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Update for schools
Cambridge Pre-U is an exciting post-16 qualification preparing learners for university 

More changes are planned for A Levels, shifting the qualification to a linear approach – 
just like Cambridge Pre-U.

Cambridge Pre-U leads the way

January 2013

Another change has been announced for A Level, bringing 
it even closer to the Cambridge Pre-U model. The latest 
proposal from the Department for Education will make 
AS Level a standalone one-year qualification, like the 
Cambridge Pre-U Short Course. This comes on top of 
plans to make A Level a two-year linear qualification. 

Cambridge Pre-U focuses on learning rather than 
re-sitting exams. We developed it with schools and 
it is designed to stretch students at all levels of ability, 
giving them a firm foundation to start university study. 

When speaking to the Independent Academies 
Association in November 2012 about why exams matter, 
Education Secretary Michael Gove described them as a 
“guarantee of competence”. He went on to reference the 
Cambridge Pre-U Physics exam which, he said, “confirms 
a candidate is ready for the rigours of a physics degree”.

We see the transition of modular A Level to a linear 
approach as a tribute to the vision of those schools that 
developed Cambridge Pre-U with us, and who are 
adopting it in ever growing numbers. It would be fair to 
say Cambridge Pre-U is leading the way.

Find out how we are working with schools and higher 
education to develop Cambridge Pre-U on page 3.

  Cambridge Pre-U gave me more 
freedom to learn around the subject 
and helped with essay–writing skills 
and presentation skills, and allowed me 
to develop my analysing and evaluation 
skills. It gave a very good taster and 
preparation for university. 

Richard Farley, studied Cambridge Pre-U 
Business and Management at Lancaster Royal 
Grammar School

Don’t forget we offer interim assessments
This free service gives teachers and learners reassurance 
they are on the right track with Cambridge Pre-U. We 
provide materials, on request, to help teachers set 
exam-style questions at the end of the first year. Teachers 
mark the scripts and send them to us for comment. Our 
examiners review the marked responses and write a 
report for your school, commenting on the marking and 
identifying work that exemplifies performance expected 
at different grade levels.

This is a really useful way to take stock of your 
students’ performance, and identify where more support 
is needed. And you can set the tests at a time that suits 
you. To find out more, contact us at info@cie.org.uk 
with ‘Interim assessment’ in the subject line.
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  Cambridge Pre-U offered more depth and breadth at the same time. I enjoyed the challenge of the 
German paper, the move away from tediousness regarding maths modules, and the content of the history 
syllabus. Studying Cambridge Pre-U helped develop self-study on a greater level. Exposure to wider historical 
periods and understanding of grander themes and trends, not to mention the freedom to study anything within 
my personal investigation, were all major contributing factors in my decision to continue studying history. 

Tim Yung studied Cambridge Pre-U in Maths, Further Maths, History and German at Winchester College.  
He is now studying history at the University of Cambridge.

  Cambridge Pre-U was more independently focused, more academically challenging 
and more dense in terms of material than A Level. I loved Cambridge Pre-U Literature  
in English – a perfect halfway-house between A Level and university – and I loved the 
material we studied. It helped to develop my skills in independent research and  
timed essay writing. 

Rosalind Brody studied Cambridge Pre-U Literature in English at North London Collegiate School.  
She is now studying English language and literature at Oxford University.

University success for Cambridge Pre-U students
We caught up with some former Cambridge Pre-U students to find out how studying  
the qualification helped prepare them for where they are now.

  Cambridge Pre-U Global Perspectives offered the opportunity to improve my 
research, analytical and presentation skills that would also help in my A Levels and at 
university. The course had more independent study and more freedom in choosing  
topics than my A Level courses. It was very interesting because everyone chose their  
own topics for assessment. I enjoyed the different style of assessment, particularly 
PowerPoint presentation. 

Samantha Green studied Cambridge Pre-U Global Perspectives at Hinchingbrooke School.  
She is now studying Biomedical Sciences at Durham University.

Congratulations to Jake Elwes 
(pictured) and Makena Von 
Skepsgardh-Lohr for their success in 
Cambridge Pre-U Art and Design.

The former students 
at King Alfred School, 
London, are now 
looking to the future 
with Jake being offered 
a place at Central Saint 
Martins College of Arts 
and Design while 
Makena is exhibiting  
at the Tate Modern  
and considering her 
future options. 

Jake achieved the 
highest mark of all 

candidates in Art and Design in the 
June 2012 examination series. 
Makena was recognised for achieving 
a top Distinction grade – D1. This D1  

grade is for the very best Distinction 
candidates and recognises 
performance above the A* grade.  
It is given where senior examiners 
judge that the candidate 
demonstrated a consistently high 
performance across all papers and 
also distinctive subject expertise.

Jake, who is in his foundation year  
at Central Saint Martins and is 
applying to do a BA in fine art said: 
“I really enjoyed the Cambridge 
Pre-U course. What was so great 
about it was the freedom it provided. 
It wasn’t prescribed so I was free to 
explore interests that inspire me. 
This was great preparation for being 
at Central Saint Martins.”

Cambridge Pre-U Art and Design helps students sculpt their future
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Cambridge Pre-U – looking to the future Listening to 
what you want 
– Cambridge 
Pre-U Sciences 
consultation

We are working with higher education 
institutions, schools and students to 
enhance our Cambridge Pre-U 
syllabuses in time for first examination 
in 2016. It’s all part of our continuous 
review of our syllabuses to make sure 
Cambridge Pre-U continues to offer 
the best possible preparation for 
further study.

We know teachers want to be able 
to prepare learners for higher 
education with exciting syllabuses 
that are stimulating to teach. We also 
know universities want learners who 
are equipped to benefit from a higher 
education experience. Cambridge 
Pre-U was developed to fulfil these 
needs and these aims will not change.

We have consulted extensively to 
look closely at subject requirements 
and what specific skills and knowledge 
students need to get on at university 
– not just get in. By listening to what 
students, schools and universities 
want we make sure our qualifications 
are absolutely fit for purpose.

 Anne Smith, Assistant Director, 
Qualifications and Curriculum 
Development, says: “As part of our 
mission to deliver world-class curricula 
and assessments we regularly review 
all of our qualifications. Cambridge 

As part of our syllabus reviews,  
we invited a number of chemistry, 
physics and biology teachers to join 
us at the Royal Society in London to 
discuss the Cambridge Pre-U science 
syllabuses and assessments.

More than 30 science teachers 
attended the event in November 
2012 to discuss the future of 
sciences in the sixth form.     

Comments from those attending 
showed that teachers are happy 
with the depth of the subject and 
think Cambridge Pre-U offers 
challenging and interesting syllabuses 
that encourage students to push 
themselves. They are deeply 
committed to accessibility and  
see Cambridge Pre-U as offering 
something for a whole group of 
students, not just an elite. Some 
teachers commented that practicals 
can be difficult with large numbers 
of students and there was some 
discussion about how to help 
students understand the Cambridge 
Pre-U standard – so they know 
what they need to do to achieve 
particular grades. 

We are very grateful for the  
support from our schools and really 
value the feedback and ideas 
generated. Development work on 
the syllabuses is now underway.

Pre-U is regulated in the UK by  
Ofqual which means that we will be 
resubmitting our redeveloped 
Cambridge Pre-U qualifications for 
regulatory approval next year for first 
teaching in 2014. We are grasping this 
opportunity to make Cambridge Pre-U 
even more appealing for our students. 

“Our number one priority is making 
sure students are ready for university. 
We have been talking to a number  
of students and it is particularly 
pleasing to hear that students who 
have gone to university who followed 
a Cambridge Pre-U course in June  
2012 hit the ground running. They 
have found they are well prepared. 
Our model requires more teaching 
time and requires independent 
learning by students, which is good 
preparation for university.”

   We are not envisaging wholesale 
changes. Taking into account all the 
views we have gathered, it’s clear 
that many people appreciate the value 
of the qualifications just as they are. 
We have now started preparatory 
work which will be sent out for 
consultation with teachers, learners 
and HE institutions early this year. 
Look out for the new syllabuses 
published in September 2013.

Key features Good for...

Two-year linear 
course

…bringing together students’ knowledge and understanding 
of different topic areas to develop their holistic 
understanding of the subject.

Problem solving …developing higher order cognitive skills by applying 
knowledge and understanding of the syllabus content, with 
mathematical and reasoning skills, to problems in novel contexts.

Integral practical work …establishing sound manipulative and observational skills; 
nurturing investigative skills, including analysis and 
evaluation, to draw conclusions.

Big ideas …developing students’ appreciation of the cooperative and 
cumulative nature of the scientific approach and the impact  
of the sciences on society and environment.

Independent learning 
and critical thinking

…developing skills for further progression in the subject  
and smooth transition into higher education.

Spotlight on Cambridge Pre-U Sciences
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Reminder: New Drama and 
Theatre syllabus now available

In 2012 a small number of students 
with a combination of A Level and 
Cambridge Pre-U qualifications 
experienced a difficulty in the HE 
Clearing and Adjustment process. 
This was caused by the impact of a 
student number control policy 
introduced in 2011/12 by the Higher 
Education Funding Council for 
England (HEFCE).  

Following strong representation 
from schools, and from Cambridge 
International Examinations, HEFCE 
has responded with a number of 
in-year initiatives to avoid recurrence 
of this situation. Universities have 
been reminded of the mechanisms 
available to them for effective 
application of core and margin funding 
(and are keen to avoid the under-
recruitment of 2012) and a buffer level 
of funding (3%) has been identified to 

encourage less risk-averse behaviour 
in admissions. Looking forward, 
HEFCE is working to increase student 
number control flexibility. In a letter 
to Cambridge International 
Examinations, Sir Alan Langlands, 
Chief Executive, HEFCE, expressed 
his optimism that the issue will be 
fully resolved for those students 
proceeding to entry in 2014, a view 
supported by the grant letter from the 
Department for Business, Innovation 
and Skills (BIS) received by HEFCE 
this month, which emphasised the 
need to liberalise further.  

We are grateful to schools that 
joined with us in making sure the 
needs of Cambridge Pre-U students 
were so strongly and effectively 
represented. We will continue to 
provide regular updates to Cambridge 
Pre-U schools and teachers.

New resources
A new addition to our secure 
Teacher Support site is an 
Example Candidate Responses 
booklet for Cambridge Pre-U 
Comparative Government  
and Politics. This booklet shows 
examples of exam questions  
and genuine candidate answers 
to help teachers understand the 
standards required to achieve 
different grades. Teacher  
Support is a resource bank for 
Cambridge teachers. The site 
contains free subject-specific 
resources for Cambridge  
Pre-U and discussion forums.  
Go to http://teachers.cie.org.uk

HEFCE admissions policy – updateCambridge 
Pre-U – guide 
for employers

Cambridge Pre-U Drama and 
Theatre encourages a long-lasting 
love of the theatre and performance 
arts by combining theoretical, 
practical and creative elements to 
stimulate independent thinking. 

The first examination takes 
place in 2014. There are four 
components to the course, 
including ‘World Drama and 
Theatre’ in which students answer 
questions on an unseen drama 
extract to demonstrate their 
awareness of historical and 
theoretical contexts of theatre and 
drama. There is also the option to 
choose one activity from a 
monologue, set design, costume 
design or mask design.

We offer Cambridge Pre-U in  
27 Principal Subjects and Global 
Perspectives and Research (GPR). 
Find the syllabuses at www.cie.org.uk/cambridgepreu

It can be hard for employers  
to stay up to date with new 
qualifications, so we’ve produced 
a quick guide to give them all the 
key facts about Cambridge Pre-U. 
Your students can download  
it from our website at: 
www.cie.org.uk/cambridgepreu 

The factsheet explains what  
is involved  
in studying 
Cambridge 
Pre-U, the skills 
it develops, and 
the grading 
structure. It 
can be sent 
with CVs.

Cambridge Pre-U is taken by students typically aged 16 

to 19 who want to go to university. It was developed by 

University of Cambridge International Examinations in 

consultation with schools and universities, and launched 

in UK schools in September 2008. The first full exam 

series took place in June 2010.

Cambridge Pre-U is known for being a rigorous programme 

of study that prepares students with the knowledge and 

skills they need for university. All the courses are designed 

to develop in-depth subject knowledge, research skills, and 

the ability to work independently. 

Cambridge Pre-U is compatible with A Level, and so 

students often take a combination of Cambridge Pre-U 

and A Level courses.

What types of qualification are there?

Cambridge Pre-U is available in 27 individual subjects 

(Principal Subjects). Students typically take three or 

four Cambridge Pre-U Principal Subjects. Or they take a 

combination of Cambridge Pre-U Principal Subjects and 

A Levels. For example, a student might study A Levels 

in French and English alongside a Cambridge Pre-U 

Principal Subject in History.

Over 160 UK schools now teach Cambridge Pre-U qualifications as an alternative to 

A Level, and the number is increasing. As an employer it can be difficult to keep up to 

date with new qualifications, and so this leaflet is designed to help. It gives you all the 

key facts about Cambridge Pre-U, and will help you choose between job applicants.

What is Cambridge Pre-U?

A guide for employers

Cambridge Pre-U Principal Subject 

Example: Cambridge Pre-U Principal Subject in French
Typically a two-year course, examined at the end of the course when 

students are in Year 13. Equivalent to A Level.

Cambridge Pre-U Short Course

Example: Cambridge Pre-U Short Course in French
Typically a one-year course. It is only available in some subjects, and 

allows students to broaden their learning. Equivalent to AS Level.

Cambridge Pre-U Global Perspectives and 

Research (GPR)

A two-year course that broadens students’ learning beyond their subject 

specialism. Global Perspectives develops research and thinking skills 

on a range of global issues in the first year, preparing students for the 

extended project in the second year (the Research Report).

Cambridge Pre-U Diploma
Students gain the Cambridge Pre-U Diploma by taking any three 

Principal Subjects (one or two Principal Subjects can be substituted with 

A Levels) with Cambridge Pre-U Global Perspectives and Research.

 The primary difference between Cambridge 

Pre-U and other examinations is the independent 

study... When our students go to university in 

September they are going to be well prepared for 

undergraduate life. 

Louise Mitchell, Teacher, Simon Langton Grammar School, Kent

You can expect to see the following types of Cambridge Pre-U qualification presented on job applications:
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Helping learners bridge the gap to university
The latest in our series of Bridging the Gap events 
took place at Robinson College, Cambridge in 
November 2012 and explored studying English 
literature and history at university. 

Teachers and students from over 40 schools 
attended the events, designed to give students  
an idea of what to expect at university, and give  
teachers an opportunity to discuss how best to 
prepare students for the next level of study.

Each event included a presentation from 
Oxbridge access staff, a question and answer 
session with a current Cambridge undergraduate, 
a trip to the nearby University Library and a 
university-style seminar for Year 12 students.

So what does it take to make the 
transition from school to university?
Steve Watts, tutor for undergraduate admissions  
and college lecturer in English at the University  
of Cambridge hosted a workshop at the 
Bridging the Gap event. We caught up with him 
afterwards for his advice on applying to study 
English at university and what skills would be 
useful to develop.

He said: “The best preparation for any English 
degree is to ‘read, read, read’. This may seem 
obvious but you’d be amazed how many potential 
students think that if they know only what’s on  
their exam syllabus well enough they should be  
fine for university.

“As both an English lecturer and an admissions 
tutor, I’m aware of the high value my colleagues 
place upon the committed interest that drives 
English students to read the next novel, play or 
poem; to carry on reading when the class has 
only reached part way through a powerful classic; 
to see how others have read such major works 
and whether these critical approaches make 
sense in the light of their own reading; and to 
read widely for the sheer pleasure of it.”

  Reading analytically and carefully 
should be a delight and is the most 
important part of any preparation for 
university study of English. 
Steve Watts, Tutor and Lecturer 
University of Cambridge

Bridging the Gap, November 2012.
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Case study: Brentwood County High School

Brentwood County High School is a mixed comprehensive school 
with more than 1400 students. The school offers Cambridge  
Pre-U Global Perspectives and Research and is now looking at 
other subjects. We spoke to Bridget Page, Head of Sixth Form,  
to find out more.

Students gain the Cambridge Pre-U Diploma by  
taking any three Principal Subjects (up to two 
Principal Subjects can be substituted with A Levels) 
with Cambridge Pre-U Global Perspectives and 
Research. The Cambridge Pre-U Diploma is great for 
broadening students’ learning beyond their subject 
specialism. Students can focus on a few subjects in 
depth and add breadth to their studies by taking 
Cambridge Pre-U GPR. It develops independent 
study skills – so students start studying in the way 
they will at university.

What is the Cambridge  
Pre-U Diploma?

Q. Why do you offer Cambridge Pre-U Global 
Perspectives and Research (GPR)?
A. We took the decision to offer Cambridge Pre-U 
GPR when we were looking for a replacement for 
General Studies, which we felt was no longer an 
appropriate course for our students. I was very anti the  
Extended Project Qualification as I felt that it put an 
unreasonable burden on staff in terms of marking 
when they had, in all probability, a heavy A Level 
marking load anyway; it also seemed lacking in 
direction as to what students could submit. We 
wanted something which would specifically sharpen 
our students’ focus on their A Level studies. The 
Cambridge Pre-U information landed on my desk at 
exactly the right time, and seemed to be a perfect fit 
for our students. I liked the skills the students had to 
develop in order to succeed on the course as they 
really are ‘Pre University’, but are also very valuable  
for those who choose progression routes into 
apprenticeships or employment.

Q. How does it benefit your students?
A. In my opinion the students benefit a great deal 
from following the course. They develop skills of 
research and analysis which inevitably strengthen  
the quality of their essay writing in their other A Level 
subjects. The course enhances their independent 
learning abilities and increases their motivation to  
’read around’ their subjects – something we all know 
is notoriously difficult to get students to embrace.  
I also feel it has a place in easing the very difficult 
transition from GCSE study to A Level study by giving 
the students some formal input in the skills they are 
suddenly expected to acquire in order to perform  
at A Level standard.

Q. How does it support students’ other studies?
A. Cambridge Pre-U GPR definitely supports students’ 
other studies as they have a virtually free range of 
topics to study. Some recent examples of Research 
Reports we have seen have been a study on 

fingerprints and DNA from a student now reading 
Biology at Exeter, a report on the BP oil disaster in the 
Gulf of Mexico from a student now reading Geography 
at Lancaster, and a report on Artificial Intelligence from 
a student now reading Computing at King’s. These 
have, clearly, featured prominently in students’ 
personal statements on their UCAS forms.

Q. What other Cambridge Pre-U subjects are  
you looking at, and why? 
A. I’m looking to enhance our current A Level provision 
by introducing the full Cambridge Pre-U Diploma.  
I want to do this to increase the motivation of our 
more able students, while continuing to achieve well 
with our less able students. I’m asking A Level subject 
leaders to look at the Cambridge Pre-U subject 
specifications to see how well they ‘fit’ the A Level 
currently delivered – if we can deliver one, two, three 
or more subjects to students to give them a chance of 
achieving the full Diploma I think we are making them 
much more competitive in the university market.  
The beauty of the Diploma is that our less able 
students can access it while our more able will be 
pushed to achieve the top grades.
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Over 1000 UK schools offer Cambridge IGCSE, finding  
the course content and linear structure to be good 
preparation for advanced level qualifications – including 
Cambridge Pre-U. We are offering subject-specific 
Cambridge IGCSE ‘Getting Started’ webinars that you  
can participate in from your desk. To find out more, and  
to register, go to www.cie.org.uk/events

We are also running a series of workshops aimed at 
teachers who are new to teaching, or who are considering 
teaching, our Cambridge IGCSE qualifications.

Cambridge IGCSE Biology, Chemistry and Physics 
workshops are being held in London on 12 February 2013. 
Register at www.cie.org.uk

Date Location Subject

4 March 2013 Webinar Mathematics

6 March 2013 London Art and Design

6 March 2013 London English

6 March 2013 London Global Perspectives

7 March 2013 London Research Report (extended project)

7 March 2013 London History

7 March 2013 London Philosophy and Theology

7 March 2013 London Psychology

Cambridge Pre-U INSET – book your place

Cambridge IGCSE INSET 

To register, and for updates on more training workshops, go to www.cie.org.uk/events

Are you attending these events?
Come and talk to us about Cambridge IGCSE and Cambridge Pre-U at the following events.

Date Event

February 2013 BETT 2013 (the Education Technology Show)

February 2013 ISMLA (Independent Schools Modern Languages Association) Annual Conference

February 2013 UCAS Curriculum Conference: Annual Conference for Teachers and Advisers

March 2013 Going Global 2013 (British Council event)

March 2013 ASCL (Association of School and College Leaders) Conference

March 2013 NSEAD (National Society for Education in Art and Design) AGM

March 2013 Language World 2013 (Association for Language Learning)

March 2013 The Education Show

March 2013 SSAT (Specialist Schools and Academies Trust): Student Conference on China

March 2013 SSAT (Specialist Schools and Academies Trust) Business and Enterprise Conference

April 2013 UCAS (Universities and Colleges Admissions Service) Conference

April 2013 Geographical Association Annual Conference

April 2013 University of Cambridge Teachers’ Conference

May 2013 Historical Association Annual Conference

May 2013 COBIS (Council of British International Schools) Annual Conference

May 2013 Higher Education and Schools Partnerships Conference
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Learn more! Contact us via our website at www.cie.org.uk/cambridgepreu, email at info@cie.org.uk or call us on 
+44 (0)1223 553554. Find our stand at conferences, or attend one of our free INSET days.

Students taking Cambridge Pre-U 
Chemistry found it gave them the 
edge for success in the Cambridge 
Chemistry Challenge Lower 6th 
Competition, with five of the 39  
winners studying the qualification. 

Winning students fought off  
competition from 4300 students in 
300 schools in the challenge, which 
aims to stretch budding chemists.

Charles Hutchinson, a student at 
Oundle School in Peterborough said, 
“I really enjoyed the Cambridge 
Chemistry Challenge and it is even 
better to be counted as one of the 
winners. Studying Cambridge Pre-U 

Chemistry definitely helped with  
the preparation for the competition.  
It has also given me a head start  
with my university applications.”

The other winning Cambridge  
Pre-U students were all from 
Winchester College. 

This competition forms part of a 
wider year-long online contest, the 
Cambridge Chemistry Challenge.  
This is an innovative web-based 
competition, devised by chemists  
at the University of Cambridge,  
for students around the world.  
For more on the competition visit 
www.c3l6.org  

In their element – students’ 
success in Chemistry Challenge

Winners at the awards ceremony.

Follow us on Twitter!
For the latest news and 
educational debate follow 
us @cambridgepreu

Facts and figures

Worldwide entries for 
June 2012 up 32% 
on June 2011

UK entries for 
June 2012 up 28% 
on June 2011

155 UK schools 
registered to teach 
Cambridge Pre-U:  
74 state 
81 independent

26% more schools 
entered candidates for 
June 2012 compared 
with June 2011

The most popular 
Cambridge Pre-U 
subjects are:

1.  Literature in English

2.  French

3. History

4. Mathematics

5.  Global Perspectives
and Research (includes
an extended project)

If you’re thinking about Cambridge Pre-U but are not sure what  
to do next, we’re here to help. Simply contact our UK Schools 
Development team and ask them to:

• visit your school to talk to teachers about Cambridge Pre-U

• arrange for a subject specialist to call you to discuss the syllabus

• put you in touch with a school teaching Cambridge Pre-U.

We will support you at every step. Get in touch at info@cie.org.uk

Contact us


