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Art is enjoyable and I really like 
the way we try out lots of 
different things. Going to 

galleries is a great way to learn.

What will you learn?
In Sixth Form students take a fine art course. At the core of the art 
and design curriculum is the belief that students should develop 
knowledge, how to communicate ideas, understanding and an 
appreciation of the visual world through aesthetic and practical 
skills. This is realised through both the theoretical investigation of 
art and individual development of practical experience by 
investigating a wide variety of processes and a range of traditional 
and new media. A-level Art and Design is accredited by OCR – 
students work beyond timetabled lessons as they develop their 
own interests in art and they are encouraged to become 
independent thinkers and learners. Life drawing is taught by 
department staff as part of enrichment activities and contributes 
towards coursework throughout the A-level course. 

Art and Design
How is the subject taught?
Sixth Form students are taught in their own dedicated art room, 
which is a light, well-equipped and spacious room at the top of the 
School. 3D facilities are housed in a separate building in the school 
grounds. The Art Department has an extensive and up to date 
specialist art library and many resources, such as Photoshop, 
printmaking equipment and a photography darkroom. Research 
skills are taught by staff from the Art Department, visits to 
museums and art galleries, talks by visiting artists, lectures and slide 
shows support studio work. Students produce coursework projects 
for Unit 1. Externally set assignments are set by the exam board 
OCR for Unit 2 to which students respond, building upon skills 
acquired in the first part of the course.

What do students say?
“I’ve realised that art isn’t just for school. I can use what I’ve learnt in  
so many other parts of my life.” 

“The atmosphere in the Art Department inspires me to work and 
develop my skills.”

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
All A-level students do life drawing as part of the A-level course. 
Seeing at first-hand the work of artists is one of the main ways in 
which understanding of both techniques and concepts is 
conveyed. 

• There is a programme of visits to regional and national  
museums and art galleries.

• Scholarships and awards in Sixth Form.

• Students go on to study art, art history and architecture  
at foundation and degree level.

Who teaches it? 
Art Department staff, all of whom are practising artists and 
designers, have excellent subject knowledge and a strong range of 
expertise in painting, printmaking, ceramics, 3D design and new 
media. Visiting artists complement staff skills and work with 
students on an occasional basis. Recent workshops have included 
animation, textiles for fashion, ceramic sculpture and jewellery. 
Contextual studies are an important part of the art and design 
courses, and all years benefit from talks and lectures supporting 
their studies. 

Results 2019
A-level Art and Design:

100% A*–A
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What will you learn?
Students are taught the OCR A-level Biology curriculum. The 
course contains a wide range of topics, starting with more 
foundational subject matter such as cell structure and 
biochemistry and moving on to human anatomy and physiology 
(eg the circulatory, respiratory, excretory and nervous systems), 
ecology (including biodiversity and conservation), more detailed 
biochemistry (eg of respiration and photosynthesis), genetics and 
genetic technology. The A-level qualification is examined by three 
theory papers at the end of the two year course. Practical skills are 
assessed separately through practical work in lessons over the two 
year course. The theory papers include questions based on a clear 
understanding of practical techniques and practicals are 
incorporated into lessons whenever possible.

How is the subject taught? 
Students are taught in small groups of about 10–12 with a team of 
two dedicated teachers per group. Lessons combine whole class 
discussions and explanations with tasks done individually, in pairs 
or in small groups. Students will undertake plenty of practical work 
to develop the understanding of concepts as well as to develop 
their practical skills. Key areas of practical study include microscopy, 
dissection, qualitative testing, microbiology and fieldwork.

There are a number of opportunities for students’ knowledge to be 
extended beyond the confines of the A-level curriculum. Students 
are entered for the British Biology Olympiad and Intermediate 
Biology Olympiad, online competitions run by the Society of 
Biology and are invited to regular lectures in the local area by 
distinguished biologists. Relevant competitions such as essay 
writing or photography competitions are advertised within the 
department and in collaboration with other departments.

What do students say?
“Biology A-level is fantastic. It takes everything you have already learnt, 
pieces it together and puts it into real perspective. Not one topic has failed 
to interest me.”

“In biology we have lively discussions which everyone gets involved in 
which are really interesting and fun.”

Biology

Biology A-level has kept me 
engaged and interested as I look 

forward to every single lesson. 
There’s never a boring moment with 

a diverse range of teaching 
methods that involve every student.

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
All biology lessons are taught in four spacious and well equipped 
laboratories in the Science Centre that are fully equipped for Sixth 
Form teaching. The excellent resources and highly qualified full 
time biology technician enable students to carry out complex 
experiments such as the genetic modification of bacteria. 

Lower Sixth biologists attend a residential field trip to 
Pembrokeshire where they study ecological techniques in habitats 
such as rocky shores and sand dunes.

Who teaches it? 
A-level Biology is taught by teachers who all have specialist 
interests in a range of areas within biology. These include animal 
behaviour, neuroscience, molecular cell biology, biodiversity and 
conservation. All have a degree and a teaching qualification in the 
subject. We also have a full-time biology technician.

Results 2019
A-level Biology:

65.0% A*–A 
85.0% A*–B
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It’s amazing studying what makes up 
the world around us, and finding out 
which unique factors of bonding or 

structure can influence our environment 
and even be the basis for life.

What will you learn?
Chemistry is the central science and its concepts can be applied to 
a multitude of different disciplines. The breadth of the subject is 
vast: chemists can unravel the mechanistic pathways required to 
synthesise the most complex drug molecules but also predict 
whether any given reaction will proceed and at what rate. The first 
few weeks of the OCR A-level course build upon the foundations 
laid at GCSE and first year work includes electron configuration, 
mole calculations, periodicity, enthalpy, entropy, kinetics as well as 
commencing organic chemistry. The second year develops these 
concepts further with work on aromatic compounds, equilibria, 
transition metals, electrochemistry as well as further organic 
chemistry. The A-level course is rigorous and each year many 
students go on to read chemistry or a related discipline such as 
natural science at university. 

How is the subject taught?
Chemistry is a popular choice in Sixth Form, with three or four 
teaching groups in each year group and typically 10–12 students in 
each class. Each teaching group is taken by two subject specialist 
teachers so that the organic topics and physical/inorganic topics 
are taught in parallel. With two double lessons per teacher per 
week, practical work is central to all that we do. Students work 
towards their practical endorsement by developing their skills in 
investigation, interpretation, analysis and evaluation before 
applying their knowledge to more unfamiliar situations.

What do students say?
“A combination of logical thought and imaginative thinking that always 
keeps you guessing.” 

“Chemistry makes you think in different ways. It enables you to  
understand more about why things happen.”

Facilities, expeditions and more…
We are fortunate to have four state of the art chemistry laboratories 
which are fully stocked with the equipment required for Sixth Form 
teaching. Practical work is supported by an experienced laboratory 
technician and dedicated preparation room. Each laboratory has 
an interactive projector, visualiser and plenty of whiteboard space. 
Class sets of laptops and iPads are also available for use when 
required. The Sixth Form Livermorium Club provides an arena for 
students to take chemistry well beyond the specification and is 
excellent practice for university interviews. Students are 
encouraged to enter a range of competitions including the RSC 
Analyst, the International Olympiad and the C3L6 Cambridge 
Challenge. Enrichment through attendance at lectures both at 
school and in the wider area is encouraged while subscriptions to 
Chemistry Review provide wider reading. 

Who teaches it? 
Sixth Form chemistry is taught by five experienced teachers, all of 
whom have a chemistry degree and who enjoy a passion for the 
subject. They bring extensive experience in multiple and diverse 
areas of chemistry, including pharmaceutical research. Within the 
department there is also a teacher in charge of CREST Awards.

Chemistry

Results 2019
A-level Chemistry:

75.6% A*–A 
91.1% A*–B
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What will you learn?
‘At its heart lies the notion of computational thinking: a mode of 
thought that goes well beyond software and hardware, and that 
provides a framework within which to reason about systems and 
problems.’ CAS-Computer Science: A curriculum for schools. 

Computers are all-pervasive in modern life and computer science 
is the discipline that has made this possible. Students will learn 
advanced techniques for programming high-level languages such 
as Python and JavaScript, but also will learn how to program low 
level programming languages, including assembly and object-
oriented. The course provides the opportunity to learn about the 
structure of the processor, how programs are translated into the  
1s and 0s that the processor can understand, database design, 
network infrastructure, modern web technologies and elements  
of law related to computer use. 

There is a fairly high level of mathematics included, including 
Boolean Algebra and algorithms such as Google’s Page Rank and 
Dijkstra’s shortest path and how to measure the efficiency of 
algorithms using Big O notation. Computational thinking is a big 
part of the new syllabus. Students will be taught how to think 
abstractly to work out ways to solve problems, how to decompose 
a problem, breaking it down into manageable pieces and how to 
think logically. The practical element affords the opportunity for 
students to apply all these skills to a project of their choice, by 
writing a coded solution to a non-trivial problem. This provides 
ample opportunity for those who are already competent 
programmers to challenge their abilities.

How is the subject taught?
The time will be split roughly 50:50 between understanding how 
computer systems work and the development of technical and 
programming skills. The skills include coding with Python, SQL, 
JavaScript, assembly language and algorithm design and testing.  
In particular the latter will challenge and enhance computational 
thinking skills and problem-solving methods. Pupils will be taught 
in small groups with both teacher-lead and independent learning 
and working time. 

How is it assessed?
Paper 1 (40%): Computer systems 
This unit deals with the workings of computer, programming 
languages, networking and Boolean Algebra as well as legal, moral 
and ethical issues. 

Paper 2 (40%): Algorithms and programming 
This unit deals with computational thinking, recursion and other 
programming techniques and a variety of algorithms. 

Non-exam assessment (20%): Programming project 
Students choose a computing problem and develop a 
programmed solution. They will go through a full systems 
development lifecycle producing clear documentation to support 
their findings.

Who teaches it? 
There are two teachers of computer science in the department, 
both with degrees in computer science and a number of other 
professional computing qualifications, including PRINCE2 and 
SSADM+. Their wider experience comes from work in both military 
and commercial computing, and research in Bioinformatics.

Computer Science
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There are lots of opportunities to 
experience live theatre from all 

kinds of different genres and styles.

Drama and Theatre
What will you learn?
• Teamwork, presentation and communication skills are high on 

the list of skills acquired at A-level, alongside developing your 
performance ability and an in-depth appreciation of theatre as 
an art form.

• The quality of written communication is equally important and 
you will learn how to structure essays and write imaginatively 
but concisely about both acting and theatre design.

• Through practically studying play texts you will enhance your 
analytical skills and learn to think holistically as a director and 
designer as well as an actor.

• You will experiment with a range of styles and genres and 
explore the theories of practitioners such as Kneehigh Theatre, 
Brecht and Stanislavski.

• You will watch inspirational live theatre.

• You will have the opportunity to create theatre that moves and 
inspires your audience.

How is the subject taught?
Component 1 (40%): Devising 
You will devise an original performance inspired by the work of a 
contemporary theatre practitioner and write an accompanying 
piece of coursework reflecting on the devising process (3000 
words).

Component 2 (20%): Group performance and monologue 
As a small group you will perform a key extract from a play. You will 
also perform a monologue from a different play. 

Component 3 (40%): Written exam 
In the final exam you will evaluate a piece of live theatre you have 
studied, write about how you would stage a contemporary text 
that you have practically explored and how you would interpret a 
classical text in relation to a theatre practitioner.

Facilities, expeditions and more…
Annual events include workshops with professional actors, visiting 
theatre companies and a number of theatre trips. Recent trips have 
included The Jungle at the Playhouse Theatre, The Threepenny 
Opera, Peter Gynt and Ugly Lies the Bone at the National Theatre, 
Cymbeline at the RSC, That Face, Kneehigh’s FUP: A Modern Fable  
and visiting performances of Jane Eyre, The Merchant of Venice, 
Frankenstein and The Picture of Dorian Gray.

The majority of A-level performances take place in our professional 
standard, 120-seat Studio Theatre which is a versatile and 
welcoming space.

Abingdon School Drama Department hosts a joint social event 
with a number of professionals from the world of theatre, 
playwriting, film, radio and television designed to create 
opportunities for our students to build career bridges from school 
to the world beyond.

What do students say?
“Our workshop with Dugald Bruce-Lockhart was so interesting and really 
helped us to develop our devised piece.”

“I loved visiting the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust to attend fascinating 
lectures that informed my written work.”

Who teaches it? 
Between St Helen’s and Abingdon School there are four A-level 
Drama and Theatre teachers. You will be taught by two of them: 
one from Abingdon and one from St Helen’s.

Results 2019
A-level Drama and Theatre:

75.0% A*–A 
100% A*–B
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Economics is extremely useful, it 
signals to universities and employers 

that you have an analytical mind.

Economics

Economics is present in almost every aspect of our lives. Studying 
A-level Economics gives students an understanding of the inner 
workings of the world we live in, from what determines the price of 
goods to why the average standard of living differs widely between 
countries.

What will you learn? 
Economics is a highly regarded subject at A-level. Using scientific 
methods, human behaviour is modelled in economic situations, 
predicting how people behave when acting as consumers, 
businesses or governments. 

The subject is studied in the two strands of micro-economics and 
macro-economics. Students build understanding of micro-
economics by investigating how markets determine the utilisation 
of the world’s scarce resources through the interaction of 
consumers and firms, and the role governments play in trying to 
compensate for the inappropriate provision of goods and services 
in many markets. Macro-economics addresses the fundamental 
national forces which affect all our lives, such as employment, 
prices, economic growth, international trade and the distribution 
of wealth and income.

What do students say? 
“Go for it! Economics is about a different way of thinking and looking at 
the world. You can apply the economic way of thinking to almost 
everything.”

“I was curious about everything that happens around me. Studying 
economics satisfies that curiosity.”

“It is an excellent subject and provides you with a solid skills base. The 
ability to question things and look for underlying causes and incentives is 
very useful in academic study and the work place.”

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
Together with students from Abingdon School, our students have 
a wide variety of opportunities to engage with the subject outside 
of the curriculum.

The Economics Society is predominantly run by students for 
students. It gives them the opportunity to present and debate with 
their peers on topics of their choice to reflect their own particular 
interests as well as to invite in and listen to presentations from a 
wide range of speakers.

Day trips present an excellent opportunity to see the world of 
economics in action. Recent trips have included a walking tour of 
the City of London including a visit to the Bank of England and 
visiting the LSE for a lecture by an Old Abingdonian.

There are a wide range of competitions available to students and 
entry is very much encouraged and supported by the department. 
These would involve, for example, essay competitions from the 
Royal Economic Society, the Institute of Economic Affairs and from 
Cambridge’s Marshall Society, as well as a blog competition run 
jointly by the FT and the Bank of England.

Who teaches it? 
The subject is taught by five economics teachers at Abingdon 
School who have a variety of backgrounds including working in 
industry and teaching in higher education. 

How is the subject taught?
Lessons are taught jointly at Abingdon School with Abingdon 
students. Students quickly become adept at explaining the causes 
and effects of behaviour in markets and develop these concepts in 
depth with a focus on business economics. They also study 
national and global economies, covering a range of aspects, 
including national economic policies and the role of economics in 
global issues such as poverty and inequality.

Results 2019
A-level Economics:

80.0% A*–A 
90.0% A*–B
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English Literature

What will you learn?
A-level English Literature follows the OCR syllabus. Students cover 
texts from the full range of time periods and genres: Chaucerian 
fabliau, Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, Twelfth Night, modern poetry by Eliot 
or Duffy, Booker Prize-winning modern novels. A synoptic unit 
explores texts from a specific genre, theme or time period, most 
recently dystopian fiction such as The Handmaid’s Tale, American 
literature 1880–1940 such as The Great Gatsby, and women in 
literature such as Virginia Woolf. Two coursework tasks make up 
20% of the course, comprising a sustained comparative essay, and 
a close analysis or the option for a creative response.

A-level gives greater independence, with an element of student 
choice in coursework texts and tasks, and a broader spectrum of 
responses encouraged for classroom debate and written 
argument. We look at the key skills needed to be a successful 
literature student, and use some lesson time to explore beyond the 
syllabus into an appreciation of the literary canon and some of the 
cultural heritage in this that informs later writings. It is this bedrock 
of breadth that opens up the depth in critical analysis of the 
syllabus texts.

What do students say?
“I always look forward to English lessons – it’s so different from my other 
subjects and I know the skills I’m developing will be useful for the rest of  
my life.”

“English has helped me to develop a new way of thinking.”

Extracurricular
The primary source of extra English exploration in Sixth Form is the 
Joint Literary Society with Abingdon School. We look at everything 
from Old English to Robert Frost, romanticism to modernism. We 
also run lunchtime meetings for students looking to pursue English 
at university, including Oxbridge and ELAT preparation. We 
encourage students to explore their own interests too, and make 
the most of the theatre regularly on offer in Oxford. We do run trips 
as a group when we can, too.

Who teaches it? 
Everyone in the English Department is an experienced A-level 
teacher. Our subject expertise and enthusiasm for literary study 
ensure text choices respect the riches of the canon whilst also 
exploring peripheral and contemporary voices. We encourage you 
to make independent choices when it comes to selecting 
coursework texts. We build our teaching on individual passion and 
collaborate significantly so that you benefit from the combined 
expertise of a varied and committed department. You can expect 
to keep the same teachers throughout your A-level course.

At A-level I have found support not 
only from my teachers, but also 

from my group. The enthusiasm and 
energy of class discussions inspires 

and motivates my work.

Results 2019
A-level English Literature:

57.1% A*–A 
95.2% A*–B
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French
What will you learn? 
The French A-level course introduces you to new areas of culture, 
language, literature, and current affairs. You will soon start to 
develop the skills required by a linguist at advanced level. The 
course is very liberating; a great deal more is expected from 
students in terms of bringing ideas, opinions and current affairs 
knowledge to the classroom.

Topics studied in Year One: 
Aspects of French-speaking society: current trends
• The changing nature of family

• The ‘cyber-society’

• The place of voluntary work

Artistic culture in the French-speaking world
• A culture proud of its heritage

• Contemporary francophone music

• Cinema: the 7th art form

Topics studied in Year Two: 
Aspects of French-speaking society: current issues
• Positive features of a diverse society

• Life for the marginalised

• How criminals are treated

Aspects of political life in the French-speaking world
• Teenagers, the right to vote and political commitment

• Demonstrations, strikes – who holds the power?

• Politics and immigration

How is the subject taught? 
Teaching is divided between two members of staff who will share 
eight teaching periods with you each week. At least one of these 
lessons will be scheduled in the Language Learning Centre. In 
addition the French Assistant sees students once per week in small 
groups to work on spoken skills. We develop the skills of listening, 
reading, writing and speaking to a high standard of fluency and 
accuracy. Lessons are interactive, discursive and analytical, focusing 
on accessible and familiar themes. The exploration of cultural 
elements forms a significant part of the course and the regular use 
of all the School’s ICT resources adds another dimension to the 
learning experience.

What do students say? 
“The teachers are just so inspiring and knowledgeable. They convey their 
enthusiasm for French unreservedly. There’s a real energy and warmth in 
the languages department.”

“The range of skills I have acquired is amazing really; I can apply them to 
so many areas of my life. I know that I’m going to get a much more 
authentic experience when I travel now.”

Facilities, events and more... 
The Senior MFL Society runs jointly with Abingdon School. Events 
include lectures, debates, visits, films and themed dinners. Apart 
from the obvious careers of translator, interpreter and teacher, a 
foreign language is recognised as an enormous advantage in the 
fields of politics, diplomacy, business, journalism, public service, 
scientific research, law, publishing and medicine, to name a few. 
Languages at advanced level are greatly esteemed by the UK’s 
leading universities and many students apply to read French each 
year. Specialised interview and grammar practice is offered to 
students applying to Oxford or Cambridge.

Who teaches it? 
A teacher in charge of French oversees the running of all aspects of 
the French Department and reports to the Head of MFL. We have 
three full-time and one part-time members of staff teaching French 
in Sixth Form. Areas of expertise range from La Nouvelle Vague to 
the works of Jean-Pierre Jeunet, from literature to linguistics. We are 
lucky to have a very experienced French Assistant who helps 
students to improve their spoken skills through broadening 
vocabulary and working on spontaneous speech. 

Results 2019
A-level French:

66.7% A*–A 
91.7% A*–B
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Geography
What will you learn? 
Geography is a subject that bridges the gap between humanities 
and science subjects, allowing you to study for a variety of future 
careers including medicine, engineering and architecture. It is a 
subject that considers the complex and ever-changing relationship 
between people and their world. The AQA A-level curriculum is 
wide ranging, providing the opportunity to study three physical 
topics (hazards, coasts, and water and carbon cycles) as well as 
three human topics (global systems and governance, changing 
places and urban environments). Students enjoy how much these 
topics overlap with their other subjects at A-level. For example, 
global governance links well with politics and economics, whilst 
coasts links to biology and mathematics. A-level Geography also 
provides the opportunity to learn a variety of valuable skills – 
analysing and using data, writing reports, using statistics to test a 
hypothesis, presenting and selling ideas, and working 
collaboratively in groups; all are highly relevant in the 21st century 
workplace. Students have the opportunity to choose their own 
hypotheses and topic for their non-examined assessment worth 
20% of the final mark.

How is the subject taught?
A-level classes are taught in a style that demands collaborative 
work, discussion, research, questioning and independent reading. 
Students are expected to develop their knowledge by reading 
articles, journals and newspapers and the use of ICT in lessons to 
keep themselves informed of the latest events relevant to their 
course and to contribute this to their lessons. Universities favour 
the broad skills set students develop whilst studying the subject at 
A-level. As well as combining well with the natural sciences, 
geography also compliments other humanities subjects, languages 
and creative subjects. 

What do students say? 
“I really enjoyed tectonics and I also liked how geography complemented 
my other subjects.” 

“The essay writing really helped my other subjects by finding a way of 
incorporating case studies effectively.”

Fieldwork, expeditions and more... 
As part of the A-level course students are required to complete 
four days of fieldwork. This will include a two-day residential to 
study coastal geography in Dorset. In addition, students will also 
visit areas of Oxford to study urban processes as well as Witney to 
examine perceptions of place. The department also offers students 
the opportunity to attend a biannual four-day residential visit to 
Iceland. This allows students to further their understanding of the 
hazards unit as part of their physical geography paper. 

Furthermore, there are a range of extracurricular opportunities for 
geography students. Each week, students meet at lunch time to 
discuss and debate issues ranging from food miles to the future  
of indigenous communities. In addition, the Geography Society 
arranges regular lectures from prominent speakers such as Tim 
Marshall, author of Prisoners of Geography. Each year we have a 
Sixth Form Geography Dinner with Radley College. Oxbridge 
applicants are supported through a weekly group to provide 
further opportunities to ‘go beyond’ at A-level. This year we have 
also introduced a ‘Geology of Wine’ event with Radley College for 
Upper Sixth students – a chance to gain an understanding of the 
influence of geology on wine with an expert in wine tasting. 

Who teaches it? 
All members of the Geography Department team have keen 
interests in particular areas of geography, from glaciation and 
cultural and economic geography to cold environments. All have 
extensive experience of teaching a wide range of geography 
courses and fieldwork, and pursue their geographical interests 
outside the classroom.

Taking geography has enabled me 
to show that science isn’t my only 

area of strength.

Results 2019
A-level Geography:

62.5% A*–A 
100% A*–B
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German
What will you learn? 
The German A-level course introduces you to new areas of culture, 
language, literature and current affairs. You will soon start to 
develop the skills required by a linguist at advanced level. The 
course is very liberating; a great deal more is expected from 
students in terms of bringing ideas, opinions and current affairs 
knowledge to the classroom. 

Topics studied: 
Aspects of German-speaking society
• The changing state of the family

• The digital world

• Youth culture: fashion and trends, music, television 

Artistic culture in the German-speaking world
• Festivals and traditions

• Art and architecture

• Cultural life in Berlin, past and present 

Multiculturalism in German-speaking society
• Immigration

• Integration

• Racism 

Aspects of political life in the German-speaking world
• Germany and the European Union

• Politics and youth

• German reunification and its consequences

How is the subject taught? 
Teaching is divided between two members of staff who will share 
seven teaching periods with you each week. At least one of these 
lessons will be scheduled in the Language Learning Centre. In 
addition the German Assistant sees students once per week in 
small groups to work on spoken skills. We develop the skills of 
listening, reading, writing and speaking to a high standard of 
fluency and accuracy. Lessons are interactive, discursive and 
analytical, focusing on accessible and familiar themes. The 
exploration of cultural elements forms a significant part of the 
course and the regular use of all the School’s ICT resources adds 
another dimension to the learning experience.

What do students say?
“A-level German is fun. You get to discuss interesting and controversial 
topics, which is really good for your spoken German.”

“I like the freedom I have to express my own ideas. It helps my German no 
end and is great fun.”

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
Members of Sixth Form are invited to participate in a biennial study 
trip or exchange. The students will be given opportunities to 
improve their speaking and writing skills ahead of the summer 
examinations through an experience of complete immersion in  
the German language and culture.

The Senior MFL Society runs jointly with Abingdon School. Events 
include lectures, debates, visits, films and themed dinners.

A new study trip to Berlin, joint with Abingdon is a cultural and 
linguistic trip (as opposed to an exchange) which lasts for four days. 

Who teaches it? 
A teacher in charge of German oversees the running of all aspects 
of the German Department and reports to the Head of MFL. We 
have one full time member of staff and one part time member of 
staff teaching German in Sixth Form. Both teachers are passionate 
about teaching literature and 20th century German cinema. We are 
lucky to have a very experienced German Assistant who helps 
students to improve their spoken skills through broadening 
vocabulary and working on spontaneous speech.

Results 2019
A-level German:

100% A*–A
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Greek
What will you learn? 
The Classics Department offers Ancient (that is, Classical) Greek as a 
separate subject at A-level to students who have already obtained 
a satisfactory GCSE grade. The course introduces students to the 
worlds of Homer and Plato, affording a fascinating insight through 
the actual words of the Greeks themselves into their intellectual 
and creative achievements, as well as their philosophies of life. The 
study of any alien culture leads to a greater understanding of 
humanity but in Classics one is exploring the origins of western 
civilisation, which can be a great aid to our appreciation of the 
world today. It can also be great fun!

A key element of the A-level course is the study of some of the 
greatest and earliest European literature. Authors whose works may 
be studied include the epic poet Homer, the tragedians Euripides 
and Sophocles, the philosopher Plato and the historians 
Thucydides and Herodotus. Students in Sixth Form read Euripides’ 
chilling tragedy Medea and Herodotus’ account of the Greeks’ 
heroic stand against the Persian army at Thermopylae. 

How is the subject taught? 
Groups are small, enabling both an informal atmosphere and much 
animated discussion.

The OCR curriculum is followed. There is no coursework required in 
this subject and translation into Greek does not form an obligatory 
part of any examination. Both language and set texts are tested in 
examination papers at the end of Upper Sixth.

There is plenty of opportunity to improve your linguistic skills as 
we work through the course. We read a range of authors and see 
how the language works in practice. In lessons we will consider not 
only the details of translation, but also how the author makes his 
meaning clear and engaging for the audience.

What do students say?
“It is such an amazing opportunity to be able to study Greek to A-level and 
a great privilege to be taught by such inspirational teachers; I love the 
challenge that learning this language brings.”

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
Visits are arranged to attend lectures, plays and the annual reading 
competition at the University of Oxford. Guest speakers are invited 
to school, we attend classical dinners and Classics students may 
join school trips to Italy and Greece. Sixth Form students also help 
to run Helicon Club.

Who teaches it?
There are three teachers in the Classics Department, all of whom 
are experienced in teaching Latin, Greek and Classical Civilisation. 

We have a wide range of interests and expertise, including epic 
poetry, love poetry, philosophy and linguistics. Between us we 
have visited all four corners of the classical world, venturing to Troy 
and Ephesus in Turkey, Volubilis in Morocco and Caesarea in Israel. 
We all enjoy walking in the footsteps of the ancients and taking our 
students along too!

Studying Classics has made me 
want to go on to study the classical 

world through archaeology.
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History

What will you learn?
The aim of the History Department throughout the School is to 
foster the interest of the students in a range of different areas of 
the subject – political, social and economic history from 1066 to 
modern times – and to cultivate the skills necessary to evaluate 
historical material critically. Above all, the study of history should 
be engaging and stimulating. Many students choose to continue 
their study of history at A-level and this provides a solid foundation 
for those wishing to pursue university courses in history, law, 
politics, economics, philosophy, English literature and any of the 
social sciences. It also forms a useful background to modern 
languages. We offer the OCR History A specification and cover a 
range of topics including the reigns of the Later Tudors 1547–1603, 
the causes and events of the French Revolution 1774–1799, the 
rule of Napoleon 1799–1815 and the history of Russia 1855–1964. 
The curriculum is taught as a linear course with all examinations 
taken at the end of the two years.

How is the subject taught? 
A variety of teaching and learning methods are used, ranging from 
debates and role plays to group presentations and independent 
research. Increasingly IT activities, where appropriate, are being 
incorporated into the teaching and learning to enhance students’ 
experience of the subject and improve their understanding. 
Debate Chamber Day, the Senior History Society and History 
Extension Club provide opportunities to enrich teaching beyond 
the standard curriculum.

What do students say? 
“I have always wanted to study history at A-level and beyond, since I was 
little. The way the subject is taught at St Helen’s has confirmed my view 
even more.”

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
Each year, the History Department organises an evening lecture 
event for Sixth Form history students. In previous years we have 
had talks from historians such as Professor Kate Williams from 
Reading University on ‘Josephine, Empress of France’, Dr Susan 
Doran from Oxford University was our guest speaker on Elizabeth I 
and Professor Michael Broers spoke on the downfall of Napoleon. 
Students are also welcome at history talks given by outside 
speakers at Abingdon School and we regularly attend the Historical 
Association lectures in Oxford held throughout the year.

In the next couple of years the department is hoping to run a trip 
to Paris to visit the key sites connected to the French Revolution 
and royalty such as Versailles, Malmaison, The Louvre and others.

Who teaches it? 
History at A-level is currently taught by several members of the 
department. We have the opportunity to teach topics which play 
to our strengths and particular areas of interest, which provides 
students an enriched and varied experience of the subject.

I like history because it 
interlinks with so many other 
subjects, art, music, politics, 

economics and English.”

Results 2019
A-level History:

62.5% A*–A 
87.5% A*–B
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Latin

What will you learn? 
The Classics Department offers Latin at A-level to students who 
have already obtained a satisfactory GCSE grade. This course 
introduces students in some detail to the classical world, affording 
a fascinating insight through the actual words of the Romans 
themselves into their intellectual and creative achievements, as 
well as their philosophies of life. The study of any alien culture leads 
to a greater understanding of humanity but in Classics one is 
exploring the origins of western civilisation, which can be a great 
aid to our appreciation of the world today. It can also be great fun. 

Literature is a key element of the A-level, at a point when you can 
begin to understand the language more easily. A wide range of 
authors is available at this level, but there will be a focus on poets 
such as Virgil and Ovid, and the speeches of the politician Cicero, 
combined with the wit and wisdom of the perceptive historian 
Tacitus.

How is the subject taught? 
Lessons focus on developing linguistic competence and discussion 
of the set literature. 

The OCR curriculum is followed. There is no coursework required in 
this subject and translation into Latin does not form an obligatory 
part of any examination. Both language and set texts are tested in 
examination papers at the end of Upper Sixth. 

The A-level examinations will require knowledge of both the 
language and set text elements of the course, with assessment of 
your ability to translate Latin into English and to respond to 
comprehension questions, as well as literary analysis and comment 
on the authors whose works have been studied over the two year 
programme.

What do students say? 
“The writings from the Roman era are so timeless and yet so revolutionary 
for their own time.” 

“I am fascinated by the classical world and studying Latin gives me the 
fantastic chance to see that world through the eyes of the Roman 
authors.”

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
Visits are arranged to attend lectures, plays and the annual reading 
competition at the University of Oxford. Guest speakers are invited 
to school, we attend classical dinners and Classics students join 
school trips to Italy and Greece. Sixth Form students help to run 
Helicon Club. 

Who teaches it?
There are three teachers in the Classics Department, all of whom 
are experienced in teaching Latin, Greek and Classical Civilisation. 

We have a wide range of interests and expertise, including epic 
poetry, love poetry, philosophy and linguistics. Between us we 
have visited all four corners of the classical world, venturing to Troy 
and Ephesus in Turkey, Volubilis in Morocco and Caesarea in Israel. 
We all enjoy walking in the footsteps of the ancients and taking our 
students along too!

Latin encourages you to both be 
methodical and to think outside the 
box, to respect the works of others 

and to create your own ideas, to 
look back at the past and 

simultaneously to find surprising 
links to the modern day.

Results 2019
A-level Latin:

100% A*–B
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Mathematics and  
Further Mathematics
What will you learn? 
Everyone taking AS and A-level Mathematics studies pure 
mathematics, mechanics and statistics. This builds on the work 
covered at GCSE or IGCSE such as algebra, trigonometry, vectors 
and coordinate geometry. It is possible to study mathematics and 
further mathematics at A-level. Additionally there is a ‘long, thin AS’ 
option for mathematics which involves studying AS-level 
Mathematics over two years and sitting the examinations at the 
end of Upper Sixth with your other A-levels. 

If you really enjoy mathematics or are considering a degree course 
in mathematics or a subject with a substantial amount of 
mathematical content eg engineering, physics or economics etc 
then you should seriously consider further mathematics as an 
option. Further mathematicians study pure, mechanics and 
statistics at a more advanced level.

How is the subject taught? 
One of the teachers will focus on pure mathematics and 
mechanics and the other will teach some pure mathematics and 
statistics. Mathematics is taught in a variety of ways: as well as 
introductions and explanations there will be opportunities for 
discussion, investigation and problem solving. Students are very 
actively involved in lessons – contributing as new topics are 
introduced, asking questions to clarify their understanding, 
responding to the challenge of thinking deeply about the subject, 
learning to generalise and thinking about the implications of what 
they are learning.

What do students say? 
“What I learnt in Sixth Form really helped me with my university course.” 

“We really appreciate the detailed revision notes that we get at the end of 
each module. They help us to bring together what we have learnt and to 
prepare well for the examinations.” 

“Without the perseverance and help of my teachers I wouldn’t have been 
able to gain my A grade.”

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
There are many additional opportunities to take part in mathematics 
beyond the classroom in Sixth Form. 

Some of these are:
• UKMT Senior Mathematical Challenge

• British Olympiad follow-on rounds

• Senior Problem Solving Mentoring Scheme

• UK Senior Team Maths Challenge

• Join the St Helen’s Maths Society

• Opportunities to discuss work with teachers outside  
the classroom

• Maths in Action lectures at Warwick University

• Opportunities to help those in Year 7–11 with their  
mathematical problems during lunchtimes. 

Who teaches it? 
There are currently eleven teachers in the department, most of 
whom teach AS and A-level. Each mathematics A-level group has 
eight lessons a week and this is shared between two different 
teachers. The ‘long thin AS’ will have four periods a week. For those 
electing to study further mathematics there are an additional 
seven periods a week. Everyone in the department loves maths 
and enjoys imparting that enthusiasm to others. We work hard to 
provide appropriate challenge, support and encouragement to 
every individual. 

Results 2019
A-level Mathematics:

67.4% A*–A 
89.1% A*–B

A-level Further Mathematics:

71.4% A*–A  
85.7 A*–B
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Music
What will you learn? 
Students in Sixth Form will be following the AQA A-level 
specification. It is divided into three units, following the general 
pattern of the three key areas studied at GCSE level, and includes 
aural, historical and musical analysis, composition, harmony and 
performance. Students opting to take music in Sixth Form would 
ordinarily have studied music at GCSE level (although this is not an 
absolute requirement). The specification requires the study of set 
works from the Western classical tradition and also set topic areas 
which include musical theatre and jazz. There is also a performing 
unit which takes place in March of Upper Sixth.

How is the subject taught? 
A-level Music is taught in eight periods per week and the teaching 
is divided between the Director, Assistant Director of Music and Dr 
Pitkethly. Aural skills are developed through regular listening 
practice in lessons and an expectation that students will immerse 
themselves in a variety of music outside of the classroom. Set 
works and set topics are assessed through the completion of 
analytical essays, harmony and composition by coursework 
submission in Upper Sixth. Solo and/or ensemble recitals are given 
in March and advanced musicians are expected to participate in a 
full programme of extracurricular activities.

What do students say? 
“The musical community of the School inspires me to reach my full 
potential as a musician, both through academic teaching and 
numerous performing opportunities.”

“The Music Department is welcoming, diverse and motivating.”

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
Students have access to individual music practice rooms, each 
containing a piano or clavinova; the music technology suite, which 
offers access to Sibelius 8 and Garageband; and the music listening 
library, housing many hundreds of CDs and scores. Excursions to 
concerts, operas, music theatre and lectures are arranged, and 
students participate themselves in numerous concerts, festivals 
and competitions. Senior musicians also take responsibility for 
directing and rehearsing some extracurricular ensembles.

Who teaches it? 
All members of staff in the Music Department are active musicians 
with instrumental experience ranging from oboe and harp to 
piano and organ. The Director of Music, Assistant Director of Music 
and school organist all teach different parts of the A-level course, 
and are all heavily involved in the extracurricular life of the School. 

Students studying A-level Music should also be receiving individual 
instrumental or singing tuition, in order to help in preparation for 
the practical elements of the courses.

The Music Department at St Helen’s 
has allowed me to realise that music 

is what I want to do with my life.

Results 2019
A-level Music:

75.0% A*–B

17



Philosophy
What will you learn? 
A-Level Philosophy offers students the opportunity to grapple with 
complex issues, analyse strengths and weaknesses of different 
arguments and formulate their own conclusions. The course 
consists of four topic areas. 

Topic 1: Epistemology
• What is knowledge? The tripartite view

• Perception as a source of knowledge: direct realism, indirect 
realism, Berkeley’s Idealism

• Reason as a source of knowledge: innatism, the intuition and 
deduction thesis

• The limits of knowledge: philosophical scepticism

Topic 2: Moral philosophy
• Normative ethical theories: Utilitarianism, Kantian deontological 

ethics, Aristotelian virtue ethics

• Applied ethics: the aforementioned normative ethical theories 
applied to the issues of stealing, simulated killing (within 
computer games, plays, films, etc.), eating animals, telling lies

• Meta-ethics: moral realism, moral anti-realism

Topic 3: Metaphysics of God
• The concept and nature of ‘God’: attributes of ‘God’, competing 

views on such a being in time, arguments for the incoherence of 
the concept of ‘God’

• Arguments relating to the existence of God: ontological 
arguments, teleological/design arguments, cosmological 
arguments

• The Problem of Evil: the nature of moral and natural evil, the 
logical and evidential forms of the Problem of Evil, the Free Will 
Defence, soul-making

• Religious language: cognitivism and non-cognitivism, 
verification and falsification, eschatological verification, the 
‘University Debate’

Topic 4: Metaphysics of mind
• What do we mean by ‘mind’?

• Dualist theories: substance dualism, property dualism

• Physicalist theories: physicalism, mind-brain type identity theory, 
eliminative materialism

• Functionalism: multiple realisability of mental states, inverted 
qualia, Ned Block’s China thought experiment, the ‘knowledge’/
Mary argument

How is the subject taught? 
Philosophy is taught in eight lessons a week, usually by two 
different teachers. Using a range of teaching methods and 
multi-media resources in lessons, students carry out independent 
research, work collaboratively and engage in debates. Wider 
reading is an important part of A-level study and students choose 
academic articles and original philosophical texts to deepen their 
understanding of the material they have studied in class. Past  
exam questions are set regularly to allow students to perfect their 
writing technique.

What do students say? 
“Having smaller classes means that we are able to have a lot of debates 
about the topics which is a great way to learn.”

“The A-level course opened up a completely new way of thinking and 
 I was able to apply this to my writing skills. My interest in the course 
has led to the decision to read English Literature with Philosophy at 
university.”

“The A-level course has allowed me to develop my writing skills and has 
helped me learn to create a structured argument while critiquing my 
own opinions. The curriculum has also proved to be extremely 
interesting; especially ethics, which will be really useful in my chosen 
career, medicine.”

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
The department is well resourced and has three subject specialist 
rooms. The philosophy library has a wide selection of books on the 
A-level curriculum and beyond. A range of lectures are provided to 
broaden and deepen students’ knowledge and understanding 
beyond the standard curriculum. Students are encouraged to enter 
the department philosophy essay competition which is run once 
each term, as well as external competitions when they become 
available. There is also the opportunity for students to share their 
love of philosophy with younger students in the Philosophy 
Society which is run every week at lunch time.

Who teaches it? 
Philosophy is taught by a team of two subject specialists with a 
wealth of experience. Their special interests range from Ancient 
Greek philosophy and Eastern religions to Roman politics and 
economics, political philosophy, ethics and world history.
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Physical Education
What will you learn? 
In Sixth Form physical education is compulsory for all students. 
They will all have two lessons a week where they are given the 
opportunity to choose a large number of activities including: 
bouncercise, outdoor runs, zumba, yoga, basketball, badminton, 
fitness as well as many more. The aim of this programme is to 
engage students in physical activity, giving them a healthy balance 
along with their academic studies. Physical Education in Upper 
Sixth is optional but we encourage all students to follow their  
own physical activity programmes.

In addition to this we also offer A-level Physical Education. 

How is the subject taught? 
The examination board studied is OCR. There are four components 
taught over two years. The subject is taught in eight lessons a 
week. 

Component 01: Physiological factors affecting performance 
• 1.1 Applied anatomy

• 1.2 Exercise physiology

• 1.3 Biomechanics 

Component 02: Psychological factors affecting performance
• 2.1 Skill acquisition

• 2.2 Sports psychology

Component 03: Socio-cultural issues in physical activity and sport
• 3.1 Sport and society

• 3.2 Contemporary issues in physical activity and sport 

Component 04: Performance in physical education (NEA) 
• 4.1 Performance or coaching of an activity taken from the 

approved list 

• 4.2 The Evaluation and Analysis of Performance for  
Improvement (EAPI) 

Students studying A-level PE should also be regularly participating 
in their sporting activities in preparation for the practical element 
of the course. Assessment can be as either performer, leader or 
coach.

Assessment is by one 2 hour and two 1 hour papers and a 
non-exam assessment (NEA).

 What do students say? 
“I love PE because it allows me to view sport from so many different 
angles which I’d never even thought about.”

“For me PE is so interesting because I love anything to do with how the 
body works and PE is all about movement and how it’s created.”

Facilities
Our outstanding six court Sports Centre, opened in September 
2016, can house everything from national league standard netball, 
basketball, volleyball and badminton matches to indoor hockey 
and tennis, to facilitate a wider range of higher quality activities. 
Students can also take advantage of our new fitness suite, ergo 
suite and group cycling suite as well as a full size dance studio.

Expeditions and more... 
• Our lacrosse tour to the east coast of the USA and ski trip are 

well established and very popular

• Girls Go Gold conference for elite performers

• Annual Sports Dinner

Who teaches it? 
The different components of the A-level course are taught by three 
members of the PE Department, who are also all active in both the 
curricular and extracurricular aspects of department activities. 

Results 2019
A-level Physical Education:

100% A*–A
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Physics

What will you learn? 
The AQA A-level Physics course comprises of:
• Measurements and their errors

• Particles and radiation

• Waves

• Mechanics and materials

• Electricity

• Further mechanics and thermal physics

• Fields and their consequences

• Nuclear physics

• Option (currently astrophysics)

How is the subject taught? 
There are eight periods in both Lower Sixth and Upper Sixth, so 
each teacher has four periods with each group. The lessons are 
always a mix of theory and practical work as we believe very much 
in learning by experiment wherever possible. Initially students 
perform experiments in pairs but as their confidence grows and 
the preparation for assessment increases, they work on their own. 
Weekly homework exercises are undertaken to consolidate the 
topics taught.

What do students say? 
“I look forward to my physics lessons every week. They are lighthearted 
and fun but we always seem to do mounds of work!”

“The teachers are always willing to give up their spare time to ensure 
every single student feels completely comfortable with the material 
covered.”

Opportunities...
• Each year students have the opportunity to enter the British 

Physics Olympiad competitions, both theory and practical 
project. We enjoy successes at bronze, silver and gold award 
level each year.

• The BPhO experimental project allows students from Year 10 
upwards to carry out independent research and an open-ended 
experiment, writing this up in the style of an academic paper.

• Students contemplating engineering as a career are encouraged 
to attend a Headstart course offered at numerous universities 
during the summer.

• Attendance at local lectures, particularly at RAL, Chilton are 
encouraged to enhance the curriculum and masterclasses in 
engineering and particle physics for students at RAL are 
arranged when appropriate.

• All physics lessons are taught in new laboratories that are 
equipped for Sixth Form teaching.

• There is an annual visit to UKAEA nuclear fusion facility at 
Culham.

• Our thriving Engineering Society has strong links with local  
firm MJA Consulting. This leads to real-life project work in  
Lower Sixth.

• Further project work with CERN@School, focusing on 
independent work with an MX detector, leads to development 
of research and presentation skills. The group attends the annual 
IRIS conference in July each year.

Who teaches it? 
A-level Physics is taught by four subject specialists, including one 
with a degree in engineering and one with a PhD in particle 
physics, and all have a teaching qualification in the subject. We also 
have a full-time physics technician. Each group has two teachers 
and the course is split according to the lesson allocation. 

Results 2019
A-level Physics:

55.0% A*–A 
75.0% A*–B
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Politics
What will you learn? 
Students will acquire an in-depth knowledge of the political 
systems of the UK and the USA, for example, the nature and 
sources of the Constitution, and debates around the power of the 
state and the rights of the individual. Students will compare the 
political systems in the UK and the USA. They will be required to 
identify parallels, connections, similarities and differences between 
aspects of politics. This will ensure that students develop a critical 
awareness of the changing nature of politics and the relationships 
between political ideas, political institutions and political processes.

Furthermore, students will study a range of political ideologies.  
The political ideas of conservatism, socialism and liberalism will 
enhance students’ knowledge and understanding of politics, 
political debate and political issues in both the UK and the USA.

How is the subject taught? 
Students study in a seminar style based on informed discussion. 
Essay techniques of written analysis and argument support the 
understanding of the course material.

Students should read the quality press and listen to informative 
radio and television programmes. Wide reading of classical and 
modern political texts is also desirable.

Politics is taught in a two-year linear course. 

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
Both Lower Sixth and Upper Sixth students have the opportunity 
take part in a politics trip to Washington DC and New York City. 
Lower Sixth students typically attend a politics conference in 
London or visit Parliament.

We offer opportunities for debate and further insight into global 
politics through our Model United Nations Society, while our 
Senior Politics Society gives our students the opportunity to 
research and discuss topics of interest, as well as develop 
techniques of intellectual enquiry. We also from time to time 
arrange seminar sessions with PPE students from the University  
of Oxford.

Students learn to engage with questions such as:
• Are referendums a good way of solving political disagreements?

• How powerful is the American president?

• How important is money in politics?

• How much equality is fair?

• Are citizens’ rights better protected in the USA than in the UK?

Who teaches it? 
The teaching of the politics course is shared between four A-level 
teachers. All have significant experience in teaching A-level. We run 
typically groups of 10–15 students and the course is taught jointly 
with Abingdon School students. 

All lessons are taught at St Helen’s. 

Results 2019
A-level Politics:

73.7% A*–A 
100% A*–B
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Psychology
What will you learn?
Psychology is relevant to all areas of life. As the scientific study of 
the human mind and behaviour, it encompasses the key elements 
such as hypothesis testing but also allows a deeper level of 
philosophical debates, such as the argument of nature vs nurture 
in determining behaviour or whether humans actually have free 
will! Psychology is an inherently interesting subject which is 
current, challenging and promotes discussions within the course 
such as ‘is deceit ever justifiable?’ or ‘how reliable is the diagnosis  
of mental illness?’

The topics students explore are: social influence, memory 
(cognitive psychology), attachment (developmental psychology), 
psychopathology (OCD, depression, phobias), biopsychology 
(nerves, hormones, brain research, biological rhythms), gender, 
schizophrenia, addiction and approaches/issues and debates, 
which provides an overarching critical analysis of all topics.

The course is examined at the end of two years with three 
two-hour examinations, with a range of questions including 
knowledge, application, evaluation, mathematical analysis and 
extended writing. 

The transferable skills gained from studying psychology are 
excellent preparation for university work as the topics encourage 
topical debate; for example the effect of psychology on the 
economy, ethical considerations of research and real life 
application to treatment of mental health.

How is the subject taught?
The linear A-level allows a scientifically rigorous course with an 
important balance of theoretical evidence, critical thinking and 
application. A popular Sixth Form subject, there are five groups 
across Upper and Lower Sixth consisting of usually 9–11 students 
in a class. Both teachers are equally skilled at teaching all topics as 
required, allowing for flexibility in the timetable. Research methods 
are taught throughout the course as it is such a large element of 
the specification and in the second year the synoptic element of 
issues and debates are used to revisit year one topics in a deeper, 
more evaluative process.

Facilities, expeditions and more...
• In Michaelmas term the students attend a psychology 

conference at Warwick University with a number of different 
expert speakers from the field to enrich their learning. Subjects 
often include forensic psychology, sports psychology, cognitive 
neuroscience and even the psychology of dance!

• In Trinity term we take our Lower Sixth students to Bristol Zoo in 
order to develop their understanding of observation skills, taking 
part in a student-led behaviour study which involves 
categorisation, the analysis of results, evaluation and 
presentation.

• Throughout the year the Psychology Book Club gives the 
students challenging books to read, consider and reflect in order 
to develop their critical analysis skills.

What do the students say?
“Psychology is a refreshing subject that is relevant to our daily lives, 
behaviour and relationships. It is insightful and thought provoking.”

“I really enjoy psychology because I can relate to it and it gives me 
another perspective on the world around me.”

Who teaches it?
A-level Psychology is taught by two dedicated psychology 
teachers. Both have many years of experience teaching all 
elements of the course and offer a positive, thought-provoking 
learning environment for those wanting to study human behaviour 
and the mind.

Results 2019
A-level Psychology:

65.4% A*–A 
96.2% A*–B
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Spanish
What will you learn?
The A-level specification builds on the knowledge, understanding 
and skills gained at GCSE. It constitutes an integrated study with a 
focus on language, culture and society. Lessons foster a range of 
transferable skills including communication, critical thinking and 
creativity, which are valuable to the individual and to society. 
Students will develop their understanding of themes relating to 
the society and culture of the country or countries where Spanish 
is spoken and their language skills; they will do this by using 
authentic spoken and written sources in Spanish. The approach is a 
focus on how Spanish-speaking society has been shaped, socially 
and culturally, and how it continues to change. 

Topics studied:
• Aspects of Hispanic society (AS/A-level) – changes in family and 

modern society

• Artistic culture in the Hispanic world (AS/A-level) – the role of 
music, TV and film

• Multiculturalism in Hispanic society (A-level) – immigration and 
racism

• Aspects of political life in Hispanic society (A-level) – monarchies 
and dictatorships, popular movements and young people

• One film and one novel 

How is the subject taught?
Teaching is by two members of staff who teach you for eight 
periods each week for your A-level course. At least one of these 
lessons will be scheduled in the Language Learning Centre. In 
addition the Spanish Assistant sees students once per week in 
small groups to work on spoken skills. We develop the skills of 
listening, reading, writing and speaking to a high standard of 
fluency and accuracy. Lessons are interactive, discursive and 
analytical, focusing on accessible and familiar themes. The 
exploration of cultural elements forms a significant part of the 
course and the regular use of all the School’s ICT resources adds 
another dimension to the learning experience.

What do students say?
“I chose to continue with Spanish because I knew that it could it could 
make a real difference to my future opportunities.”

Facilities, expeditions and more... 
Members of Sixth Form are invited to participate in a biennial study 
trip to Salamanca or Valencia, both renowned university cities in 
Spain. The students will be given opportunities to improve their 
speaking and writing skills ahead of the summer examinations 
through an experience of complete immersion in the Spanish 
language and culture. Lessons and resources are designed around 
the topics and requirements of our examining board. 

The Senior MFL Society runs jointly with Abingdon. Events include 
lectures, debates, visits, films and themed dinners. Apart from the 
obvious careers of translator, interpreter and teacher, a foreign 
language is recognised as an enormous advantage in the fields of 
politics, diplomacy, business, journalism, public service, scientific 
research, law, publishing and medicine, to name a few. Languages 
at advanced level are greatly esteemed by the UK’s leading 
universities and many students apply to read Spanish each year. 
Specialised interview and grammar practice is offered to students 
applying to Oxford or Cambridge.

Who teaches it? 
The Head of Spanish oversees the running of all aspects of the 
Spanish Department and reports to the Head of MFL. Two full-time 
members of staff teach Spanish in Sixth Form. Areas of expertise 
range from translating and interpreting, Spanish cinema with a 
special focus on Spanish film director Pedro Almódovar, Spanish 
and Latin-American literature and Spanish linguistics. We are lucky 
to have a very experienced Spanish Assistant whose area of 
expertise is Hispanic literature folklore who helps students to 
improve spoken skills through broadening vocabulary and  
working on spontaneous speech. 

Results 2019
A-level Spanish:

100% A*–B
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Arabic Studies

I find Arabic really interesting 
and although it can be 

challenging it is worth it!

The one-year Arabic course aims to give students an introduction 
to the Arabic language and broader culture of the countries it is 
spoken in. The course is split between language acquisition and 
cultural exploration within the Arabic speaking world with scope 
for independent research. There will be four periods of teaching 
time per week with up two hours set aside for homework.

What will you learn?
The emphasis throughout the course will be on Modern Standard 
Arabic (MSA) but some dialect will feature as there are huge 
variations in the spoken Arabic used across the region. All language 
skills will feature and the students should be able to hold a 
conversation/write about themselves or known subjects in Arabic 
by the end of the course. The cultural aspect will cover the 
geographical area where Arabic is spoken, and the emergence of 
Arabic and Islam from the middle ages right through to the 21st 
century. Over the past few years we have looked at the regional 
foods (restaurant visits and cooking project), music and art. The 
latter were part of independent research allowing students the 
freedom to explore areas they found particularly interesting and 
then sharing them with the rest of the class.

How is it assessed?
We do not currently offer an external accreditation but all students 
will be continuously assessed through internal tests and 
presentations. The emphasis is very much on learning for the sake 
of learning, not to pass an examination or gain an extra 
qualification.

Why choose Arabic Studies?
This is a wonderful opportunity to gain an additional language that 
is becoming more and more important in our current economic 
and political climate. Learning Arabic will not only make you stand 
out (as it is not generally offered at school level in the UK) but will 
allow you to connect to people from more than 23 countries and 
to understand the background of the 1.5 billion Muslims as well as 
forming an understanding about the current conflicts in the 
Middle East.

Can you take it further? 
Yes, you can continue to study Arabic after leaving school. Arabic is 
currently offered as a degree course at many universities as an 
Honours or Joint Honours degree. There is also the option to 
continue Arabic at language centres in many universities.

Who teaches it? 
Arabic is taught by a subject expert in the MFL Department who 
has researched the spread of Arabic culture into Spain in the 
7th–14th centuries and has also travelled across the Middle East. 
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This is a course in Classical Civilisation, studied over two years, 
leading to an AS-level examination. The teaching time will be four 
periods a week, with two and a half hours of homework. Classical 
Civilisation is the study of the literature and culture of the classical 
world, particularly the Greeks and Romans. The course is all studied 
in English. No knowledge of Latin or Greek is needed.

What will you learn?
We will study two modules. The first part of the course is called ‘ 
The World of the Hero’ and is an in-depth study of an English 
version of Homer’s Odyssey. The works of Homer are the foundation 
of the Western literary canon and have delighted and inspired 
readers ever since. The Odyssey is the story of Odysseus’ return from 
Troy and his adventures along the way. Cyclopes, Sirens, nymphs 
and an angry Poseidon are just some of the challenges he has to 
overcome if he is ever to see his faithful wife Penelope again. You 
will gain a sophisticated understanding of the epic poem itself, the 
way it was composed and the religious, cultural and social values 
and beliefs of its society. 

The second part of the course is called ‘Imperial Image’. We are all 
familiar with the idea of modern politicians ‘spinning’ their public 
image. This module explores how the Roman politician Augustus 
Caesar used propaganda and careful control of public opinion to 
create his public image, and persuade a society notorious for its 
hated of kings to accept one man rule. We will examine the 
literature, visual and material culture of the period such as the art, 
architecture and coins to explore how Augustus conveyed his 
personal brand to all social classes of Rome. 

How is it assessed?
You will sit two one hour and 30 minute papers. Each paper 
includes short answer questions, stimulus questions, a 16 mark 
essay and a 25 mark essay. UCAS points are awarded for this 
qualification: 20 points for a grade A.

Why choose AS-level Classical 
Civilisation?
The course provides a broad and fascinating insight into the 
literature and politics of the classical world. It teaches useful skills 
such as critical analysis and evaluation not only of literature but 
also visual and material culture. You will also learn to formulate 
coherent arguments and come to evidence-based judgements. 
You might choose Classical Civilisation because it supports skills 
and ideas in your A-level subjects or as a contrast to your other 
subjects to give you greater breadth. 

AS-level Classical Civilisation
Can you take it further?
Many universities offer degrees in classics, archaeology, ancient 
history and related subjects, and there are lots of joint honours 
degrees out there too. 

Who teaches it?
There are three teachers in the Classics Department, all of whom 
are experienced in teaching Latin, Greek and Classical Civilisation. 

We have a wide range of interests and expertise, including epic 
poetry, love poetry, philosophy and linguistics. Between us we 
have visited all four corners of the classical world, venturing to Troy 
and Ephesus in Turkey, Volubilis in Morocco and Caesarea in Israel. 
We all enjoy walking in the footsteps of the ancients and taking our 
students along too!
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AS-level Mathematics 

This course is the first year’s content of A-level Mathematics, 
studied over two years. 

What will you learn? 
You will learn the Year 1 content of A-level Mathematics. This 
includes pure topics such as quadratics, trigonometry, 
differentiation, integration, exponentials and logarithms, and 
vectors. Alongside the pure content you will also study statistics 
and mechanics – the applied aspect of the AS. The topics include 
sampling, probability distributions, hypothesis testing, forces, and 
constant and variable acceleration. 

How is it assessed? 
There are two written examinations. Paper 1 is worth 62.5% of the 
total marks and covers the pure content. Paper 2 is worth 37.5% of 
the total marks and covers the applied content. 

Why choose AS (long-thin) Mathematics? 
It is an excellent choice for those who cannot commit to the full 
A-level Mathematics but who wish to continue their maths either 
for their own enjoyment or to complement their other subjects, 
particularly when considering maths-related courses in their HE 
plans. There are a wide number of HE courses which will include 
some aspects of mathematics and so having a grounding beyond 
I/GCSE can be very useful. 

Can you take it further? 
As mentioned above, an AS in mathematics can be extremely 
useful in supporting university applications for courses where 
A-level Mathematics is not a requirement but would complement 
some of the course content or modules, eg statistics in social 
science courses. 

Who teaches it?
There are currently eleven teachers in the department, most of 
whom teach AS and A-level. The AS-level Mathematics group has 
four-period a week taught by one teacher. Everyone in the 
department loves maths and enjoys imparting that love to others. 
We work hard to provide appropriate challenge, support and 
encouragement to every individual.
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The coding for university course is an enrichment course to be 
taken alongside three or more A-levels. The curriculum is firmly 
based on skills rather than specific content. It is focused on 
developing programming skills alongside those of algorithm 
design and problem-solving which will be beneficial to both 
higher education and the workplace. The course consists of a 
mixture of practical lessons and exercises and theory.

What will you learn? 
You will learn the basics of coding using a high level language such 
as small basic and Python including input and output procedures, 
functions, selection statements and how to write both fixed and 
conditional loops/iterative statements. You will also learn how to 
read and write from data files, apply validation rules and use 
standard data structures to hold information. Parallel with this will 
be understanding and using the techniques of good programming 
practise, for example using meaningful variable names, indentation 
and writing modular code. These skills can then be applied to other 
high level languages such as C# and PHP. The course will also cover 
databases including their design and structure and the use of SQL 
to update and maintain them. Writing for mobile devices using 
App Inventor/App Shed and possibly Swift (for iPhones) will also be 
covered. Underpinning this practical work will be lessons on the 
computational thinking methods of decomposition, pattern 
recognition, abstraction and algorithm design. 

Why chose coding?
• To help students with breadth for university applications and 

future careers

• To learn and be able to use computational thinking techniques 
across a range of disciplines

• To help you if asked to do coding for coursework at university 
(this occurs frequently in science subjects)

• To open up career options in the Information Technology 
industry

• To encourage students to consider applying for computing 
related courses at university

Coding
How is it assessed? 
The course is assessed internally at the end of each year. 
Assessment will consist of a programming project in a suitable 
language which solves a particular problem or meets a need. It is 
hoped to get external recognition for this qualification in due 
course.

Who teaches it? 
There are two teachers of computer science in the department, 
both with degrees in computer science and a number of other 
professional computing qualifications, including PRINCE2 and 
SSADM+. Their wider experience comes from work in both military 
and commercial computing, and research in Bioinformatics.
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Craft it
Craft it is a series of short, practical workshops in art, craft and 
design, such as: learning to throw on the potters’ wheel; book arts 
(how to make a handmade book which you can then go on to 
use); basic jewellery techniques leading to a finished piece. There 
will also be the opportunity to discover more about how and why 
artists, makers and designers create artworks and artefacts.

What will you learn? 
Practical skills and how to enjoy making artefacts and objects 
through taught workshop sessions and demonstrations as well as 
having a contextual understanding of art and design. Specific 
research methods relevant to art and design will also be discussed. 

Can you take it further? 
The experience of working in a completely different way will 
demonstrate your willingness to extend your knowledge and gain 
a breadth of experience in how to learn and apply what you have 
learned in workshop sessions. 

How is it assessed? 
Through one-to-one verbal feedback, and in reports where there 
will be written feedback to aid progression and understanding. 

Why choose Craft it? 
Having the opportunity to learn practical processes and 
techniques, working in a group collaboratively as well as 
independently will provide a positive context underpinning  
school life.

Who teaches it? 
Art Department staff, all of whom are practising artists and 
designers, have excellent subject knowledge and a strong range of 
expertise in painting, printmaking, ceramics, 3D design and new 
media. Visiting artists complement staff skills and work with 
students on an occasional basis. Recent workshops have included 
animation, textiles for fashion, ceramic sculpture and jewellery. 
Contextual studies are an important part of the art and design 
courses, and all years benefit from talks and lectures supporting 
their studies.
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Ethics for Scientists 
This is a one-year course for students who study at least two 
science subjects at A-level (biology, chemistry, physics, 
mathematics). It provides the opportunity to research, discuss  
and write about ethical issues in science and how to deal with 
them in practice. 

What will you learn? 
You will study the basic principles of ethical decision making. This 
includes applying different ethical theories to concrete situations, 
as well as considering ethical principles such as patient consent or 
autonomy. You will also consider the value of human and non-
human life. The content will vary depending on your own areas of 
interest. We will cover the following topics: 
• Medicine 

• Non-human animals

• Artificial intelligence and technology

• Research and publication 

Within each of these topics you will study ethical issues scientists 
are faced with and apply ethical principles to case studies. You will 
then be given a choice of articles to look at and/or conduct your 
own research, choosing publications that are linked to your other 
subjects or the university courses you aim to apply for. The skills 
you will work on are: 
• Debating 

• Research 

• Deep reading and analysing scientific publications 

• Writing a literary review 

• Essay writing 

• Project presentation 

Why choose Ethics for Scientists? 
The course is ideal for students who are interested in the 
relationship between science and ethics, who would like the 
opportunity to explore how ethical decisions are made and how 
these impact individuals and society as a whole. The course 
supports university applications for science courses.

How is it assessed? 
You will be assessed on each of the skills mentioned. There is no 
formal qualification at the end of the course.

Who teaches it? 
Ethics for Scientists is taught by a team of two subject specialists 
from the RPE Department who have a wealth of experience. Their 
special interests range from Ancient Greek philosophy and Eastern 
religions to Roman politics and economics, political philosophy, 
ethics and world history.

30

St Katharine’s Study



The Extended Project Qualification (EPQ) is an independent project 
which enables students to research an area of interest in depth, 
under the guidance of a supervisor. It offers students an excellent 
opportunity to prepare themselves to study at university-level. 

Projects can have different outcomes including a report, a 
dissertation, an artefact or a performance/event. Students are 
formally taught how to develop, design and realise their project, 
extending their analytical, evaluative, planning, problem solving 
and critical thinking skills in the process. The course comprises a 
taught course followed by a mixture of group supervision sessions 
and individual discussions. 

What will you learn? 

The EPQ enables students to develop independent project 
management and research-based skills, including time-planning, 
decision-making, problem-solving, source evaluation, reading and 
noting, critical thinking, analysis, synthesis, evaluation, academic-
writing and presentation skills. The exploration of your topic allows 
students to gain a detailed knowledge of their chosen academic 
area and related practical skills (if appropriate). 

Why choose the EPQ? 
It is an outstanding opportunity to complete in-depth research 
into a topic that extends beyond your chosen A-levels or pursue an 
alternative area completely. The taught component and 
supervision sessions enable you to develop your independent 
research and study skills that are directly relevant to university-level 
study. Some universities give a lower offer if you are completing 
the EPQ, because they believe it develops the skills needed to 
succeed on their courses.

Can you take it further? 
Students can refer to the topic of their EPQ and the skills built in 
their personal statements and at interview to demonstrate the 
qualities and independent motivation that universities are  
looking for.

How is it assessed? 
Students produce a portfolio that contains supporting evidence  
of their project management, research and development of the 
project, and on-going evaluation of the project. All portfolios 
include an extended piece of writing, in the form of a dissertation 
(5000 words) or research-based report (1000 words) for practical 
projects. Students are required to produce a short evaluative 
presentation. As part of their independent learning, students must 
record evidence of their progress in a log or diary. Portfolios are 
marked and moderated internally, before being externally 
moderated by the exam board. An EPQ is equivalent to half an  
A level, with an A* earning 28 UCAS points; an A 24 UCAS points; 
and a B earning 20 UCAS points.

Recent EPQ topics
• What are the characteristics of Rembrandt’s work that make his 

portraiture so effective?

• Is there a correlation between mental illness and creativity?

• To what extent was the Medici’s money the main reason for their 
political power?

• How does musical theatre affect society?

• What is the most effective drug for endurance athletes to use?

• What has been the influence of the West on change in China in 
recent years?

• Events of the early 20th century that affected the perceptions  
of women

Who teaches it?
Students will follow a central skills-based taught course conducted 
by the Librarian and other specialists. They will then be supervised 
by teachers who are expert in guiding students through the 
research and project management process.

Extended Project 
Qualification (EPQ)

Results 2019
Extended Project Qualification (EPQ):

86.7% A*–A 
100% A*–B
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Global Perspectives is an enrichment course to be taken alongside 
three or more A-levels. The course is firmly based on skills rather 
than specific content. The curriculum is focused on developing 
critical, research and problem solving skills essential to higher 
education. The course consists of a mixture of seminar style 
sessions and independent study.

Why chose Global Perspectives? 
Global Perspectives is an alternative enrichment offer to the EPQ. 
The course is suitable for students who would like to hone their 
critical thinking skills and appreciate the specific focus on global 
issues. Global Perspectives places great emphasis on the 
development of intellectual independence, but is a more gradual 
introduction to independent work than the EPQ. 

What will you learn? 
Global Perspectives places academic specialisation in a practical, 
real-world context. The course enables students to explore issues 
of global significance, such as artificial intelligence, climate change 
or medical ethics through a variety of themes. This involves, for 
instance, exploring political, economic or ethical perspectives. 
Through the exploration of different and sometimes opposing 
perspectives, learners will develop their reasoning as well as their 
research and communication skills. They are encouraged to 
develop supported arguments and to assess the impact of their 
research on their personal perspectives. Students learn not just to 
argue against, but to engage sympathetically with radically 
different views.

How is it assessed? 
The course is assessed externally and assessment consists of three 
components: a written paper, an essay based on a global issue and 
a presentation based on stimulus material provided by the exam 
board. Global Perspectives is awarded up to 22 UCAS points for the 
highest grades.

Who teaches it? 
Global Perspectives is taught by two experienced A-level teachers.

Global Perspectives  
(Cambridge Pre-U – short course)
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Mandarin Studies 
The one-year Mandarin course provides plenty of opportunities for 
students to apply knowledge independently and creatively. 
Students will develop their abilities to interact effectively with 
Mandarin speakers and engage critically with a variety of texts, 
literature and films. The course consists of 50% language and 50% 
culture. Students will have four lessons a week.

What will you learn?
Simplified Chinese characters (as used in Mainland China) and 
Hanyu Pinyin are taught. You will develop the four language skills 
(listening, speaking, reading and writing) throughout the course.  
A broad range of content is covered, including social issues and 
trends, political and intellectual culture, regional cuisines and 
fashion, literary texts and films; Chinese art and music are also part 
of the course. Calligraphy, crafts, Taichi and visits to a restaurant 
and the Ashmolean Museum will not only cultivate your cultural 
awareness but also give you opportunities to use the language in 
real contexts. 

How is it assessed?
Students are assessed on their understanding of standard spoken 
and written Chinese in a range of public settings and different 
types of texts. They are assessed on their ability to communicate 
and interact effectively through discussion and oral presentations. 
The independent research project will also allow students to 
demonstrate their understanding of Chinese culture and critical 
thinking skills. 

Students will be able to take ISEB Mandarin Assessment Level 1 by 
the end of the studies if they wish to have a qualification, although 
this is not mandatory. The one-hour online assessments consist of 
three parts: listening, reading and writing tests.

Why choose Mandarin Studies?
Learning Mandarin and having an awareness of Chinese culture is  
a useful and valued skill in many different fields such as business, 
arts, economics, literature, politics, history and archaeology. China 
has become a huge market and business leaders are looking for 
people who can speak Mandarin and operate successfully in a 
Chinese cultural context. Mandarin has relatively simple grammar, 
making it easier to learn independently than you may think. 

Can you take it further? 
You can continue to study Mandarin at various universities. 
Language centres at some universities provide beginner, 
intermediate and advanced Mandarin courses for undergraduates 
and postgraduates. You can also choose Mandarin as your main 
subject (usually involving one year in China) at universities such as 
Cambridge, Oxford, Durham, Warwick and SOAS. These and other 
universities offer undergraduate degrees in Chinese studies 
without the prerequisite of GCSE or A-level Chinese.

Who teaches it? 
Part of the MFL Department, our teacher in charge of Mandarin  
has expertise in translating and interpreting, Chinese literature, 
calligraphy and children’s literature. There is an emphasis on 
bringing students enjoyment of learning, providing a positive 
environment and diverse extracurricular activities to Sixth  
Form students.
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