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Is Maths Harder than English? [Summer 2002] 

Looking at the AS/A2 results and the GCSE results for 2002, I was struck by the differences 
between results for maths and results for English. Entries for A2 Mathematics in 2002 fell by 
nearly 20 per cent compared to 2001, whereas for A2 English they fell by only 6 per cent, which 
is roughly in line with the overall drop in entries. 72 000 students, or whom 70 per cent were 
female, took A2 English compared with 54 000 students who took A2 Mathematics, of whom 37 
per cent were female. So, while male students favour maths over English, female students more 
markedly favour English over maths. It would appear to be much easier to do really well in 
Mathematics, with 37 per cent of the entries achieving a grade A this year, than in English with 
19 per cent A grades. But on the other hand, 10 per cent failed to achieve a grade in 
Mathematics, compared with 2 per cent in English. 

Everyone had expected the A2 results to show improvements this year compared with previous years, 
because students who had not done well at AS would not continue to A2. So it is disappointing to find 
that the percentage failing A2 Mathematics in 2002 is virtually unchanged from 2001. 

And what about AS Mathematics which was supposed to be ‘easier’ this year? Well, 28 per cent failed 
to get an AS grade in 2001 and this year that figure was 22 per cent. Better; but still far too high. 

So why do we make maths so hard to pass? One reason for the latest changes to the AS and A2 
syllabuses was pressure from universities, who claimed that undergraduates could not cope with their 
courses, because of their poor mathematical knowledge and skills. This pressure has backfired 
somewhat, because there has been a 6 per cent drop this year in admissions to university maths 
departments, some of which face serious cutbacks. 

The difference in performance between maths and English is similar for GCSE examinations, in which 
60 per cent of candidates achieved a grade C or better in English, while only 51 per cent did so in 
Mathematics. Back in 1979, the Cockcroft report highlighted a similar difference then and suggested 
that this difference was arbitrary and therefore probably unjustified. It is interesting to note, 
however, that one reason for this difference in 2002 is that Mathematics is unlike most other GCSEs, 
in that boys do as well as girls. 52 per cent of girls and 51 per cent of boys achieved grade C or above 
in Mathematics, but for English the figures were 67 per cent and 52 per cent. 

What happens at key stages 1, 2 and 3? At KS1, more children achieve the expected grade in maths 
than in English and there is little difference in the performance of boys and girls. At KS2 in 2001, 70 
per cent of boys achieved the expected grade in both English and maths tests. The girls did equally 
well in maths, but 80 per cent achieved the expected grade in English. Once they get to KS3, there is 
still no difference between the performance of boys and girls in maths, but 73 per cent of girls 
achieve the expected grade in English, compared with 57 per cent of boys. 

So what can I conclude from all these figures? One observation is that in English, as in most subjects, 
girls do increasingly better than boys, the older they get, whereas in maths the achievements of boys 
and girls remain equal. Is this because maths becomes less appealing to girls the older they get, or is 
it that other subjects become less appealing to boys? Why do so relatively few girls take maths 
beyond GCSE when their performance at GCSE is equal to that of boys? Well, I suppose that is 
obvious: girls are performing so much better in other subjects at GCSE. 
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Membership of the ATM will help you through  

 
• Six issues per year of a professional journal, which focus on the learning and teaching of 
maths. Ideas for the classroom, personal experiences and shared thoughts about 
developing learners’ understanding. 

• Professional development courses tailored to your needs. Agree the content with us and 
we do the rest.  

• Easter conference, which brings together teachers interested in learning and teaching mathematics, with excellent 
speakers and workshops and seminars led by experienced facilitators.  

• Regular e-newsletters keeping you up to date with developments in the learning and teaching of mathematics. 
• Generous discounts on a wide range of publications and software. 
• A network of mathematics educators around the United Kingdom to share good practice or ask advice. 
• Active campaigning. The ATM campaigns at all levels towards: encouraging increased understanding and enjoyment 
of mathematics; encouraging increased understanding of how people learn mathematics; encouraging the sharing 
and evaluation of teaching and learning strategies and practices; promoting the exploration of new ideas and 
possibilities and initiating and contributing to discussion of and developments in mathematics education at all 
levels.                                                                                                                                                                   

• Representation on national bodies helping to formulate policy in mathematics education. 
• Software demonstrations by arrangement.   
 
Personal members get the following additional benefits:  
 
• Access to a members only part of the popular ATM website giving you access to sample materials and up to date 
information.  

• Advice on resources, curriculum development and current research relating to mathematics education.  
• Optional membership of a working group being inspired by working with other colleagues on a specific project. 
• Special rates at the annual conference 
• Information about current legislation relating to your job.  
• Tax deductible personal subscription, making it even better value  
 
Additional benefits 
 
The ATM is constantly looking to improve the benefits for members. Please visit www.atm.org.uk regularly for new 
details. 
 

LINK: www.atm.org.uk/join/index.html 


