














General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE)

A single system of examining 16 year olds, the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) was introduced in 1986.  It covers a wide range of subjects and is the main assessment for students aged 14-16. They are also taken by adults. In 1994 an A* grade was introduced in response to the growing numbers of learners gaining high grades.

Achievement at grades A*-C allows progression to level 3 courses such as A level, national certificates and diplomas and modern apprenticeship. Five passes at GCSE grade A*-C are the usual minimum for access to A level study.

Achievement at grades D-G allows progression to BTEC First Certificate or Diploma, Modern Apprenticeship, Level 1 and 2 NVQs and other vocational qualifications.

In 2001 new GCSEs were introduced in applied subjects to give a more applied option to all young people and to promote vocational learning. The new GCSEs are currently available in eight subjects and are double awards (twice the size of an academic GCSE). They can lead to vocational A levels or modern apprenticeship. 

In the NQF the GCSE covers two NQF levels, 1 and 2, depending on the grade achieved (grades A*-C indicate achievement at Level 2; grades D-G, achievement at Level 1.)

In terms of the GCSE the nearest Irish awards presently is the Junior Certificate. Both GCSE and Junior Certificate awards are developed for 16 year olds, which is the end of compulsory education in the respective jurisdictions. They both have similar progression pathways available, progression to A level/Leaving Certificate or progression to NVQs/Apprenticeship. This relationship also applies in the case of the Scottish award, Intermediate. In the NQF the GCSE is spread across two levels, 1 and 2, depending on the grade achieved. In the case of the Irish national framework of qualifications the Junior Certificate is placed at one level, level 3, and the Leaving Certificate across two levels, level 4 and 5. There are also Level 3 and 4 Certificate awards made by FETAC at these levels which will align with the GCSE awards. 

 (In Ireland some third level institutions accept GCSE grades A-C in conjunction with A levels for entry purposes. In the CAO system a GCSE grade A is allocated 45 points while a GCE A level is allocated 170 points.)



