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Abstract 

The aim of this study was to explore A level students’ preferred assessment 
approaches, prior to major A level reforms taking effect. Four potential reasons for 
students’ preferences were investigated: subject, assessment approach taken, 
perceived difficulty of course content, and perceived pressure of assessment. 
Questionnaires were sent to 16-19 year old students (via their teachers) in a 
representative sample of 400 schools and colleges following mainstream A level 
courses in Mathematics, Economics and French.  

Seventy-nine schools/colleges responded (19.8%), returning 663 questionnaires in 
total. Across all three subjects, patterns of preferences were found to be remarkably 
similar. Modular assessment was generally favoured over linear assessment, despite 
modularity being unusual in French. This general preference was due in a large part 
to a perception that linear assessment is relatively difficult. In turn, it was found that 
this could be due to the perceived higher pressure of linear exams, rather than to an 
inability to cope with the course approach on a day-to-day basis. A level course 
difficulty was mostly perceived to be appropriate. Arguably, to better prepare 
students for higher education, A level reforms should focus on ensuring that 
assessment engenders deeper learning whilst discouraging surface learning, 
elaborate re-sit strategies, and highly targeted revision tactics.  

Introduction 

GCE Advanced levels (A levels) are the main measure of academic attainment for 
eighteen-year-olds in England and are frequently used to gain entry to university. 
Two-year courses are available in at least forty-five different subjects, and around 
780,000 qualifications are awarded each year (Ofqual, 2013a). Students aiming for 
higher education (HE) typically study three or four subjects. Their decisions about 
which and how many subjects to study usually depend upon a variety of factors, 
including academic ability, the provision of courses at local schools and colleges, 
advice from teachers and parents, and career aspirations. 
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 In recent years, A levels have become the focus of considerable media attention (for 
example, The Telegraph, 2011). According to Coe (2007), the average grades 
achieved by students with the same ability have risen steadily since the late 1980s. 
Such findings reflect concerns amongst the public and assessment professionals 
alike that ‘standards have slipped’ and A levels are no longer as difficult as they used 
to be (The Daily Mail, 2010). In order to ‘restore rigour’, the Coalition Government 
has spearheaded a national programme of A level reform. In March 2012, the 
Secretary of State for Education, Michael Gove wrote to Ofqual (the national 
qualifications regulator): 

“I am increasingly concerned that current A levels – though they have much to 
commend them – fall short of commanding the level of confidence we would 
want to see.”  

     (Department for Education, 2012a) 

The letter also states Gove’s view that the single most important purpose of A levels 
is to prepare students for university. This is not an unreasonable assumption upon 
which to base reforms, given that over half of all young people currently progress to 
an HE institution in the year after completing their A levels (Department for 
Education, 2012b). 

Following a public consultation on the structure of A levels and on HE’s involvement 
in them, which was run by Ofqual (Smith, Mitchell and Grant, 2012), interim reforms 
to assessment were announced in November 2012. Over the summer of 2013, a 
review of subject content in sixteen subjects was undertaken (Smith, 2013). Two 
further public consultations are currently underway: the Department for Education is 
consulting on A level subject content (Department for Education, 2013a) and Ofqual 
are consulting on the design, assessment and regulation of the qualification (Ofqual, 
2013c). These consultations are intended to be largely confirmatory of proposed 
policy. Although their outcomes will be published early in 2014, the four awarding 
bodies that administer A levels in England are working on the assumption that the 
reforms will proceed and are in the process of re-developing their syllabuses in time 
for first teaching in September 2015.  

The reform programme has not lacked controversy. The biggest planned changes to 
A level relate to assessment rather than to content, and there has been considerable 
debate surrounding the planned move from a predominantly modular assessment 
structure to an entirely linear one, and a related reduction in opportunities to re-sit 
examinations. At present most A levels have a unitized structure. A level units or 
‘modules’ are mostly assessed by external examinations, and examination sessions 
are held twice a year, in January and June. From 2014 onwards, students will no 
longer be able to sit A level examinations in January in either their first or second 
year of A level studies. Instead, all units are to be examined in June (Department for 
Education, 2013b). In the longer term A levels will become fully linear, with all 
examinations undertaken at the end of the course rather than at the end of each year 
of A level study (Ofqual 2013b). 
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Background literature 

We agree with the need to reform A levels, because there is considerable evidence 
for dissatisfaction with them within the HE community. Significant numbers of 
university lecturers, admissions tutors, and other HE representatives have expressed 
concerns over the adequacy of current A levels as a preparation for degree level 
study (Higton, et al, 2012; Mehta, Suto, and Brown, 2012). A key question arises as 
to what it is about A levels that engenders such discontent. Despite a long-term 
increase over time in the number of students achieving higher A level grades (Coe, 
2007), Suto (2012) found that many lecturers believed academic writing, self-
directed study, independent inquiry and research, and critical thinking skills to be 
lacking among new undergraduates. Depth of subject knowledge was also a concern 
in some subjects, such as mathematics and English. Within the past decade, several 
universities have attempted to tackle these problems by introducing additional 
support classes for underprepared students (Mehta, et al, 2013). In our view, costly 
interventions of this kind would not be undertaken lightly in times of constrained 
finances, if dissatisfaction with A levels were merely a minority grumble among 
lecturers.  Moreover, at other universities, lecturers have adapted their teaching 
approaches and now cover more basic, fundamental or lower level content (Suto, 
2012). 

 

Lecturers’ dissatisfaction with A levels and the remedial interventions they undertake 
appear to link closely with the current modular assessment approach. The merits 
and disadvantages of modular and linear assessment have been discussed in depth 
in the literature (e.g. Hodgson and Spours, 2001; Vidal Rodeiro and Nádas, 2012). A 
major longstanding pedagogical concern is that that frequent ‘bite sized’ exams 
encourage surface learning, rather than deeper learning, resulting in poorer long-
term educational outcomes (Tan, 1992). In the transition to HE, new undergraduates 
may well have forgotten much of what they learnt and were assessed on in the early 
stages of their A level courses. There is also a convincing argument that fragmented 
learning and a lack of coherence endangers synoptic understanding (Hart and 
Howieson, 1994; Hayward and McNicholl, 2007). In our view, an implication of these 
findings is that reforming the content of A levels would not necessarily resolve the 
problems with under-preparedness encountered within HE, and that reform to A level 
assessment, in order to encourage better teaching and learning is what is critical.  

 

Although research findings relating to the actual relative difficulties of the two 
assessment approaches for students are mixed (Vidal Rodeiro and Nádas, 2012) a 
popular perception remains among politicians, university lecturers, and other 
stakeholders that modular qualifications are in some sense easier than linear ones. 
We would argue that when this perception of relative ease is considered in depth, it 
relates to something less straightforward than might initially be supposed. 
Researchers frequently distinguish the concept of assessment ‘demands’ from the 
concept of ‘difficulty’. (For detailed discussion, see Pollitt, Ahmed and Crisp, 2007.) 
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Pollitt, et al(1998), for example, define the demands of an examination question as 
the: 

‘…requests that examiners make of candidates to perform certain tasks within 
a question.’ (p.6) 

According to this definition, the demands are equal for all students attempting a 
given examination question, and judgements of demands can be made in advance of 
the assessment taking place. Many different types of question demand have been 
identified. These include demands on working memory, long-term memory, reading, 
and writing, as well as the time allowed to complete the question and the extent to 
which understanding across topics must be combined and utilised (synoptic 
assessment). Difficulty, on the other hand, can be represented by an empirical 
measure of the success of a given group of students on the examination question 
under consideration (Pollitt et al. 1998). Perceived difficulty can also be measured. 
Some groups of students may find the question more difficult than other groups, 
depending on what and how they have been taught, and due to social and cultural 
factors. 

From the above concept of question demands, we would argue that it is possible to 
extrapolate the concepts of: (i) the demands of an examination paper, and (ii) the 
overall assessment demands of a whole qualification such as an A level. An 
equivalent definition for the latter concept could be: 

‘The requests that awarding bodies make of candidates to perform certain 
tasks to achieve a qualification.’  

In addition to the demands of individual questions, several other demands contribute 
to whole qualification assessment demands. Some examples are given in Figure 1, 
which is illustrative and unlikely to be fully comprehensive. 
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Figure 1: Assessment demands of a whole qualification  

 The demands shaded in dark grey in Figure 1 have the potential to have a 
differential effect on whole qualification demands, depending on whether the 
assessment approach taken is modular or linear. For example, a linear approach 
typically (but not necessarily) enables examination papers to cover a broader range 
of topics, supports synoptic assessment within questions, has fewer, longer 
examination papers with less time for revision in between them, and requires 
students to remember what they have learnt for longer. (For a full discussion of these 
issues see Vidal Rodeiro and Nadas, 2012.) Arguably, these characteristics make 
linear assessment more demanding than modular assessment in several important 
respects.  

Moreover, as is proposed for future A level courses, a linear approach has fewer re-
sit opportunities. Ofqual (2013d) recently reported ‘too many’ A level resits as a 
major concern within HE (although ‘too many’ was not quantified or otherwise 
defined). This may be explained by Poon Scott (2011) who found that the existing re-
sit culture for modular A levels has engendered widespread ‘teaching to the test’, 
elaborate re-sit strategies and highly targeted revision tactics. Arguably, if a student 
sits enough versions of a module examination and is allowed to keep the highest 
result attained, then by chance alone the student can encounter an examination 
paper that he or she finds relatively easy, and can ultimately do better. According to 
Higton et al. (2012) this is perceived by stakeholders to be a key cause of grade 
inflation. Conversely, it could also be argued that linear assessment also encourages 
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‘teaching to the test’. However, if this occurs only towards the end of the course 
rather than throughout the two years, then this may be regarded as less damaging to 
A level pedagogy, and in any case it could not have the impact on grade inflation 
described above. 

In addition to assessment demands, several other factors may influence student 
performance, affecting the overall difficulty (both actual and perceived) of the whole 
assessment for a qualification. Again, their effects may be differential, depending on 
whether the assessment approach taken is modular or linear. Such factors could 
include a student’s personal familiarity with: (i) the types and formats of the 
examination question encountered, and (ii) whole examination papers.  We propose 
that these types of familiarity reduce cognitive load and both are likely to be high 
among students taking a modular approach to A levels, as a consequence of 
exposure and practice. This thereby reduces the relative difficulty of modular 
assessment.  

In addition to easing the cognitive load, familiarity with any assessment format may 
reduce the anxiety or stress that a student experiences during the examinations, 
which may in turn have a positive effect on performance. Other factors affecting 
examination stress and therefore whole qualification difficulty include the stakes and 
consequences of an examination, and knowledge of the availability of re-sit 
opportunities (or lack thereof). It is therefore likely that students taking a linear 
approach to A levels will be under greater pressure than those taking a modular 
approach, since each examination will have higher stakes associated with it, they 
(linear students) will have had less summative exam-taking experience during their 
two-year courses, and they will know that they have very limited resit opportunities. 

Further factors affecting whole qualification difficulty relate to the backgrounds of the 
students themselves and the effectiveness with which particular course content has 
been taught. The relationship between these factors and assessment approach is 
less clear and may vary across subjects. For example, prior to A level, some 
students may have taken linear GCSE courses in some subjects but modular 
courses in other subjects, and students who have attended different secondary 
schools may be used to different assessment approaches, giving them different 
levels of familiarity with what is expected at A level. 

Just as attempts can be made to define the concept of assessment difficulty and to 
identify influential factors, it is also possible to look beyond assessment to the 
difficulty of course content. At present, the national regulator sets subject criteria 
(demands) for all A levels (Ofqual, 2013d). Particular knowledge, understanding and 
skills, as well as the assessment objectives, must be included in syllabuses, 
regardless of the assessment approaches available to students. The criteria are 
intended to ensure that courses in any given subject which are administered by 
different awarding bodies are equally demanding. As mentioned previously, a review 
of content in sixteen A level subjects was conducted very recently (Smith, 2013). It 
concluded that A level content was fit for purpose in two subjects (sociology, and Art 
and Design), and could be made so in most others, but that Mathematics and 
Further Mathematics content require more fundamental work. 
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Whilst Smith’s (2013) conclusion has positive implications for A level reform – that is, 
that overall, relatively little reform of content is needed – it is unlikely to influence A 
level students’ perceptions of the difficulty of their course content. We would argue 
that since the perceived difficulty of content is very likely to be linked to teaching 
approach, which is in turn linked to assessment approach (Mehta et al, 2012), it 
could also potentially relate to students’ perceptions of assessment difficulty, and 
therefore their preferences for one assessment approach over another. 

 The present study 

Current A level arrangements allow teachers to choose which assessment approach 
their students take. While in most subjects the majority opt for a modular approach, 
the presence of a minority taking a linear approach provides an in-situ opportunity to 
compare A level students’ perceptions. In the present study we sought to do this, 
addressing two main questions: 

1. Do A level students prefer a modular approach or a linear approach?  
2. Is this due to the perceived difficulty of the assessment, the perceived 

difficulty of the course content, or both? 

We also explored linear and modular students’ perceptions of the pressure 
associated with each assessment approach, as a possible explanation for their 
preferences. The study relied on perceptions rather than on actual measures of 
difficulty, since no appropriate measure of course difficulty could be identified and 
perceptions were considered to be the closest possible substitute. Moreover, 
students taking a linear approach at A level had yet to undertake any formal 
assessment; therefore their actual performances and thus, assessment difficulty, 
could not be ascertained and compared with that for modular students. 

The study focused on students of three A level subjects: Mathematics, Economics, 
and French. The subjects were chosen for their contrasting popularities and syllabus 
contents. Over the past decade, Mathematics has become one of the most popular A 
level subjects (Joint Council for Qualifications, 2013). Whilst Economics is 
considerably less popular, its uptake is also increasing rapidly, whereas in contrast, 
French is declining in popularity (ibid.). Moreover, many second language experts 
support the linear assessment of French on the grounds that the development of 
grammatical understanding is a lengthy process (Selinker, 1972), whereas 
Economics is more amenable to a topic-based pedagogical approach. Mathematics 
is possibly somewhere between the two, in terms of its balance of knowledge and 
skills. 

Method 

As part of a wider study of teaching and learning at A level, a questionnaire with an 
integrated consent form was developed for students in Years 12 and 13 (the first and 
second years of their A level courses). It was versioned for three contrasting A level 
subjects – Mathematics, Economics, and French – and was piloted successfully with 
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two students at a local state-maintained sixth-form college. In the questionnaire, 
participating students were asked: 

 their GCSE/IGCSE results 

 their year group 

 whether they were taking a linear or modular assessment approach at A level 

 which assessment approach they prefer 

 which assessment approach they think they could get a better final grade with 

 how difficult they find their course 

 whether they find modular assessment more or less stressful than linear 
assessment 

 whether they found modular assessment more or less stressful than linear 
assessment during Years 7-11. 

The questionnaires were posted to teachers in 400 English schools/colleges 
teaching current mainstream A level courses in Mathematics (200 schools), 
Economics (100 schools) and French (100 schools) administered by the Oxford, 
Cambridge and RSA (OCR) awarding body. The samples represented the full A level 
populations for the three courses in terms of social deprivation, academic 
achievement and school/college type (comprehensive, selective state, independent, 
sixth-form college and further education college), as measured by indicators derived 
using data from the National Pupil Database. The teachers were invited to: (i) ask 
their A level students to complete the questionnaires, (ii) collate the completed 
questionnaires, and (iii) post them to the research team. Fortunately, all data was 
collected prior to the Department of Education’s announcement of reforms in April 
2012, reducing the possibility that students’ perceptions were affected by the media 
storm. 

 Analysis and findings 

Seventy-nine of the schools/colleges responded (19.8%), returning 663 
questionnaires in total. 317 participating students were in Year 12, 327 were in Year 
13, and 19 did not indicate their year group. An analysis of the background 
characteristics of the students and their schools confirmed their overall 
representativeness of the wider A level populations and an absence of any notable 
response biases.  

Table 1 shows the assessment approaches taken by the students. (647 responded 
to this question.)  It can be seen that the Mathematics and Economics courses were 
predominantly taken modularly whereas most students of French were taking a 
linear approach. 
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Table 1: Assessment approaches taken at A level and previous academic 
achievement 

Approach 
taken at  
A level 

Mathematics (N = 294) Economics (N = 228) French (N = 136) 

N Mean no. of 
A* and A 
grades at 
GCSE/IGCSE 
per student 

N Mean no. of 
A* and A 
grades at 
GCSE/IGCSE 
per student 

N Mean no. of 
A* and A 
grades at 
GCSE/IGCSE 
per student 

Linear 34 
(11.6%) 

9.27 
(SD = 2.73) 

38 
(17.4%) 

4.75 
(SD = 3.54) 

112  
(83.6%) 

7.77 
(SD = 3.70) 

Modular 255 
(86.7%) 

7.12 
(SD = 3.68) 

175 
(79.9%) 

6.67 
(SD = 3.69) 

16  
(11.9%) 

9.00 
(SD = 3.86) 

Don’t 
know 

5 
(1.7%) 

2.00 
(SD = 1.41) 

6  
(2.7%) 

5.33 
(SD = 3.20) 

6  
(4.5%) 

6.67 
(SD = 4.86) 

 

Table 1 also indicates the students’ previous academic achievement. As the 
datasets were sufficiently large and met the assumptions required of parametric 
tests, full factorial ANOVA and post-hoc Tukey tests were used to identify any 
differences in GCSE/IGCSE performances of linear and modular students (which 
could potentially affect interpretations of subsequent analyses). For Mathematics, the 
linear students had performed significantly better on average than had the modular 
students (F(2)= 7.51, p = 0.01; Tukey HSD: mean difference between linear and 

modular students = 2.15 A*and A grades, p = 0.004). The assumption of 
homogeneity of variance assumption was not met here, but the result is so 
highly significant that this is unlikely to be problematic.Conversely, for 

Economics, the modular students had performed significantly better on average than 
had the linear students (F(2) = 4.32, p = 0.014; Tukey HSD: mean difference 
between modular and linear students = 1.92 A*and A grades, p = 0.013). For French, 
there were no significant differences in the past performances of linear students, 
modular students, and those who did not know which approach they were taking 
(F(2) = 0.97, p = 0.381). Overall, there was no clear cross-subject trend for the most 
able students to take a particular assessment approach at A level.   

 
Assessment approaches preferred by students 

The students were asked: 

‘Do you prefer the linear approach (all the important exams at the end) or the 
modular approach (spreading the important exams throughout the course)?’  

Their responses (N = 640) are shown in Figure 2. A broadly similar pattern of 
preferences occurred for each subject, despite the difference in predominant 
approach between French on the one hand, and Mathematics and Economics on the 
other. The modular approach was clearly the most popular. It was preferred by 
approximately 80% of all modular students and also by close to half of all linear 
students. The linear students were more positive about the linear approach than 
were the modular students. This was particularly so for Economics, where a third of 
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linear students preferred the linear approach. For Mathematics in particular, linear 
students were more likely than modular students not to mind which approach they 
took. 

Note: Lin. = Linear approach taken. Mod. = Modular approach taken. D/K = Don’t know 

Figure 2: Assessment approaches taken and preferred by students 
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The responses of students who did not know which assessment approach they were 
taking (N = 17) or did not respond to that question (N = 16) were excluded from all 
subsequent analyses. This resulted in a total sample of 630 students. 

Perceived difficulty of assessment approaches 

The students were asked to indicate whether they agreed with the statement: 

‘I can get a better final grade if the course has modular exams.’ 

Their responses (N = 618) are shown in Figure 3, and were quite varied. The 
modular approach was perceived by most modular students, and by substantial 
minorities of linear students, to lead to better final A level grades. These views were 
particularly common among Mathematics and Economics modular students, over 
two thirds of whom agreed or strongly agreed with the statement. For French, the 
general pattern of responses was similar but not quite as positive about the modular 
approach. Few students in any group actively disagreed with the statement that 
modular exams lead to better grades. However, sizeable proportions neither agreed 
nor disagreed with it. 

 

Figure 3: Agreement with the statement: ‘I can get a better final grade if the course 
has modular exams’  

 

When Figures 2 and 3 are interpreted together, it appears that the popular 
preference for a modular approach could be due in part to the perceived relative 
difficulty of linear assessment. It should be noted, however, that the data in Figure 3 
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do not fully account for all of the preferences for a modular approach expressed in 
Figure 2. Therefore, such preferences are not solely about getting a better final 
grade, and further explanation is needed. 

 

Perceived difficulty of A level course content 

To explore the question of whether assessment preferences might relate to the day-
to-day course challenges experienced by students when taught linearly or modularly, 
the questionnaire contained five statements relating to the perceived difficulty of the 
A level courses (see x-axes in Figures 4 to 6). The students were asked to indicate 
which statements related to their own experiences. 630 responses were received in 
total.  

For each of the three subjects, modular and linear students responded similarly to 
one another, thereby indicating minimal differences in the perceived difficulty of their 
course content. For Mathematics (Figure 4), there was a very slight tendency for 
linear students to find their course less difficult, but this tendency is in line with their 
higher past academic performance. For Economics (Figure 5) and French (Figure 6) 
there was no consistency in the direction of differences between linear and modular 
students. Overall, these results run counter to the idea that students experience 
linear A level courses as being more difficult than modular ones. This rules it out as a 
key explanation for the preference for modular A levels shown in Figure 2.  

For all three subjects, the most common perception of course difficulty among both 
linear and modular students was that ‘it’s hard work but I can manage it’. The next 
most common perception was that ‘it’s hard work and sometimes I don’t understand 
all the topics’. The general perception among students was therefore that A level 
courses are either of appropriate difficulty or a little on the hard side. 
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Figure 4: Perceived difficulty of the A level Mathematics course 
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Figure 5: Perceived difficulty of the A level Economics course 
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Figure 6: Perceived difficulty of the A level French course 

Perceived pressure of A level assessment 

The students were asked to indicate whether they agreed with the statement: 

‘I find module exams more stressful than taking all exams at the same time.’ 

Their responses (N = 616) are shown in Figure 7. The pattern of responses was 
similar across all three subjects, and overall, modular assessment was perceived to 
be less stressful than linear assessment. Three quarters of all modular students 
disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement that modular assessment is more 
stressful, as did over half of all linear students. Very few students in any group 
agreed with the statement, although it was noticeable that between a quarter and a 
third of linear students neither agreed nor disagreed with it.  
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Figure 7: Agreement with the statement: ‘I find module exams more stressful than 
taking all exams at the same time’ 

These results indicate that greater examination pressure is likely to be an important 
component of the perceived relative difficulty of linear assessment (Figure 3), 
contributing to the popular preference for modular assessment (Figure 2). 

Earlier experiences of assessment pressure 

The students were asked: 

‘You may have taken both modular exams and linear exams during Years 7-
11. Which put you under greater pressure?’ 

Their responses (N = 619) are shown in Figure 8. A broadly similar pattern of 
preferences emerged for each subject. The majority of modular students and almost 
half of the linear students recalled feeling under more pressure when they sat linear 
examinations. Very few students in any group found modular examinations more 
stressful. These findings raise the possibility that much of the perceived greater 
pressure of linear assessment at A level could arise from personal experience in 
Years 7 to 11. Approximately a quarter of linear students had not experienced both 
assessment approaches. This may indicate that some of their schools take a ‘whole 
school’ linear approach to assessment. 

 



Educationalfutures                                                                                                        Suto, Elliott, Rushton, Mehta 
Vol.6(2) June 2014                                                                                              ‘A’ Level Assessment Preferences             

 

 
e-journal of the British Education Studies Association                  37 
© BESA 2014                                                                                                                                                            
ISSN: 1758-2199 

 
 

 

Figure 8: Pressure of examinations during Years 7-11 

preferences of students of existing A level syllabuses prior to major A level reforms 
taking Further analyses were conducted comparing the responses of Year 12 and 
Year 13 students to all of the questions in the questionnaire. It might have been 
anticipated that students’ views would differ between the years, as the pressure of 
final linear assessments would draw nearer in Year 13, or as modular assessment 
results would have accumulated. Surprisingly, however, the students’ perceptions 
did not vary significantly between the year groups. 

Discussion 

The aim of this research was to explore the assessment effect.  Across all three of 
the subjects explored, the patterns of preferences were remarkably similar; in 
particular, the modular assessment approach was generally regarded more 
favourably than the linear approach. This was the case despite the linear approach 
being the most commonly taken approach in French, in contrast to Mathematics and 
Economics, for which the modular approach predominated. For all three subjects, 
linear students were more mixed in their preferences than were modular students. 
While this may suggest that the general preference for modularity could be due in a 
small part to a ‘fear of the unknown’ (the linear approach) among modular students, 
this cannot account for the modular approach’s popularity among as many as half of 
the linear students in each subject. 

Subsequent findings indicated that a more likely explanation for the modularity 
preference is the perceived relative difficulty of linear assessment. For all three 
subjects, sizeable proportions of students felt they could get a better final grade if 
their course had modular examinations, while very few felt that way about linear 
examinations. Students of French, however, were less likely to perceive modular 
assessment is being easier. This could be because particular subjects, such as 
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French, are inherently better suited to linear assessment. Many second language 
researchers would advocate linear assessment of modern languages on the grounds 
that students develop the grammatical system of their target language (an 
‘interlanguage’) over time (Selinker, 1972). Students’ interlanguages would be 
utilised in written responses to examination questions. At an early stage in an A level 
course, although discrete grammatical points may have been learnt, a student’s 
interlanguage would still be relatively undeveloped, limiting his or her performance 
considerably. Modular assessment would therefore assess earlier points on a 
student’s developmental trajectory and the overall difficulty of the whole assessment 
for A level French would arguably be greater. Subjects with a more topic-based 
structure may be less susceptible to this particular issue, although more general 
problems relating to emotional maturity and on-going cognitive development could 
affect all subjects.  

Minimal differences in the perceived difficulty of course content were identified: both 
linear and modular students tended to find their courses either of appropriate 
difficulty or a little on the hard side. This finding rules out the possibility that the 
teaching and other classroom experiences that accompany linear assessment could 
be a cause of its perceived relative difficulty. That is, it is not that students struggle 
with linear teaching and learning approaches on a day-to-day basis.  

Additionally, the finding supports the Smith (2013) review’s conclusion that little 
changes are needed to content in most A level subjects, and calls into question the 
feasibility of some stakeholders’ suggestions to make content more challenging 
(Mehta et al., 2012). Arguably, to better prepare students for HE, reforms should 
focus on ensuring that the assessment strategy encourages the best possible 
teaching practice, engendering deeper learning (Tan, 1992) and discouraging  
surface learning and the widespread ‘teaching to the test’, elaborate re-sit strategies 
and highly targeted revision tactics reported by Poon Scott (2011). This would help 
move A level assessment closer to the Secretary of State for Education’s vision of a 
measure of preparedness for university. Although the examinations comprising 
formal A level are intended to be summative in purpose, and their primary purpose is 
arguably to provide HE admissions tutors with a means of distinguishing the best-
suited applicants for their degree programmes, we feel it is reasonable that A level 
reformers and re-developers should also consider the washback effects of A level 
assessment on pedagogy in the A level classroom. These multiple goals are not 
mutually exclusive. 

Whilst we advocate a linear approach to assessment at A level, we also recognise 
the need to mitigate its downsides. The study also explored students’ perceptions of 
the pressure associated with each assessment approach as a possible explanation 
for their preferences. The findings indicated strongly that pressure is indeed a key 
reason for the perceived relative difficulty of linear assessment. Three quarters of all 
modular students felt that modular assessment is less stressful, as did over half of all 
linear students. For many students, these perceptions stemmed (at least in part) 
from their past experiences of linear and modular assessment earlier on in their 
secondary education.  
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While the causes of stress were not investigated, they could well include the more 
demanding examination papers, the use of more demanding questions, and the 
limited availability of re-sits theoretically associated with linear assessment. In Figure 
1 we conceptualised these causes/variables as assessment demands of the whole 
qualification. On one hand, since they will apply to all students sitting reformed A 
levels, it can be argued that these variables do not per se compromise the fairness 
of linear assessment for all students, and problems arise only when a choice of 
assessment approaches exists, as in the current system. On the other hand, the 
variables may affect different groups of students differently. For example, it can be 
hypothesised that when re-sits are highly limited, or when faced with a relatively 
demanding set of examination questions, girls may experience greater stress than 
boys (or vice versa), and this may differentially affect their performance. 
Furthermore, it can be argued that increasing the overall difficulty of A levels by 
increasing (albeit evening out among students) the pressure of assessment may 
threaten validity. This is because A level assessments are intended to measure 
subject knowledge and understanding, rather than the ability to cope with stress or 
even to use it to positive advantage. Chamberlain, Daly and Spalding (2011) found 
that A level students experience two types of anxiety: ‘pre-exam anxiety’ (relating to 
revision, for example) and ‘exam-day anxiety’ (relating to practical concerns, such as 
arriving in time to sit the examination). In the case of linear assessment, we would 
argue that both types of anxiety would increase with the stakes of the examinations, 
and that validity would be compromised by the latter type of anxiety in particular. 

Further research in this area is clearly needed. For example, within a linear 
assessment framework, adjustments to examination length, the numbers of 
examination papers taken, and the timetabling of examinations could all potentially 
make linear assessment less stressful for the majority of students. It should be 
noted, however, that examination stress is affected by other factors beyond 
assessment demands, which may vary considerably among individuals. For 
example, although A levels are popularly regarded as ‘high stakes’ qualifications, the 
perceived stakes will vary depending on the conditions of a student’s offer of a 
university place, the competitiveness of the career the student aspires to, the 
financial implications of not achieving a high enough grade, cultural and social 
influences and consequences, and so on. Although awarding bodies can do little to 
mitigate against such factors, assessment and education professionals might 
usefully focus on developing and strengthening means of helping students to handle 
assessment pressure, as and when it arises. 

Limitations of the present research relate to its small scale and the validity of the 
self-report data collected. Although the wording of the questionnaire explicitly asked 
students to focus on one subject (Mathematics, Economics or French), some 
students’ expressed preferences may have been influenced by their experiences of 
the other A level courses they were following. Furthermore, a quarter of linear 
students had not experienced a modular assessment approach in Years 7 to 11 and 
may not have known what modularity really entailed.   

Although it was found that the general preference for modular assessment was not 
solely about getting the best final grade, we were unable to investigate non-
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assessment issues. For example, some students may prefer modularity because 
they find it reassuring to get the feedback from modular assessments during the 
course. Alternatively or additionally, they may derive satisfaction from an intermittent 
sense of completion, mentally ‘ticking off’ material on which they have been 
assessed. There may be ways of addressing equivalent concerns about linear 
assessment by altering teaching methods, and providing more extensive internal 
interim assessment; this is another area for further research. 

 

Other topics for investigation include analysing and comparing the results achieved 
by modular and linear students of current A level courses; this would require a much 
larger data set than that collected in the present study. Similar research has already 
been undertaken at GCSE level, with mixed results (Vidal Rodeiro and Nádas, 
2012). In the future, a further study could explore how A level student preferences 
change once the reforms have taken place and the linear approach has become the 
norm. 
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