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Jesse Elzinga, Director of Studies at St 
Edward’s, Oxford, is robust in his defence of the 
new grade. ‘I think the A* is a good thing,’ he says. 
‘We wouldn’t need the A* if an A was an A. The 
universities were looking for the top 2-5%, but 
more than 20% of students were getting As. It’s the 
new gold standard and a real challenge.’

Barnaby Lenon, Head Master of Harrow, is 
equally positive about the A*. ‘It looks like it’s 
going to be very successful and help universities 
discriminate within the A grade. Part of the 

package in the introduction of A*s was the 
implementation of harder and more open-ended 
questions and this has encouraged the students to 
work harder. 

‘At Harrow, a lot of the more able pupils have 
notched up enough marks to get an A before they 
even sit the last exam. Now there is a target for 
even the most motivated students to aim for. We 
had no idea before this year what proportion would 

EXAMS

It has never been harder to get into 
university. Applicant numbers are rising 
every year and added to this year’s crop 
there are record numbers of applicants 
from last year who failed to win a place 

and are having another try. The universities have 
been threatened with fines if they give out places 
over their quota, so they are determined not to be 
over-generous with offers and in some cases have 
cut numbers back. And, of course, this is the last 
year you can squeak through without a massive 
rise in tuition fees. No one is taking a gap year. 

All in all, the competition is stiff and getting 
stiffer. Last year, a handful of universities were 
asking for an A* in their offers. This year, at least 
15 universities want the new grade – and some 
of them want more than one. Rumour has it 
that the highest offer in the country is currently 
A*, A*, A to study maths at Imperial College 
London (please let us know at School House if 
your child was required to achieve more). The 
pressure is mounting to get that grade – so just 
how do you do it?

The A*s at A level have only been around long 
enough to get one year’s worth of results, but they 
have already caused considerable controversy – not 
to mention confusion – particularly among parents 
and students. For students who do very well at AS 
and then get good (but not excellent marks) at A2, 
an A* may still prove elusive. This is because at A 
level, an A* is awarded solely on A2 results and 
you have to score a minimum of 90 per cent to get 
one. This can result in anomalies – for instance, 
when a candidate who scores more marks overall 
in the two exams loses out to one who streaks 
ahead in the second year of the Sixth Form. And 
the disappointment will be keen because, these 
days, everyone wants an A*.

The new grade was introduced principally 
because the universities – especially the Russell 
Group, those generally regarded as the top 
20 – were finding it increasingly difficult to 
differentiate between ever growing numbers of 
prospective students, all clutching armfuls of 
A grades. The A grade itself was regarded as 
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Tony Little, Headmaster of Eton, says that A* 
is the new A. Parents, you have been warned, 

reports Anna Selby

somewhat devalued, with 27% of papers overall 
achieving it – more than triple the number of As 
awarded 30 years ago. It seemed there was no 
alternative but to find a way of making it tougher. 

According to Dr Wendy Piatt, Director 
General of the Russell Group, ‘It is extremely 
difficult for leading universities to choose 
between outstanding candidates competing 
for heavily over-subscribed courses. The A* 
grade is a welcome addition to the toolkit that 
admissions tutors can choose to use to help 
them select students with the greatest 
potential. A small number of the most 
competitive courses at Russell Group 
universities required an A* last year, and 
some institutions will be using the A* 
at the ‘confirmation’ stage to consider 
applicants who have narrowly missed the 
requirements of their offer. For this year’s 
entry, we expect to see an increase in the number 
of courses requiring at least one A*, depending 
on the institution and course applied for and 
on information provided by the introduction of 
the A* this year. There is fierce competition for 
places at Russell Group universities, particularly 
for courses such as Medicine, English and Law. 
In many cases, all candidates have three or more 
As or even A*s.’

get A*s. As it was, about 30 per cent did at Harrow 
except in maths where it was closer to half. 

‘We heard from Cambridge how delighted they 
were with the A*s. Not only had virtually all their 
students got one, some had two, three or even 
four. So the grade not only achieved its objective, 
it was pushing up standards. It’s easy to be cynical 
about dumbing down and grade inflation but it 
is essential to sustain this standard and the only 
way to do that is to discourage wholesale retakes. I 
think all January exams should be abolished.’

Debbie Leonard, Head of Croydon High 
GDST, agrees. ‘With all the resits in the 
modular system, you sometimes get a false 
impression of a pupil’s ability and academic 
potential. It allows pupils to be economical 
with their efforts, believing that a resit is 
always an option. I think the A* grade will 
erode that practice and, ideally, define the 

genuine scholars.’ 
But not everyone, even at an academic school, 

is an A* student, and it’s unrealistic to expect that. 
‘Getting a B is still a success and I always tell girls 
they should be fulfilling their own potential, not 
judging themselves by their peers,’ Leonard says. ‘All 
our girls this year who wanted to go to university got 
in. As a parent, that’s far more important to know 
than anything you’ll get from studying league tables.’
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Some universities are already disregarding resit 
results and there is a sense of offers toughening up 
generally. So, it may seem surprising that not all 
of the universities have been demanding A*s, since 
they are widely seen as separating the very good 
from the truly excellent. 

In fact, it is not so much a case of some 
universities being slow as some jumping the gun. 
There was an agreement made with the previous 
government that the universities would wait and 
see for a couple of years how things turned out. In 
particular, there was some concern that the new 
grade could disadvantage State school pupils with 
the vast majority of A* going to Independent school 
students and, as widely predicted, Independent 
pupils are three times more likely to receive A*s 
than those in the State sector. This, in turn, has 
led to fears that Independent pupils will face 
discrimination, with the universities being strongly 
encouraged to take growing numbers of students 
from poorer backgrounds. 

‘I think the quotas for inclusion have been 
over-egged by the media,’ says Matt Oakman, 
Head of Sixth Form at Wellington. ‘I talk to a lot 
of admissions departments and they admit there’s 
some pressure to take students from the maintained 
sector, but they still want the best. If there are two 

candidates, one State and one Independent who 
look equally good, they’ll probably go for the State 
student. In fairness, they probably would be better.’ 

In view of the competition, Oakman believes it 
is paramount that students select their university 
goals wisely. ‘Many more universities are asking 
for A*s now, but they are often in quite specific 
courses,’ he says. ‘So, Bath, for instance, is looking 
for A*s for business administration and engineering, 
though many of their other courses are As and 
ABs. Cambridge were the leaders last year with 
one A* – this year, it’s probably two. Oxford has so 
far held off partly because its admissions procedure 
is more selective anyway and candidates go through 
various tests – but they’re reviewing it for 2012.’ 

Even an outstanding candidate who applies 

achieved at GCSE. 
‘A*s at GCSE have been around for a 

few years now,’ says Tim Haynes, Head of 
Tonbridge, ‘and it is absolutely clear that the 
most competitive universities use them as a 
means of selection. A candidate will need 

six to eight GCSE A*s to have a reasonable 
chance. At a school like this, very large numbers of 
boys will achieve that profile. 

‘The difficulty is that by the time you get to 
university, you’re focused on one subject whereas 
at GCSE you have a broad range. That is the 
unfairness of it. If you’re going to study English, 
what does it matter what you get at maths?’

Tony Little, Headmaster of Eton, agrees. 
‘We are extraordinarily prosaic in the way we see 

exams, demanding more and more of them at ever-
increasing grades. At Durham, one hears, you have 
to get 8 A*s at GCSE to get past clerical clearing. 

‘You can see a boy with four or five A*s and the 
rest As and Bs at GCSE who is excellent in his 
particular subject but will have to do brilliantly at 
AS and achieve virtually full marks to mitigate 
what are now seen as average GCSEs. Even then, 
it’s hard to get in to the top universities and this 
year’s going to be very tight. That’s pressure, 
especially for those boys who seem hopeless at 16 
and a star at 18, and that does happen. 

‘I’m not averse to some pressure, though. I 

to Cambridge, Durham, UCL, Bristol and 
Edinburgh is risking five rejections. This means, 
according to Mr Oakman, ‘You have to learn to 
play the university game. London universities are 
horrifically difficult to get into now, and there’s a 
huge bias towards overseas candidates who pay full 
fees. We’ve seen two of our pupils apply at LSE. 
The weaker of the two was from overseas and got 
in. The stronger English candidate didn’t.’

Whichever way you look at it, candidates can 
just be unlucky and there is a lot to be said for 
the ‘insurance’ place in what must still remain 
something of a lottery. Many universities are 
inundated with candidates, especially for subjects 
such as medicine or veterinary science, history or 
English and all of them are predicted top grades. 

One well-publicised case last year involved a 
pupil from Brighton College with three As and 
three A*s at A level and not a single offer. With the 
exception of Oxbridge, fewer and fewer interviews 
for university places take place nowadays and the 
admissions departments are looking not just at 
predicted grades for A levels, but those already 

think we underestimate what teenagers can 
achieve – make things tough and they often enjoy 
it. Far better would be PQA – post-qualification 
application. Other countries do it, and if we 
joined them, we would free up education. My fear 
with the A* is that the nature of the questions 
hasn’t significantly changed, there is just greater 
accuracy required about a fairly limited range 
of matters. With the demand for 90 per cent 
accuracy, it removes any incentive to think laterally 
or creatively. As part of a short-term remedy in 
discerning the most able candidates, it could 
produce profound and unforeseen consequences. 

‘One of my horror stories concerns a very bright 
historian who achieved As in all modules – except 
for one U. We retrieved his paper and sent it off to 
some Oxbridge dons who said it was brilliant but, 
even so, the board couldn’t remark it higher than an 
E because it fell outside the template mark scheme. 
He didn’t get his place at university.’

Tony Little is not alone in having some 
doubts about the A*. Andrew Turner is Deputy 
Headmaster of Charterhouse. 

‘We don’t do many A levels any more,’ he says, 
‘mostly we do Pre-Us and we believe they prepare 
students better. One student who missed a grade 
still got his place because, the university said, he 
did Pre-Us. But we do have a few A levels left and 
we have had A*s. 

‘However, there’s a danger that they will increase 
the likelihood of schools teaching to exams and 
we think that is anti-educational. Schools should 
be about far more than exam preparation but 
with GCSEs we were given a system of jumping 
through hoops, ticking boxes and resits taken time 
and time again. These endless exams suppress flair, 
creativity and intellectual interest.’

One solution to this, recently voiced by Michael 
Gove, Secretary of State for Education, and 
with substantial backing from the majority of 
independent heads, would be to have a linear exam 
– one final exam at the end of a two-year Sixth 
Form with no modules or retakes to get in the way. 
‘A linear A level would give us so much more time,’ 
says Dr Helen Wright, Head of St Mary’s Calne. 
‘AS exams mean you lose the whole of the summer 
term in the Lower Sixth and then you lose some 
more of the spring term for resits. It all cuts down 
on learning time. For some subjects, it would be 
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particularly good – in French, for instance, where 
you get increasingly better. In those subjects where 
you study separate topics and leave them behind, 
modules might still be better but, on balance, I 
think linear comes out ahead. There is no perfect 
exam, but it would be a relief to spend more of our 
time practicing education rather than assessment.’

This is an increasing worry, and many 
schools are seeking other ways to stretch pupils’ 
learning. ‘From next year,’ says Dr Alex Peterken, 
Headmaster of Cheltenham College, ‘everyone 
here will do a project that will hone their research 
skills in a topic related to what they want to study 
at university and result in a 2,500 word essay. If it’s 
DT or business studies, it could be a multimedia 
presentation instead. We are turning our focus to 
how pupils learn, the different styles of learning 
between individuals and sexes, helping children 
understand what kind of learners they are.’

Like many independent schools, Cheltenham 
favours IGCSEs over GCSEs – ‘the universities 
recognise them, broadly speaking, as more 
demanding, with better depth,’ says Dr Peterken.

Many are also encouraging the IB. At 
Haileybury, Master Joe Davies says: ‘There has 
been no grade inflation in IB over the last 20 years 
and I believe it’s the best discriminator between 
the good, the very good and the best. The top 
mark is 45 and not many get it – globally, it’s 200. 
Those in the know in Cambridge admissions 
say if you get a 40 in IB, you’ll get at least a 2.1 
whereas if you get 3As, you might get a first but 
you might also get a third.’ 

He also feels that the A* is open to question, 
too. ‘It’s good at distinguishing the best in some 
subject such as physics, maths or chemistry. But 
I’ve taught history and I’d be hard-pressed to tell 
the difference between 89 per cent and 90 per 
cent, and most experienced history teachers would 
agree. It’s far less precise and more subjective.’ 

Some heads think it isn’t just the markers but 
the exam boards themselves that vary. Katherine 
Jeffrey, Principal of New Hall says, ‘The biggest 
single reason for grade inflation is not having a 
common exam board. – with several competing 
they end up in all sorts of subtle ways with different 

assessment 
criteria to give 
them an edge. 
Any school 
which is on the 
ball will go to 
the ones giving 
higher grades 
and that will 
inevitably create 
yet more grade 
inflation. And 
the universities 
can’t be sure, 
with different 
exams and course structures, whether a difference 
of five marks means anything. But five marks can 
mean a lot to the applicant. 

‘We had one student who missed one of his 
grades but because he’d got a LAMDA drama 
qualification, it gave him an extra 10 points and he 
got in. However, I’m broadly in favour of the A* 
because it is more demanding and there’s no room 
for complacency.’

Many students, though, feel anything but 
complacent, and there are fears that the A* has 
brought even more pressure to bear on vulnerable 
young adults. ‘They’re under constant pressure,’ 
says Dr Peterken, ‘and in the Sixth Form all our 
students have a leadership and life skills course that 
can be really helpful in setting priorities, managing 
goals, organising themselves and knowing when 
to have a breather, to ‘sharpen the saw’. The course 
is based on Sean Covey’s book The Seven Habits of 
Highly Effective Teenagers and talks about having 
a personal bank account, being pro-active, setting 
goals and priorities and win-win thinking. It 
promotes emotional development, and the kids 
enjoy it and are more mature in their approach to 
work. And we end up using far less stick and a lot 
more carrot.’

All good schools do whatever they can to 
mitigate against the stress of exams and the 
Independent sector is particularly good at providing 
a wide range of other activities from drama to 
sport, and art to adventure training, all of which 

give more educational breadth at the same time as 
releasing that pressure cooker valve. Nevertheless, 
there can be no doubt that this year will be one of 
the toughest to get a place at a British university. 
And with the fees rising in 2012, some students 
may start looking further afield. 

Jesse Elzinga is a Harvard graduate himself and 
has seen a rise in applications to US universities 
from UK students. 

‘The UK universities are too oversubscribed 
and too competitive and some of them are famous 
for saying no  – Oxbridge, Bristol, Edinburgh, 
London, St Andrews. It’s harder to get in 
than to get a 2.1,’ he says. ‘Lots of parents are 
looking elsewhere. At Harvard, there’s a massive 
endowment with means-tested bursaries. Some 60 
per cent of students there receive financial aid.’

In his view, UK universities are seriously 
underfunded in comparison. ‘I remember when I 
got to Oxford it felt very poor,’ he says, ‘At Harvard 
there was a chef who cooked my eggs to order for 
breakfast. At Oxford, it was baked beans and white 
bread. There’s a big market now in London for US 
educational consultants.’

The A* is here to stay and, while it may be 
brand new, it seems in some ways eerily familiar. 
‘Nationally,’ says Tony Little, ‘there were 8 per 
cent of A*s last year. That’s the same percentage 
my generation got in As. That shows just how 
much slippage there’s been. So let’s be honest 
about this. The A* is the new A.’ n 
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technology to study music Much more than a tutoring 
agency Bonas MacFarlane 
is a complete Educational 
Consultancy solution with 
in-house specialists in special 
educational needs, university 
applications (Europe and the US), 
the English Mentors programme, 
careers, and guardianship. 

At Bonas MacFarlane we have 
been our refining our tutoring and 
consultancy services for close to 
18 years. We have built excellent 
relationships with the leading 
UK schools and work closely with 
their admissions departments, 
who respect our appraisals 
of applicants. From first contact with new students we implement specific 
assessments, set in place an appropriate programme of tuition and preparation 
and monitor the child’s progress throughout. This is true whether your child 
is preparing for entrance exams, gearing up for GCSEs and A-levels, moving 
to the UK system from overseas, applying to University, or simply getting 
an independent opinion of their educational development. It is this level of 
integration coupled with our team of expert consultants that sets us apart from 
our competitors and makes us the leading educational agency in London.

TUTORING  BOOM
Private tutoring is a worldwide phenomenon, especially in London where 
parental competition and a shortage of really good senior schools means 
children often need a little extra help to truly shine. Some perceive tuition as a 
necessary evil in this pressurised environment. However one-on-one teaching 
is an excellent supplement to almost any child’s school based education and in 
some cases a complete substitute. 

Bonas MacFarlane has taken all of its experience and knowledge and built 
one of the most comprehensive training programmes in operation in the UK, 
with an outstanding training manual and groundbreaking software at its heart. 
It is from this platform that our tutors are able to provide a truly bespoke and 
highly efficient programme of learning for any student at any level. 

 Many of the Bonas MacFarlane tutoring team are teachers or have post-
graduate degrees under their belt. Some have left the worlds of business, law 
and finance to pursue their own entrepreneurial endeavours; taking time to 
teach and pass on their expertise as they do so. Once we place a tutor our clients 
automatically gain access to our innovative online system where they can keep 
abreast of their child’s progress via daily lesson reports filed by the tutor. 

RESIDENTIAL TUITION
More recently, we have seen a rise in parents taking advantage of the long 
summer vacation to have a young, motivated tutor accompany them on holiday 

or to stay with them at home 
for a week or more. Whether 
you are an overseas or domestic 
family this can be beneficial in 
many ways. An ‘in house’ tutor 
can closely address your child’s 
requirements depending on their 
intended school and entry point, 
as well as advising you as parents 
how best to support them. Many 
of our tutors will have been 
through the private school system 
themselves and will be able to 
share their experiences with your 
child, enthusing them about what 
lies ahead as well as assuaging 
any fears they may have. 

SPECIALIST  CONSULTANCY
We have built up a team of expert consultants to provide our clients with expert 
advice and services across a broad range of disciplines. Our special educational 
needs specialist, Joanna Petty, is Director of The Dyslexia Teaching Centre, 
and she and her team can offer the services of leading educational psychologists 
and occupational therapists. Richard Heaton-Watson, one of the more recent 
additions to Bonas MacFarlane, has worked in all kinds of schools, from 
comprehensives to boarding schools, and has held posts as a Department 
Head, Housemaster and Director of Public Relations along the way. He now 
specialises in mentorship and bespoke educational consultancy. 

Bonas MacFarlane will be exhibiting at The Independent Schools Show 
2010 in London’s Battersea Park on Friday 29th and Saturday 30th October 
(www.schoolsshow.co.uk). The show is a great opportunity for parents to get a 
broad introduction to the leading preparatory and senior schools from across 
the country as well as listening to talks and seminars delivered by luminaries 
from the world of private education. Our relationship with the event organisers, 
Next Step Exhibitions, has only served to strengthen our place in the world of 
independent education. It is a great chance to meet some of our team and talk to 
us about how we can guide you through every aspect of your child’s education 
from ‘cradle to career’. We also recommend The London Parent’s Forum 
(www.londonparentsforum.co.uk) starting on 28th September in Knightsbridge, 
where parents can gain access to expert educationists, methods and strategies. 

Charles Bonas Managing Director
Marina Byrne Director (Nursery and Pre-Prep)
Will Petty Director of Tutoring
General enquiries and school placement advice:  
0207 731 7489
Tutoring Enquiries: 0207 221 8260
will@bonasmacfarlane.co.uk • www.bonasmacfarlane.co.uk
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