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David Butler has been an active member of the Association for many years and in recent times has represented 

the Association with Awarding Bodies and government agencies. We would like to record our thanks to David for 

his effective representation of our professional interest. Although he is continuing to be an active member (see 

below) he is stepping down from this advocacy role and will be replaced by Richard Bond who we would like to 

welcome and wish good fortune. 

 
GCSE Business Studies – Some thoughts 

David Butler (former chair of advocacy group, EBEA and former HMI subject adviser) 

These thoughts are a personal view and do not necessarily represent those of the EBEA. They draw on Ofsted 

evidence, the views of EBEA members and my work as a consultant. 

Background 

Business studies was first introduced to the school curriculum as an A level. It was a highly academic A level 

developed by some of the leading public schools with what was then the Cambridge examinations awarding body. 

Its popularity spread when another awarding body introduced what many regarded as an easier A level 

alternative to the Cambridge course. Some time later a GCSE version of this course was introduced which drew 

heavily from the A level structure. Similar courses were developed by other awarding bodies. Over the years, a 

plethora of more practically based business courses have been developed including: BTECs, GNVQs, CPVEs, 

OCR nationals, GCSE applied business, business and communications and diplomas.  Several of these had very 

short life spans and the current indications are that only the BTEC and OCR courses are likely to survive beyond 

2017.  

The history of the subject is important because it has exerted a major influence on the nature of the current GCSE 

business studies courses.  GCSE business studies was modelled on the A level. At the same time, it needed to 

be distinguished from the applied and vocational courses in order for it to be taken seriously as an ‘academic’ 

subject.  However, many courses did have a more practical component which was assessed through coursework 

(and more recently through controlled assessments).  This component is very likely to disappear from future 

assessment regimes. 

While several sets of new specifications have been developed over the years in response to changes required by 

DfE and Ofqual and their predecessors, there has never been a fundamental re-think about the nature and 

purpose of GCSE business studies.  The current courses are not radically different from those that existed some 

20 years ago, even though there have been dramatic shifts in the nature of business and the increased exposure 

of students to aspects of business, for example through enterprise activities in Key Stage 3 and at primary school.     

http://www.cisi.org/bookmark/genericform.aspx?form=29848780&URL=schoolsandcolleges


  

The status of GCSE business studies 

Although numbers taking GCSE business studies have fallen in recent years, it remains a popular option choice. 

Evidence from Ofsted, gathered a few years ago, indicated that the prior attainment of students taking GCSE 

business studies was below average, mainly because the subject attracted fewer of the highest attaining 

students. Anecdotal evidence suggests that this continues to be the case, particularly as business studies is not 

included as an EBacc performance table measure.  

GCSE business studies is not a requirement for students wishing to take A level (or applied equivalent courses), 

indeed A level business is not a requirement for students wishing to take a degree course in business or related 

areas.  The evidence from Ofsted indicates that many providers, particularly colleges, take little account of 

whether students have taken GCSE business studies in their teaching of A level business. Teachers often claim 

that there is very little difference in the performance of students who have taken business studies when compared 

to other students beyond the first term of A level.  

Why do students take GCSE business studies?  

Interviews with students over a considerable number of years reveal that they take business studies for one or 

more of a variety of reasons.  

 They want to try something new (or don’t get on with subjects they have studied at Key Stage 3). 
 They see business studies as being relevant and useful in terms of future careers and preparation for 

adult life. Business studies is seen as being about the real world and the issues it faces. 
 They have sampled aspects of the subject, for example through enterprise activities, and this has 

stimulated their interest to study the subject further. 
 They are considering taking A level business studies and feel the GCSE course provides a useful 

introduction.  
 There is often strong support from parents, particularly from those running their own businesses.  

How do students relate to the course?  

The majority of students say they enjoy the subject and do not regret taking it. However, relatively few rate it as 

their favourite subject, with most putting it around the middle in terms of enjoyment and interest. This might, of 

course, say as much about the quality of teaching (which is also around the average) as about the syllabus 

content.  Too many students say that they find the subject boring and are particularly critical of the lack of contact 

they have with real businesses and the amount of time they spend writing about businesses, rather than 

investigating business issues and problems, engaging in business games and simulations and generally being 

more ‘hands on’. It is not uncommon to find that GCSE business studies students have never visited a business 

or had any contact with employers as part of their course. Opportunities are frequently missed to relate students’ 

experiences of work, for example, through part-time employment or school arranged work experience, to their 

business courses.  

The case for GCSE business studies 

There is a strong case for continuing to include GCSE business studies as an option in the curriculum.  

 It provides students with an understanding of how businesses function. This is particularly important for 
students not going on to study level 3 courses in business.  The CBI and other employer organisations, 
the trade union movement and consumer organisations all strongly support the case for all students 
having an awareness of business practice, including employer and consumer rights and responsibilities. 
Arguably, having more business aware students will have a positive influence on future economic 
growth, particularly if the courses include the development of enterprise skills and entrepreneurship.  

 While it is not a pre-requisite for level 3 business courses, GCSE business develops an understanding of 
business vocabulary, basic concepts and the promotion of skills that will facilitate further study of the 
subject.  

 It provides students with a taste of what A level business is about and helps to stimulate their interest in 
it.  

 It contributes to careers education through developing an understanding of different roles in business 
and types of employment.. 

 It provides a relevant and motivating context to apply and develop numeracy, literacy and IT skills.   
 It is seen by students and parents as being relevant to the real world and part of the preparation for adult 

life.   



 

  

 

The future development of GCSE business studies: some possible guiding principles 

1. The specifications should not be a watered down version of A level, there needs to be a 
fundamental re-think of the subject at GCSE level, considering alternative models that put the 
interests of the student at the centre.  

The DfE/Ofqual guiding principles are predicated on the belief that the main purpose of a GCSE in a subject is to 

prepare students for the A level. This is not the case in business studies. GCSE business studies is not a pre-

requisite for A level and this gives great flexibility in terms of its content. Its main purpose is not necessarily to 

prepare students for A level. Arguably, it is a course best suited to those not initially intending to take A level 

business as this might be their only opportunity to study business in some depth. Of course, GCSE business 

should help to stimulate students’ interest in taking the subject further and should be good preparation for level 3 

courses in terms of developing an understanding of basic concepts, business vocabulary and skills.   But this does 

not mean that the content needs to be a watered down version of the A level. 

2. We need to start with a blank sheet, not the existing specifications. 

Because there is no prescribed content for GCSE business studies that needs to be covered to prepare students 

for A level, we need to start with a blank sheet, rather than the existing content. We need to decide what is really 

important for students to know and understand, what skills they need and what will stimulate their interest and 

motivate them. Starting with the existing content, which has historically been drawn from A level, will likely end up 

with much the same content that currently exists. Of course, a fundamental re-think might still end up with basically 

the same content structure but we will have at least explored alternative models and approaches that might be 

more  appropriate to GCSE students.  

3.    The specifications need to encourage, in various ways, engagement with real businesses and 
employers. 

The specifications need to encourage students to engage with real businesses, although the likely restraints of the 

assessment model make this increasingly difficult to achieve.  However, there are possibilities, for example by 

testing students own investigation of a business or a business issue in a formal examination or by setting 

questions that require students to draw on their own examples of real businesses. The specifications might be 

structured in a way that encourages investigations of issues and problems, through case studies, simulations and 

rather than students writing about business. However, it is accepted that this may well be more the province of the 

awarding bodies in developing the courses.  

4.    Greater rigour is not achieved through adding more content but through students exploring issues 
in greater depth and applying their knowledge to real businesses 

There appears to be an assumption that greater rigour in GCSE will be achieved through adding more content.  

This assumption needs to be resisted because in my view the reverse is true – superficial coverage of a wide 

range of content does not mean greater rigour which is achieved through students exploring issues in greater 

depth, drawing on their own experiences of work and applying their knowledge to real business examples. More 

content will mean teachers have even less time to arrange visits to business, use visiting speakers and engage 

students in case studies, simulations and business games.  

5.    The new specifications need to reflect modern business practice and be useful to students 

The new specifications need to reflect modern business practice. for example, in terms of the use of IT. It also 

needs to be useful to students, for example by considering the recruitment, retention and development of 

employees and employee responsibility and rights.  

6.    The approach should not be solely a managerial one.  

The specifications should not assume a managerial centric approach to business and give considerable weighting 

to the rights and responsibilities of employees and consumers and other stakeholders. They should not shy away 

from controversial issues in business, for example in relation to the environment or inequality.  

David Butler  
April 2015  



 Pearson is recruiting for GCE Economics and  
GCE Business Studies Examiners for this summer 
and onwards. 
 

Please see our full vacancy list here and if you need further information 
please contact us : aaresourcing@pearson.com 

https://home.edexcelgateway.com/pages/job_search_view.aspx?jobId=282
https://home.edexcelgateway.com/pages/job_search_view.aspx?jobId=725
http://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-for-you/teachers/work-with-us/current-vacancies.html
mailto:aaresourcing@pearson.com

