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eBooks
till 2O14
Our FREE A Level eBooks offer in partnership with
Hodder Education and OUP has been extended for a
further two years till 2O14.
Over 375,000 free AS and A2 eBooks have been ordered by cost-conscious schools
and colleges since the scheme kicked off last September.

FREE eBooks are available to all schools and colleges teaching A Levels.

Order your FREE eBooks today at
www.ocr.org.uk/eBooks/order

Welcome to this Summer 2012 issue of agenda.
The capacity to adapt to change is essential in education. There’s the prospect of major GCSE reform ahead but
meanwhile, from this September, linear GCSEs are back in classrooms. With this issue of Agenda, we’re supplying a
handy guide to the GCSE changes to keep teachers up to date. We know from the number of the hits on our website
– over 30,000 – that there’s demand for more information about these changes. I hope this guide fits the bill.
Change is on the way for A Levels too, with plans for a new generation of the qualifications to be taught in schools
from 2014. We’ve linked up with the TES to launch an online forum about A Level reform. It’s an easy way to share
your views so get involved. And did you know that last summer’s A Level papers marked the 60th birthday of
this qualification that we take for granted? You can read all about the history in our feature starting on page 7.
Computing remains big news and you can read about OCR’s ground-breaking GCSE.
We’ve also got an interview in this issue with Martin Doel, Chief Executive of AoC, which represents the interests of
over 360 colleges. All this, plus news of our extended free A Level eBooks offer, new English and maths qualifications
to address the skills shortage in this country and how we are supporting vocational education with our new
post-16 initiative, Cambridge Technicals.
If you would like to get in touch about anything you read here, please email us at agenda@ocr.org.uk.

Mark Dawe
Chief Executive, OCR
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NEWS

Getting the basics right – new Proficiency
qualifications in English and Maths
According to the Department for Business, Innovation
and Skills’ website, around eight million people in the UK
lack functional numeracy skills and five million people lack
functional literacy skills.
OCR has drawn on years of expertise in skills-based qualifications
and partnered with Tribal – world leaders in educational support
– to develop a new range of English and maths qualifications to
address this issue. Subject to accreditation, the new ‘Proficiency’
qualifications, which are exclusively from OCR, will be available for
first teaching from September 2012.
With the ending of Key and Basic Skills this summer, OCR and
Tribal have gone back to fundamentals and focused on what works
for adult learners: core skills and knowledge, simple assessment, and
bite-sized, credit-based units. Proficiency qualifications can be stand
alone or be part of a wider programme and a stepping stone to
Functional Skills, GCSEs and beyond.
New technology allows learners to take their Proficiency
assessments on screen. Through OCR’s partnership with Tribal,
bespoke support resources, including trainers’ guides and practice
assessments, will be on offer.

Paul Steer, OCR’s Partnerships Director, said: “The statistics on
low numeracy and literacy skills cannot be ignored. To develop
new qualifications, OCR has drawn on its RSA heritage and its
partnership with Tribal to create something unique. We’ve listened
to what employers and trainers say are the skills they want to see in
adults entering the workplace. But we’ve deliberately kept it simple,
so what you see is what you get.”
Barry Brooks, Tribal’s Strategy Director, said: “The Coalition
Government has set out its commitment to make sure that
everyone has the opportunity to secure English and mathematics
qualifications at Level 2. Through our work with OCR, we have
developed a unique, tailor-made solution that builds on the
best traditions of teaching and learning and blends it with the
innovative uses of technology to bring dynamism, flexibility and
responsiveness to the learning and development process.”
Further information about the new Proficiency qualifications in
English and maths, including unit content and levels, is available on
OCR’s website: www.ocr.org.uk/proficiency.
Photos: Unveiling Proficiency with the help of Susan Pember of BIS
(top left) and Tribal’s Barry Brooks (top right).

What’s happening to A Levels?
In a letter to the regulator Ofqual in April, Education Secretary
Michael Gove confirmed that universities should have ‘far greater
involvement in the design and development of A Level qualifications
than they do at present’, declaring that ‘the single most important
purpose of A Level qualifications is to prepare young people for
further study at university’. He set out an ‘ambitious’ timetable for
the teaching of this new generation of A Levels in a number of
‘facilitating’ subjects to start from September 2014.
OCR, which offers A Levels in over 50 subjects, is well placed to
respond to the greater involvement of Higher Education in future
qualification development. We are the only major awarding body
which is part of a university – the University of Cambridge. We
also have a very strong HE engagement programme with over
140 representatives from across a wide range of higher education
institutions making their voices heard via OCR forums.
As part of OCR’s preparation for A Level re-development, we’ve
also been able to tap into the expertise of the research department
of OCR’s parent organisation (Cambridge Assessment) to identify
what universities think of current A Levels. Key findings from their
latest research suggest that universities want more advanced
content for more able students, core subjects in greater depth,
and to encourage the skills of critical thinking, independent
study, exploration and more extensive reading. Universities also
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reported that they want A Levels to be less predictable, have more
essay/open-ended style questions and a limited number of resits.
(Summaries of Cambridge Assessment’s extensive research on A
Level reform are available online at www.cambridgeassessment.org.
uk/ca/Viewpoints).
While input from Higher Education is essential, OCR believes that
the views of teachers – the professionals delivering qualifications
and assessments in the classroom – are vital to getting A Levels
right. We want to engage with as many teachers as possible from
different schools and different parts of the UK. Teachers on OCR’s
eleven subject forums already have a chance to express their
views but we have recently harnessed the power of social media
by working with the TES to find out what potentially thousands of
teachers think. To share your views on A Level reform, visit
www.tes.co.uk/greatdebate.
The findings from this and a short TES/OCR survey (www.tes.
co.uk/alevelsurvey) will not only feed into OCR’s development
process but also into Ofqual’s consultation on the arrangements for
A Level development which ends in mid-September. We will keep
you updated with the changes to A Levels over the coming year
and help you prepare for first teaching in a number of core subjects
from 2014.

NEWS

Making vocational education stronger
“I believe passionately that we need both the vocational and
academic route in society. Vocational education needs to refine its
offer, and more employers need confidence in it, to stop it being
perceived as second best.”
During an exciting debate on vocational education organised by
OCR at London’s County Hall this Spring, Liberal Democrat peer
Baroness Brinton (pictured above right) put forward her views.
Having worked in the education sector for more than 20 years,
she takes a special interest in education, skills and learning. “What
vocational education offers is exactly what the UK economy needs
in the 21st century – no longer second best, but reliable, high
quality and essential.”
The debate took place to mark a major vocational initiative – the
launch of OCR’s new post-16 Cambridge Technicals qualification
range. Baroness Brinton was supportive: “The new qualification has
a real role to play, providing much more appropriate qualifications,

which both student and prospective employers understand, with
rigorous standards which mean it can’t be belittled by academic
purists.”
Cambridge Technicals reward 16+ learners for their practical skills
but also carry UCAS points so students can progress to higher
education or employment.
The contributions of key speaker Professor Joy Carter, Vice
Chancellor of Winchester University, OCR’s Mark Dawe and Paul
Steer, as well as the debating team from the Cambridge Union
Society, led to a lively exchange of views on the importance of
vocational education for the 100 plus delegates attending.
OCR’s new Cambridge Technicals qualifications are available in
Business, IT and Health and Social Care, with Art and Design, Media,
Sport and Science coming soon.
www.cambridgetechnical.org.uk

It’s official – two more years of free
A Level eBooks
OCR has just announced a two-year extension for its free A Level
eBooks offer, delivered in partnership with Hodder and OUP,
following the popularity of this year’s scheme. The announcement
was made at the Sixth Form Colleges’ Forum Summer Conference
in late June.
Over 375,000 free AS and A2 eBooks have been ordered by costconscious schools and colleges since the scheme kicked off last
September. The two-year extension will give continuity to teachers
and students who have already integrated these online resources
successfully this year. It gives others another chance to get started
with the scheme. OCR’s free eBook offer is available to all schools
and colleges teaching A Levels, not just those that currently use
OCR’s AS and A2 qualifications.
According to research OCR commissioned earlier this year into
how schools and colleges were using eBooks, accessibility and
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portability are the greatest benefits, especially for students. 65% of
those surveyed (mostly subject heads) confirmed that their students
benefitted from being able to study independently by accessing
free eBooks either direct through a publisher website or through a
school’s VLE. The eBooks were also benefitting teachers who were
using them to plan and prepare lessons. Over 70% found the eBooks
easy or very easy to order.
Out of the wide range of subjects available, eBooks in biology,
maths and chemistry have been in greatest demand since the
scheme began. Following hard work with OCR’s publisher partners,
the choice of eBooks has expanded to over 30 different subjects
which are now available to order for the 2012/13 year. We’ve also
listened to feedback – making it easier for schools and colleges to
order large numbers of eBooks.
Get involved via the OCR website: www.ocr.org.uk/ebooks.

NEWS

Debating exams and
textbooks
There’s been a lot of media and political discussion about whether
exam boards should be allowed to produce textbooks. At a seminar
held in March, Cambridge Assessment’s Tim Oates and teacher
union leader Dr Mary Bousted also exchanged views on the matter.
“International studies make clear that introducing policy which
breaks the link between textbooks and exams is simply contrary to
what is happening in systems which have radically improved their
performance,” explained Tim Oates, Group Director of Assessment
Research and Development. Tim called for a tightening of the
linkage between textbooks and the aims and content of the
curriculum and qualifications, rather than an artificial separation of
them.
The positioning of textbooks in overall educational policy is a
critical part of system management in Singapore, Hong Kong,
Finland and Alberta, amongst others. Tim gave examples of lessons
that could be learned from the high quality resources that are
‘closely coupled’ to the curriculum and to assessments in Singapore
and Hong Kong.
Dr Mary Bousted, General Secretary of the Association of Teachers
and Lecturers (ATL), in response to Tim’s presentation, said: “There
is a real danger that our education system will become even more
obsessed by exam results for their own sake. Close alignment of
textbooks and tests might underpin exam performance, but
it would also diminish creativity and innovation in
teaching. There is every danger that closer linkage of
textbooks and exams would drive a further wedge
between the real pupil engagement and learning
which should go on in schools, resulting
in even more teaching being driven by
test performance and test results. ATL
believes that this approach will not raise,
but depress educational standards.”
While the relationship is a focus of
deliberate and stable policy in other
nations, the debate continues to rage
in the UK.
What do you think?
Email your comments to
agenda@ocr.org.uk.

“And action!”
A cross-party review published this year recommended that every
young person should study film at school. Film, alongside media and
the creative arts, are vibrant areas of the UK economy, with the UK
film industry estimated to contribute over £4.5 billion alone to GDP.
It’s timely for OCR to unveil its new A Level in Film Studies, which
offers a flexible and creative approach to the study of film, for roll out
from September 2012.
OCR’s Film Studies A Level has been designed to ignite a passion for
film and encourage a broader critical perspective of this academic
area of study. It allows learners to:
develop an appreciation of film from both audience and industry
perspectives
look at the processes involved from initial idea and point of
production to final consumption
consider a broad range of English and non-English language film
and demonstrate their understanding creatively in their own practical
productions
understand the different issues facing contemporary film across
the globe by looking at historical, sociological, technological,
economic and political perspectives.
At AS Level for example, learners could mix a study of Christopher
Nolan films – Inception, Batman Begins, The Dark Night and The
Prestige – with an analysis of the early years of the cinema industry
and films such as Journey To The Moon (1902) or The Great Train
Robbery (1903). Learners could then go on to produce their own
short film, demonstrating their application of knowledge and
understanding of the use of film language to construct messages
and values.
OCR A Level Film Studies aims to provide a real foundation for Film
Studies or related areas at Higher Education level, progression to
the next level of applied qualifications (eg HND) or direct entry into
employment.
Further information can be found at: www.ocr.org.uk/filmstudies.

•
•
•
•

Excellence in Design and Technology
recognised
One of OCR’s examiners, Denis Hallam, received a Design and Technology Excellence Award
earlier this year, in recognition of his passion and dedication for the subject.
Denis received his award for Outstanding Contribution to Design and Technology Education,
the highest made by the D&T Association, from Dame Ellen MacArthur.
The award was partly in recognition of his outstanding leadership of the flourishing D&T
department at East Barnet School in London where more students are thought to take A Level
D&T than in any other school in the country. His interest in and contribution to examining in
his subject was also recognised. He is currently Chief Examiner for OCR’s A Level D&T.
OCR Head of Assessor Management, Georgina Sear, said: “We are delighted that Denis’s skills
have been recognised by this award. Like many of our assessors, he is a great ambassador for
his subject, with years of specialist knowledge and expertise, both in the classroom and in
examining.”
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By Sophie White

FEATURE / A LEVEL REFORMS

60 years of A Levels
With A Level reform in full swing – and a
new generation of A Levels planned to be
taught in classrooms from September 2014
– it is astonishing to think that A Levels
have been with us for over 60 years.

1951 was a crucial year in the history
of school exams, as 18 year olds around
the country sat the first ever ‘Advanced
Level’ General Certificate of Education
exams in individual subjects.
In the summer of 1951, food rationing
was still in place in Britain. In the same
month as the new A Level exams were
taken, British spies Burgess and Maclean
fled to the USSR. The Cold War dominated
international relations and there was an
uneasy stalemate between Chinese and UN
forces in Korea. Domestically, Labour Prime
Minister, Clement Atlee, was in the last few
months of his six-year term of office, which
had seen the birth of the NHS. Computing
was making significant advances with the
development of the first computers for
business use in 1951, although technology
was not moving as fast in homes; only
one in five households in the UK owned a
television set which gave them access to
one channel only.
Approximately 17,000 candidates from
around 420 schools in the UK sat the
first Advanced Level exams from OCR –
then known as UCLES (the University of
Cambridge’s Local Examinations Syndicate)
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– in June 1951. Many of the 400 plus
schools who entered candidates for the first
A Levels were either grammars (both direct
grant and maintained) or independent;
many were also single sex. By contrast, 60
years later in June 2011, nearly 500,000
candidates from over 3,300 schools and
colleges in England, Northern Ireland and
Wales took OCR A Levels.
Since 1918, 18 year olds who were still
at school had taken the Higher School
Certificate (HSC), two years after the School
Certificate. The switch from a general
certificate which 18 year olds gained for
passing a range of subjects to exams in
individual subjects was outlined in the
influential 1943 Norwood Report, but
implementing major educational changes
took several years due to more immediate
post-war priorities. Norwood believed that
the purpose of an 18 plus exam should not
be to provide evidence of a ‘general’ or ‘all
round’ education but that it should serve
students’ particular needs. The Norwood
Report had also criticised the HSC for
trying to combine two functions; a more
general qualifying test for universities
and professions, and a test for university
scholarship. According to the report, these

two functions should be separated. The
changes of 1951 saw the introduction of
the first ‘Ordinary Level’ General Certificate
of Education exam, as well as the first
Advanced Level. Despite the initial fears of
exam boards, including Cambridge’s own,
the numbers of candidates achieving the
new A Levels surpassed those achieving
Higher School Certificate; a third more
candidates took the new A Levels in 1951
than had taken the HSC in the previous year.
The 1951 papers make interesting reading
for A Level teachers of today, especially
given the current debate about A Level
reform. Bound volumes of the 1951 papers,
as well as examiner reports and regulations,
are accessible in the archive of OCR’s parent
organisation, Cambridge Assessment. An
invaluable resource for research into the
history of assessment, the Cambridge
Assessment Archive is the only one of its
kind and its collection of question papers
and syllabuses relating to the UK’s oldest
surviving exam board dates back to the
1870s. As well as revealing general patterns
in educational assessment, its collections
include the records of individuals such as
Marie Stopes, Iris Murdoch and Philip Larkin.

FEATURE / A LEVEL REFORMS

Looking at the 1951 papers, there are stark
differences between exam papers then
and today. The 1951 papers belong to a
pre-coursework, pre-mark scheme, presample paper era where examinations were
linear. One element which will be familiar to
schools and colleges of today is late entry
fees which did apply in 1951. A fee of 10
shillings (just over £12 in today’s money)
was charged for applications made up to a
fortnight after the deadline which was 28
February in 1951. Entries which were more
than a fortnight late were not accepted at all.
A grading system was introduced with the
new Advanced Level in 1951, replacing
standardised percentage marks used for the
Higher School Certificate. Candidates were
graded from 1 to 9, with 1 to 5 representing
a pass. Separate Scholarship papers (used
to award State Scholarships for universities)
were introduced in most subjects alongside
the Advanced Level as an option, in line

with the recommendations of the Norwood
report. In order to calculate marks for the
1951 Scholarship papers, UCLES made use
of one of the world’s first electronic digital
computers, the Cambridge Mathematical
Laboratory’s national calculating machine,
which has an important place in the history
of computing.
OCR offers A Levels in over 50 different
subject areas today. In 1951, there was
a choice of just over 20 subject areas,
broadly continuing those which had been
available for the HSC. The number of A
Levels available for different branches of
science in 1951 is striking: not only biology,
human biology, physics, chemistry, and
geology as today, but zoology and botany
too. Languages in 1951 were limited
to French, Spanish, German, Italian and
Russian, alongside the classical languages
of Latin and Greek of course, whereas A
Level languages today encompass a far

wider range including non-European
options such as Persian and Gujarati. 60%
of candidates took three or more subjects
at A Level in 1951 and it was the norm for
schools to take all their examinations with
a single board! The examiners’ report for
1951 shows the gender split per subject.
Boys dominated in science, whereas high
numbers of girls took English, French and
Latin.
Subjects such as handicraft, taken exclusively
by boys in 1951, focused on woodwork
and metalwork, with questions such as
“What qualities should be looked for when
selecting a set of bench tools?“ Questions
from the economics and public affairs
Advanced Level papers indicate a more
confident, traditional world: “Why does Great
Britain export such a large proportion of her
total product?” and “Give a brief account of
the various ways in which the amateur may
participate in the British system of justice?”

We asked some experts – teachers of OCR’s current English,
Chemistry and Maths A Levels, whose students took OCR’s papers
in 2011 – to take a look at the exam papers of 60 years ago.

Chemistry

Candidates at Advanced Level had to take two
written papers (Papers I and II) each lasting 2½
hours, plus a 3-hour Practical Test.
One of the common themes of feedback from
our A Level chemistry experts was the amount
of regurgitation of fact and rote learning
involved in the 1951 papers compared with
those of today. Pauline Winn of Loreto College
observed: “You could target your revision and
hope that certain topics came up and others did
not.” Denise Knight of King Edward VI College
commented: “Many feel like the syllabus simply
had to be regurgitated back… Today’s papers
expect a lot more interpretation of a problem…
In 1951 a good memory and numerical skills was
enough?” John Older, OCR’s Principal Moderator
for A Level Chemistry, noted that: “Today’s
papers require an approach geared more to
understanding than simple learning.”
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The questions on 1951
papers elicited comment.
Denise again: “Having
a choice of questions is
quite different.” But were
the 1951 questions more
taxing? She continued:
“I was expecting to look
at these questions and
say that the A Levels were
harder in 1951. I don’t
think that they were. They
were different.” Pauline
also noted questions “were
more open-ended.” Tom
Gareh of Ellesmere College
commented on the layout
and “wordiness” of the
1951 questions: “They are much more openended and require continuous prose…”
A few topics, such as Hess’s Law, appear on
chemistry papers 60 years apart. “But the
differences in topics are more striking,” according
to John Older. Denise Knight pointed out that
papers today: “cover a lot more organic and
physical chemistry”. Tom also commented on
how much the focus of chemistry in schools
has changed. “The breadth on the old papers is
less as more modern topics by default are not
included.”
The exam paper in 1951 did not attempt to test
all the syllabus. Pauline: “Not all aspects of the
chemistry students studied at school was tested
on the two examination papers”. John explained:
“More choice was allowed making it easier to
tackle the exam successfully despite having holes

in your coverage of the syllabus…being prepared
for the exam nowadays means covering the
whole specification.”
Another aspect of the 1951 papers that caught
attention was the amount of maths. Pauline
again: “Only three of the questions in the 1951
paper are calculation based.” There was some
envy at the amount of practical work that must
have gone on. “Not as much mathematics
but far more practical preparations needed
to be learnt. “ said Tom Gareh. “There was a
big emphasis on practical chemistry,” Pauline
commented too. Denise also pointed out that:
“In the practical paper, it clearly shows how male
dominated the subject must have been – the
practical supervisor is, without question, a ‘he’”.
The length of the exam and lack of structure
might “be difficult for today’s students,”
according to Denise. She continued: “They
certainly wouldn’t like the thought of two times
2½ hour exams.” Tom noted: “Length of exam
requires far more discipline in terms of time
management and choice of question.” John said:
“The 1951 papers provided considerably less help
as to what was expected…it was less clear where
marks were going to be awarded.Today’s papers
guide student through the answers supporting
them all the way.”
And what was the chemists’ favourite question?
Tom’s was the question that asked candidates to
describe how to obtain a pure sample of carbon
monoxide. Pauline’s was on illustrating the
process of osmosis. “I rue the loss of colligative
properties from A Level teaching! It was one of
the few topics I felt I had really understood!”

FEATURE / A LEVEL REFORMS

Mathematics and Further Mathematics
and the comparable
level of the questions is
doubtful.” Eddie Wilde,
OCR’s Qualifications
Manager said: “The
content from 1951 would
be very recognisable
today.” Paul Rispin of Peter
Symonds College agreed:
“Aside from a reduction in
the amount of geometry,
the A Level pure maths
syllabus hasn’t changed
greatly. What has changed
is the style of the papers.”
There were two maths Advanced Level papers:
Paper I and Paper II, plus a separate Scholarship
paper, and two further maths papers: Papers
I (Algebra, Trigonometry, Geometry) and II
(Calculus, with i) Differential Equations and
Mechanics and ii) Statistics), plus a Scholarship
paper. All were 3-hour exams. Candidates for the
Advanced Levels had to take Papers I and II.
Commenting on the 1951 maths papers, Jenny
Taylor of Tuxford Academy, highlighted the
similarity between some of the topics on papers
60 years apart, except the topics in the 1951
papers are “all thrown together on one paper

He found the change in
language striking: “The
language used 60 years ago was obviously very
different… The 1950s papers use some language
which would exclude some students (both then
and now) from accessing the paper.” Eddie also
highlighted some of the terminology on the 1951
papers that would confuse modern candidates:
“How many students today would know what
an ‘honour’ would be in terms of playing cards?”
The amount of solid prose in the questions
surprised Jenny: “Mathematical language
hasn’t changed a lot but the inclusion of
solid prose questions at this time seems

commonplace…I wonder how many of our
young mathematicians could reason through
text at this level and interpret the diagrammatic
situation.”
Eddie also commented on the length of the
1950s exams: “Unless a student was looking
for a scholarship, a total examination time of 6
hours in 1951, albeit in two 3-hour papers, might
be seen as comparing favourably with today’s
requirements which are 9 hours in the form of
six papers of 1½ hours each.” And Jenny noted:
“No marks shown so the candidate has no idea
whether he is spending too much time on a
question or not.”
By contrast to papers nowadays, there is much
more proof on a 1951 paper. Jenny commented:
“There’s far more emphasis nowadays on
investigational learning rather than just picking
up rules and methods.” Paul continued: “Current
papers do have an awful lot of “show that”
marks which were far less common in the past.”
He and Eddie agreed that students do a greater
range of applied maths now. But are the 1951
questions harder? “The mathematics in the 1951
linear further maths papers is no harder than
that covered in the harder units of the current
modular further maths course,“ Paul concluded.

English

There were four English Advanced Level papers
in 1951, which all incorporated Scholarship
sections. (Paper I: Composition and Comment,
Paper II: Shakespeare and Paper III: Chaucer,
Spenser, Milton – all 2-hour exams. Paper IV
a) Literature 1579 – 1700 b) English Literature
1780 to 1832 c) Prose of the Victorian Era and d)
Memoirs and Letters 1660 – 1800, which were all
2½-hour exams). “Candidates must offer Paper IV
and any two of Papers I, II and III.”
There was a broad consensus among our English
experts asked to compare and contrast the
papers of 1951 and 2011.
“There are similarities in terms of the writers
appearing on the papers – Shakespeare,
Milton and Donne are just a few of the writers
appearing on both the 1951 and the 2011 exams
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(and with good reason!)”,
according to Abigail Hatch
of Bradfield College. She
continued: “The focus
was clearly on canonical
English Literature with
pupils covering numerous
texts over the two-year
period. Today the focus
is on knowing a smaller
number of texts really
well…” This point was
picked up by Emer Cullen
and Claire Salmon of the
Perse School who noted
		
that similarly “demanding
‘canonical’ texts are on the syllabus… but the
range of texts and contexts in 1951 is broader”.
One difference was the absence of contemporary
literature in 1951. Abigail again: “One of the
benefits of the current A Level syllabus is the
fact that there are opportunities for studying
contemporary literature and, at A2, for selecting
works from different cultural contexts”. OCR’s
Principal Examiner for English Literature, David
Johnson commented: “The only reference to
‘contemporary’ writing here is a single poem by
Wilfred Owen, who died in 1918…Contemporary
literature is now freely chosen by schools, and
elicits some brilliant writing for coursework”.
Emer and Claire felt that the questions on
the English papers were generally “far more
open-ended and wide ranging in 1951”. Abigail
noted an inconsistency between “more general

(and incredibly varied) essay questions” and
“those expecting a summary or those expecting
a specific comparison between texts” which
were “rather closed”. Gemma Hewitt, OCR’s
Qualifications Manager, observed: “’write a short
account’, and ‘give an appreciation of’ are very
general questions… on the other hand, other
questions seem very familiar – the questions on
Jane Austen’s “Emma”, with a bit of tweaking,
could make it on to today’s F661 examination
paper.” David Johnson: “Over and over again
we see a fall-back formula which we would not
use today – ‘Write a critical appreciation’ – an
invitation to the prepared answer. However, the
tradition of choosing a telling critical quotation
and asking candidates to evaluate it is still going
strong.”
All commented on the length and pace of the
1951 papers compared to those of today. “Four
questions in two and a half hours is a tall order.”
“Very long 1951 exams – often with four essays in
each – and four exam units in total!”
And the experts’ favourite question?: “Imagining
any of the well known Victorian prose-writers
to be alive today, say what you think his views
would have been on either of the following
topics: a) The “Welfare State” b) The present
condition of the Arts. Feedback included: “It’s not
very far removed from the Re-creative writing
that students have the opportunity to do for
coursework for Literature “ And: “I’d also be really
interested to see the mark scheme! How do you
judge an answer to this?!”

INTERVIEW / AoC CHIEF EXECUTIVE

Over 360 Further Education, Sixth Form and Specialist Colleges in
the UK are represented by the Association of Colleges (AoC). Formed
in 1996, the organisation supports and lobbies on behalf of the
largest number of Colleges in this sector. In recent years, the AoC
has successfully voiced the concerns of its diverse membership on
issues such as HIGHER VOCATIONAL EDUCATION, CAPITAL FUNDING AND
ADDITIONAL FREEDOMS FOR COLLEGES. In a time of reduced funding,
the need to represent its members effectively is as strong as ever.
Martin Doel, who took over as Chief Executive of AoC
in 2008, outlines the challenges to agenda.

What was your background before
taking on your current role?
I served in the RAF for 28 years. Although
I trained as a teacher before joining the
RAF, my early career was concerned
with operational support and personnel
management. The last third of my RAF
career was, however, devoted primarily
to training-related roles and I finished as
Director of Training for all three Armed
Forces based in the MOD.
What do you like about working in the
field of education?
Making a difference to people’s lives and
one that can in some circumstances be
truly transformative.
Who do you admire in education?
Any teacher or lecturer who can inspire
and enable students to realise their true
potential and any leader of an institution
who can set unfailingly high standards
and motivate their team to achieve those
standards.
Was your own experience of education
a positive one and what lessons did
you learn from it?
Mixed. I messed up at A Levels and then
recovered at university level. It taught me
not to do what others thought I should
do but to do what interested me and to
commit myself fully to that.
What is the remit of the AoC?
To represent and promote the interests of
colleges to government, its agencies and
the wider public and to provide members
with first class professional services – colleges
being general further education colleges,
sixth form colleges and specialist colleges.
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How do you meet the differing needs
of your membership?
By listening and discussing with them the
art of the possible. There are many more
things that unite colleges than divide them
and ensuring a clear, united and credible
voice for colleges is critical in ensuring
that policy and its implementation by
government is properly informed and
realistic.
What challenges do you think your
organisation and its members face over
the next five years?
One of the biggest is the ongoing pressure
on public spending at a time when colleges
are being asked to do more and to be at
the heart of the government’s growth
strategy. Colleges have also been granted
greater freedoms and autonomy over
the past two years. With such freedoms
come responsibilities and a need to be
accountable to the communities that we
serve. Finally, the split of college funding
between the Department for Education,
the Department for Business, Innovation
and Skills and the Department for Work
and Pensions means that ‘joining up’
government policy to ensure a measure of
coherence at the local level is an ongoing
problem.
Is AoC well placed to adapt?
I hope so. It is not a large organisation but
is being asked to ‘mark the homework’ of at
least four government departments and to
provide a wide range of support services to
colleges. We simply couldn’t succeed in this
without being quick on our feet and able to
respond to new challenges.

What achievement are you proudest
of since you became Chief Executive
in 2008?
Having helped build such a strong and
committed team at the AoC, which has
enabled us to support colleges effectively
through various crises, probably the
most severe of which was the debacle
of the former Learning and Skills Council
overspending its capital budget a few years
ago, leaving many colleges in the lurch
financially.
If you were stuck in a lift with a
government minister, what three
things would you ask for on behalf
of your sector?
Continued freedom for colleges to get on
with supporting students, employers and
their communities, fair funding for colleges
in comparison to schools and universities,
and early consultation on policy
development so that policy is coherent in
supporting a growth agenda.
For further information on AoC, visit
www.aoc.co.uk.

INTERVIEW / AoC CHIEF EXECUTIVE

“There are many more
things that unite colleges
than divide them.”
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CASE STUDY – GCSE COMPUTING

Tried and Tested:
OCR’s GCSE
Computing is
leading the way
Twyford Church of England School, in
the London borough of Ealing, is a mixed
comprehensive with just under 1,400
students aged 11-18 on its roll. Two years
ago the school became a pilot for OCR’s
new GCSE Computing qualification.
The school’s Head of ICT and Computing,
Chris Wiggins (right) explains.
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CASE STUDY – GCSE COMPUTING

“We now offer A Level Computing,
GCSE Computing and a computing unit
in Year 9 that prepares students for GCSE
Computing at Key Stage 4 .”
The school’s decision to choose OCR’s GCSE
Computing qualification arose because
certain students were not being challenged
by their existing ICT studies. Chris continues:
“We noticed that some of our higher ability
students were not engaging with the ICT
curriculum as well as they had previously;
they wanted to be challenged in a more
technical way. It was time for us to introduce
a GCSE Computing qualification and OCR
was the first and only exam board offering it.”
Several of the school’s students had been
dabbling with computer programming at
home and, Chris thought, could benefit
from studying a recognised computing
qualification in a more formal environment.
OCR’s new GCSE was designed to provide
learners with an in-depth understanding
of how computer technology works –
what goes on ‘behind the scenes’. The
qualification has three units: a theory
unit (worth 40% of the overall mark) that
focuses on how computers work; and two
controlled coursework assessment units
(together worth 60%) that are a practical
investigation into a computing issue and a
programming project.
“The theory content is extremely relevant
to students wanting to learn more about
computers,” says Chris. “They get to explore
how computers work and other aspects
including data representation, binary logic,
software and computer networks.
“The part of the course they find most
enjoyable is the programming. Currently we
teach the programming language, Java, but
schools aren’t restricted because OCR allows
you to teach various different programming
languages – you have a choice.”

element enables them to write their own
programs, solve problems and learn new
skills. It’s also a set of skills that offers them
a career path in the future. They can go
online and see jobs advertisements for
positions such as a Java programmer.”
And it isn’t just the students who enjoy
the programming aspect of OCR’s GCSE
Computing course. “I particularly like the
programming as well,” confesses Chris,
“because I’m teaching something our
students get a lot of satisfaction from.
When they solve a problem they’ve
been struggling with, the satisfaction is
rewarding for me too.”
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“We also found some excellent support
resources available from third parties, for
example, an excellent GCSE Computing
textbook by Susan Robson. There is also a
website called www.gcsecomputing.org.uk
that is very useful. ”

Chris also likes the challenging nature
of the course. “I enjoy the fact that my
students have a lot of questions to ask
about the content. Lessons always contain
a lot of two-way interaction – students
asking questions that sometimes you don’t
immediately have the answer to. How does
something work on a mobile phone, how
does a particular website function?”
It’s a learning partnership that has enabled
Chris to develop “a really nice atmosphere”
with his students. “It’s great when they
say to me that they wish to continue their
computing studies at a higher level, such as
Computer Science at university.”
What resources are needed? “The
resources needed by a school will depend
on the programming language it uses,”
Chris advises. “We teach Java, which is
very challenging for our students, but
that’s what we chose, so you need the
appropriate IDE (Integrated Development
Environment) to support it.”
For other schools considering GCSE
Computing, Chris has three pieces of
advice: “Firstly, run some programming
workshops or do some work in earlier
years to identify whether or not students

“We have spent two years running the
OCR GCSE Computing course, and we’re
very happy with it.”
Because students use technology such as
their mobile phones, personal computers
and other devices every day, Chris believes
students are naturally interested in what
makes them work. For certain students,
understanding the mechanics of computers
rather than just the applications that run on
them, is an intriguing challenge. “Until the
OCR GCSE Computing qualification came
along, there wasn’t much around to help
students understand how these devices
actually work,” Chris continues. “They very
much enjoy learning how a program is
executed on a computer. The programming

support, including an OCR e-community,
materials and direct assistance. Chris
finds the e-community particularly useful.
“We’ve been signed up since starting the
course. It’s excellent to see other people
experiencing the same issues. Sometimes
I receive emails that raise issues I hadn’t
considered and sometimes they re-affirm
the approach you’re taking.”

enjoy programming or other aspects of
computing taught in the GCSE.
“Next, determine if you have the skills in
the department to teach GCSE Computing.
There are some specialist skills that you
will either have already or need to be
developed before you teach the course.
“Finally, ensure that students opting for
computing have some prior experience so
they know what they will be going into.”
To help schools such as Twyford deliver its
Computing GCSE, OCR provides a range of

The world is changing and we are using
computers a lot more now. I thought
it would be a relevant topic to help me
in future life. I like GCSE Computing
because it’s challenging. I most enjoyed
the programming section of the course
because it allowed us to write our own
programs, such as calculators and
conversion devices.
Kareem – Year 11 student

So how do Twyford’s computing students
use their GCSE qualification?
“Our students can go on to study A Level
Computing and this qualification is very
good preparation for that,” he explains.
“For the first time next year, we are going to
have students in Year 12 who have studied
computing at GCSE and it’s very exciting
to have students going on to study A Level
Computing with prior awareness and
knowledge of the subject content.”
“A number of our students are looking to go
and study Computer Science at university.
Last year, we had two Oxbridge candidates
applying for the subject. They didn’t have the
benefit of studying a GCSE in Computing,
whereas our current students have. I’m
hoping that more students will progress into
higher education to study computing.”
www.ocr.org.uk/computing

COMMENT

A LEVEL
REFORMS
Paul Steer, OCR’s Director of Partnerships,
puts A Level reform in perspective

There’s a lot about A Levels in this edition,
perhaps not surprising at a time when we
are poised to start work on reformed A
Levels for first teaching in 2014. These longestablished qualifications (60 plus years old,
no less) have become pretty much part of
the national psyche, along with fish and
chips and failing to excel at the World Cup.
And like all our great national traditions,
they attract a fair amount of criticism and
commentary.
The view of our current incarnation of A
Levels suggests room for improvement –
our own Cambridge Assessment research
tells us that many new undergraduates lack
some of the writing and research skills they
need, lack fully-developed critical thinking
powers and struggle with the use of maths.
Ofqual found something similar in a recent
Ipsos Mori ‘Fit for purpose’ report on A
Levels that it commissioned. Could this be
partly due to the design of A Levels?
These views are echoed in Ofqual’s
International Comparability Study that
compares A Levels with international
programmes of study aimed at similar age
groups in 13 countries. There are worries
expressed in this report that A Levels don’t
encourage study skills, that they lead to
over-specialisation at an early age and
that the forms of assessment aren’t varied
enough.
But the truth is that if you look at any of this
research closely, yes, there are criticisms,
but the A Level remains robust and well
regarded. When asked, lecturers mostly
argue that the A Level is basically sound,
while Ofqual’s work on international
comparisons discovered that the demand
and content of A Levels compares very
favourably with programmes in other
countries.

14

OCR AGENDA Summer 2012

Teachers, parents and students – perhaps
the most critical stakeholders of all – also
show high levels of confidence in the A
Level, reflected in Ofqual’s own annual
stakeholder perceptions survey.
Meanwhile Nuffield and SCORE (Science
Community Representing Education)
published a review of mathematics content
across A Levels in the three sciences and,
this report argues, in simple terms, they
don’t require enough maths. Even here
we need to take care how we interpret all
this discussion about maths. It is possible

Yes, there are criticisms,
but the A Level remains
robust and well regarded.
to argue that the difficulty here is reaching
consensus about how much maths should
be assessed in the sciences, and how
much maths content should reside solely
in a mathematics A Level. The debate
about maths in the sciences and indeed,
what maths everyone should learn post
16, is nothing new. We found records of a
very similar debate going on in the 1970s
in something called SCUE, the Standing
Committee for University Entrance. And the
debate continues in more recent reviews
such as the Vorderman report.
What we do know is that the actual A Level
in mathematics need not be dragged
into this debate. There is a clear view from
many in Higher Education and elsewhere
that A Level Mathematics is a very sound
qualification and we should take care
before introducing radical change. Takeup of maths A Level plummeted last time
big changes were introduced, as part of
Curriculum 2000, and are only just starting
to return to the levels before these changes.

As we embark on A Level reform, there is
much to suggest it should be just that –
reform – and not revolution. And it’s just
as well that we aren’t starting from scratch
given that new specifications need to be
with schools for 2013, and that Ofqual
has only just started consulting on how
HE could organise itself to ‘sign off’ new A
Levels as meeting their requirements.
A Level reform is also only one of the
planned activities set out in the Ofqual
Corporate Plan – a document which shows
Ofqual has a great deal else on its mind.
There are a huge range of ambitious strands
of work set out in the Plan, especially for a
relatively new and small organisation. These
include consultations on codes of practice
and on new rules surrounding teacher
seminars, a raft of themed reviews and
audits to check on standards and rigour, a
complete market study to review all aspects
of competition in the qualifications market,
including the way textbooks are sold and,
of course, a review of the Qualifications and
Credit Framework – a very large garden,
planted by QCA, and now looking horribly
unkempt and overgrown.
Most significant of all perhaps is the plan to
kick off a full review of GCSEs, albeit in the
second year of the plan. Even without the
Education Secretary’s latest comments on
bringing back O Levels, a review of GCSEs
was inevitable and the signalled intent
that everything from grading structure
to the brand itself will be open to review
sounds radical. In the end, what happens
with GCSEs could finish up making A Level
reform look like a relatively minor affair.
Have your say.
Email your comments to agenda@ocr.org.uk.
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join ocr at these exhibitions and conferences
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26

28/30

13/14

Association for the
Teaching of Psychology
(ATP) Annual Conference

Apprenticeships Event
FREE

ESTA (Earth Science
Teachers’ Association)
Conference

The Care Show

British Geological Survey,
Keyworth, Nottinghamshire

We offer an extensive range
of Health and Social Care
qualifications to suit learners of all
ages and abilities. Visit our stand
where qualifications experts will
be on hand to explain our range of
qualifications including the brand
new Cambridge Technicals in Health
and Social Care.

Aston University, Birmingham
Come and visit OCR’s stand at the
only event aimed at teachers of
psychology. Subject experts will be
available to tell you about our GCSE
and A Level in Psychology. We’ll also
be holding three workshops on our
GCSE and A Level offerings.
www.atpconference.org.uk

10
Westminster Briefing:
Reforming A Levels –
Ensuring Students are
Prepared for University
& Employment
Centre Point, London WC1
OCR, together with Cambridge
Assessment, will be supporting this
key event addressing the future of
A Levels. Sally Brown, OCR Partnerships
Manager, and Irenka Suto, Senior
Research Officer at Cambridge
Assessment, will be contributing to
the debate on Current and Future
Policy: Establishing a new A-Level
System.
www.westminster-briefing.com

Birmingham Metropolitan
College
This is a free event hosted by OCR in
partnership with the Birmingham
Chamber of Commerce, for
employers and training providers
to explore our Apprenticeship
frameworks. We offer a range of
frameworks in exciting areas such
as Business & Administration, Retail
and Creative & Digital Media. This
is a prime opportunity for you to
meet skills experts and find out how
Apprenticeships could really add
value to your business.

We’ll be exhibiting at this popular
annual conference for teachers of
geology and earth sciences. Our
qualification experts will be on hand
to discuss OCR’s A Level Geology
qualification.
www.bgs.ac.uk

NEC, Birmingham

www.careshow.co.uk/
birmingham

20/22
Association of Colleges
Annual Conference
2012
International Convention
Centre, Birmingham
We will be one of the main sponsors
at the AoC’s annual conference.
Come and visit us on our stand
where you can meet with
qualifications experts who will be
delighted to tell you more about our
extensive range of qualifications.
We will be showcasing our range
of Apprenticeship frameworks,
vocational qualifications and A
Levels, as well as the new Cambridge
Technicals. Find out more about
our collaborative and innovative
partnerships with leading colleges.
www.aoc.co.uk

To join OCR at
these events, visit
www.ocr.org.uk/events
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