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Background

This Data Insight details grade attainment and
change for early and multiple entry to GCSE
mathematics subjects. It draws on analysis of
General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE)
data, extracted from the Welsh Examinations
Database and conducted by the Wales Institute of
Social and Economic Research and Data (WISERD)
Education Data Lab, working in collaboration with
ADR Wales.

What we did
Using administrative data, we identified all GCSEs examinations
taken prior to the end of Year 11, for pupils who finished Year 11
between 2006 and 2018, inclusive. We distinguished between pupils
who were entered for a subject once and on-time, once and early,
and those who were entered multiple times. Exams were considered
to have been sat early if a grade was awarded prior to the last two
terms of Year 11. We use this data here to illustrate the patterns
and relationships found concerning grades awarded in single early
entry and multiple entry. For the latter, we combined the results
of Mathematics and Mathematics – Numeracy over the last two
years to look at the changes in GCSE grade from first to last (usually
second) attempt.

Prior to recent changes, GCSE
entry practices in Wales have
meant that many pupils may have
sat their GCSE examinations,
and thereby certified, before the
traditional end-of-Year-11 point of
their academic career. Not only will
some pupils have experienced early
entry, some will have been entered
multiple times in an attempt to
maximise the final grade awarded.
Influences on the practice of early
and multiple entry have been shown
to fall under two main categories:
those concerned with individual
pupil achievement and progression,
and those concerned with overall
school performance1. Concerns
have been raised that such practices
may disadvantage some pupils, in a
number of ways2. Coupled with the
financial burden that early entry
places on secondary schools in Wales
(estimated to be £3.3m in 2016/17)3,
recent reforms have seen changes
to school performance reporting to
discourage the practice4.

What we found
Investigation of the different grades achieved by those who had a single early entry
and the first attempt of those who had multiple entry, found two differing patterns.
The proportion of those achieving a grade C or above in the single early entry group
was higher (at 67%) than the proportion achieving a grade C or above for the first
of multiple attempts (31%). This suggests distinction between the purpose of early
entry for the two groups: single early entry for those being entered early in order to
get that particular exam out of the way, by ‘banking’ the grade, and multiple entry
for those who may need the opportunity to re-enter the GCSE, in order to maximise
the potential for a highest possible grade.
The diagram shows the change in grade for those that did not meet the C threshold
at the first attempt (62% of those that sat multiple times). It shows that, for these
students, whilst around a half achieved a better grade only around a quarter
moved to a grade C or above. In fact, of those who were entered for multiple entry
(including those with higher grades at their first attempt), the proportion that move
from below to a C or above is just 15%. The majority of these are those who gain
a grade D at their first attempt, with just over half of these pupils meeting the C
threshold.

Why it matters
The extent to which multiple entry improves pupils’ final GCSE grade and whether
any improvement is worth the potential impact this has on achievement and
progression has been questioned. Whilst arguments around the use of multiple
entry may be more nuanced in other subjects, there is a need for pupils to meet the
grade C ‘threshold’ (i.e. achieved a grade C or higher) in mathematics particularly,
for progression both to further study and into the wider labour market.
It is worth noting that it does not affect a pupil’s overall grade if their grade goes
down over the multiple attempts; pupils keep their best grade regardless. However,
the relatively low proportions achieving higher grades and meeting the C threshold
does lead to a question mark being placed over whether multiple entry has been
used in the most efficient and effective way.

What next?
Multiple entry practices within compulsory
education are likely to decrease given the recent
reforms to school performance reporting to
discourage the practice. Rather than eradicate
multiple entry, this is likely to shift multiple entry
to late, rather than early, entry – a practice which
already exists, as individuals try to obtain the
important C grade in mathematics. This will be
subject to further investigation as and when that
data becomes available.
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