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Executive Summary

The study choices students makeom age 16 shape their lonrgerm opportunities: the
gualifications they complete, the courses and institutions they access, and their eventual
pathways into higher education and skilled employment.

The COVIER9 pandemic reshaped the educational trajectories of students completing their GCSEs

and 1619 qualificationsin 2020 and 2021. With examinations cancelled and grades determined by

Centre Assessed Grades (CAGs) and Teacher Assessed Grades (TAGX]SEetralents met the

entry requirements forevel 3 study,and more sixth form and colleges students met the entry

requirements for their preferred higher education destinationghis report provides the most

comprehensive assessment to date of how these changes influenced student chaices

retention outcomesandthe mismatch: = L O= = KLM<=FLKA HJAGJ 9LL9AFE:
they pursued.These insights are central to current policy debates on qualification reform,

accountability, support for vulnerable learnersind the provision of higkquality careers guidance.

Drawing on national administrative datasets spanning key stage& 4 16-19study and higher
education records, lhe new analysispresented in this reporexamines:

1. How enrolment to postl6 pathways changed for pandemiffected cohorts.
2. How these shifts interacted witkK L M< = FL KA 9: ADALQ :Bbif@ ; GEHD=L= L

3. Which students tend to select6-19 or higher educatiortourses that are more or less
demanding than we mightexpect given their prior attainment, how these patterns
evolved during the pandemiand interacted with retention and attainment outcomes.

Key findings

A 1 L M< = FI1R #ully proBrammesvere becoming increasingly diverse. Prior to the
pandemic, the proportion of students studying towards vocational or applied level 3
qualifications was rising, as was the proportion of students mixing these qualifications
with A levels. Meanwhilghe proportion of students studyingnly A levels was decreasing
dropping to 31 per cent in 2019

A For the studentsawarded CAG and TABCSEsuring the pandemic, the proportiorthat
went on tostudy level 3, 1619 qualifications increased by 4 percentage points. This
represents a shift from studentezho would otherwise likelyhave chosen an
apprenticeship or studied level @r belowqualifications, for which uptake fell by 1.4 and
2.5 percentage points respectiveip 2020 The decline in apprenticeship take up will have

e D=N=D 9F< =1 MAN9D=FL D=N=D KLM<Q
2. MJ E=L@G<GDG?Q ;J=9L=K 9 HJGPQ >GJ ; GMJK= <AZA; MDLQ :9K=«<
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been affected by business closures and economic factors, not just the impact of grading
arrangements.

A The increase in level 3 enrolmenis the 1619 phasevas seen across all student
characteristic groups and school types attendeblut did not occur equallylncreasel level
3 study wasot quite asprominent for disadvantaged students, even after adjusting for
prior attainment and other characteristicsThe shift towardslevel 3 study was also more
pronounced in London and the North Easbmpared toelsewhere in Englandandfor
students inUTG and Studio Schod.

A Course completion rates for students studying level 3 programnieshe 1619 phaséell
for the year groups awarded CAG/TAG GCSEs. This suggestsutiantsable to access
level 3 studydue to the higher GCSE gradawarded underCAGs/TAGsay have
struggled However prior lost learningand otherresidualdisruption from the pandemic
may also have played mle andcomplicatescomparisons between yeardVhen looking at
the level 3 students with the lowest prior attainment (most likely to be those newly
meeting the entry criteria) completion rates were above two third§7.5per cend,
suggesting that manyalthough not all of these students were capable of level 3 study.

A Thereweresubstantialgaps in retention rates by student characteristics, for example
economically disadvantaged studentstarting level 3 programmes$n 2019were 8
percentage points less likely than thepeersto complete their study However these gaps
do not appear to have beeaxaggeratedby the changing entry patterns following CAG and
TAG GCSEand in many instances narroweslightly.

A When examiningvhich students choosd 6-19 courses that are more (overmatch) or less
(undermatch) challenging than their prior attainmentould typically predict, wefind
clear and systematic patternddigh-attaining male students are more likely to overmatch
than similarly attaining female students. Students in London, and those attending free
schools or selective schools, are also more likely to overmatch. In contrast, White students
and students in sponsard academies are more likely to undermatchhese patternsmay
reflect differences in guidance, expectations and local provision

31GE= | EAKE9L; @A AK :GL®@® =PH=; L=< 9Fc< <=KAJ9: D= $GJ 9F AFc<
GHLAGF >GJ L@=AJ HJ=>=JJ=< ;9J==J H9L@0O9Q 9F & TFWCEKS &GO=N:
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A Although the preexisting pattern of mismatch in the 289 system is strongly structured
by student and provider characteristic®aking existing inequalities into the systeymve do
not find strongevidence thatmismatch patterns varied substantialljn 2020 and 2021As
noted earlier, disadvantaged students werdightly less likely than their
non-disadvantaged peers tewitch ontolevel 3study programmedollowing the
pandemic. In our mismatch analysis, this greater tendency toward undermatching was
partly offset by increased overmatchingithin qualification types, where disadvantaged
students wereslightly more likely tochoosemore demanding subjects.

A Significant prepandemic inequalities in higher education course access persist across
students from differentsocioeconomicbackgrounds of differentgenders, andfrom
different schooltypes, with private school students accessing courses rankedund 10
percentiles aboveheir state-school peers of equal ability; male students similarly
outperform female peers by up to 5 percentiles, whilee school mealkSM students are
disadvantaged and ethnic minority students tend to access betranked courseghan
their white peers.This suggess pre-existing inequalities are deeply embedded in the wider
admissions system (including the applications system)

A Gradeinflation resulting from exam cancellations both 2020 and 202fesulted in
wideninginequalitiesfor some studentsslightly exacerbating the private/state school gap
while narrowing the gender gaprhis reinforces the message that external exams are the
fairest and most equitable way to assess students.

In light of these findings, we make the following policy recommendations:

A Our research supports the introduction of ¥els. The growing demand for 18
programmes that combine Aevelswith vocational or technical options aligns with this
direction, and previous evidence showing thatl@vels are not suitable for all learners
reinforces the need for more flexible mixed pathways.

A Where mixed programmes reflect genuine demand and lead into high value progression
routes, they should be reflected in the accountability system and other published data
sources. Current reporting focuses on A levels and other level 3 qualifications stgigra
With the introduction of V levels, which are designed to support flexibility, it would be
beneficial to regularly report on the attainment, retention and destination outcomes of
those studying mixed programmes. Standardised grading is a key featdird vels, this
means more meaningful reporting across subjects should be possible, compared to the
current accountability metrics for vocational qualifications.

A Although our regional findingssuch as the higher prevalence of overmatching in Longon
do not provide direct evidence that a greater concentration of providers automatically
leads to more stretching choices, they do highlight a broader structural point: sufficiency
of local post16 provision is a necessary prequisite for wellmatched choices This is




reinforced by previous EPI research, which shows that students with similar prior
attainment are more likely to study at level 3 if they attend a school sixth fofrhe
government and education providers need to ensure thatidents are able tochoose
appropriately demanding academic, applied or technical pathways within a realistic travel
area, andcareers adviceshould beconnected to local and sectoral provision

Retention rates are substantially lower for economically disadvantaged students and
those with special educational needs, highlighting the need for more systematic and
proactive supportif the worrying increase in students not in education or training is to be
reversed The current funding system creates a cliff edge at age 16, with disadvantaged
students attracting less support despite evidence that attainment gaps continue to widen
during the 1619 phase. To address this, we reiterate our call for a dat#id student
premium for the 1619 phase, mirroring the pupil premium in schools. This would give
colleges the resources needed to provide structured academic, pastoral and transition
support to the students most at risk of disengagement.

Although the government provides vulnerability data to providers through the Get
Information About Pupils (GIAP) service, this information is often uploaded too late for
effective early intervention and is inconsistently accessed by colleges. Ensuringigeos
receive timely dataalongside expectations for its routine useould enable earlier
identification of atrisk learners and more targeted retention strategies.

Maintainlevel 3 entryrequirementsto ensure course integrity, but encourage providers to

use flexible, evidencdoased discretion where students narrowly miss criterRtomote

stepped pathways (e.gusing post 16 level 2 qualifications as initial stepping stohés

support students who could succeed #&vel 3 with targeted preparationThe
?GN=JFE=FLAK HJGHGK9DK AF J=KHGFK= LG L@= : GI
pathways appears consistent with this approach.

Our findings regarding mismatch in higher education suggest more needs to be done by
policymakers, UCAS and schools to reduce inequalities in the courses that students from

different schools and backgrounds can acce3#is couldencompass a wide range of

activities such as information, advice and guidance orhow to choose well matched

courses, as well asencouragingschools and universities to targetfoundation years

courses at disadvantaged studentsO9 E W6 ¢ 2 JWI WHWPUqG! WET T JT WE Wb
website, which allows users to seehe actual grades held by previously accepted

students (2022r2024), rather than just the official published requirements, and shows

what proportion of students with your gradeswere made an offer.

The widening of these inequalities following exam cancellations reinforces the message
that external exams are the fairest and most equitable way to assess students.
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Introduction

At the height of the OVID19 pandemic school and college closures disrupted the educatioh
most children and young peoplelhere weredirect, detrimental impacsincluding lost learning
time, damage tomental health wellbeingand social development.

Summer examinations were cancelled in 2020 and 2@2it replaced with centre and teacher
assessed grades (CAGS/TAGS) respectitiihher grades were awarded under CAGs/TAGs
compared to examsso despitethe additional challengedaced, many studentswho finished their
studyin these yearseceivedbetter than expectedresults.

This was the unusual context in whidhosefinishing schal, sixth form or collegén 2020and
2021had tochoose what they did nextSome would have hadhore options open to thenas
higher gradesneant they met entry criteridor more demanding coursesHowevernot all
students benefitted equally from higher gradeand remote learningmay have Ié& some students
feelinglessengaged with the education system

Ournewresearch sheds light on the clices these studentsnade,both at a national level and
disaggregated byegion, student and education provider characteristicBor those finishing key
stage 4, ve observe how entry patterns to different types of post 16 qualifications changed in the
wake of the pandemi@nd howthese changesnteracted with course completion rates.

For those at the end of their 289 study in 2020 and 2021, we examine their progressionigher

education (HE) by extending thexistingl E AKLE; @A E =L @G< GDGEPEQo<avét = DGH = <
these cohorts' This allows us to identify changes in the prevalence of over/undermatch, whereby
students select onto courses that are more/less challenditigan their previous exam results

suggest they may have been capable of.

We go on to adapt the mismatch methodology employed for HE progression to cover transitions
from key stage 4 to 189 study. As well as allowing us to identify differences in the years affected
by the pandemic, this fills a key evidence gap by quantifythg mismatch that exists in a typical
year in the 1619 phase, and by identifying theharacteristic student groupgor which it appears
most pronounced.

1GE= | EAKE9L; @A AK : GL@ =PH=; L=< 9F< <=KAJ9: D=1/
shoDb< FGL : = L@= KGD= <JAN=J G> KLM<=FLKA ; @GA; =k
course may be the best option to ensure that their study programme aligns with their interests,

preferred career pathway and goalslowever, systematic differences in mismatch by

socio-economic background or school type suggest that some groups face structural barrfers

example unequal access to guidanoe differences in expectations or support.

“MJ E=L@G<GDG?Q ;J=9L=K 9 HJIJGPQ >GJ ; GMJK= <AZA; MDLQ :9K=«<
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Overall, this research provides new evidenedevant to policyspanning Career&ducation,
Information, Adviceand Guidancg CEIAGourseentry criteria,assessment approachesand
identifying the student groups thatmay need greater supporiWe present ouresearch questions
methodology, findings, policy implications and conclusions in the sections that follow.
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ResearchQuestions and Methodology

We set out to answer three distindResearchQuestions(RQs)

Research Qestions:

RQ1: How did enrolment to the available -1® pathways vary for those that had their GCSE results
affected by the pandemic, compared to previous years, and between student groups?

RQ2: How did thehanges in entry patterns observad RQL1 interact wittcourseretention rates
for these student®

RQ3: Are certain student groups likely to opt for more/less demanding courses than those with
KAEAD9J ?J9<=K LG L@=EY &GO <A< L@AK | EAKE9L; @A
retention and attainment outcomes, in the &9 phase and continued FE/HE study?

Data sources

We use administrative datasets to identifiie grades students were awarded, their post $tudy
choicesand background characteristics.

Namely, we use

1 The National Pupil Database (NP&8)d school census to identifgtudent characteristics
key stage 2and GCSE results

9 Post 16 Learning Aims, and Individisgd LearnerRecords to identify thejualifications
that students began studying towardim their first year of post 16 study

1 Higher Education Statistics AgenciESAdata to identify the undergraduate degrees
students enrolled to after their 149 education

Methodology
16-19 study programme enrolment

ForRQ1 weidentify the cohort of students irstate fundedschools finishingkey stage 4 study in
each yearn(20152023) For each studentwe match to data showing their learning aims at the
beginning of the following academic year.

Post 16 study programmes are diveraad differ through time as students adjust their subject
choices,type of qualifications enteredor even provider attendedWe therefore choosa snapshot
in time to define student#16-19 studyprogrammes looking at aims that were active othe 315 of
Octoberin the academic year after students completed key stage 4. Thisrig enoughinto the
Autumnterm that students have had opportunity to make initial changes tteeir study
programme, asis common practice but still reflectstheir early choicesl.e. rather than changes to
study programmedater in the academic yeaas a result of falling behind.




Wegroup qualifications/study aimsinto four broad categories
1 Alevesor AS leved
1 Applied ard vocational level 3 qualifications
1 Level 2 and below qualificationexcluding English and maths resits)
9 Apprenticeshigs or traineeshigs

We then define a studer study programme based on the combination of active study aiiney
had across these categories. For examgestudent entering a combination of A levedsd
applied level 3qualificationswould beclassifiedasl E A P = < . We=albwomsidat Whether
students were studying towards an English or maths resit qualification alongsdeh of these
pathways.

16-19 study programme retention

ForRQ2 we define a measure to establish which students coread their post 16 study. As
KLM<=FLKA KLM<Q HJG?J9EE=K N9JQ ?2J=9LDQ AF :J=9c¢<
a measurewhich requires students to complete the majority of their study programnmather

than each individual aim.

5= ; GFKA<=J 9 KLM<=FL 9ualifitationslequikdient inAizeAo>at 1das@60Q ; GE F
per cent of their initial studyprogramme.

For instancewe definea studentthat started three A levelas having completed theistudy if the
data showedthey compkted two A leves, within three yearof study.

The 60 per centhreshold deliberatelyallows forthis asit is still a positive outcome and does not
equate to dropping out of a study programme. The exacit off is somewhat arbitrary, buive
have completed testing to demonstrate thatlthough absolute retention rates varythe trends
through time are notoverly sensitive to this assumption.

This threshold is applied to all qualification pathwaysnd we further cap the sizaf study
programmes entered athree qualifications which is considered a typical full time study
programme.

Wherestudents havemultiyear aims, their active aims on the 31of Octoberin their first year of

post 16 studyare likelyto be representative of their full, planned study programm@/here aims

are dueto conclude within a single year, we double thiesizewhen calculatingl 9 AEK &L 9J L =<A
used in thethreshold calculation Thisis based on the assumption thak L M < seednKyaar

study programmewill be at leastas many l@rning hours as their first.

We allow level 3 qualifications to count towards completion of level 2 pathwagsstudents that
begin level 2 courses may progress to level 3 study

For RQ and RQ@, we build on the descriptive statistics by developing a regression framework that
can separate genuine changes in outcomes from shifts in who enters each pathway. This enables
us to understand for examplewhether retention rates improved or worsened for particular




groups of students across years. Specifically, we estimate pathspgcific logistic regression
models with interaction terms between cohort year and each student characteristic. These
interactions adjust for compositional changes across cohorts and allesvto identify how
retention patterns differed for students awarded CAG/TAG GCSEs. Full model estimates are
presented in AnneX

Student to course mismatch

ForRQ3we extend the mismatch methodology developed IGEPEQ@o cover HE transitions for
the cohotts finishing 1619 study in the 208/195 2021/22 academic yeard.

We further adapt this methodology to measuraismatch in transitions between key stage 4, and
the 1619 phase of education.

For transitions at both stages of education, we create a percentile rforkeach student based on

their own position in the prior attainment distribution. We also create a percentile rank for each

course or qualification that students could have entered. This allows us to plot charts, as per the
examplebelow/] O@A; @ K@GO L @= <AK; J=H9F; Q OGJnEAKE9L; @
the courses they choose to progress to.




Figure M1:Mismatch illustration
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The approach for assigning percentile ranks to students and courses, differs by phase of
education.

For key stage 4 to 1619 mismatch:

We define 1619 courses entered at a granular level. We consider any distinct combination of
subject (Ofqual subject sector area classification), qualification type (level 3 BTEC diploma, A level,
GCSE etc), and provider type (school sixth form vs FExth &rm college) as a separate course.

This differs from the HE transitions methodolggas we do not include individual provider as part
of the classification. This is because-18 qualifications are regulated by Ofqual, so the content
and difficulty does not vary based on the provider attendédle differentiate by provider typas
school sixth forms and colleges axery distinctlearning environments, and selection effects
mean that the student compositiorbetween them will be quite different.We havecompleted
robustness checks which confirm that in practice, whether or nyaiu differentate by provide type
in the qualification rankings does not make a meaningful difference to tesults.




For each student we calculate three standardised prior attainment measures based on:
1 Key stage 4 Attainment 8 scores,
1 KS2 attainment (SATSs fine grade or scaled scores dependent on the year),
1 A combination of two (the first principal component).

For each analysis we choose the most suitable of these for the comparison we are making. In each
case we specify which measure we are using.

Ideally, we would use Attainment 8 scores throughout as this is the most accurate way to
benchmark students at the point they transition to post 16 study. However, the difference in
grading in 2020 and 2021 means that even standardised scores are notytaainparable.

Key stage 2 results for these cohorts toplace between2015and 2016 so were completely
unaffected by the pandemic. However, they do not capture the relative progress made by students
throughout their secondary education. There are further comparability issues at the point the
assessments switched from levels to scaleses.

Taking the first principal component of attainment measures at key stage 2 and key stage 4 does
not solve these issues completely, but aids comparability by utilising information from both points
in time condensed into &ingle measure.

To define a 1619 mismatch measure we first focus on each qualification aim. Each aim in the data
is assigned a percentile rank, based on the median prior attainment of the students studying
towards it.

Similarly, students within a year group are assigned a percentile rank based on their own prior
attainment. For each aim, we calculate mismatch as the difference between these percentile
ranks.

This results in each student having multiple mismatch indices, one for each qualification they th

started studying towards. It is possible to analyse results at the aim level, however for simplicity

O= ;J=9L= 9 KLM<=FL D=N=D E=9KMJ= : Q L9CAF? 9 O-=
level. For instance, if a student had one qualification aflhat was very overmatched and a similar

sized one that was very undermatched, they would still appear well matched on the weighted

average measure.

For ease of interpretation, we present characteristic breakdowns and modelled analysis based on
the weightedaverage, student level measure onlyhe overalltrends were not sensitive tavhich
methodology was used, @demonstratedfor gender in the chart below




Figure M2: Aim and student-level mismatch by gender, 2023 GCSE cohoytAttainment 8 methodology
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For transitions between 16-19 study and higher education:

Wepercentilerank students nationally based on their end of secondary school qualifications,
GCSE ((specifically we useheir Attainment 8score). We useGCSEas these werenot impacted by
exam cancellations during the @9 pandemidor these cohortgexcept 2021/22)while 16-19
qualifications were cancelled in2020 and 202{and were affected byhed ? DA<=H9 }).@WA AF
alsopercentilerank degreecoursesnationally, according to theAttainment 8score of the median
student on eaclcourse defining acourseas a subjeciinstitution pair. As we want to study how
mismatch is affected by this change in assessment, wetinrse rankingsn 2019so that these
assessment changes do not affect the ranking of courses, isolating the effect on changing
assessment on the sorting of students to cour@&e do not take this approach in our 41
mismatch measure, as there is greater incost&ncy in the courses availablgear on year,)
Nevertheless, w verifythat course rankings remain relatively stablgcross this periodNote also
that subjects are differentiated at the CAH1 leveéb minimise courses appearing atisappearing
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from year to yearThis meansmathematicsdegreesat different institutions ae classified as
different coursesas aremathematics and chemistryglegreesat the same institution; bui(for
example)chemistry and physicslegreesat the same institution areclassified agshe same course
(as these are only differentiated at CAH2 level).

We create our measures of match byktag the difference between the percentile ranking of
student and their coursedo thatd Qi ¢ QO @E 6 INIQN O'QE 6 &X' TWRR 10 GO DEAd Qb Q
negative match index means that a student is undermatched (they amnea cour®e thatwith a

lower selectivityrank than their ownattainment rank), while a positive index means they are
overmatched they areon a coursewith a higherselectivityrank than their ownattainment rank).
We are primarily interested in the extent to which pupils were able to access higaeked

courses as a result of receiviregntre- or teacherassessedrather than examgrades.

To understand the impact of the exam cancellations on student to course mismatch, we first
compare the extent of mismatch ithe 20182019academicyear(the year before the pandemidn
which exams took place) tethe COVIBmpacted 2019/20 and 2@0/21academic years, and first
post-COVID yeawith exams 202122. We use our match measure to compare inequalities in
match across years focusing on fourcomparisons i) students with low versus high socio
economic status (SES), measured using fsshool meal FSN) status ii) students from different
school typesiii) male versus female studeniand iv) students from different dtnic groups.

We first present graphical evidence of mismatch. We produce plots of students' achievement
decile (xaxis) againsthe average ranking of the course enrolled in, for students in that decile.
These are illustrated in Figur®llpreviously. Ifall students are perfectly matched to the degree
course they have enrolled in, then this would be represented by alégree line. Any variation
above this line represents overmatobn average and any variation below the line represents
undermatch. We prodce these plots for students from different groups to show inequalities in
mismatch, andfor different years, to illustrate how this changedverthe pandemic

To test these inequalities more formally, we regress our mismatch index (described above) on
indicators foreach of ourstudent groups (school typén one mode] and ethnicity, gender and
FSMn another) to formally estimate conditional match gapseparately for each academic year
Westop here with our school type model as there is generally lindit@formation available for
private school students. To the other model, which focuses exclusivelytents in state
schools, weadd other demographic controls and prior attainmentEN English as a first
language region, KS2 attainment to see if our gaps still hold even after controlling for these
factors.
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ResearchQuestion 1: How did enrolment to 16-19 pathways
vary for those awarded CAG/TAG GCSEs?
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Overall changes in16-19 enrolment patterns

Figure 1.1a presents the proportion of studenttudying towardsdifferent 16-19 pathwaysby

year. There had been a steady decline in A level enrolment since 2017, mirrored by an increase in
enrolments across other level 3 qualificationand students studying A levels alongside vocational
or technical qualifications.

There wasa marked increase ienrolment tolevel 3coursesin 2020 and 202JAs a consequence,
we see a decrease in the proportion of students eritgy level 2 or below qualifications; down 2.5
percentage pointshetween2019and 2020, andha further0.8 percentage points in 2021

By 2023, enrolment patterns had largely returned to their ggandemicnorms. The concerning
exceptionto this, wasthe increase in theproportion of students notstudying towards any
substantialqualification post16.

¢ F; DMFAEF? DEFDN>D | MOIDA>A; 9LAGFK KLM<=BHKDO=XNGCGKEHSBHBD/LGCGO9J
GL@HHDA=< 9F< L=; @QFA; 9D D=N=D r | M9DA>A; 9LAGFK




Figure 1.1a:Take up of 1619 study programmes by year
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Figure 1.1b shows the percentage of students from each cohort entering level 3 qualifications by
KS2 quintile

There was little change in the proportion of level 3 learners amongst the highest attaining
students. This represents a ceiling effeesthesestudents were alreadyikely to meet level 3
entry requirements, so the transition to CAG and TAG gradiragl less effect ortheir post 16
trajectory.

As Figure 1.1b shows, between 2019 and 2021, enrolment to level 3 pathways grew most sharply
across KS2 quintiles 1, 2 and 3.




Figure 1.1b: Percentage of studentstudying towards level 3 qualifications by KS2 quintile
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Figure 1.1c: Percentage of students on each pathway also studying towards a resit
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Figure 1.2a: Proportion of GCE cohort enrolling in available 16-19 pathways by disadvantage status
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Figure 1.3a: Proportion of GCSE cohort enrolling in available 1619 pathways, by gender
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Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND)
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Figure 1.4: Proportion of GCSE cohort enrolling in available 1619 pathways, by SEND status
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Figure 1.5a: Proportion of GCSE cohort enrolling inlevel 3 pathways across ethnic groups
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Figure 1.6: Percentage of GCSE cohortn each regionenrolling i n level 3 qualifications.
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Figure 1.7: Proportion of GCSE cohort enrolling inlevel 3pathways across KS4 school type
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ResearchQuestion 2: How did changng entry patterns
interact with course retention rates?

ResearciQuestion 1 shows that following the awarding of Cented Teacher Assessed Grades
(CAG/TAGS) for GCSEs in 2020 and 2021, more stuakgds studying towards level 3
qualifications than in a usual year. lResearchQuestion 2, we present descriptive statistics and
regression findings to explore hothe 16-19course retention rates differed for thee students.

Our full methodology is detailed in the ResearQuestions and Methodology section. To
summarise, our analysis uses a threshold measure to define study programme completion. Given
that post16 study programmes vary in breadth and change through time, we define a student as
retained if they completed at least 60 per cent of their initial study programme within three years.

Alongside descriptive analysis, we use regression modelling to identify whether retention rates
improved or worsened for specific groups of students. This mdithg) allows us to accounfor
differences in student characteristics, prior attainment and compositional changes across f6st
pathways.

All students

Findings fromResearchQuestion 1 showed thathe CAG and TAGCSE gradingeversed the pre
CovViDrends across several qualification types and there was a marked increase in the proportion
of students enrolling onto level 3 qualifications. This shift was driven almost entirely by students
in the lower to middle key stage 2 (KS&jor attainment quintiles.

Figure 2.1a presents thestention (course completion) rates b$6-19 pathway since 2015

When looking at 189 retention, we can onlyneasureup to the 2021 GCSE year, as we allow three
years for students to complete their course, and data is not yet available beyond 2023/24.

The graph shows a drop in retention rates across all qualification types for the cohorts awarded
CAG and TAGCSEs. However, for students who entered A level and mixed level 3 courses,
retention rates dropped marginally, whilst for thosstudyingvocationalor appliedlevel 3courses,
we saw steeper drops.

This suggessthat some students who moved to levelsgudy following CAG/TAG GCS&ruggled

to complete ther courses This could be because the courses were too stretching, but it is not
possible to separate this from the ongoing, disruptive effects of the pandemic and previous lost
learning. Studentsfinishing their GCSEs in 2018 and 2019 will also have had their post 16
education disrupted by the pandemic, which will have interacted with their retention ratébis

will affect the interpretation of all the characteristic charts in this sectiddowever, a clear
majority of studentswho began post 16 study in 2020 and 20&2&re still able to successfully
complete their level Zourses.
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Figure 21billustrates the completion rates for level 3 qualifications across different KS2 prior
attainment quintiles. Although retention fell for all quintiles, the decline was steepest for lower
attaining students.
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To further test the extent to which students newly opting for level 3 courses were able to finish

their study programmes, we attempt to proxy this group for 2020 and 2021 GCSE finishers. We
9KKME= L@9L GF 9N=J97?=]] EGKI&/eIc&/erpr[or@ttainmeﬁt:tk@rf\ D=N=D
L @= | =P AKL AF 2We thBrefdieseRctthe lekel \dtade it #he lowest prior

attainment in 2020and 2021 as aproxy. We create this group to be equal in size to the level 3

cohort growth since 201@ndlook specifically at thé retention rates.

We find that a clear majority dhese students were still able tocomplete their courses (over 67.5
per centfor both of the approximated cohorts).

These findings suggest that prior attainment alone does not determine a student's ability to
succeed at level 3The pandemic likely placed additional pressure on those with lower prior
attainment, leading to the faster drop in retention compared to higdttaining peers.However, he
fact that the majority still finishel their courses indicates that many students were still able to
succeed in level 3 programmes, even if they may not have been permitted to enter them in a
standard year.

Furthermore, fhdings fromResearchQuestion 1 suggested that students studying towards a resit
were often enrolled in vocational or applied qualification pathwayalongsidetheir resit studies
Figure 21c shows that prior to the pandemic, most students studying at level 3 alongside a resit
successfully completed their main study programme




Whilecompletion rates declined during 2020 and 2021, they remained around 70 per cent. This
shows that even with the combined pressure of resits and pandesretated disruption, mae
studentsthan notwere able to complet their level 3 study programmes.

Figure 2.1c: Percentage of students completing level 3 pathways by resit status
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Disadvantage

The CAG and TAG GCSE cohorts saw a higher proportion of students entering level 3 qualifications,
regardless of their disadvantage status.

Figure 22 presents the completion rates for disadvantaged and nalisadvantaged students

across level 3 qualifications. Across all cohorts we see that disadvantaged students are
consistently less likely to complete their courses than their more advantdgeers. Whilst both
disadvantaged and nordisadvantaged students experienced a decline in overall retien rates

during the CAG and TAG years, the reduction was marginally more pronounced for disadvantaged
learners.




Figure 2.2: Percentage of students completing level 3 pathways by disadvantage status
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These descriptive figures suggest that disadvantaged studemntse more likely tostruggle with

level 3 studyyetregression analysis provides a more nuanced picture. When controlling for prior
attainment, student characteristics and cohort compositions, the underlying retention gap
between disadvantaged and nodisadvantaged students did not widen for the CAG and TAG
GCSEohorts.

Instead, this gap very slightly narrowed. Specifically, the odds of disadvantaged students
compared to nondisadvantaged studats completing their level 3 courses increased bydper
cent in 2020 and Z.per cent in 202 lrelative t02019

This suggests that while disadvantaged students faced greater barriers to completing their level 3
study programmes than their nowtlisadvantaged peers, the retention gap between them was not
particularly affectedby the changingentry patterns

Gender

Findings fromResearchQuestion 1 showed an increase in both male and female students
enrolling onto level 3 pathwayanale studentsexperienced aslightly steeper and more sustained
increase into A level enrolment, whiléémale studentswere a little more likely tanove into
vocational level 3 routes.




Descriptive statistics initially suggest that the retention gap between male and female students
virtually disappeared during the pandemic. Figure 2.3 presents the percentage of male and female
students who completed their level 8tudy programmes

Before the pandemic, female students consistently completed their courses at higher rates than
their male peers. While both groups of students experienced a decline in overall retention rates
following CAG/TAG GCSHse drop was slightly more pronounced féemale students
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Regression analysis confirms these descriptive findings, showing a reduction in the relative odds
of female students completing their courses for the pandemic cohorts.

Specifically, when controlling for prior attainment, student characteristic and cohort composition,
the relative odds of girls completing level 3 study were 3.6 per cent lower for the CAG (2020) cohort
and 10 per cent lower for the TAG (2021) cohort conegiio 2019

It is unlikely that grading changes and enrolment shifts alone influenced 9 D= KL M<=FL KA
completion rates during this time. Students entering po%6 pathways duringcOVIexperienced

significant disruptions and loss of learning throughout their qualificatioS his, coupled with

=NA<=F; = KM??=KLAF? 9 KA?FA>A; 9FL <=; DAF= AF QGN
points towards a range of factors driving declining retention ratés.

Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND)

The CAG and TA&CSHKears sawan increase irvocationalor appliedlevel 3study for SEND
studentswithout an Education, Health and Ca&HC)lan. Significantly, 2020 marked the only




yearwhere vocational level 3 enrolment for this group exceeded the rate of those studying
towards no substantial qualifications.

Figure 1.4 shows the percentage of students who completed their level 3 qualificatiorSEND
status. While average 189 retention rates reduced universally for those awarded CAG and TAG
GCSEs, students withoudentified SEND consistently completed their courses at higher rates than
students with identifiedSEND.

The findings fromFgure 2.4 show a slight widening of the retention gap, betweeBEND students
without an EH(plan and their nonSEND peers.

Regression estimates, however, show that once we control for prior attainment, student
characteristics and cohort compositions, the retention gap actually narrowed slightlytfurse
awardedCAG and TAGCSEsthe relative odds of completing a level 3 study programme &&ND
students without a plan increased b§.0per centin 2020 and 11.9er centin 2021, compared to
the 2019 cohort and their noiSEND peers.

Students with more severe needs (those with an EHC plan) had higher or near similar retention
rates toSEND students without an EH(lan. This likely points to a selection effect and the small
sub-group of SEND students with an EH(lan that go onto study atevel 3

Regression estimates confirtihat the few EHCP students that study at level 3 have high retention
rates. Accounting for prior attainment and other background characteristidbiere was no
significant difference in the underlying retention gaps betwestudents with no identifiedSEND,

and SEND students with a plan studying towards a level 3 qualification
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Ethnicity

Students from any ethnic background awarded CAG and TAG GCSEs were more likely to enrol in
level 3 qualifications. This was particularly notable among Black (African, Caribbean, or Black
British) students, who saw a marked boost in enrolments

In contrast, White studentswhose 1619 pathways were already far more diversified before the
pandemic- experienced much subtler changes to their enrolment patterns.

Figure 2.6 shows that across all ethnic groups, White students and Mixed ethnicity steidiead
consistently lower retention rates than other ethnic groups acrdssel 3 qualifications in any
given year.

Completion rates fell for every ethnic grougtarting their post 16 coursebetween 2019 and 2021

and were steepest forWhite and Mixed ethnicity students Forinstance W@A L = Klewdl8=F L K A
retention rates dropped by 5.2 percentage poinfsr studentsawarded TAG GCSEs in 20aad

mixed ethnic students by 5.5 percentage points.

In contrast, students from an Asian or Asian British bgakund were consistently more likely to
complete theirlevel 3 study programmes than any other ethnic group. Although their retention
rates still dropped for those awarded CAG/TAG GCSEs, these drops were relatively modest
compared to the wider population.




Our regression analysis shows that the underlying gap remained largely unchanged for cohorts
finishing their GCSEs in 2020 and 2021, with two exceptions: the retention gap between White
students and their Asian and Mixed ethnic peers narrowed slightly.
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Region

CAG and TAG GCSEs led to more students studying towards level 3 qualifications across all regions;
however, these increases were particularly steep and sustained in London. Outside London, the
North East saw the most marked disruptions to pygandemic trends and the greatest increase in
students studying at level 3

Descriptive findings show that pepandemic, a higher percentage of students studying level 3
qualifications in London completed their courses compared to all other regions in England.

Fgure 2.7 illustrates the completion rates for level 3 study programnigsregion While London
consistently saw a higher percentage of students complete their courses, the North East had the
lowest percentage of students retained &tvel 3, and this gap widened for those finishing their
GCSEs in 2020 and 2021.




For 2019 GCSE finishers, retention rates for level 3 study programmes in the North East were 6.9
percentage points lower than in London. This disparity grew for the cohorts awarded CAG/TAG
GCSEs, the North East's retention rates fell more rapidly, extegdire gap to 9.7 percentage

points lower than London.
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These findings are confirmed by the regression analysis. When controlling for differences in prior
attainment alongside student characteristics and cohort composition, estimates confirm the
widening of the regional retention gap.

Specifically, there was a 4.1 per cent decrease in the relative odds of students in the North East
completing theirlevel 3 courses in 2020, compared to the 2019 baselaral students in London

Regression estimates indicate that students in the North East ha2l @per cent decease in their
relative odds of completiorin 2021 ,compared to London and the 2019 baseline.

Thesedifferences are unlikely to be driven by adapted grading alone. Evidence has shown regional
disparities in loss of learning during the pandemic and ultimately, the patterns we see here will
J=>D=; L EMDLAHD= J=?2AGF9D >9; L GihdgtheAF 19 mhdde'F; AF? KL




ResearchQuestion 3: Are certain student groups likely to
opt for more/less demanding courses and how did this vary
through the pandemic?

16-19 mismatch: Descriptive analysis

Differences in how students with similar prior attainment sort into pass coursesre important

for their future educational outcomesWhile individual choices may reflegtformed preferences

or career goals, systematic differences between groups may indicate unequal access to guidance,
expectations or local provision. Resear€uestion 3 examines these patterns of ovand

undermatch in16-19 study and higher educatigrfirst describing how they vary across student

and school characteristics in a typical year, and then assessing whether these patterns changed
for cohorts affected by the pandemic.

Full methodological details are provided in the Research Questions and Methodology section. In

summary, each student is assigned a percentile rank within the prior attainment distribution of

their cohort. Similarly, each 189 course is assigned a percentile rank based on the median prior

attainment of students who entered itvithin each academic yeaws students typicallyenter

multiple 16-19courses we summarise theicourse ranks intaan overallranking using a weighted

average$ GJ =9; @ KLM<=FLJ %y thkiBPthe dif@reAcE betwleA thelidwn; J =9 L = <
percentile rank, and the percentile rank of the courses they entered.

How to read mismatch charts

Students aregiven a percentile rank based on their prior attainmerfior simplicity of the
chartsbelow, this is further aggregated to decilegor all students within the same prior
attainment decile, we plot the average percentile rank of thest 16 courses they started
studying towards.

If students are well matched, their course rankimgll be closeto their prior attainment rank.
For example, we would expect the average percentile rank of students within thprior
attainment decile to besomewhere betweerl0and 50. The45-degreelineillustrates| H=J >
matchingas a point of comparison

If students overmatch, they choose courses that tend to attract higlataining students than
themselves (above thd5-degreeline).

If students undermatch, they choose courses that tend to attract lowattaining students
(below the45-degreeline).




We useAttainment 8 as the measure of prior attainmeiin Figure 3.1 and wherever possihlas it
HIGNA<=K L@= KLJGF?=KL AF<A; 9LAGF G> KLM¥e=FLKA
use alternate measures when making comparisons across the cohorts that received CAG/TAG

GCSEs to aid consistency.

Overall patterns of 16-19 mismatch

Figure 3.1: Student level mismatch, 2023 GCSE cohortAttainment 8 meth odology
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We observe that students in the lower half of the praitainment distribution are more likely to
overmatch, while those in the upper half are more likely to undermatch. Tikisxpected as a
result of the methodology implementedthe highestattaining students have limited scope to
choose courses where they armt among the highestattaining entrants, and viceversa For this
reason, it is the relative differences in mismatch between characteristiesher than the absolute
level of mismatchthat provide the most meaningful insight.

16-19 mismatch by gender

Figure 32 comparesmismatch formale and female students. The chart shows that towards the
lower end of the attainmendistribution; male and female students display similgrmatched16-
19 study choices. However, as prior attainment rises, a gap emerges, with male students becoming




increasingly likely to select more demandifgourses than their female peeyslespitehaving
similar prior attainment Thisimplication of this, is that many 149 courseswill featurelower
attaining malestudents studying alongsidéigher attainingfemale students

These gender patterns are consistent with wider evidence on ph8tdecisiormaking. Several
factors may contribute to the emerging gap at higher levels of prior attainment. First, research
suggests that male students often report greater confidence in their academic ability, even when
attainment is similar,which may encourage them toward more demanding aatlitionally
high-status courses® Female students, by contrast, may be more influenced by perceptions of
preparedness, subject interest, or the learning environment, leading to choices that are more
closely aligned with their demonstrated attainmemt' Second, subject composition plays a role.
Higherattaining male students are more likely to enter courses such as mathematics, physics or
computing, which tend to be ranked morbkighly on our measur@ue to the prior attainment

profile of their entrants. Female students with similar attainment may gravitate toward subjects
with more diverse entry profiles, narrowing the scope for overmatch at the top of the distribution.
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Figure 3.2: Student level mismatch by gender, 2023 GCSE cohortittainment 8 methodology
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16-19 mismatch by disadvantage status

Figure 33 presents the same studenrfevel mismatch measure, disaggregated by whether students

had received free school meals at any point in the six years prior to completing key stage 4

(subsequently referred to as disadvantaged studehtd his serves as a proxy for identifying

KLM<=FLK >JGE DGO=J KG; AG=; GFGEA; 1 GJ | <AK9<N9FL

The gaps bylisadvantage statusare less pronounced than those observed by gender. Among
students with higher prior attainmen, disadvantaged students tend to make slightly more
ambitious qualification choices than their noisadvantaged peershut these differences are
modest. At the lower end of the attainment distribution, disadvantaged students ararginally
more likely to choose less demanding coursésan their peers with similaprior attainment.

It is important to recognise that disadvantaged students are disproportionately represented in the
lower end of the priofrattainment distribution. This means that werall, disadrantaged students

are more likely to undermatch than similarlyt&ining non-disadvantaged students. We explore
these patterns further in the modelled analysis presented in the following section.

Differences in access to higtuality Careers€Education,Information, Advice andGuidance CEIAG)
may beplaying an important role. Research shows that disadvantaged students tend to receive




less personalised or less informed guidance about pastroutes, which can limit their awareness

of the full range of academic and vocational pathways available to th&fthis may contribute to

lower attaining disadvantaged students opting for less demanding courses than their attainment
might permit. However there is also research to show thgbod careers education can have

greater impact for disadvantaged students, and that schools with more disadvantaged intakes are
more likely to meet the Gatsby benchmarks.

Figure 3.3: Student -level mismatch by disadvantage status, 2023 GCSE cohoytAttainment 8
methodology

100' ,/
,/
,/
90' ’/,
,/
’
80' ’/, .
’/
70- L7 @
9 -
= . v
] _ P
g o0 @
[} ’,
o ,’
[} e’
2 50' /, .
= ’¢
0 ®
[J] ”
g 40 ‘,"
()
>
= 30 -
- ’
e
20 et
,/
10' z’
8-
0- -7
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Student prior attainment decile

@ Disadvantaged @ Non-disadvantaged

16-19 mismatch by Special Educational Needs or Diability ( SEND status

Figure 34 presents studentlevel mismatch bySENDstatus, distinguishing between students with
and without an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP). As with the disadvantage breakdown,
students with identified SEND who are at the top end of the patiainment distribution are

slightly more likely to overmatch than those with no recorded SEND. However, this reflects a very
small share of the SEND population, meaning these estimates are based on limited student
numbers and should be interpreted with caution.




Students with SENDwhether or not they have an EHCRIl within the lower deciles of the
prior-attainment distribution on average Within this group, students with an EHCP anere likely
to undermatch, while students with no identified SEND are the most likely to overmatch.

This may reflect several factorfor example restricted course availability in local providers, the
prioritisation of pathways perceived as more supportive or accessible, or a lack of tailored
?MA<9F; = L@9L > N&ade@icpotentil=; LK KLM<=FLKA

Figure 3.4: Student -level mismatch by SENDstatus, 2023 GCSE cohortAttainment 8 methodology
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16-19 mismatch by ethnicity

Figure 35 shows mismatch patterns acrodsy ethnic group. A clear and consistent pattern
emergeswith white studentsmost likely to undermatch, makindess ambitious post 16 course
choices at all points of the prior attainment distributiorAsian andAsian British students were
more likely to overmatchthan other ethnic groupsas you move up the prior attainment
distribution. At the lowest levels of prior attainmengll ethnicities experience similar levels of
matching.




Figure 3.P: Etudent -level mismatch by ethnicity , 2023 GCSE cohofi tthinment 8 methodology
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16-19 mismatch by region
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Figure 3.3: Etudent -level mismatch by region, 2023 GCSE cohofl tthinment 8 methodology
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16-19 mismatch by school type

Figure 37 compares mismatch by the type of school students attended at key staga&ddents
from sponsored academiewere more likely to undermatchregardless of where they were in the
prior attainment distribution. Student fromFree Schools or UTCs were moreelikto overmatch,
while those attendingconverter academies antbcal authority maintained schools (the two
largest categoriesyenerally fall between these extremes.




Figure 3.7: Etudent -level mismatch by school type, 2023 GCSE cohofi tthinment 8 methodology
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Figure 3.8: Etudent -level mismatch by admissions policy, 2023 GCSE cohofl tthinment 8

methodology
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As part ofResearchQuestion 3, we set out to determine how patterng mismatch changed in the
years affected by the pandemic, specifically whether the diffet@mrolment patternsseen among
thoseawarded CAG and TAG GCSEs interacted with mismatch patterns.

The analysis presented up until this point has focussedmismatch usingAttainment 8 scores as
the prior attainment measure. The ranking methodolodgrgely smooths out overall differences in
the grades awarded between yearklowever, CAGs and TAGd dot benefit all students equally,
meaning differences in prior attainment rankings by characteristic may occur purely as a result of
awarding processes.

We experimeted with usingattainment data from key stage 2 instead, which was unaffected by
the pandemic for the cohorts of interest. Howevarsing key stage 2 prior attainment cannot
account for the differential progress students makkroughout secondary school, leading to
overstated mismatch for some characteristic groups, for example those fronadisntaged
backgrounds. We therefore opt to use the first prinalgomponent of KS2 results angtainment

8 scores For each studenthis usesinformation from both phases of education. Although it is ho




perfect, we consider it the optimal approach when making comparisons across the years when

CAGs and TAGs were awarded.

Figure 39 shows the overall mismatch curvior 2018 through to 202&CSE cohortsplit by
gender. Although there are minor differences throughoéthe chartsdo not provide evidence that
levels of mismatch in 149 study choices were fundamentally different in the years affected by the

pandemic

Figure 3.9: Etudent -level mismatch 2018-2023GCSE coho by genderd WG| RUHRGec G WRY G GYU WU q

methodology
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We sessimilarly consistent patterns across the suite of characteristics presenpedviously.

It is challenging to identify differences during the pandemic from purely descriptive statistics
especially wheryear on year variation is minor as in the charts above

In the section that follows weherefore present a modelled analysighich allows for more direct
comparisons The modelled analysifias been run on a dataset pooled across yedrgis allows us
to identify the extent of mismatch that exists wiin each characteristic groupyhile adjusting for
prior attainment and other background characteristicfurthermore, our approach allows us to
assessvhether certain charateristic groups experienced notablehangesin mismatchbetween
years.




16-19 mismatch: Modelled analysis

In the previous sections, we showed that the extent of mismatch varies across student and school
characteristics. Howevemlthoughthe descriptive patternanay reflectgenuine differences in
matching behaviourthey will alsobe influenced byunderlying differences in prior attainment,

other background characteristics, school type, and regional composition. The modelled analysis
isolates these influences, allowing us to estimate how much mismatch is associated with each
characteristic once these other factors are taken into account

In this section, we first present the baseline gaps for the 2Qdr@-COVIDpcohort, then examine

how these changed for specific groups during the panderaftected years. To do this, we include
interaction terms between each characteristic and cohort year, enabling us to identify whether
mismatch gaps widened or narrowed relative to 2019, when student choices were unaffected by
the pandemic.

As outlined in the Methodology section, we use thermipal component priorattainment
measure tosupport comparability across years, and define the mismatch index at student level.

Figure 3.10: Rawvs modelled mismatch gap by characteristic, 2019 GCSE cohort
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Figure 310 shows the raw and adjustétmismatch gaps for the 2019 cohqrihe y axis reflects the
averagemismatch gapin percentilesfor each characteristicrelative to the reference group

A negativemodelled gap indicates that after adjusting for student background, the group tended
to select courses ranked lower than those chosen by similarly attaining students in the reference
group (i.e., they were more likely to undermatch). A positive gap indicates thgosite.

Once we account for background characteristics, mismatch gaps generally narrow or become
more negative across all groupklowever, ashown in the descriptive analysis, lowattaining
students are more likely to overmatch anddherattaining students more likely to undermatch.
Because many student characteristiese strongly correlated with prior attainment, raw gaps
largely capture these attainment differences rather than true differences in matching behaviour.
To illustrate this more clearly, we also present results separately for the lowest and highest prior
attainment quintiles.
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Figure 3.11: Rawvs modelled mismatch gap by characteristic, 2019GCSE cohort prior attainment
quintile 1 and 5
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-e— Accounting for student and provider characteristics -e— Accounting for student and provider characteristics

Figure 311 shows thatthe broad trends we observed in the descriptive statistics still hold when
accounting forstudent background and provider characteristic:orgender, this supports the
earlier descriptive findings, confirming that highttaining male students disproportionately select
more demanding pathways.

Most other gaps are quite modest, excepting high attaining students with an EHCP, who form a
very small subgroumf the wider EHCP population.




Figure 3.12: Change in gender mismatch gap relative to 2019 accounting for student characteristics
and composition al changes between years
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While Figure 3.1 showed the size of the gender mismatch gap in 2019, Figut2 iBustrates how
the modelled gap (accounting for characteristiemd compositional differences between years)
changedbeforehandand subsequently Positivevalues indicate that thenodelled gender gap
widened in favour of male students relative to 2019, whilegativevalues indicate a narrowing.
Havingaccounted for changes instudent and provider characteristics, the gap wided slightly in
2020 and 202{male students becorng relatively more likely to overmatch and vice versa)
before gradually returning to its 2019 levéfiowever, @ around half a grcentile differenceat its
maximum, this changewas notsubstantial.




Figure 3.13: Change in disadvantage mismatch gap relative to 2019,accounting for student
characteristics and compositional changes between years
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Figure 313 shows how thanodelled, disadvantage mismatch gap changed relative to 2019. Prior
to the pandemic, yeabn year changes in the modelled gap were not statistically significant.
Although the shifsin the gapfor the 2020 and 2021 GCSE cohavtse significanty different from
2019 the magnitude of these changes was very small and difficult to distinguish from normal year
to year variation.




Figure 3.14: Change inEHCPmismatch gap relative to 2019, accounting for student characteristics and
compositional changes between years
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Hanving controlled forbackground characteristicsFigure 3.11 showsthat there was a statistically
significantmismatch gap between students with an EHCP and those with no identified needs in
2019.Hgure 314 confirms thatrelative to 2019this gap has remained relatively stabks changes
through time were not statistically significant.




Figure 3.15: Change in mismatch gap for SEND students with no EHCP, relative to 2019, before and
after accounting for changes in student composition
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For SEND students without an EHGIPanges relative to 2019 were similarly smdlhe narrowing
of themodelled gap for those taking GCSEs in 2020 and 2021 was statisticallyfisaymt, but not
beyond the level offearon yearvariation observedyenerally.

For region, school type and ethnicifythere are multiple categories (i.e. 9 English regidrso it is
not possible to show a headline mismatch gap changes through timesneatly on a chart.

The full regression model coefficients in Ann@show thatthe descriptive statistics still hold
although become a little less pronounced once vaecount for background student and provider
characteristics. Specificallypncebackgroundcharacteristics are held constanstudents inall
regionsstill undermatch relative to Londonstudents in Sponsored Academies astll more likely
to undermatch than all other mainstream school typeand studentsin all harmonisedethnic
groupsstill overmatch relative to White students.

There wasalsolittle change in mismatt for the cohorts awarded CAG/TAG grades relative to 2019
GCSE finisherg:or region and school typeall changes were less than 1 percdet having

accounted for compositionalifferences By ethnicity,Black and Asian students becanzelittle

more likely to overmatch, relative to White students.




Retention and attainment models

We now examine how mismatch itself relates to retention and attainment outcomes in thel26
phase.The retention outcome is binarysowe estimatealogistic regressiormodel. Further details
are provided in the Research Questions and Methodology section, and full model outputs are
included in AnnexD.

Figure 3.16: Retention odds ratio associated with overmatching by one percentile, 2019 GCSE finishers
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@ Accounting for changes in student and provider characteristics

And post 16 pathway

In Figure 316, the value above the dotted line suggests that overmatching (choosing more
demanding courses) is associated wilietter course retention ratesThis iscounter-intuitive:
overmatched students are enrolled on courses that are more demanding relative to their prior
attainment, so we might expect them to hawewerchances of completingheir study
programme.

However, vihen we further adjust for théype of post 16 study programme selectgd levels, other
level 3, mixedevel 3, etc.}his trendreverses.

This implies that an overmatched student hdswerodds of completingtheir qualificationsthan

an otherwisesimilar, well-matched student, but only if they weren the same type of study
programme. Thismayreflect the substantial difference in retention rates between pathways. As
shown in Research Question [2vel 3 programmes have higheetention rates. Our findings




therefore suggest that studergwith borderline GCSE results ftevel 3 studyare more likely to
complete their 1619 programme if they overmatch ontolavel 3 pathwayeven though they
would still have lower odds of completintheir qualificationsthan a typicallevel 3 student

The odds ratis shown onHgure 316arethe differenceassociated withovermatching byone
additional percentile. The estimates lie very close tq(do difference)oecauseit capturesthe
effect ofasmall change in studento course matching.

For illustration, a student who overmatched by 10 percdas would translate to anodds ratio of
around 1.150nce student and provider characteristics are controlled f@mismeans they would
have 15 per cent higher odds of completing themursesthan an otherwise similar student who
was perfectly matchegdwithout taking study programme into account

Figure 3.17: 16-19 Change in attainment associated with overmatching by one percentile, 2019 GCSE
finishers
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@ Accounting for changes in student and provider characteristics

And post 16 pathway

In Hgure 317, the values below @emonstrate thatover matching is associated with lower
attainment outcomes on our average point score measuregardless of whether we account for
study programme/pathway.This is intuitive and suggest that with all else held constant, the more
demanding the post 16 courses students choose, the lower gridey will achieve




As with the retention chart, the estimate is measuring the response &ingle percenile increase
in overmatch, so the effect size appears smalls an illustrativeexample,a student that
overmatched by 10 percenites, would be expected to achievaround 0.1 of a standard deviation
lowerthan a perfectly matched studentoughly equivalentto a tenth ofan A level grade per
gualification. When weadditionally control for 16-19 pathway the estimatebecomes slightlymore
negative, at around 0.15 of a gragper qualification Although these effects are modest, they
confirm that overmatching is associated with slightly lower attainment




Higher education mismatch

In this sectionauthored by the Centre foEducation Policy and Equalising Opportunity at UGe

seek to understandvhether exam cancellationgnd the resulting inflated teacherassessed
gradesawardedduring the pandemicd 9 F< GF L @= &awnenadexidtry ing@dalities> L = J 6
in accesdo higher education coursesThese patterns of grade inflation are shown in figurd 8.

and while the KS4 distributions are almost identical across cohontpre-pandemic years (top

panel), we seaggrade inflationat KS5n 2020 and again in 202This grade inflation is represented

by rightwards shifts in thegradedistributions seen in thebottom panel(and for 2022 KS4 in the

top panel). Both panelsonly include students who went on to universifygo this is not

representative of all students who take GCSEs devels

Figure 3.18: Distribution s of KS4 and KS5 points foeach ofour cohorts of interest
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Wedocumentoverall mismatchfor each cohort we consider:

il
T
il

2018/195the year immediately before the pandemic;
2019/205the first year of the pandemic and Centre Assessed Grades (CAGS),

2020/215the second year of the pandemic and Teacher Assessed Grades (TAGS).

2021/225the first postpandemic year, when student sat exanisut grading was on a
EGJ= D=FA=FL &4?DA<=H9L@AK 2 @AK an@G@@dvweAK ) 1F
see GRADE inflation in their GCSE resibitstom panel, figure 324).




We will henceforth refer to these years as 2019, 2@221 and2022 As more selective courses
were allowed to expand to take in students who met their offers with inflated grades in 2020, this
released places at lower ranked universities who would likely have filled their spots with lower
achieving pupils. This may have gerated an overall increase in overmatch.

Wenextstudy mismatch at each decile of the ability distribution of university students to account
for the increasing difficulty of overmatchig towards the top and increasing difficulty of
undermatching towards the bottomNote also that this is not the full abilitdistribution as it only
includes university attendees

We then documeninequalitiesin the match between student ability and degree course qualityr
students with differentcharacteristics (ethnicity, soci@conomic status, gendgrandacross
different school types. Inequalities in access better-ranked coursesmay exacerbate existing
inequalities as there can bsignificant benefits to attending certain subject and institutions! We
are also interested imow thesedmismatch gap#\evolvedduring the pandemic.

We first investigate th distribution of mismatchfor each characteristic of interedty plotting the
averagecourse ranking at each decile of the ability distributiaverall, forcertain characteristics,
such asmen and womenand acrossschool types. Wethen focusin on any inequalities irmatch
acrossschool types or student characteristids a regression frameworkwhich also allows us to
test whether these inequalities remn when we control for other characteristi¢grior attainment
and 16-19 mismatch

Overall mismatch

Cur first key finding is aurprisingly, that overall mismatch hardly changed between 2018nd 2022.
In figure 325we plot the distribution of mismatch foall students by academic yeaithe
distributions acrosscohorts are very similawith only a slight decrease in thpeak, and a slight
increase in spread each year from 202022.This is confirmed in figure 26which showsaround
67% of studentsre3E 9 L ; @won<aBourse within 20 percentiles either side of their raékn
2019,whichfallsto 66% in 2021However, this was driven by slight increase in undermatalhile
overmatch fell between 2019 and 2021. Interestingly, we do see an increase in overmatch and
undermatch in the firstpostH 9 F< = EA; & ? D A < = hoSvévé®/as thesestiideds> I RT T
GCSEwvere alsoaffected by the pandemic it is difficult to draw any conclusions about these
changes A potential explanation for the counterintuitive fidingsin 2020 and 2021 that

although grade inflation in the pandemiallowed some students onto higher ranked courses, it
alsoallowed access for some students who would not otherwise have attended univerSitgse
studentswere lower ranked, and this thereforpushedeveryone elsaipwardsin the rankings to
match their new coursesneaningthat we do not observe the expected increase in overmatch.

Figure 321 shows average mismatch within each decile of the Attainment 8 sctoehelp
understand how nismatch varies across the attainment distributiotdnsurprisingly, given the

lack of overall change in mismatch across these cohorts, we see little difference in the overall
distribution of mismatch by attainment.To produce these figureswve plot the average course
decile (yaxis) for students in each attainment decile-gxis),ranking students by their Attainment

8 score, and courses ranked by the score of their median student. If all students in a decile were




perfectly matched to their course the point would lie on the 4fggree line; any point above the

line represents a decile in which most students are overmatched and any below the line are
deciles in which most students are undermatched.

Figure 3.19: Distribution of Higher Education mismatch (2019-2022)
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Figure 3.20: Total Higher Education undermatch, match and overmatch (2019-2022)
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While there was little overall change in match over the pandemie,de seeincreases in match
inequalitiesbetween pupilsfrom different school types anavith certain characteristics between
2019 and 202 Wenextdiscuss each of these in turn.




Mismatch by school type

While inequalities in match by SES, gender and ethnicity have been documengéore >, to
date there has been little emphasis on the role of independent,-fesying schools on matchwith
onerecent exception These schools are significantly better resourced than those in the state
sector and as well as serving children of betteesourced parentsarelikely able to offer better
careers advice and assistance with university applications, increasing pughiances of gaining a
place at a higheranked university. They also have greater incentives to ensure their pupils are
placed at such universities, since this is an expectation of parents whp tosend their pupils to
theseschools.

Comparing pupils from different school types reveals langequalitiesin the ranking of courses
that similarly attaining students from state and private schootanaccessIn Figure 22 we
replicate the plot in figure 21, splitting the sample intostudents fromprivate schools, grammar
schools, state schooland FE colleges\é classify the school at age 17/1&pturingthe
institution they attended when applying to university.

Looking first atthe pre-COVIzohort (top-left panel, 2019, students from private schoolfave a
marked advantage in accessing highesinked courses. Thegttend higherranked degree courses
than their similar abilitypeersfrom state schools and furtheeducation (FE) colleges at every
decile of the attainment distribution, with the gaps being substantially wider than found between
low- and highSES pupils in Canigell et al (2022). Students from private schools are overmatching
at most ability deciles apart from the togthree (wherethe ceiling on gradedimits overmatch),
whereasstate-school pupilsare undermatching on average at the 3rd or 4th attainment decile.

The gap betwea those attending private schools and others is particularly substantial in deciles

2-5 of theage 16 attainment distribution, suggestingthat lower-performing GCSEtudents (among

those who attend universitypenefit most from the advantages of private schooling for university

entry. Grammar school pupils aren slightly better-ranked courseghan their other state school

and FE colleggeers of similar ability and this is especially true for those in the middle of the
achievement distribution (4th to 6thdeciles).Note that since grammaschook select on ability,

those at this part of the attainment distribution ar@n the minority in these schoolsMirroring the

findings for private schoolsthis suggests grammaschools mayoffer the most benefit tdower

attaining pupils.Results for students at FE Colleges indicate they attending the lowest ranked

i GMJ K=K GF 9N=J9?= 93e@fMorels@khaA thoséf®m faesth@ls.H==J KA




Figure 3.22: AverageHE mismatchacross school typesby KS4 decile(2019-2022)
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How did these gaps change in 2020 and 20&hen exams were replaced by teachassessment8
Thereappears to bdittle evidenceon these plotsof any substantial change in these patterns in
the COVIERdisrupted years However, when & study these differences more closely Figure 323
below, a widening of the gajo private schooldor all three school typescrossattainment deciles
becomes clearThesegapsgrewmost at the in the 6h, 7th and 8th decilesThese plots display the
coefficient on school type from a regressionof our mismatch index on school type(with private
schools as the reference category, including genderas anadditional control.® Looking at the
state school graph (bottom left panel of figure 29) we can see that while the faly substantial
gap between state and private schoostudents remains relatively unchanged in 2020 versus
2019, there is a widening of the mismatch gap in 2021, especially for students in theéhedecile
of attainment and above. Similampatterns can be seen for grammaschool and FE college
students versus private schoolstudents. This evidence suggests private school students
benefitted disproportionately over students at other school types from theswitch to teacher
assessment. This finding is supported by the shrinking of thprivate-state gap in 2022, when
D+ qll OcaWwWd+cat W dagel UUI OWe Ys 32131 Alls JWHe OUY qt UGG
from the effects of COVID-cancelled GCSEs for this cohort.
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Figure 3.23: HE matchgapsacrossschool types by KS4 deciles (2019-2022) (ref. private schools)

Reference cat.: private school; fixed eff.: female.
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Socioeconomicgapsin mismatch

In this and the following subsections we focus exclusivelystate-school students, for whom we
havedetailed demographic measureand prior attainment. We turnfirst to inequalities in match
across studentgrom different socioeconomic backgrounds, measured by their eligibility for free
school meals (specifically we use the FSM6 measure, an indicator for having been eligible for FSM
at any time in the last 6 yeardfor our prepandemic year(2019 we findvery little eviderce of
inequalities in matchthroughout the achievement distribution(figure 324), and this pattern is
unchanged during the pandemicThis is surprising, as previous wadnks found large mismatch
gaps by socioeconomic status. However, de&Mmeasure hereonly differentiates themost
disadvantaged students and combines the rest into a single categprevious work has used
location-based measures of disadvantade achieve more granularit)\We chose to focus on a
measure(FSM}hat we knew applied at an idividual level




Figure 3.24: AverageHE mismatchacross SES (FStatus) by KS4 decile(2019-2022)
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Still, examining these differences more closeiyn figure 325, wesee gaps in match across the
entire attainment distribution, with FSM students matching to courses around 2 percentiles lower
ranked than similarly qualified noFFSM studentsexcept at the very top of thattainment
distribution wherethese gapsareclose to zero. The patterns across time are then quite volatile,
with gaps shrinkinga bit for the middle decilesn 2020 (blue triangles) and thespeningagainin
2021 In 2022 there argapsof 1-2 percentiles across the attainment distribution. The panels in
figure 325show thecumulativeimpact ofadding controls to regressions dhe mismatch index on
FSM status. We first plot raw gapben control for prior (KS2) attainment, then gender, ethnicity
and English as an additional language (EAL), and finally agd96nismatch(as calculated in the
previous section). The model with all controteesnegative or zero match gaps for FSM students
for all deciles. Adding mismatch makes little tardifference to the estimates.




Figure 3.25: HE matchgaps across SE§-SMstatus) by KS4 decile 2018-2021) (ref. non-FSM)
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Gender gapsin mismatch

We next turn to gender gapsAs Figure 26illustrates, pre-pandemic, males tend to enter higher
ranked courses tharsimilar ability females,except at the bottom of the attainment distribution
with the biggest gaps in the middle of th&udent attainment distribution. Interestingly, thepro-
male gapsnarrowedin 2020 and 202(and profemale gaps appeared fahe bottom two deciles)
suggestingfemale studentsdisproportionately capturedthe benefits ofexam cancellationsThey
remained narrowed in 2022.

Focusing more closely on these gaps in Figurg73where we also condition on potential
confounders, we see clearly that these gaps narrow considerably in 2020 and again in 2021. The
narrowing of these gaps is in line with evidence that teacher assessment tends to favourgftls.
xaxdixii This hypothesis is supported by the grade distributioskown separately by gendén

figure 328, which show that while grade inflation appears quite uniform among female students
(rightward shift of whole distribution) grade inflation occurred less uniformly among male
students (reduced peak accompanied by a rightward shift).

In terms of the effects of adding controls to these models, we fugdy different results compared

to what we saw with SES gaps. Adding prior attainment (top right) and demographic (bottom left)
controls has little to no effect on the coefficient$ioweveradding 1619 misnatch as a control
moves all the gaps in favour of women, shrinking pmmale gaps in the top half of the distribution
and opening up prefemale gaps in the bottom half.




Figure 3.26: AverageHEmismatch acrossgender by KS4 decile(2019-2022)

Figure 3.27: HE matchgaps across gender by KS4 decile2018-2022) (ref. female)


































