General Certificate of Education (GCE) A level and AS Level
The GCE A level was first introduced in 1951 to replace the Higher Schools Certificate. 

GCE A level is an advanced (level 3) qualification normally taken in schools and colleges in England and Wales two years after GCSE examinations.

Major changes were implemented in schools and colleges from September 2000: the GCE Advanced Subsidiary was introduced, both as the first year of GCE A level and as a substantive qualification in its own right; the structure of GCE A level was revised; the Advanced Supplementary qualification was phased out.

Candidates, in conjunction with schools/colleges, choose how many GCE A level and AS examinations they take and there is considerable flexibility in the way in which post-16 programmes can be made up. Students can also study a combination of vocational and general qualifications if they wish. 

Most GCE A level qualifications are based on six units of approximately equal size: three of these units constitute the GCE AS qualification ,representing the first half of the full A level; the other three constitute the second half of the GCE A level, and are known collectively as A2. The A2 units contribute only to the full GCE A level and do not constitute a separate qualification.

The majority of GCE AS and A level specifications consist of both external and internal assessment. The GCE AS units are assessed and graded to match the level of attainment expected from students in the first half of an advanced course of study; the more demanding A2 units are assessed at a higher standard.

GCE AS units focus on skills, knowledge and understanding developed during the first half of an advanced course of study. The conceptually less demanding material tends to be assessed in AS units and the conceptually more demanding material assessed in A2 units. Where subjects emphasise the development of skills rather than the learning of specific content, the focus on particular skills may differ in the AS and A2 units. In all subjects, there may be some differences between the types of questions used in AS and A2 examinations. There may, for example, be a greater proportion of open-ended and essay-style questions within A2 papers.

GCE A level and AS qualifications are graded on a scale of A – E, and carry points scores within the new UCAS Tariff. If a student is taking the GCE AS and then proceeding to take the full GCE A level in the same subject, the AS point score will be subsumed into the A level point score.

Double counting of more than one qualification in the same subject area is not permitted. The points score will be derived from the highest grade achieved. There is no limit to the points achievement from GCE or any other qualifications. 
SIDIARY LEVEL

The GCE AS level is normally taken over one year of full-time study. It is level 3 on the National Qualifications Framework, and it has been designed as a free-standing qualification, or to contribute the first half of a full GCE A level. Where the normal pattern is for GCE AS to be taken over one year of study, followed by a further year of study for GCE A level, it is possible that some students may take one or more GCE AS qualifications over two years. 

The majority of AS levels are assessed by means of externally assessed written papers and internally assessed coursework/practicals of up to 30%. The AS grade is based on students’ attainments in the three AS units; for those who go on to complete the full A level, their grade will be based on attainment in the three AS and three A2 units combined. For candidates who sit all assessment units of A level at the end of the course, grades will be awarded for the AS and the full A level.

In terms of A levels, the nearest Irish equivalent award is the Leaving Certificate. Arising from a benchmarking process undertaken by UCAS and Irish Authorities, an Irish Higher Leaving Certificate subject has been established as being equivalent to two-thirds of an A level for the purposes of entry to higher education in the UK.  
