from 32 sixth form colleges on 
a total of 64,229 examination entries in 2018: an average of 2,007 entries per college. Of these 
entries: 

35,428 A level entries were from students holding a conditional university offer 

8,061 A level entries were from students holding an unconditional university offer 

20,732 A level entries were from students not holding any university offer – from those who 
never applied to UCAS and those who withdrew from the process without accepting an 
offer. 

It is important that any analysis in this context avoids looking simply at the A level grade profiles 
secured by these students. There may be a significant contrast in the grade profiles between these 
groups, simply because of differences in the ability of the candidates. The average GCSE score of 
those with a conditional offer is 6.4, compared to 6.1 for those holding an unconditional offer. Our 
analysis presented here focuses on the progress that students make, to examine whether there is an 
association between holding an unconditional offer and poor progress at A level. 

Note also that we have included in our analysis those not holding a university offer, which is the 
piece of the jigsaw which is almost entirely missing from the national discussion. This provides an 
important point of contrast. If we found that those holding unconditional offers made less progress 
than those not involved with the application process, it would suggest a significant harm is sustained 
by the making of an unconditional offer. 
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Figure 3.2: Student progress by offer status: 32 sixth form colleges: 2017-18 

 

 

Figure 3.2 summarises student progress in each of our groups. The table reports in terms of grades 
per entry. A score of 0.0 would suggest that they group in question makes the progress that would 
be typical of students with similar GCSE grades across the sixth form sector. A positive score would 
suggest that the group in question makes more progress than would be expected. A negative score 
suggests that the group in question makes less progress than would be expected. 

Students with conditional offers make the most progress from their GCSE starting points. Overall, 
their score of +0.18 suggests that around one in five of the grade secured by this group are above 
what would be expected. 

Students holding unconditional offers make significantly less progress than those holding conditional 
offers. They perform fractionally below the expectation for all students. 

The group that performs least well is those students who are not holding a university offer at all. 
Some of these students will have applied to UCAS and not secured any offers, others will have 
elected not to accept any of the offers made, and the majority will never have applied to university 
at all. There is a very important story underpinning this finding about the importance of ambition 
and purpose in the sixth form phase of education. 

Our data demonstrates a significant gap between those with conditional offers and unconditional 
offers. Those that have the additional challenge of specific grades to achieve go further than those 
whose place in the next phase of education is already secured. Remember the analysis reports in 
terms of grades per entry, and the typical student completes three subjects. This represents a gap of 
0.63 grades per student. Almost two-thirds of students with a conditional offer will achieve a grade 
higher in one of their A levels, when compared to students with similar GCSE grades holding an 
unconditional offer. 

We can extend this analysis by breaking the conditional offers down into three groups: Oxbridge, 
other Russell Group and other universities. Using this we can see if those holding the most 
challenging offers make the most progress from starting points. 
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Figure 3.3: student progress by university type: conditional offers only 

 

Our findings are really interesting. The more challenging the offer, the further the student 
progresses. Our typical student with an Oxbridge offer performs two grades higher than a similarly 
qualified student without an offer. Given that thee students will have a GCSE average well above 7.0, 
to outperform by this distance is no mean feat. Analysis by the Cambridge Admissions Office notes 
that Oxbridge offers are very high (typically A*AA), but the typical student that gets in to Oxbridge 
outperforms the offer, whereas those who apply that do not get offers typically perform below the 
offer threshold. Is that because Oxford and Cambridge admissions teams are exceptionally skilled at 
identifying those who will succeed at A level? No. It is because the offer itself provides a remarkable 
focus for channelling ambition. 

To develop our understanding of this area it is instructive to consider performance across the prior 
attainment spectrum. Figure 3.4 breaks the students down the students into eleven prior attainment 
bands. The average GCSE score is calculated using a scale where A*=8, A=7, B=6, C=5, D=4, E=3, etc.  

Figure 3.4 Balance of conditional and unconditional offers by prior attainment 
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In Figure 3.4 we see a clear relationship between prior attainment and the likelihood of the 
university offer you are holding being unconditional. In the top prior attainment band (7.5 to 8.0: an 
equal blend of A* and A grades or higher), 92% of the offers are conditional. At the opposite end of 
the prior attainment spectrum, the proportion of conditional offers has dropped to around two-
thirds of total offers.  

Now we have a sense of the distribution of offers across the prior attainment spectrum we can 
progress to examine the performance gap between those holding conditional and unconditional 
offers. 

Figure 3.5 Performance: Conditional versus Unconditional offers: points per A level entry by prior 
attainment 

 

Figure 3.5 uses a scale where 30 points is equal to a grade. 180 points = an A* grade, 150 points = an 
A grade, 120 points = a B grade, and so forth. We see a clear pattern: as prior attainment rises, the 
gap between conditional offers and unconditional offers gets bigger. At lower levels of prior 
attainment the gap is just two points: equal to a fifteenth of a grade per entry. At higher levels of 
prior attainment it is around eight points: those with unconditional offers are performing a quarter 
of a grade per entry below those with a conditional offer. In other words, at the top end of the 
ability range, 75% of those with an unconditional offer drop a grade. 

We see an interesting contrast here. While those at lower levels of prior attainment are most likely 
to receive an unconditional offer but the students who seem most affected by an unconditional offer 
are those at higher levels of prior attainment. 
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Conclusions and Discussion Points 

• Students holding conditional offers make substantially more progress than those holding 
unconditional offers. While the size of the gap is not as large as that suggested by some 
media outlets, students with unconditional offers perform a grade lower than those holding 
conditional offers in one out of every five subjects they attempt. 
 

• While students holding unconditional offers make less progress than those holding 
conditional offers, they in turn make more progress than those not holding a university 
offer. This is important, as it demonstrates that having an unconditional offer is not a ‘worst 
case scenario’, where students perform below all other students. We can discount the panic 
argument that unconditional offers are destroying sixth form education, but must be 
concerned about the apparent contrast in outcomes for the conditional and the 
unconditional 
 

• Some would argue that there remains a place for a well-judged unconditional offer. It could 
be argued that in an era when concerns about student mental health are acute, this practice 
represents an important reduction of unnecessary pressure placed on students 
 

• Not all unconditional offers are equal. Some are made with financial incentives to achieve 
particular grades, which will mitigate against any demotivating effect of unconditional 
offers. It could be argued that there is a widening participation effect here, with students 
accessing higher education who would otherwise be put off by the challenge of grades 
 

• We need to be very clear about here is that we need to be cautious about over-
interpretation. What we have here is evidence of an association between holding an 
unconditional offer and relatively progress on A level courses. What we can not conclude is 
the line of causation. It might be that those students who are already making less progress 
than their peers (quite reasonably) select an unconditional offer, as they believe themselves 
less likely to achieve challenging outcomes. 
 

• We ought to remember that many of the institutions giving unconditional offers are those 
who in the past gave EE offers or very low points values, so the unconditional offer is not 
fundamentally different to the offers made in previous years.  
 

• Universities differ in their enthusiasm for unconditional offers. There are a significant 
number that make no use of unconditional offers at all. We examined the proportion of firm 
choices that were unconditional at each institution: there were 24 institutions where over 
half the offers were unconditional. At one, 92% of the 250 firm offers held were 
unconditional. 
 

• The contrast in performance between those holding university offers and those not holding 
university offers is instructive. It demonstrates the important of ambition, purpose and 
motivation in shaping the outcomes for young people. There are implications here for 
teachers and pastoral colleagues in placing next steps and student futures at the heart of 
discussions about progress.  
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Chapter Four: Analysing Destinations 
Introduction 

The Department for Education has struggled for many years to produce a meaningful analysis of 
student destinations. As far back as 2003, the LSC’s ‘New Measures of Success’ promised 
destinations measures which would be out of pilot by 2008 at the latest. More than a decade on, we 
are still waiting for a reliable and meaningful measure of destinations. 

Part of the issue here is that destinations are complex. The grades people get at the end of the 
course are simple, and generating measures based on grades are relatively straightforward. There 
may be methodological decisions to be made about which students to include in a measure and how 
to weight particular outcomes, but the outcomes are known, they are known at the same time, and 
they arrive in a standard format. Destinations are far trickier. They are highly fluid, take years to 
settle, and are hard to collect. 

Despite the methodological challenges in producing a meaningful analysis of destinations, 
destinations remain of crucial importance. At a fundamental level they are important to our 
students, they are important to us as an indicator of how effective we have been, and in a more 
instrumental sense they are important to us if we wish to successfully navigate the new inspection 
framework. 

There is a way that we can collect and analyse data on destinations in a consistent way, and that is 
to examine university destinations secured through UCAS by the close of clearing in a particular year. 
It does not tell you everything that you need to know about destinations, ignoring as it does all 
students with a positive destination not involving university, and it will be of no real use in 
considering the destinations of non-level 3 students. What it does do though is give us something to 
consider about our own provision, and the short-term outcomes of the teaching and guidance 
delivered to a particular cohort.  

It strikes us that there is a gap here in the national conversation about performance in schools and 
colleges, and where there is a gap there is an opportunity: an opportunity for sixth form colleges to 
lead the way in being able to articulate the quality of what they do. Furthermore, if colleges fully 
understand how well others do, and how well they are doing, then they have a secure platform for 
improvement. This analysis can give us the opportunity to know what is normal, to know how we 
compare to normal, and consider what we might do to improve. 

Our first analysis looks at progression rates for all students completing at least two A level or 
equivalent courses in 2018. It embraces students on pure A level programmes, those on pure BTEC 
programmes and those on mixed programmes. 

These reports present two key measures of performance: 

University Progression: the percentage of students completing their courses who secure a 
university place through UCAS by the close of clearing 

Russell Group Progression: the percentage of students completing their courses who secure 
a place at a Russell Group university by the close of clearing 

At one level, our measures have been shaped by practical forces. It is necessary to collect data in a 
consistent format across many different institutions, and we are limited in how we might do this. We 
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look at university destinations secured through UCAS as this data is clearly defined, within a time 
limited cycle, and with clear institutional definitions. Combining this with data about the students 
completing programmes of study in sixth form colleges give us a sound basis for analysis. 

Beyond practical considerations, there are other methodological concerns. We need to present 
measures which are meaningful, within this context of what can be collected consistently. Our 
University Progression measure captures something that has meaning. It is not perfect, as it does not 
capture those taking gap years, or those progressing to apprenticeships, employment or other 
entirely valid destinations, but it does enable colleges to start asking the question ‘why’ as they are 
able to glimpse the extent to which their progression rates vary from what is typical. The Russell 
Group progression measure is particularly interesting, as it provides a far more defined sense of 
performance, in that the Russell Group tends to recruit from a limited range of students, with much 
narrower outcomes at both GCSE and A level. Again, it is not to say that there are not other, equally 
excellent destinations for highly qualified ambitious students: indeed some of the most sought after 
universities in the country are not in the Russell Group, and certain universities excel in particular 
subjects. However, if a college is not getting students to the Russell Group in the number that would 
be expected of colleges dealing with similar profiles of students, then it needs to know about it; it 
needs to know what the gaps means in terms of numbers of students; it needs to explore the 
possible factors influencing the size of the gap.  

It might be that the entirety of the gap relates to exceptional performance in getting students into 
conservatoires, or they have developed a very strong relationship with a selective, local university 
that does not happen to be in the Russell Group. It might be there is a local highly reputable business 
offering degree apprenticeships. The Russell Group measure is far less sensitive to these local 
conditions than the university measure, as we are typically dealing with students with high levels of 
prior attainment who are prepared to travel. If a college has a Russell Group progression rate well 
below what would be expected, it is telling us something highly meaningful about ambition, 
guidance and support in that institution. There is a more practical issue here. Imagine a college has a 
low university progression rate, but when analysing this discovers that a year later, many ex-
students have applied through UCAS and one year on it actually has a buoyant progression rate. One 
could argue it is a non issue – the students get to university eventually. But what is the cost to the 
institution of supporting students to apply to UCAS in the year after they have left? Surely it would 
be more helpful to generate deferred entry applications from these students during their upper sixth 
year, when the tutorial provision is available to support them. 

Our analysis also includes a detailed equality and diversity analysis. Here we introduce a new form of 
analysis called POLAR analysis (Participation Of Local AReas). POLAR is used by universities to 
analyse patterns of recruitment. In essence, neighbourhoods are divided into five different quintiles 
according to levels of university progression. POLAR 1 is the quintile with the lowest rates of 
progression; POLAR 5 is that with the highest level of progression. Universities often focus their 
outreach work on students from the POLAR 1 quintile. This provides a highly sophisticated basis for 
considering patterns of progression to a particular institution. We can switch this round, and use 
POLAR analysis to examine rates of progression from a particular institution. Colleges can use this 
analysis to identify levels of progression from areas that historically have low levels of progression. If 
we deepen our understanding of this area it provides a real opportunity to shape focused 
intervention, and produce informed widening participation projects.  
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National patterns of performance 

Our analysis draws on destinations data regarding some 67,110 students across 84 sixth form 
colleges. The analysis has selected all students completing a minimum of two A levels, or an 
equivalent width of BTEC or CTEC qualifications in sixth form colleges in 2017-18. In all, 58% of the 
students in our sample secured a place at university by the close of clearing. Remember that these 
are figures for secured destinations: many students will have intended university destinations but 
have long planned to take a gap year. Others who may not have been intending to progress to 
university will see their intentions crystallise in the year following the end of sixth form study. If one 
measured destinations a full year after the end of sixth form, a rather fuller picture of progression 
would emerge. Figure 4.0 looks at rates of university progression across the ability range.  

Figure 4.0: University destinations by prior attainment band 

 

 

In Figure 4.0 we see that there is a clear relationship between prior attainment and university 
progression. Note that even in the lowest prior attainment, comprising those students averaging 
below a D at GCSE, touching a third of students secure a university place.  

Figure 4.0 includes students on a range of different pathways. To develop our understanding of rates 
of progression we have divided students into three curriculum routes: 

Route A – a pure A level programme: these students completed at least two A level 
qualifications in Summer 2018, but completed no applied general qualifications. There are 
38,512 students in this category. 

Route B – a mixed A level /applied general programme: these students completed a mix of A 
level and BTEC or CTEC qualifications of a width equivalent to at least two A levels. There are 
9,582 students in this category 

Route C – a pure applied general programme: these students completed a BTEC or CTEC 
programme of equivalent width to two A levels or more. These are almost exclusively 
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students completing diploma or extended diploma qualifications. There are 19,016 students 
in this category 

 

Figure 4.1: Destinations analysis: Level 3 routes by prior attainment (completers only) 

 

Figure 4.1 shows us how student programmes vary by prior attainment. The vast majority of 
students with an average GCSE score below 4.7 completing study programmes are following pure 
applied general routes. For student with average GCSE scores of 6.4 or higher, well over 90% are 
following pure A level programmes. Mixed programmes remain a minority pursuit and are clustered 
in the prior attainment range 4.7 to 6.1. Note how few students with an average GCSE score above 
5.8 pursue a full applied general programme: indeed with average GCSE scores above 6.7, there are 
only 100 students on a pure applied general route. 

Now we have defined various pathways through level 3 study, we can examine the relative rates of 
university progression through the three routes. Figure 4.2 looks at the proportion of students in 
each band securing a university destination by the close of clearing. 
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Figure 4.2: university progression by curriculum pathway 

 

The contrasts in performance are interesting. Across the ability range, students following pure 
applied general courses progress to university in smaller proportions than equally qualified peers 
pursuing A level or mixed programmes. This is perhaps to be expected, as these students have 
already made a relatively vocational decision. Figure 4.3 expresses this same data in a line graph. 

Figure 4.3: university progression by curriculum pathway 

 

With average GCSE scores above 5.5, students progress to university from the A level pathway in 
significantly greater number than those on other routes. With average GCSE scores below 5.5, 
students are most likely to progress to higher education from the mixed programme route. 
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So what can we conclude so far? Firstly, university progression is lower than might be assumed. 
Overall, 58% of students had a secured university destination by the close of clearing. Partly this 
reflects the fact that many students apply to higher education in the year following the end of their 
sixth form studies. It also reflects how sixth form colleges have developed their applied general 
provision in recent years. Of our 67,110 students at the end of sixth form study, 57% of them had 
followed a pure A level programme, 14% had followed a mixed programme and 28% had followed a 
pure applied general route.  

Secondly, we know that progression to university varies by curriculum pathway. Overall, 68% of 
students on pure A level programmes progress to university, compared to 57% of those on mixed 
programmes, and 38% of those on applied general programmes.  

Thirdly, it is evident that your likelihood of going to university is crucially shaped by prior attainment. 
By extension, the progression rate from individual institutions is shaped by the prior attainment 
profiles of the students they serve. Any proper analysis of the performance of individual institutions 
must take the prior attainment profile of students and their curriculum routes into account.  

Figure 4.4 repeats the analysis but narrows down progression to those students securing a place at a 
Russell Group university. 

Figure 4.4: Russell Group progression by prior attainment and qualification route 

 

Progression rates to Russell Group universities are, as one might expect, very low except with 
students with average GCSE profiles above 6.1. Of the 9,237 students securing places at the Russell 
Group, 8,270 (89.5%) were on pure A level programmes, and only 520 (5.6%) on pure applied 
general programmes. 
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Equality and Diversity Analysis 

For colleges to develop a deep understanding in this area, we need to consider what equality and 
diversity monitoring might look like. We know that female rates of participation at university are 
higher than those of males, and it might be that this level of participation at university is shaped by 
levels of participation at A level. To analyse performance in terms of widening participation, we 
introduce a sophisticated form of analysis which focuses specifically on university access. 

When universities look at widening participation they use a system called POLAR: Participation Of 
Local Areas. The background analysis that POLAR builds on is an analysis of university participation 
across each district in the country. Each district is allocated to a POLAR quintile. Quintile 1 represents 
the 20% of local areas with the lowest levels of participation in higher education. Much outreach 
provision (such as Cambridge’s HE+ programme) seeks to target students in POLAR 1. Full account of 
the POLAR methodology is available online 2. 

Universities use POLAR analysis to look at who arrives at university. We can use the data to do 
something rather more useful. Not only can we analyse our provision to see how students are 
progressing from each quintile, but we can also profile our students on entry and use this to target 
our efforts to raise participation amongst hitherto underrepresented groups. 

In this context POLAR provides a far superior analysis to IMD or IDACI analysis (which looks at 
income) in that it identifies students from communities which may lack the support structures to 
support university applications. The French Sociologist Raymond Boudon developed a theory of 
educational performance which became known as positional theory. He argued that your current 
position in society (and that of your parents) was crucial in shaping life chances. He suggested that it 
was very challenging for young people to deviate from the expectations and ‘normality’ of those 
around them. If in your community almost everyone goes to university then it is highly likely that 
you will follow that normality. To do otherwise would be deviant. In areas of low participation, to 
decide to apply to university is deviant. In this way, patterns of inequality are repeated across 
generations. Using POLAR, we can identify exactly those students who are less likely to progress to 
university and might need additional support to shape their ambitions, understand the financial 
implications of university study, and complete their applications. Using POLAR, colleges can identify 
these students at enrolment. 

When POLAR analysis was first developed, it found extraordinary contrasts in HE participation. In the 
most advantaged quintile, students were more than five times more likely to go to university than 
those in the least advantaged quintile. Within towns, they found remarkable neighbourhood 
divisions, with some areas having almost no one going to university sitting next to those with very 
high levels of progression. The POLAR team’s work from 1994 to 2000 found that these inequalities 
persist over time. 

POLAR analysis reveals remarkable contrasts in participation across different districts. We can get a 
sense of how POLAR works by looking at a particular area. Figure 4.5 looks at Southampton. 

 

 

                                                           
2https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20100303153555/http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2005/05_
03/  

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20100303153555/http:/www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2005/05_03/
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20100303153555/http:/www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2005/05_03/
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Figure 4.5: POLAR districts, Southampton 

 

In some areas of Southampton, participation is high. These POLAR 5 areas are shown in blue, 
towards the top middle of Figure 4.5. The POLAR 5 areas (Around Southampton Common) are cheek 
by jowl with areas with the lowest participation. Note hoe the east of the city is characterised by low 
levels of progression to university. The blue areas are POLAR 5, with the highest levels of 
participation. The reddish hues of Polar 1 and 2 dominate significant portions of the city.  

Figure 4.6: POLAR districts, Winchester 
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Figure 4.6 looks at Winchester, and presents a rather different set of local circumstances.  
Winchester is dominated by the blue of POLAR 5, with just two areas not in the top quintile. In 
central Winchester participation rates are as high as 90%. In Stanmore (the only bit of Winchester in 
Polar 2), the participation rate is below 30%.  

What this suggests is that the POLAR context a college is operating in will have a significant impact 
on progression rates, and that a really powerful analysis of performance at a college will examine the 
five POLAR quintiles. 

The equality and diversity analysis that follows presents an analysis of progression by POLAR quintile 
alongside gender, ethnicity, prior attainment bands, free college meals status and POLAR quintile. It 
is this information that tells us what is normal nationally for these groups, and will help colleges to 
consider their own performance with these groups.  

Figures 4.7 to 4.10 work through performance in each of our equality and diversity categories. For 
each category an analysis is completed of progression to university in general (represented by the 
black bars) and progression to the Russell Group (represented by the red bars). It is a value added 
analysis. If the group performs exactly in line with all students with similar GCSE profiles, the score is 
Zero. If a group performs particularly well, the bar will extend above the zero line, if performance is 
worse than would be expected of similarly qualified students nationally the bar will extend below 
the zero line. When examining progression to the Russell Group it should be remembered that 
overall progression is 13.8%. A difference of one or two percent is actually represents quite a 
substantial difference. 

 

Figure 4.7: Performance by equality and diversity category: all curriculum routes 

 

Figure 4.7 reveals some interesting features in the data. Male students are less likely to go to 
university that similarly qualified female students, but are more likely to go to the Russell Group. 
Students from a black or minority ethnic background are significantly more likely to go to university 
than their peers, but (only) equally likely to go to the Russell Group. Students from a free college 
meals background are more likely to go to university than other students. Perhaps the most 
interesting feature though is found when we get to the POLAR analysis, and that feature is, so to 
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speak, the absence of significant features. For all five POLAR quintiles, performance by each measure 
is with 2 percent of the zero line. Curiously, we find that the group that is least likely to progress to 
university are those in POLAR 5 neighbourhoods. We suspect this group is more likely to choose a 
gap year before progressing in time to university. Where there is a difference, and it is a relatively 
small one, is the proportion of students going to Russell Group universities from POLAR 1 and 2 and 
POLAR 5 backgrounds. It is only a 2% gap in terms of percentage points, but given that progression 
to the Russell Group is relatively uncommon, this represents a 14% gap in performance between the 
POLAR extremes. This is the same size Russell Group gap we find with gender. 

There are then conclusions we can draw about fostering ambition among female students and about 
encouraging those from POLAR 1 backgrounds to apply for more competitive institutions, and it will 
be interesting to see how these features play out in individual colleges. There is however something 
of a puzzle here. Universities find huge contrasts in recruitment from POLAR 1 and POLAR 5 
backgrounds: how is it that we don’t find significant differences in progression rates? The answer, 
we will find below, is all about performance aged sixteen and patterns of progression to sixth form 
colleges. 

Figures 4.8 to 4.10 repeat the analysis for each of the curriculum pathways 

Figure 4.8: Performance by equality and diversity category: A level only 

 

 

At A level, we again find that we need to do something to encourage female participation in 
competitive university entrance, and find white students significantly less likely to proceed than 
black and minority ethnic peers. We do find a more pronounced POLAR gap at A level, suggesting 
those students with postcodes in POLAR 1 neighbourhoods are around 30% less likely to secure a 
place at Russell Group universities. While this is only a gap of 4 percentage points, when the 
proportion of students accessing Russell Group universities nationally is factored into account this 
means that POLAR 1 students are 30% less likely than POLAR 5 peers to secure a place. 
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Figure 4.9: Performance by equality and diversity category: Mixed programmes 

 

 

Figure 4.10: Performance by equality and diversity category: Pure applied general programmes 

 

 

Our final analysis exploring equality and diversity looks at the composition of the student body 
completing level 3 programme in 2017-18. It reveals something telling about participation, 
particularly in terms of gender and in terms of POLAR quintiles. We find that only 45% of the student 
body is male, which means there are five females for every four males in the sector. In the POLAR 1 
quintile, we find 9,687 students. Given that we have 67,110 students in our analysis, and 20% of 18 
year olds are found in each quintile, we should expect 16,777 students to be drawn from the POLAR 
1 quintile. We find only 57% of the students we would expect. In the POLAR 4 and 5 quintiles we find 
more students than would be expected. Given that 12% of students in this age group are educated in 
independent schools, and that these students are disproportionately drawn from POLAR 4 and 
POLAR 5, participation in these quintiles is remarkably high. 
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Figure 4.11: cohort composition by equality and diversity category 

 

 

Figure 4.11 looks at participation overall across all routes, but there is a further analysis we can do 
analysing the composition of the student body by POLAR quintile. Figure 4.12 breaks down each of 
the POLAR quintiles, looking at the number of students in each of eleven prior attainment bands. 
Note how few students from a POLAR 1 background have high average GCSE scores.   

 

Figure 4.12: composition of the class of 2018, by prior attainment and POLAR quintile 

 Polar 1 Polar 2 Polar 3 Polar 4 Polar 5 

7.5-<8.0 152 307 380 605 1068 

7.0-<7.5 491 722 828 1299 1815 

6.7-<7.0 430 593 762 908 1249 

6.4-<6.7 650 882 1008 1389 1632 

6.1-<6.4 886 1203 1253 1630 1810 

5.8-<6.1 1032 1302 1306 1786 1808 

5.5-<5.8 1215 1352 1506 1908 1827 

5.2-<5.5 1248 1332 1494 1806 1623 

4.7-<5.2 1799 1895 2073 2731 1925 

4.0-<4.7 1312 1279 1568 2126 1247 

0.0-<4.0 472 392 491 820 404 
 

Figure 4.13 restructures this data to draw out the percentage of each POLAR quintile is in each prior 
attainment band. If we look at POLAR 5, we find that 17.6% of students have an average GCSE score 
above 7.0 (a straight A average or higher). In POLAR 1, just 6.7% of students have this level of 
achievement at GCSE. We are beginning to see that the heart of the POLAR problem is not really 
about what happens aged 16-18, it is fundamentally about what happens in schools, what happens 
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in the schools that serve POLAR 1 communities, and the family resources pupils in POLAR 1 
communities have to draw on. 

Figure 4.13: composition of the class of 2018, by prior attainment and POLAR quintile 

 

Figure 4.14 presents the final piece of the jigsaw, looking at the proportion of student in each POLAR 
quartile in each prior attainment band who follow a pure A level programme. In every band we find 
that students from POLAR 5 are more likely to be pursuing an A level programme than similarly 
qualified students in POLAR 1. It is worth pausing to speculate why this might be the case. Perhaps it 
reflects a lack of self confidence in the POLAR 1 population, perhaps colleges that draw heavily on 
POLAR 1 communities tend to offer more wide-ranging applied general provision, but perhaps it 
reflects a failure to challenge low aspirations, and there is something we might consider here.   

Figure 4.14: proportion of students on pure A level programmes, by average GCSE band and POLAR 
quartile 

-  Polar 1 Polar 2 Polar 3 Polar 4 Polar 5 

7.5-<8.0 97.4 98.4 99.5 99.2 98.8 

7.0-<7.5 95.1 96.5 96.7 97.8 97.2 

6.7-<7.0 91.9 92.6 92.3 93.1 94.8 

6.4-<6.7 87.1 88.8 89.4 89.1 91.5 

6.1-<6.4 78.2 80.8 80.0 82.7 86.5 

5.8-<6.1 72.1 73.3 72.0 73.1 74.1 

5.5-<5.8 58.9 60.1 56.8 56.8 62.5 

5.2-<5.5 44.2 47.4 43.2 42.6 46.3 

4.7-<5.2 26.2 25.5 26.1 25.1 30.1 

4.0-<4.7 10.6 8.8 9.2 7.2 10.7 

0.0-<4.0 4.4 2.6 1.0 2.1 1.7 
 

The combined effect of all this, is that 50% of students from a POLAR 1 backgrounds or on pure A 
level programmes while 50% are on applied general or mixed programmes. For POLAR 5, the ratio is 
67:33. To put it another way. In POLAR 5, for every student doing an applied general or mixed 
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programme, there are two doing A levels. In POLAR 1, for every student on An applied general or 
mixed programme there is just one doing A levels. 

Let us draw together some key features: firstly, students from POLAR 1 districts get lower grades at 
GCSE than those from POLAR 5. They are more likely to find themselves with the sort of GCSE profile 
that tends to prompt guidance towards applied general or mixed programmes. But beyond that 
there is a subtle effect: at sixth form colleges, in each prior attainment band, a higher proportion of 
POLAR 1 students than POLAR 5 students are put on applied general courses. That should give all 
colleges pause for thought. The main part of the story may be taking place in schools but this is an 
area where we have a contribution to make. 

One way of approaching this might be to identify POLAR 1 students on application, and make a 
particular effort to convert them. The work done by the Behavioural Insights Team might provide a 
model of action here: Identify the POLAR 1 students on application, attach a buddy with them to 
support them through application and induction, and work on aspirations from the very first 
guidance interview. One suspects that these students are currently relatively unlikely to take up 
places at sixth form colleges, so it may well be a win-win situation, allowing colleges the opportunity 
for growth, and allowing students to access a high quality sixth form education.  

At the start of this chapter, when we introduced POLAR analysis, we mentioned how many 
universities use it to shape their outreach work. Our analysis here suggests that they may well be 
missing the point. If they genuinely want to improve recruitment from POLAR 1, they need to focus 
their efforts earlier in the education system. 

 

Key Findings 

• Overall, 58% of students completing level 3 programmes of study at sixth form colleges in 
2018 secured a place at university by the close of clearning. (Figure 4.0) 
 

• There is a clear relationship between prior attainment and the likelihood of progressing to 
university. (Figures 4.0 and 4.3) 
 

• With average GCSE scores above 5.5, students progress to university in greater number than 
those on other routes. With average GCSE scores below 5.5, students are most likely to 
progress from a mixed A level / applied general route (Figure 4.3) 
 

• Male students are less likely to progress to university than female students with similar prior 
attainment. However, they are more likely to progress to Russell Group universities. (Figure 
4.7) 
 

• Students from a black or minority ethnic background are significantly more likely to progress 
to university than those from white backgrounds (Figure 4.7) 
 

• Students from the five POLAR quintiles progress to university in reasonably similar 
proportions. There is however a significant difference in progression rates to Russell Group 
universities between POLAR 1 and POLAR 5 students (Figure 4.7 to 4.10) 
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• Students from a POLAR 1 background are under-represented in sixth form colleges. If all 
quintiles were equally represented we would expect 16,777 students from a POLAR 1 
background, but there are only 9,687 from the POLAR 1 quintile in our sample (Figure 4.11) 
 

• Students from a POLAR 1 background have significantly lower GCSE profiles than those from 
POLAR 5 backgrounds (Figure 4.12) 
 

• Compared to students with similar GCSE profiles, students from POLAR 1 backgrounds are 
less likely to be placed on pure A level programmes. (Figure 4.14) 
 

• University outreach programmes focusing on POLAR 1 students may be of limited 
effectiveness, given that POLAR 1 students are significantly underrepresented in sixth form 
colleges. A more significant issue is the access to high quality participation post 16. 
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Chapter Five: Saving General Applied 
Applied general qualifications are important to sixth form colleges: colleges offer some 130 different 
applied general qualifications at level three in as many different subject areas as are offered at A 
level. They are also important to students. While many in the sector would be able to advance an 
impassioned argument in support of applied generals, evidence of the importance of the applied 
general route beyond student testimonials and anecdote is in somewhat shorter supply. In this 
chapter, we seek to provide the evidence that is currently missing from this discourse. 

In focusing on performance in applied general qualifications, we examine performance on three 
different routes through level three study. Our routes are, frankly, the routes that the Department 
for Education should have used in developing its retention analysis for the performance tables. 
While the Department gets caught up in identifying ‘core learning aims’ and seeing whether people 
get to the end of the core learning aim, we do something much more obvious and much closer to 
the student experience: we separate those students who are on a pure A level programme, those on 
a pure applied general programme, and those on a blend of the two qualification types. 

Our analysis focuses on three things: what students are studying, whether they get to the end of a 
two year programme of study, and whether they achieve a ‘full’ level three outcome: defined here 
are achieving all element of a programme of equal width to three A level subjects. As ever, we use 
prior attainment as our starting point for analysis, as it is only when we compare like with like that 
we get a clear sense of what is important. 

In developing a data-set, we have drawn on data from those institutions where we have a full set of 
data for both 2016-17 and 2017-18. We have also used the 2015-16 data to provide a means of 
excluding those students who were on level 3 programmes the previous year. In all, our data-set 
comprises 64,526 students starting a study programme on one of these three routes in September 
2016. The analysis focuses on those students starting a programme of equivalent width to three A 
level subjects or more.  

Figure 5.0 examines the prior attainment profile of the students: 

Figure 5.0 Students starting level three programmes at sixth form colleges: Sept 2016  
 

Indicative profile of GCSE grades Students Percentage 

0.0-<4.0 Averaging below a D grade at GCSE 1699 2.6 
4.0-<4.7 From straight Grade Ds at GCSE up to a seven C / three D blend 6253 9.7 
4.7-<5.2 Around a Grade C average 10117 15.7 
5.2-<5.5 From an eight C grade / two grade B mix up to an equal grade B and C blend 7533 11.7 
5.5-<5.8 From an equal blend of B and C grades up to an eight B / two C blend 7967 12.3 
5.8-<6.1 Around a Grade B average 7343 11.4 
6.1-<6.4 From just above a straight grade B profile up to six B / four A profile 6728 10.4 
6.4-<6.7 Around an equal blend of A and B grades  5539 8.6 
6.7-<7.0 Approaching a Grade A average 3862 6.0 
7.0-<7.5 Straight A grades up to an equal blend of A and A* grades 5024 7.8 
7.5-<8.0 An equal blend of A* and A grades or higher 2461 3.8 
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The prior attainment profile becomes more interesting when we separate these students out into 
three different curriculum routes. The pure A level route contains those students starting at least 
three AS or A level qualifications and no applied general qualifications.  

Figure 5.1: Students starting level three programmes by curriculum route: Sept 2016 

 Number of sixth 
form colleges 

Number of 
students 

Proportion of 
Provision 

Average 
GCSE score 

A level 82 41,031 63.6% 6.2 
Mixed 76 11,999 18.6% 5.3 
Applied General 75 11,496 17.8% 4.7 

 

Figure 5.1 provides us with some useful summary information. Of the 82 sixth form colleges in our 
analysis, all do A level and 76 offer some applied general provision, and all that offer applied general 
qualifications have some students on mixed programmes. Around 82% of students follow a 
programme with some A level content. Note how the average GCSE score varies by course route. 
While the average GCSE score for all students is 5.7, for pure A level programmes it is 6.2, for applied 
general courses it is 4.7, and for mixed courses, it is 5.0.  

Figure 5.2 looks at the number of students on each curriculum pathway. 

Figure 5.2: Curriculum pathways by prior attainment (2016-18 Cohort) 
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5.8-
<6.1 

6.1-
<6.4 

6.4-
<6.7 

6.7-
<7.0 

7.0-
<7.5 

7.5-
<8.0 

A level 77 871 3412 3993 5222 5742 5802 5027 3629 4860 2415 
Mixed 217 1719 3583 2364 1940 1245 739 440 209 149 41 
App Gen 1562 4270 4039 1608 1091 505 266 111 37 19 6 
All 1856 6860 11034 7965 8253 7492 6807 5578 3875 5028 2462 

 

Figure 5.3 takes the data from Figure 5.2 and expresses it graphically. Note the contrasts in 
composition at different levels of prior attainment with the extremes being dominated by the pure A 
level and pure applied general route.  
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Figure 5.3: Curriculum pathways by prior attainment (2016-18 Cohort) 

 

Figures 5.4 to 5.6 look at each of the curriculum pathways and examine the make-up of the cohort 
on each route. 

Figure 5.4: Prior attainment distribution (A level) (2016-18 Cohort) 

 

With the A level cohort we find that only 10% or learners have an average GCSE score below 5.2. 
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Figure 5.5: Prior attainment distribution (Mixed programmes) (2016-18 Cohort) 

 

While the A level analysis saw relatively few learners with average GCSE scores below 5.2, on mixed 
programmes, some 43% of learners are found in these bottom three bands. Only 12% of the 
students on mixed programmes have an average GCSE score of 6.4 or higher. 

Figure 5.6: Prior attainment distribution (Applied general programmes) (2016-18 Cohort) 

 

With applied general, we find an even stronger concentration of students at relatively low levels of 
prior attainment, with almost 70% percent of learners found in the lowest three bands. Figure 5.7 
draws these together and enables us to get a sense of the constituency for each qualification route. 
For students with relatively low levels of prior attainment, a pure applied general programme is the 
most common curriculum route. At the top end of the prior attainment range we find an almost 
exclusively pure A level offer. Mixed programmes occupy a place in the middle, used by colleges as a 
way of building resilience into student programmes of those students averaging between a B and a C 
at GCSE. 
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In this context the sheer ambition of any attempt to replace applied general qualification with T 
levels become clear. The scale of the use of applied general qualifications perhaps suggests that we 
might mean foolishness rather than ambition. If we took just the three bottom prior attainment 
bands, and decreed that all students above this level of prior attainment should be on pure A level 
programmes, and all those below it should be on T levels,  we would be looking at finding 19,750 
substantial work experience placements in sixth form colleges alone. 

 

Figure 5.7: Curriculum pathways by prior attainment (2016-18 Cohort) 

 

We have thus far established that applied general provision makes up a substantial part of the work 
of sixth form colleges, and that these students seem to be clustered in relatively low prior 
attainment bands. What we really need to establish is how effective these applied general and 
mixed routes are. 

Our first analysis of performance focuses on retention. In this instance we have counted retention as 
completing any course in the summer of the upper sixth year. In other words, staying two full 
academic years at a particular college. 
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Figure 5.8 Retention measured by completing at least one course in the summer of the upper sixth 
year (2016-18 cohort) by curriculum route 

 

Figure 5.8 compares retention by the three curriculum routes. If we start with A level, we find a clear 
relationship between prior attainment and retention. As prior attainment rises, so too does 
retention: from 75% in the 4.7-5.2 band, up to 98% in the 7.5-8.0 band. Mixed programmes follow a 
relatively similar trajectory, but note how retention is actually stronger on mixed programme below 
5.8, whereas A level is the slightly stronger route above this point. Retention on pure applied general 
routes is the highest in the bottom three bands, but hovers just south of 80% at average GCSE scores 
of 5.2 or above. This is interesting as it suggests that lasting the course on applied general 
qualifications is not particularly linked to prior attainment. Our evidence so far is that the best route 
for students in the bottom three bands is a pure applied general programme, but that students 
benefit from having some applied general in their programme of study up to around a 5.8 GCSE 
average. 

The overall relationship with prior attainment is interesting, as it once again reveals the paucity of 
any approach which tries to compare performance to a simple national average. Our colleges do not 
deal with ‘average’ students. They deal with a range of students from different backgrounds and 
endeavour to develop curriculum routes to suit their learners. Measures such as the performance 
tables retention measures, and the ESFA’s QAR analysis, can never provide an adequate picture of 
performance to inform the public or Ofsted’s risk assessment process. 

Figure 5.9 continues this analysis looking at the proportion of students in each band on each route 
who successfully achieve three or more A levels worth of qualification. The securing three A levels or 
equivalent, is a deliberately tough, but particularly meaningful measure. It is uncompromising in that 
a chunk of students will leave having achieved two A levels or equivalent and have an entirely 
positive destination, but will not gain credit by this measure. However, if we are to measure the 
effectiveness of a route, we ought to start be examining the extent to which students achieve the 
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standard width of level 3 outcome. It requires students to pass all of their three A levels, or to 
assemble positive outcomes across all elements of an applied general or mixed programme. It is 
perhaps too easy to allow students to drop to a two A level or equivalent programme. This measure 
rewards those that do not.  

 

Figure 5.9 Attaining three A level passes or passes of equivalent width 

 

In Figure 5.9 we find that for average GCSE scores below 5.8, the strongest route is applied general 
in term of acquiring a breadth of achievement equal to three A levels. Far from calling in to question 
the future of the applied general route, the Department for Education should perhaps be insisting on 
it, as part of any comprehensive offer for 16-18 year olds. Above 5.8, the A level route is strongest. 
Mixed programmes are similarly successful to pure A level programme, but at average GCSE scores 
below 5.8, they are a stronger route than A level by around five percentage points. Indeed, 
outcomes pivot at around 5.8, and the A level route outperforms the mixed route by (again) around 
five percentage points. In the bottom two bands students starting an A level programme have a less 
than 50:50 chance of success. In an applied general route, a student’s chance of success by this 
measure is 70%. Note how outcomes on applied general qualifications are similar across the ability 
range, suggesting that there is little relationship between the ability to secure grades at GCSE and 
the likelihood of passing an applied general qualification. If we conducted the analysis here though 
we would find a clear relationship between attainment at GCSE and the likelihood of securing a 
Distinction or Distinction* grade.  

We can also at this point return to some data we presented in our chapter on destinations, and 
remind ourselves of the relative success of the various routes in securing university destinations. 
Figure 5.10 does just that.  
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Figure 5.10: university progression by curriculum pathway completers only (see Figure 4.3 above) 

 

Figure 5.10 is based on a different data-set to the rest of the analysis in this chapter as it is not part 
of the 2016-18 cohort analysis: it simply looks at those students who completed the various routes 
in the summer of 2018 and examines whether they secured university places.  

We see that applied general is the least positive route when it comes to university progression, but 
we really should not be surprised or indeed concerned about this. These are students who have 
deliberately chosen a vocational route, and students who have reached the end of the course. We 
have seen that retention is far superior on an applied general route at lower levels of prior 
attainment.  Mixed programme are actually the strongest route for students below 5.5 (an equal 
blend of B and C grades or lower). For students with an average GCSE score above 5.5, A level 
provides the strongest route for university progression. 

One way of reading this data, and I would suggest a powerful one, is to argue that what we are 
seeing here is pretty clear roles for applied general and mixed programmes of study. For students 
with relatively low GCSE scores, applied general qualifications strengthen programmes that mainly 
consist of A levels. Mixed economy programmes allow more to progress to university, where 
assessment will embrace both coursework and examined models, just like a mixed programme does. 
Pure Applied general qualifications have a clear role for students averaging around a C at GCSE or 
lower. Perhaps what is interesting here is that these are the routes that colleges have developed, 
without any grand government initiative telling them to. 

There is a question that we are unable to address here, and that is what happens to these students 
once they get to university. Consider the 4.0 to 4.7 band for applied general students. Most of these 
students have more D grades than C grades at GCSE: indeed many of them have fewer than five 
GCSE passes, but more than a third of the students in each band are gaining places at university. 
They have gained these through performance on courses rooted in continuous assessment: 
understanding tasks, working to a brief and then refining work according to feedback. It would be 
intriguing to know how well they fare in a university context in the absence of the structures that 
have enabled then to be so successful in at level 3.   
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This is not of course to suggest that the applied general route is not without its problems. The 
rampant grade inflation over the last decade has reduced credibility and currency, and fuelled the 
calls for a review into this area. A sensibly managed migration to the new qualifications has a lot to 
recommend it. 
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Chapter Six: Models of tutoring 
One thing that separates sixth form colleges from 11-18 schools is the freedom to develop systems 
without the need to consider the competing needs of an 11-16 curriculum. This may find its 
expression in greater flexibility regarding timetables, curriculum delivery and support. This chapter 
aims to provide some groundwork on tutoring, exploring the extent to which particular models are 
in use across the sector, and offering some comment on the relative effectiveness of these models in 
terms of student outcomes. 

We asked colleges to categorise their approach to tutoring according to the following classification: 

Model A - Traditional: all teachers are tutor to a group of students 
 
Model B - Super tutor: a dedicated group of teachers provide tutoring to significant numbers 
of students; other teachers are not tutors 
 
Model C - Adjusted super tutor: a dedicated group of tutors who are not on teaching 
contracts provide tutoring. Teachers are not tutors 
 
Model D - Other: a tutoring arrangement that is not covered by options A, B or C 

 

Figure 6.0: Models of tutoring 2018-19 

 

We find that the model adopted by more colleges than any other model was model C: the adjusted 
super tutor model. Colleges were also asked if they had any plans to change the model of tutoring in 
the near future. When they did, it was almost always model C that people were planning to move to. 
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Figure 6.0 does disguise significant variation within each of the models. Within the analysis, people 
noted approaches where: 

• Everyone does some tutoring, but there are no ‘tutor groups’ 
• Differentiated tutoring – students allocated to tutor groups by prior attainment 
• Differentiated tutoring – academic and vocational provision having different tutorial models 
• Differentiated tutoring – tutoring stratified according to intended destination 
• Blended approaches – either a deliberate mix of different models or a slow implementation 

of a B or C model (replacing Model A as resources allowed), or a mid-way switch model 
where the lower sixth was using a new methodology and the upper sixth seeing through the 
old 

• The ‘Supercharged A’ model, where teachers have a tutor group, but there is an attempt to 
ensure that people are teaching who they are tutoring, to consolidate the advantage. 

• The one year model – where you get a new tutor for the upper sixth. 
• The alternating model, with tutorial one week and some other form of enrichment or 

religious education in the other week.  

It is somewhat informative to understand the extent to which various model are in operation, but 
the other element missing from our understanding is whether outcomes vary according to the 
model adopted. The main motivating factors behind selecting a Model C approach with professional 
tutors paid outside the teaching pay framework seem to be either one of consistency or one of 
economy. There will clearly be many confounding variables at work here, but we can ask the 
question as to whether there are any differences in outcomes at colleges following the various 
routes. 

Figure 6.1 looks at just that.  

Figure 6.1: Models of tutoring: student progress 

 

We find that there is virtually no difference between outcomes at Model A and Model C colleges. 
One might interpret that the perceived improvements in terms of consistency may be somewhat 
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trivial, but it might suggest that the economic benefits of moving to a Model C approach are not 
compromised by an associated drop in performance.  

We ought to mention also the success of the Model B approach which has a clear advantage over 
the other models. It is, as some principals will tell you, a very expensive model: the ‘super tutors’ are 
typically paid a management allowance. There is a link between some of the key colleges using this 
model, and that is a model of tutoring advanced by Kevin Conway (the former Principal of 
Greenhead College and founder of the Alps value added model), in the late 1990s . It may just be 
coincidence, but there is something about the priority he placed on tutoring and professionalising 
the tutor role that may well explain the success of these institutions. 

Let us broaden our field of vision here by exploring some other measures of performance. The 
advantage that the six dimensions model has over all other models of value added is that it has data 
about all the students who start course. In possession of this data, we can build a picture of the 
students who start programmes of study in a particular year and examine how they progress over 
two years. We use this data-set to produce our programmes of study analysis of ‘whole student’ 
performance. Of course, if we can examine performance in individual colleges over two years we can 
group colleges by particular characteristics and examine how well they perform. Figure 6.2 presents 
three different measure of retention: completing year one, starting year two, and completing year 
two. It is, as ever, a value added analysis which has adjusted expected levels of performance 
according to the prior attainment profile of the students involved. A score of 0.0 would suggest that 
the expected number of students had been retained. We see that there is a contrast in outcomes 
between the models. Some retain more students than would be expected, others fewer. Both 
Figures 6.2 and 6.3 report in terms of percentages. A score of 2.5 would suggest a group has a 
retention rate 2.5 percentage points above what would be expected. 

Figure 6.2: Retention by tutorial model: 2016-18 

 

 

Of the tutorial models, model A is the least effective in terms of retention, though within this group 
there are some colleges where student retention is well above expectation. The most important 
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measure, represented by the red bars, is retention over two years. We find in model A, retention is 
1.5% below expectation, in model C is is 0.79% above expectation. Overall retention is almost 2.5% 
higher in the model C colleges having adjusted for prior attainment. Let us not forget the significance 
of this: a 2% increase in retention produced a 1% increase in funding (due to changes in the 
retention factor in funding calculations). Add to this the additional funding from having extra 
students in the second year of programmes of study. The highest levels of retention are found in 
model B colleges. Over two years the gap between model A and model B is some 4%. There is 
serious food for thought here for model A colleges. 

Our final analysis looks at the number of A level or equivalent qualifications achieved at the end of 
two years. Again, our analysis is looking at all students that start courses. We look at the proportion 
that achieve two or more qualifications, three or more and four or more. Very few students achieve 
four qualifications, so it is not worth spending too much time on that measure. 

 

Figure 6.3: Programme achievement by tutorial model: 2016-18 

 

Once again we see that contrast in performance between model A colleges, and those in models B 
and C. In model B colleges we find students are significantly more likely to get to the end of two 
year, and significantly more likely to achieve three A levels worth of qualification when they get 
there. 

There are many unanswered questions here. How much contact time does tutoring involve? How 
are key college messages disseminated and how are key college processes launched? Do tutors have 
tutor ‘groups’? How are tutors managed? How much resource is allocated to wider pastoral 
support? What do tutors do? Is tutoring about building relationships in a group and with the college? 
Is tutoring more closely defined and about progress with the job of the tutor to promote progress 
and little else? Is tutoring about risk-based intervention? It is beyond the scope of this work to 
explore these issues in any detail, but given that a college which asks teachers to tutor one group for 
2.5 hours and teach for 22.5 hours a week is spending a tenth of its teaching budget on tutoring it is 
a set of questions worth considering. 
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We need to have a conversation at some point about what is the role of tutoring in a linear world, 
and what is the best way of delivering it. We can be more agile, and are better placed to develop 
support arrangements that suit the linear world than schools. All of which brings us back to the 
issues of momentum, purpose and flow. Just as our curriculum and assessment routines have to be 
shaped to the needs of the linear delivery, so too do our support arrangements 
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Appendix One: understanding six 
dimensions reports  
 

Six dimensions reports provide an extended value added analysis of performance in an individual 
school or college. Whereas traditional value added models restrict themselves to examining the 
grades students get in the exams they take, six dimensions reports consider a much wider basket of 
measures of performance. The analysis encompasses all students who started courses, not just those 
that sit exams. 

The six dimensions measures cover percentage measures and grade based measures. In essence, the 
measures examine whether students perform at the level that would be expected of similarly 
qualified students attempting similar qualifications nationally. The percentage measures ask 
whether the level of performance reached is in line with national patterns. The grades based 
measures look at whether students gather the grades that would be typical nationally. One year and 
two year courses are reported on separately. 

The percentage measure are: 

• Attendance – of those that complete a course, is their attendance typical for the subject 
in question and the prior attainment profile of the students concerned.  

• Retention – of those that start the course, is the proportion of students completing the 
course typical for the subject in question and the prior attainment profile of the 
students concerned. 

• Pass – of those that complete the course, is the proportion of students that go on to 
pass the qualification typical for the subject in question and the prior attainment profile 
of the students concerned. 

• Achievement– of those that start the course, is the proportion that go on to achieve the 
qualification typical for the subject in question and the prior attainment profile of the 
students concerned. Hitherto, this measure has been referred to as a ‘success rate’, but 
the name has been changed to ‘Achievement’ to correspond with the changed 
terminology used by the Data Service in the QAR reports. 

• High grades – of those that start the course, is the proportion that go on to secure a high 
grade pass (defined as grades A*- B) typical for the subject in question and the prior 
attainment profile of the students. 

The grade based measures are:  

• Grades per starter (GPS) – looking at all the students that started the course, are the 
grades that students attained what would be expected of students starting the subject in 
question with similar levels of prior attainment. 

• Grades per completer (GPC) – looking at the students that completed the course, are 
the grades that students attained what would be expected of students completing the 
subject in question with similar levels of prior attainment. 

• Grades per achiever (GPA) – looking just at those who passed the qualification, are the 
grades that students attained what would be expected of students passing the subject in 
question with similar levels of prior attainment.   
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Six Dimensions Reports 

Core reports for college and subject performance all follow the same basic structure: 

1. Student profile 
2. Value added analysis 
3. Performance by prior attainment band 
4. Four year trend analysis 

The idea here is to give management and subject teams the opportunity to examine the context in 
terms of the characteristics of the students a department or college is dealing with, explore multiple 
dimensions of performance, explore performance across the prior attainment spectrum and 
examine performance over time. 

Student profile 

 

 

The student profile data is provided to give a sense of what the profile is in a particular institution, 
how this is changing, and how it relates to national patterns. In our example, we see a consistent 
picture, with a cohort that is 60% female, with around 15% of students drawn from black and 
minority ethnic groups and an average GCSE score around 6.8. 

 

 

The prior attainment profile is summarised in the graph above. The right hand bar is the national 
profile of all students taking the qualification concerned. The blue section represents those with an 
average GCSE score below 5.8; the red section represents those students with an average GCSE 
score of 6.7 or above. In our example, we can immediately see whether the profile is in line with 
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what is typical nationally. Department heads often comment on how their students relate to those 
found in the subject nationally – this analysis will allow such discussions to be based on actual 
evidence. 

Value Added Analysis 

The value added analysis section is where we present the outcomes for the current year in terms of  
the various different dimensions of performance. 

 

 

The percentage-based measures are found towards the left hand side of the graph. Performance in 
the individual college or subject concerned is represented by blue bars. The grade-based measures 
are presented towards the right hand side and performance in the individual college or subject 
concerned is represented by red bars. 

National performance is represented by the zero line. If performance is exactly in line with national 
performance then the score for the measure in question will be zero. The yellow shaded area 
represents the middle 50% of sixth form colleges. The upper limit of this yellow zone is the 75th 
percentile, the lower limit of the yellow zone is the 25th percentile. If a bar extends beyond this 
yellow area, it indicates that performance is in the top or bottom quarter nationally. 

Position Interpretation 
Above 75th percentile Scores above the 75th percentile are in the top 

quarter nationally 
Between 25th and 75th percentile This is, broadly speaking, ‘normal’ performance. 

Scores in this range are in the middle 50% of 
colleges 

Below 25th percentile Scores below the 25th percentile are in the 
bottom quarter nationally 

 

The red lines indicate the limits of one standard deviation around the national line. 68% of scores 
will fall within this zone. A bar extending above this would be in the top 16% nationally. 
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In our example here, the department is not performing particularly well. We see that attendance is 
2% above what would be expected in this particular subject for the profile of students the 
department is serving. Retention is some way below expectation, and the pass rate is close to the 
national line. The achievement rate is 2% below what would be expected. We see the bar for 
retention extends below the yellow zone, indicating that this performance is in the bottom 25% 
nationally. 

It is also vitally important to (literally) get a sense of proportion when interpreting scores. If there 
were only twenty students on a course, then each student represents 5% of the total. On such a 
course, a cohort could be 4% below the national rate, but would have been above the national rate 
if one more student has achieved the qualification. Even with much larger cohorts it is important to 
get a sense of how many additional ‘passes’ would have been required to achieve the national 
average, 75th percentile and so forth. 

The grades measures express the difference between college performance and national 
performance. They express performance in terms of grades per student. If all students get a grade 
higher than would be expected the score would by 1.0. If all students got a grade lower than would 
be expected, the score would be -1.0.   

Score Equates to In a class of 20 students 

1.0 All of the students reaching one grade 
higher than would be expected 

All 20 students getting a grade higher 
than would be expected 

0.75 Three-quarters of the students 
reaching one grade higher than would 

be expected 

15 students getting a grade higher 
than would be expected 

0.5 Half of the students reaching one 
grade higher than would be expected 

10 students getting a grade higher 
than would be expected 

0.25 A quarter of the students reaching one 
grade higher than would be expected 

5 students getting a grade higher than 
would be expected 

0.1 One in ten students reaching one 
grade higher than would be expected 

2 students getting a grade higher than 
would be expected 

0.05 One in twenty students reaching a 
grade higher than  would be expected 

1 student getting a grade higher than 
would be expected 

0 Students get the grades that would be 
expected 

Students get the grades that would be 
expected 

-0.05 One in twenty students attaining one 
grade lower than would be expected 

1 student getting a grade lower than 
would be expected 

-0.1 One in ten students attaining one 
grade lower than would be expected 

2 students getting a grade lower than 
would be expected 

-0.25 A quarter of the students attaining 
one grade lower than would be 

expected 

5 students getting a grade lower than 
would be expected 

-0.5 Half of the students attaining a grade 
lower than would be expected 

10 students getting a grade lower than 
would be expected 

-0.75 Three-quarters of the students 
attaining one grade lower than  would 

be expected 

15 students getting a grade lower than 
would be expected 

-1.0 On average, all students attaining a 
grade lower than would be expected 

All 20 students getting a grade lower 
than would be expected 
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Performance by Prior attainment band 

In the performance by prior attainment band section we return to the graphical presentation we 
used when exploring the relationship between prior attainment, subject and student outcomes. The 
shaded background represents national performance in a subject; the narrow bars represent 
performance in an individual subject department. 

 

Note that the display includes the number of students that started the course in each band. We 
should be very cautious about over-interpretation if the sample size in a particular band is small. For 
example, in the 4.0-4.7 band in the above, there are only four students, so each will represent 25% 
of the total. It is performance in the bands where the majority of students lie that will prove most 
useful. 

It does, however, give us a really clear idea of what happens nationally, and if performance (for good 
or bad) is significantly different to what happens nationally in a number of bands, then we need to 
know why. 

Four year trend analysis 

 

The final presentation of data contrasts raw and value added performance. The value added scores 
are colour coded. Performance in the bottom quarter uses a blue font, performance in the middle 
half uses a black font, and performance in the top quarter is represented by a red font.    
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Programmes of Study reports: programme completion and achievemet 

The programmes of study reports look at the performance of students over two years. They take as 
their starting points students starting a two-year programme of study, and examine how many 
students stayed for the full two years, and how successful they were in gaining qualifications at the 
end of two years. The analysis looks at those students who started a programme of three or more A 
levels, or BTEC equivalents. Some of the students follow a ‘pure BTEC course’, usually a three A level 
equivalent extended diploma, others pursue a mix of A levels and BTEC qualifications, some pursue a 
pure A level programme. As the model reports on the number of qualifications students achieve, 
general studies has been removed from the analysis, as it would distort the analysis in favour of the 
small number of colleges that continue to enter students for general studies.  

In this analysis students on these varying curriculum pathways are grouped together, as the 
intention is for colleges to be able to see the proportion of students achieving various things at 
different points in the prior attainment spectrum, regardless of the route they were enrolled on.  

There are two different programmes of study reports: programme completion and programme 
achievement: 

Programme completion reports have three key measures, all based on the number of students who 
start Year 12: 

1. Proportion of students completing Year 1 
2. Proportion of students starting Year 2 
3. Proportion of students completing Year 2 

Programme achievement reports have three key measures, all based on the number of students 
who start Year 12: 

1. Proportion of students achieving two or more A levels or BTEC equivalents 
2. Proportion of students achieving three or more A levels or BTEC equivalents 
3. Proportion of students achieving four or more A levels or BTEC equivalents 

 

Programme Completion Analysis 

 

This graph summarises the overall performance of an institution, which is represented by a red bar. 
If the bar extends above the zero line, it indicates that more were retained than would be expected. 
If a bar extended below the line, it suggests that fewer students than would have been expected had 
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been retained. If the red bar is close to or at zero, it suggests that performance is as would be 
expected for students with that prior attainment profile. The yellow background represents 
performance in the middle half of colleges. If a bar extends above this yellow zone, it indicates that a 
cohort is in the top quarter nationally. If a bar extends below the yellow zone, it suggests a college is 
in the bottom quarter nationally. The graph reports in percentages. In the illustration above, the 
college performs particularly well in terms of the proportion of students that enter Year 2, despite 
the fact that the proportion of students completing year 1 is entirely average. It suggests that far 
fewer students than would be expected leave between Year 1 and Year 2. 

Programme Completion by Prior Attainment 

The retention analysis by prior attainment graph explores performance across the prior attainment 
spectrum. The background shading represents national performance, and the thin ‘lollipop sticks’ 
represent performance in the individual institution. Performance is divided into four possible 
outcomes: leaving during Year 1, leaving between Year 1 and 2, leaving during Year 2, and retained. 

 

Programme achievement analysis 

Six dimensions reports have three measures of achievement at student level.  
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As with all six dimensions analysis, the expected level of performance is adjusted according to the 
prior attainment profile of the students involved. A score of zero suggests performance exactly in 
line with national standards. 

The relationship between the three measures can often prove interesting. Figure 5.4 shows the 
scores for a college which is getting a perfectly respectable proportion of its students to achieve at 
least two A levels, is above average for achieving at least three A levels, but a little off the pace when 
it comes to the proportion of students achieving four or more A levels. 

Figure 5.5: Whole student success by prior attainment band 
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Equal Opportunities Monitoring Reports 

The equal opportunities monitoring reports compare success rates in a particular college with the 
patterns found nationally. In the reports, national performance is represented by the cream 
coloured bars, performance in the individual college is represented by black bars. The score in the 
college is given in red. 

 Equal opportunities monitoring  - extract from an example report 

 

It is worth being clear about what the national lines and college bars represent. Both bars have been 
adjusted for prior attainment and subject choice. At national level, the line reports on the question 
‘does the equality and diversity group in question perform in line with performance for all students 
in terms of success rates once prior attainment and subject choice have been taken into account.’ In 
the extract above we see that the national performance for male and female students is so close to 
the national line that there is no cream bar extending above or below the zero line. There are a few 
categories where national performance is above what would be expected, and we see a cream bar 
extending from the zero line: White –Irish students and Asian-Chinese for example. Including these 
national variations allows us to avoid lazy assumptions about how well groups perform. It is often 
assumed that black groups in particular underperform in the English educational system. A college 
may explain away underperformance among black students by reference to the idea that such 
underperformance is normal. The background national data in the equality and diversity graphs 
reveals the true patterns of performance.  

The performance in a particular college is overlaid on the national picture, and represented by the 
black bars. If a black bar extends out of the cream bar, it means that performance is more extreme 
than is found nationally. In the figure above we see that Asian – Chinese students have a success 
rate 7.2+ above what would be expected of similarly qualified students doing similar subjects 
nationally. Perhaps much more significant for this college is the figure for Asian – Bangladeshi 
students, which is well short of what would be expected nationally, and in contrast to Bangladeshi 
student nationally, who perform in line with expectation once prior attainment and subject are 
factored in. Note also that this college has a large cohort of Bangladeshi students (483 starts), so we 
cannot explain away difference to national performance by saying that the cohort is very small, and 
therefore any variation is statistically meaningless. 
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The whole college reporting also includes a summary of performance by equality and diversity 
category across three key measures: retention, success and points per completer. It also reports on 
programmes of study measures. 

Six Dimensions of Performance Report 
                 

 Example College: E&D Summary Report 2015-16          
                 

 Performance by high level equality and diversity category: 2016-17 outcomes: GCE AS level 
    Retention Achievement Grades Per Completer   

  Starts Act Exp 
Act-
Exp Nat Act Exp 

Act-
Exp Nat Act Exp 

Act-
Exp Nat   

 All 3098 96.3 96.1 0.2 0.0 86.4 87.6 -1.1 0.0 90 91.4 -0.05 0.03   
 Female 1596 96.0 96.3 -0.3 -0.4 88.8 89.8 -1.0 -0.6 96.2 96.8 -0.03 0.00   
 Male 1501 96.7 95.9 0.8 0.5 83.9 85.2 -1.3 0.8 83.4 85.8 -0.07 0.06   
 White 2803 96.3 96.1 0.1 0.1 86.6 87.7 -1.1 -0.3 90.2 91.6 -0.04 0.04   
 All BME 294.3 97.2 96.0 1.2 -0.3 84.7 86.4 -1.7 1.0 87.2 90.6 -0.11 -0.01   

 

This report provides a highly effective way to monitor performance, as the outcomes for each 
category are placed alongside each other with direct reference to how the group in question 
performs nationally. The extract below examines the data for retention. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Act column gives, in effect, the raw retention rate for the college in question. The Exp column 
indicates the level of performance that would be expected of similarly qualified students pursuing 
the same courses nationally. The Act-Exp column indicates whether performance at the college is 
above or below national rates. The Nat column is designed to show whether the group in question 
tends to do well nationally, and provides a useful reference point for the college score. 
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Performance by qualification by teacher 

In the performance by qualification by teacher reports there is a line for each individual teacher 
relating to each qualification that they deliver. If they teach at AS and A2 level, there will be two 
separate lines, and if they teach on two or more different specifications these will generate 
individual lines. The analysis does not take performance down to individual class level. The reports 
contain two sets of measures: raw outcomes and value added outcomes. The raw measures are the 
outcomes before any adjustment is made for prior attainment. The value added outcomes look at 
performance once it has been adjusted for prior attainment and subject choice. In the value added 
measures, performance in line with national expectations for similarly qualified students following 
the course in question is represented by zero. A score above zero suggests that performance is 
above national expectation, a score below zero suggests performance below national expectation  

The colour coding used in this report is different from that elsewhere used in the six dimensions 
analysis. 

In the measures that are expressed in percentages (Attendance, Retention, Achievement, 
Success, and High Grades), if a score is 5% or more above expectation it is coloured red, and 
if it is 5% or more below expectation it is coloured blue. 

In the measures that are expressed in grades, if performance is half a grade per student 
above expectation (a score of 0.5 or higher) it is coloured red, and if it is half a grade per 
entry below expectation it is coded blue. 

 

 

 

Nick Allen, 08 June 2019 

 

 

---End--- 
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