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Introduction 
 
This report looks at the uptake of two-subject combinations of the most popular A levels in 2011. 
The number of candidates taking each of the 20 most popular A level subjects are presented, 
along with the percentage combining this with each of the other subjects. For example, the 
following table section, taken from Table 6 in this report, shows that in 2011 67,686 candidates 
took mathematics A level, and 29.7% of these candidates also took A level biology. Similarly 
50,988 candidates took A level biology, of which 20.2% also took A level psychology and 9.2% 
also took A level history.  
 

 
The tables are not symmetrical and should be read from left to right, not top to bottom. It cannot 
be said, for instance, reading down the ‘Mathematics’ column that 39.5% of candidates taking 
mathematics also took biology (the correct figure is 29.7%, taken from the top row of the table). 
Furthermore, the percentages across a row do not add up to 100%, for two reasons; firstly, most 
candidates take more than two A levels and may, therefore, appear in more than two columns of 
the table; secondly, the table only contains combinations amongst the top 20 subjects.  
 
The data for these analyses were taken from the National Pupil Database (NPD), maintained by 
the Department for Education. The Key Stage 5 (KS5) database, which was used in compiling 
this report, records the results in all subjects for all students aged 16-18 who took at least one A-
level or equivalent in 2011. For the purpose of this report, only students in year 13 in 2011 were 
considered.  
 
The uptake of the combinations is presented by different candidate and school characteristics: 
gender, prior attainment, deprivation level, school type and school gender. In Tables 1-5 the 
numbers of candidates in each of the classifications are presented. For the purposes of this 
report, only candidates taking at least one of the 20 most popular A levels were included in these 
tables.  
 
Gender 
 
Table 1: A level candidates by gender 
 

Gender  
Number of 
candidates  Percentage  

Females 133,306 54.4 
Males 111,806 45.6 

 
 
Prior attainment 
 
All candidates in the NPD taking A levels were classified by their attainment at GCSE. GCSE 
grades were converted into scores (A* = 8, A= 7, B= 6, etc) and a mean GCSE was calculated 
for each A level candidate, which was then used to divide the candidates up into three 
approximately equally sized attainment groups: low, medium and high.  
 
Table 2 presents, for the subset of data used in this report, the number of candidates per group. 
The prior attainment groups are not the same size in this table because only candidates taking at 
least one of the top 20 most popular A levels were included.  
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Table 2: A level candidates by prior attainment 
 

Prior attainment group Number of candidates  

High  83,575 
Medium 80,765 
Low 73,948 

 
 
Deprivation level 
 
The level of deprivation that a candidate experiences was measured by the Income Deprivation 
Affecting Children Index (IDACI), which is available in the NPD. This is a measure of the 
proportion of children in a very small geographical area (Lower Layer Super Output Area or 
LSOA) who live in families that are income deprived. It varies between 0 and 1, with 0 
representing minimum deprivation and 1 maximum deprivation.  
 
It should be noted that there was a significant amount of missing data for this measure (42.3% of 
candidates in the KS5 database had no record). Candidates who did have a measure of 
deprivation were divided up into three equally sized groups, low, medium and high deprivation. 
Table 3 presents, for the subset of data used in this report, the number of candidates in each 
group. As before, the groups are not equally sized in the table because only those candidates 
taking at least one of the top 20 most popular A levels were included. 
 
Table 3: A level candidates by deprivation level 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
School type 
 
There are several different types of school where candidates study for A levels. For this report 
these were classified into seven groups. Table 4 presents the number and percentage of A level 
candidates (taking at least one of the top 20 most popular A levels) attending each school type 
(schools denoted as ‘other’ or ‘unidentified’ are not included). 
 
Table 4: A level candidates by school type 
 

School type Number of 
candidates  Percentage  

Academy 30,993 12.9 
Comprehensive school 88,509 36.9 
FE/Tertiary college 20,402 8.5 
Grammar school 13,014 5.4 
Independent school  32,298 13.5 
Secondary modern school  3,071 1.3 
Sixth form college 51,821 21.6 

 
 
 
 
 

Deprivation group Number of  candidates  

High 45,964 
Medium 46,888 
Low 47,428 



 

 

School gender 
 
The school gender variable was determined by the female ratio (number of females over the total 
number of candidates) in the school. If this ratio was greater than 0.95, the school was 
considered to be a “Girls” school. If the female ratio was less than 0.05, then the school was 
designated a “Boys” school. The rest of the schools were considered “Mixed” schools. Table 5 
shows the numbers and percentages of candidates (taking at least one of the top 20 most 
popular A levels) attending the different types of schools. 
 
Table 5: A level candidates by school gender 
 

School gender 
Number of 
candidates  Percentage  

Boys school 9,560 3.9 
Girls school 16,844 6.9 
Mixed school 218,708 89.2 

 
 
 
Results 
 
Table 6 presents the combinations data for all candidates and Tables 7 to 24 present the 
combinations broken down into the classifications described above. In each table the subjects 
are ordered by overall uptake (highest first). Each table is split over two pages as it was not 
possible to fit 20 columns onto a single page. 



Table 6: Percentage of candidates taking combinatio ns of most popular A levels 
2011 
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Table 6 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking co mbinations of most popular A levels 
2011 
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Table 7: Percentage of candidates taking combinatio ns of most popular A levels (females) 
2011 
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Table 7 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking co mbinations of most popular A levels (females) 
2011 
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Table 8: Percentage of candidates taking combinatio ns of most popular A levels (males) 
2011 
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Table 8 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking co mbinations of most popular A levels (males) 
2011 
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Table 9: Percentage of candidates taking combinatio ns of most popular A levels (Academies) 
2011 
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Table 9 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking co mbinations of most popular A levels (Academies) 
2011 
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Table 10: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (Comprehensive schools ) 
2011 
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Table 10 (Cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (Comprehensive  schools) 
2011 
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Table 11: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (FE/Tertiary Colleges)  
2011 
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Table 11 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (FE/Tertiary C olleges) 
2011 
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Table 12: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (Grammar schools) 
2011 
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Table 12 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (Grammar schoo ls) 
2011 
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Table 13: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (Independent schools) 
2011 
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Table 13 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (Independent s chools) 
2011 
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Table 14: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (Secondary Modern scho ols) 
2011 
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Table 14 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (Secondary Mod ern schools) 
2011 
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Table 15: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (Sixth Form Colleges) 
2011 
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Table 15 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (Sixth Form Co lleges) 
2011 
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Table 16: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (high prior attainment ) 
2011 
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Table 16 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (high prior at tainment) 
2011 
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Table 17: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (medium prior attainme nt) 
2011 
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Table 17 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (medium prior attainment) 
2011 

 

 

�������� 	 �
����	�����

������� � 
��������� !�������� �
�	������

��	����� � ���	���� �
"���������

������� �
����������

������� � �	�����	��#���� �
$���� �������

������� �
%���#�$����	�

&��	��%��'�
��!��	�	��#�

�������� �

����������	
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


�������
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


�	��������
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


��	����
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ���� 


� ���	�
!������"��
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


#� ����
$�"%��	
 ����� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


&����	���
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


���	��	
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


#�����'��
 ���� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


$��������
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


�"	� �		

$�"%��	
 ����� 
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


��%��()���(*+
$�"%��	
 ���� 
 ���� 
 ����� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


� ���	�
!� �"���
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


��� ����	
 ���� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


,������"	
$�"%��	
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


��($'���	
$�"%��	
 ���� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


� ��
!� �
-
!��
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


.����(*������
$�"%��	
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ����� 
 ��� 
 ��� 


/��
-
.�	�� 
0)� �
/��1
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ����� 
 ��� 


#�+�� �� �
-
�������	
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ���� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ��� 
 ����� 




Table 18: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (low prior attainment)  
2011 
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Table 18 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (low prior att ainment) 
2011 
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Table 19: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (high deprivation) 
2011 
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Table 19 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (high deprivat ion) 
2011 
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Table 20: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (medium deprivation) 
2011 
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Table 20 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (medium depriv ation) 
2011 
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Table 21: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (low deprivation) 
2011 
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Table 21 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (low deprivati on) 
2011 
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Table 22: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (mixed schools) 
2011 
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Table 22 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (mixed schools ) 
2011 
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Table 23: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (boys schools) 
2011 
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Table 23 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (boys schools)  
2011 
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Table 24: Percentage of candidates taking combinati ons of most popular A levels (girls schools) 
2011 
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Table 24 (cont.): Percentage of candidates taking c ombinations of most popular A levels (girls schools ) 
2011 
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