
 

   
  

 

Introduction and background   
GCSE and A level entries to Design and Technology subjects have continued to decline over the past 
decade in spite of initiatives such as allowing non-EBacc subjects to count towards part of the Progress 8 
measure (the headline school performance measure). This report from the Education Policy Institute (EPI) 
provides an overview of current trends in Design and Technology, looking at student take up and teacher 
recruitment.  
 
Key points    
 
GCSE entries to Design and Technology qualifications   

 
• Up to and including 2016, pupils could enter a range of 

Design and Technology GCSEs which were focussed 
on a specific area. From 2017 onwards these 
syllabuses were discontinued and replaced with an 
overall Design and Technology GCSE, graded on the 
reformed 9-1 scale.  

• To compare trends as consistently as possible, this 
report looks at the individual legacy Design and 
Technology qualifications as well as a measure of ‘Any 
Design and Technology.’ This measure includes 
qualifications such as Food Preparation and Nutrition 
which is now a separate GCSE as well as Electronics 
and Engineering.  

• Statistics from the Department for Education show that 
in 2001, almost 70 per cent of pupils were entered for a 
Design and Technology GCSE. 

• There has been a substantial and persistent decline in 
GCSE entries to Design and Technology qualifications, 
from 280,670 (44.2%) in 2009 to 136,150 (21.8%) in 
2020. 

• The trends in the most recent 3 years, coincide with 
the introduction of reformed 9- 1 grade GCSEs. The 
first reformed Design and Technology GCSEs were 
awarded in 2019. Although there were almost 90,000 
entries, the number that entered this new syllabus is 
substantially below the number that entered at least 
one of the previously existing separate specifications in 
earlier years. 

• Prior to being phased out, some of the separate 
Design and Technology specifications still had a 
notable number of entries. D&T: Resistant Materials 
and D&T: Product Design had around 40,000 entries 
each. Product design was the only syllabus to have 
followed a general upward trend since 2009. 

• In contrast to the declining numbers of GCSE entries, 
there is a small but growing cohort of pupils entering 
level 2 vocational engineering qualifications - entries 
have increased from 12,000 in 2016 to 21,000 in 2020. 

• Since 2009, entries to Design and Technology 
qualifications have been consistently higher amongst 
male pupils compared with female pupils. Although the 
trend in entries for both has broadly followed the 
national trend, the decline amongst males was less 
sharp between 2012 and 2015.  

• Since 2009, pupils eligible for Free School Meals 
(FSM) have been less likely to take a Design and 
Technology subject in any year.  

• Academy Converters (25%) and local authority-
maintained schools (23%) had a higher proportion of 
pupils entered for Design and Technology GCSEs in 
2020 than the national average of 22 per cent. Figures 
were lower than average in independent schools 
(20%), sponsor-led academies (18%), free schools 
(18%), special schools (3%) and colleges (1%).  

• However, the fact that 20 per cent of pupils in 
independent schools are entered for a Design and 
Technology GCSE implies that these qualifications are 
not held in low esteem. 

• There was considerable regional variation in the 
number of entries to Design and Technology GCSE in 
2020. In each of the areas of London, the North East, 
and Yorkshire and the Humber, 18 per cent of pupils 
were entered. At the other end of the scale, 26 per cent 
of pupils in the South West and 24 per cent of those in 
the East Midlands were entered.  

• Entry rates also vary by ethnicity. For most ethnicities, 
the rate of entry to Design and Technology GCSE in 
2020 was below the national average. However, White 
British pupils account for the vast majority of the school 
population and had an above average entry rate 
(24%).  

• The proportion of entries for Design and Technology 
GCSEs used to be lower for pupils with special 
educational needs. However, the decline in entries was 
steeper for those with no identified special educational 
needs prior to 2015, so that in recent years entry rates 
have been similar between the 2 groups. 

 
A level, equivalent and vocational entries  

 
• For this report, Design and Technology A levels and 

equivalents consist of: A levels, AS levels, Applied A 
levels, and relevant International Baccalaureate 
components.  Electronics and Engineering (including 
applied engineering) A levels are also included within 
this measure because of their clear relevance. 

• As for key stage 4, analysts have created an ‘Any 
Design and Technology A level or equivalent’ category 
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to compare the number of students who had entered at 
least one Design and Technology subject through time. 

• For vocational qualifications, all level 3 qualifications 
with size equivalent to at least half an A level which are 
grouped under Ofqual’s ‘Engineering’ code have been 
included.  

• There has been an increase in entries to vocational 
engineering qualifications since 2010, but numbers 
have remained broadly stable in recent years. The 
increase in vocational engineering compensates for 
most of the decline in A level entries over this period. 

• Entries to A levels have declined since 2009. The 
decrease in entries has accelerated in recent years as 
reformed qualifications became available, despite the 
overall number of A level students remaining broadly 
stable over this period. 

• Since 2009, product design has consistently been the 
most popular Design and Technology A level.  
However, entries have declined sharply in recent years 
-  in 2019, more students entered a vocational 
engineering qualification than a product design A level. 

• As cohort sizes have been broadly consistent since 
2017, it is possible to look at trends according to 
student characteristics within this period.  

• Between 2017 and 2020, around 4 per cent of 16-19 
male students were entered for at least one Design 
and Technology A level, compared to around 2 per 
cent of female students. For those entering at least one 
vocational engineering qualification, the gap is much 
wider – 3 per cent of male students compared to well 
under one per cent of female students.  

• For both entry to at least one A level and entry to at 
least one vocational engineering qualification (2017-
2020), percentages have been consistently higher for 
students who have not been eligible for free school 
meals. For vocational engineering qualifications, the 
difference is marginal.  

• Entries to Design and Technology A levels were above 
the national average in independent schools, 
academies, local authority-maintained schools, and 
free schools. They were highest in independent 
schools (4.2%). They were very low in sixth form 
colleges (0.9%), and negligible in other general FE 
colleges (0.1%). 

• Conversely, vocational engineering qualifications are 
more popular than average amongst those attending 
general FE colleges (2.8%), who make up a significant 
proportion of the overall 16-19 population. The high 
entry rates to vocational engineering qualifications in 
free schools (12.9%) is driven by the popularity of 
these qualifications at University Technical Colleges. 

• Most regions had similar Design and Technology A 
level entry rates to the national average. The East 
Midlands had entry rates of around 3 per cent, slightly 
above the national average. There is slightly more 
variation in the spread of entries to vocational 
engineering. In the North East, around 4 per cent of 
students were entered, compared to the national 
average of 2 per cent. London had an entry rate of one 
per cent. 

• There were no substantial differences in Post-16 entry 
rates among students of different ethnicities, although 
Chinese students were marginally more likely to enter 
a Design and Technology A level compared to the 
national average. 

• Between 2017 and 2020, students with special 
education needs (SEN) were less likely to enter at 
least one A level in Design and Technology than those 
with no SEN. They were also less likely to enter at 

least one vocational engineering qualification, although 
this gap is narrower.  

 
Links between key stage 4 and Post-16 study  

 
• To examine links between key stage 4 and Post-16 

study, exam records for students at the end of the 16-
19 study were linked back to key stage 4 datasets from 
2 and 3 years previously. 

• Data show that entering a Design and Technology 
qualification in the 16-19 phase was most common 
amongst students who had entered Design and 
Technology GCSEs. This was particularly the case for 
Electronic Products, Systems and Control, Resistant 
Materials, and Graphic Products. For Food Technology 
the opposite was true, with very few students studying 
Food Technology at school and then continuing to 
enter a Design and Technology qualification in the 16-
19 phase. 

• Students who had not entered any Design and 
Technology qualifications at GCSE were very unlikely 
to study in these areas Post-16 (1.6%). This indicates 
that without the option or incentive to begin studying at 
an early stage, young people are unlikely to pursue 
Design and Technology subjects at a higher level. It 
also suggests that the recent decline in GCSE entries 
might herald a corresponding decline at Post-16.  

 
Teacher numbers and vacancies  

 
• The absolute number of Design and Technology 

teachers in England fell by over 6,000 between 2011 
and 2020. In 2011, Design and Technology teachers 
accounted for 6 per cent of all year 7-13 teachers, 
compared to just 3 per cent in 2020. 

• The overall rate of teacher vacancies has increased 
since 2011 and stood at 1.1 per cent in 2019. 
However, the vacancy rate for Design and Technology 
teachers has risen more sharply over this period and 
has been greater than the rate for all teachers since 
2014. In 2019, it was 1.4 per cent. 

• In terms of recruitment to Initial Teacher Training (ITT), 
Design and Technology has one of the worst records 
of meeting targets.  

• Excluding 2020-21 which was an exceptional year 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic, post-graduate 
ITT recruitment for Design and Technology has been 
substantially below 50 per cent of target since 2015-16. 

• The current bursary offered to ITT applicants for 
Design and Technology stands at £15,000, compared 
to £24,000 offered for Chemistry, Computing, 
Mathematics, and Physics.  

• Sustained teacher vacancies and continual missed 
targets will mean that schools without the required staff 
may be unable to offer Design and Technology 
qualifications, which in turn could lead to reduced pupil 
entry numbers. 
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