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How does extended project work help 
prepare students for success at school, at 
university and in the careers of tomorrow?
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Robin Drummond, project-based learning expert, examines research 
into how extended projects can improve students’ A-level results, 
motivation, performance at university and lifelong learning skills.

About the author 
With a BA in Philosophy from Cambridge University and an MA in 
Theology from the University of London, Robin Drummond spent ten 
years teaching a range of subjects in schools and colleges, including 
Philosophy, Religious Studies and Critical Thinking.

During this time, he also worked as a senior examiner for AQA and 
became interested in project-based learning, leading Extended Project 
Qualification (EPQ) programmes in several schools. 

In 2016 he left teaching and moved into assessment full time, working as 
a Test Developer and then as an Assessment Design Manager at AQA.

Why project-based learning?

Due to increasing competition for places at top 
global universities, the need for students to 
stand out from the crowd is greater than ever. 

Meanwhile, traditional didactic teaching 
methods have come under growing criticism 
from universities for failing to prepare students 
sufficiently for the self-regulated and independent 
nature of undergraduate study. 

What’s more, technological advances are 
fuelling a rapidly evolving job market – leading to 
speculation that many roles previously considered 
beyond the scope of automation in areas such as 
law and medicine may soon be transformed or 
replaced by Artificial Intelligence. 

Whatever the future holds, most educators 
agree that the need for transferable skills is more 
important than ever.

The benefits of  
extended project work 

Introduction

The imperative for schools is therefore to find 
innovative and versatile ways to develop curricula to 
meet these challenges:

l  How can schools give each student a genuine 
opportunity to demonstrate their unique academic 
worth?

l  How can schools develop students into successful, 
independent-learners, capable of making the 
transitions to A-level or IB Diploma Programme 
(IBDP) and undergraduate study?

l   How can schools ensure that students are 
developing the type of transferable skills that will 
best prepare them for the ever-changing world of 
work? 

l  These skills include: planning and managing 
complex tasks, solving difficult problems by making 
creative decisions, being a critical researcher, an 
effective communicator and a reflective practitioner.

Robin Drummond, project-based 

learning expert
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Extended project work
Extended project work

Extended project work is an excellent way to 
meet all aspects of these challenges.

It involves a student, with the support of a 
supervisor and in the context of a ‘taught skills’ 
programme of study:

l choosing an area of personal interest
l drafting a title and aims for their project
l  planning, researching and carrying out the 

project
l  delivering a presentation on the process and 

findings.

Through this process, students produce a unique 
piece of work that they can discuss with a degree 
of expertise unmatched in their other studies 
– a valuable ability when writing a university 
application.

Students also develop the independent study 
skills that top universities are looking for, as 
well as other highly transferable skills valued by 
employers such as problem-solving, planning and 
communication skills. 

Whether a study into the ethics of predictive 
genetic testing, an exploration of the role of the 
hero in English Literature or an analysis of the 
anatomy of bat wings, extended project work can 
help prepare students for success at school, at 
university and in the careers of tomorrow.

An overview of four research studies  
into extended project work

This report outlines the findings of  
UK-based research that explores the 
relationship between the Extended Project 
Qualification and: 
l A-level performance
l Degree performance
l Self-regulated learning
l Motivation and participation barriers 
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What is the Extended  

Project Qualification?

Extended Project Qualification

The Extended Project Qualification (EPQ) is a 
stand-alone UK-based qualification for 16-19 
year olds, usually taken alongside A-levels. 

It was originally conceived by the UK Department for 
Education and Skills (now known as the Department 
for Education (DfES)) in 2005, as a way to assess a 
wider range of skills and stretch A-level students. 

The DfES defined it as ‘a single piece of work, 
requiring a high degree of planning, preparation and 
autonomous working. The projects . . . differ by 
subjects, but require persistence over time and 
research skills to explore a subject independently 
and in real depth.’1

Proven track record 
The EPQ was developed and trialled by AQA in 2006 
and a fully-accredited EPQ was available nationally  
in 2008. The EPQ is now offered by several UK exam 
boards, though AQA is the market leader with 
approximately two-thirds of the market share. 

The qualification is increasingly popular in the UK, 
with approximately 13% of AQA A-level students 
taking the EPQ in 2022.

The only International EPQ
The International EPQ (previously known  
as the International IPQ) is the international 
version of AQA’s qualification and offered by 
OxfordAQA to international schools around  
the world. 

OxfordAQA’s qualification is the only international 
EPQ. While closely aligned to the market-leading UK 
EPQ, crucially it is designed specifically for students 
in international school settings.

Find out more oxfordaqa.com/qualifications 

The EPQ is a single piece of 
work, requiring a high degree 
of planning, preparation and 
autonomous working.
UK Department for Education

What is International GCSE Plus?
International GCSE Plus is an optional 
endorsement that students can take as 
part of their OxfordAQA International 
GCSEs. It provides an opportunity for 
students to achieve an additional Pass, 
Merit or Distinction alongside their 9-1 
grades, and serves as a GCSE level 
project-based qualification. 

Find out more  
oxfordaqa.com/qualifications

For teaching from September 2018 onwards

For first assessment from 2019

For teaching and examination outside  
the United Kingdom

International

GCSE Plus
Endorsement
Specification

https://www.oxfordaqa.com/qualifications/international-epq-2/
https://www.oxfordaqa.com/qualifications/international-gcse-plus/


Regardless of prior attainment,  
taking a project qualification 

enhances the odds of achieving an 

A*-B at A-level by 29%.

Ben Jones (2015)
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Extended Project Qualification
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A-level performance

Research in the UK has revealed 
that doing an extended project 
alongside A-levels can increase the 

chances of students achieving higher 

A-level grades in most subjects.

 A-level performance
Regardless of prior attainment, taking a project qualification enhances the odds of achieving an 
A*-B at A-level by 29%. For each grade increase in the project qualification, the chances of a 
higher grade at A-level increase by 7%.

As part of wider research into the effects of 
undertaking the Extended Project Qualification, 
CERP researcher Ben Jones3 conducted a statistical 
analysis into the extent to which (if at all) taking the 
EPQ enhances performance in concurrent A-level 
studies. 

Are EPQ skills transferable?
As Jones says, this is equivalent to asking ‘are the 
skills required of the EPQ transferable to more 
curriculum-imbedded qualifications?’ 

The research consisted of two analyses. The first 
was conducted on a subject-level basis and 
involved dividing the entries for nine major AQA 
A-levels into those that had and those that had 
not also taken the EPQ. 

By applying (for each subject) the mean GCSE score 
of the EPQ group to the non-EPQ group, Jones was 
able to compare the performance of each group.

The table opposite shows the result of this analysis.  
It gives, for each subject:

l the total number of entries
l how many of those entries also completed an EPQ
l the same figure as a percentage
l  how many more EPQ students achieved each 

grade (as a percentage)

It shows, with the exception of Mathematics, EPQ 
students performed better in A-level subjects than 
their non-EPQ peers with the same mean GCSE 
score. For example, in Chemistry, 4.54% more EPQ 
students achieved a grade A (or better) than their 
non-EPQ peers, even after allowing for differences in 
prior attainment (ie mean GCSE score).

1
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A-level performance

Actual – Predicted outcomes of EPQ students in nine of AQA’s largest A-level specifications, 
Summer 2014

EPQ student A-level outcomes 

Specification Total EPQ 
entry 

EPQ entry 
as %

 A* A B C D E

Biology  19539 2019 10.3 3.15 5.62 4.24 2.78 1.53 0.54

Bus Stud 13931 694 5.0 2.09 2.46 3.17 4.10 0.65 0.32

Chemistry 13118 1407 10.7 3.95 4.54 3.30 1.72 0.72 -0.18

Eng Lang B 12534 817 6.5 1.41 5.67 7.08 3.83 1.17 0.17

Eng Lit B 12282 1044 8.5 0.59 3.87 4.17 2.19 0.49 0.13

Geography 13405 1088 8.1 3.81 4.04 3.53 1.61 0.67 -0.04

Mathematics 11643 941 8.1 0.34 -0.03 -0.53 -1.88 0.14 -0.59

Psychology A 26522 1956 7.4 1.78 1.64 1.98 2.79 2.02 0.78

Sociology 18144 997 5.5 0.76 1.86 2.83 0.56 0.26 0.46

The second analysis was based on grouping all 
278,358 AQA A-level subject entries. As Jones 
writes, ‘Those results indicate that, after controlling 
for other available explanatory variables – of which 
mean GCSE prior attainment score is the most 
critical – taking the EPQ enhances the odds of 
achieving a higher grade A level (A*-B) by 29  
per cent. For each incremental grade achieved in  
the EPQ, the chances of being awarded a higher 
grade A-level increased by 7 per cent… However,  
the effects were not uniform across A-level subject 
types. In most cases the impact was similar to the 
above figure, yet for Mathematics and Languages, 
there was no effect.’

So, it is clear that, with the exception of Mathematics 
and Languages, extended project work significantly 
increases the chance of higher A-level grades and 
greater success for students at school. 

In the case of Mathematics and Languages, it is most 
likely that the skills developed by completing a 
project qualification are not transferable to those 
subjects. Further, as Jones himself notes, these two 
cases appear to refute the claim that ‘the apparent 
EPQ effect is merely a proxy for, say, greater general 
motivation demonstrated by EPQ centres and 
students. Were that to be the case, why are 
Mathematics and Languages exempt?’

 Both the International EPQ and 
International GCSE Plus equip 
students with the skills they need 
to thrive when they get to university, 
where they are expected to study 

independently, think critically and link 

ideas between different disciplines.
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Degree performance

 Degree performance 
Completing a project qualification alongside A-level study is associated with better degree 
performance than taking A-levels only.

Research conducted by Tim Gill4 sought to explore 
the relationship between higher education 
performance and a range of post-16 qualifications, 
including IB, Pre-U, A-level and the Extended Project 
Qualification. Specifically, the aim was ‘to infer which 
(if any) of these qualifications are the best in terms of 
preparing students for university study, by comparing 
degree outcomes of students taking different 
qualifications prior to entering university.’

Gill’s method involved predicting the likelihood of  
an individual achieving a first-class degree, or at  
least an upper second, depending on which prior 
qualification(s) they undertook. A range of 
background variables were taken into account, 
including students’ prior attainment, socio-economic 
status, school type and gender.

‘The results showed only a few statistically significant 
differences in the performances of students taking 
different qualifications. 

The Extended Project Qualification... and Applied 
A-levels seem to provide particularly good 
preparation for university study. It is suggested 
that these qualifications may benefit students 
because of their focus on teaching skills such as 

planning, researching and problem-solving that will 
be required in degree level work.’

Specifically, Gill concluded that:

l   ‘…taking EPQ alongside A-levels was associated 
with better degree performance than taking 
A-levels only... These findings were present for 
both main models (probability of a first-class 
degree and probability of at least an upper 
second)’

l   ‘one might expect [IB] students to also be better 
prepared for higher education, compared with 
those taking subject-based courses only. 
However, there was no evidence from the 
statistical models that this was the case.’

l   the advantage EPQ students appear to have is 
due to the ‘skills learnt in undertaking a significant 
project over a long period of time (eg planning, 
research, analysis)’.

It appears that the development of these 
independent learning skills enables students to be 
better prepared for success at undergraduate level 
than skills developed through subject-based  
courses only.

2

Taking EPQ alongside 
A-levels is associated with  
better degree performance 

than taking A-levels only.

Tim Gill (2016)



Self-regulated learning

  Self-regulated learning
Extended project work gives students ‘sovereignty’ over what and how they study and this helps 
to develop the independent study skills and self-regulated approach to learning that universities 
are looking for.

David Stoten5 has explored the way in which 
extended project work can develop self-regulated 
learners in a context of A-level study that, as noted 
by universities, often fails to prepare students for 
undergraduate study. He claims that extended 
project work ‘represents a significant developmental 
opportunity to diversify the core curriculum [and to] 
open up the prospect to take a step away from 
traditional teacher led classes and move to a more 
student-centred educational provision.’

Self-regulated learners are those that set and 
manage the realisation of their own targets and 
evaluate the outcomes. For self-regulated learners, 
learning is a product of an ‘iterative reflective cycle’  
in which they ‘reflect on their progress over a range 
of tasks and modify their behaviours in light of  
their evaluation’. Further, central to the notion of a  
self-regulated learner is the idea of self-efficacy – 
one’s belief in one’s ability to succeed in a task.

Stoten notes that ‘research identifies self-regulated 
learners as more likely to achieve highly, enjoy 
studying and develop life-long learning skills.’ 

In a study conducted in two phases over two years 
at two different Sixth Form Colleges, the views of 
students and teachers on their experiences of the 
EPQ were gathered. 

l  The first phase involved a formal analysis of the 
views of a group of second year A-level students 
(as part of one college’s quality assurance 
process). 

l  The second phase involved ‘drilling down’ further 
and exploring a number of key research issues 
relating to the EPQ that arose from the first phase.

Stoten concludes that ‘overall, these findings do infer 
that the EPQ could offer benefits in inculcating 
independent learning’ and that ‘teachers welcomed 
the EPQ as an innovative course that promotes 
independent learning, self-responsibility on behalf of 
students and developed many of the skills necessary 
for success at university level.’

Stoten claims that it is the ‘changing role of  
students and teachers’ – where the student has 
‘sovereignty’ in determining the course and nature of 
study and the teacher acts as supervisor – that 
explains the ability of extended project work to 
develop self-regulated and independent learners… 
precisely the type of learners that top universities are 
interested in.

3
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Teachers welcome the EPQ 
as an innovative course 
that promotes independent 
learning, self-responsibility 
on behalf of students and 
develops many of the skills 
necessary for success at 
university level.
David Stolen (2013)



Motivation and participation barriers 

  Motivation and participation 
barriers

Even when taking into account previous academic results, a significant positive relationship was 
found between project qualification achievement and student motivation, as well as evidence that 
the project qualification can help to lower participation barriers.

Anthony Daly and Anne Pinot de Moira conducted a 
survey of students during the two-year UK Extended 
Project Qualification pilot, to explore the relationship 
between students’ approaches to learning and their 
achievement in the EPQ6. The research was based on 
a questionnaire for students, divided into three 
sections. 

l  The first was designed to elicit students’ views on 
various practical aspects of the qualification. 

l  The second was designed to understand the way 
in which students studied for the qualification. 

l  The third consisted of open-ended items relating to 
the way in which students planned to use their EPQ 
in the future, and asked for their overall views.

The research was based on the idea that ‘assessment 
function and type can have a significant impact upon 
the motivation of learners, their choice of learning 
strategy when faced with an assessment task and 
their subsequent performance’ – and that advocates 
of extended project work propose that it ‘can increase 
interest and value for students, thereby maximising 
motivation, self-esteem, problem-solving skills, 
cognitive engagement and academic achievement’.

As the authors conclude, ‘results showed that, 
notwithstanding the contribution of previous 
academic achievement, there was a significant 
positive relationship between students’ achievement 
on the EPQ and their intrinsic motivation; clearly a 
desirable attribute for lifelong learning, but also an 
indication that this qualification encourages students 
to be innovative and creative about their learning.

Furthermore, students’ engagement with the project 
appeared independent of their prior achievement, a 
feature which has the potential to help lower the 
barriers to participation.’

They further unpack this: ‘…there is evidence to show 
that, at the very least, learning that is project-based 
has the potential to increase levels of student 
engagement and motivation’ and ‘because 
engagement with the EPQ was found to be unrelated 
to prior achievement, it may be that the EPQ can 
provide a vehicle to increase post-16 participation.’

Thus, success at school through increase in 
motivation and overcoming barriers to participation 
can be seen as an explicit feature of extended  
project work.

4
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Extended project work can 
increase interest and value for 
students, thereby maximising 
motivation, self-esteem,  
problem-solving skills, 
cognitive engagement and 
academic achievement.
Anthony Daly and Anne Pinot de Moira (2010)
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Conclusion
The key message of this report is that the 
challenges of increasing competition for 
university places, the growing need for  
self-regulated and independent learners and a 
rapidly evolving job market, are best met by 
curricula containing a significant element  
of extended project work.

Such work turns the table on traditional didactic 
methods of study, giving the student ‘sovereignty’ to 
choose the course and destination of their learning, 
in a context of academic support and 
empowerment. As the research outlined in this 
report has shown, this alternative model of learning 
has a positive impact on both student motivation 
and participation barriers and leads to the 
development of self-regulated learners and the 
independent study skills that universities often find 
lacking in undergraduate students.

The research has also shown that extended project 
work impacts positively on outcomes, leading to a 
greater chance of higher A-level grades and a 
significant correlation with degree performance.

These factors, combined with the development of 
highly transferable skills such as planning, creativity, 
problem-solving and communication, suggest that 
extended project work is not only an innovative and 
exciting way for students to learn, but also a 
necessary element for future success.

Further, although the research in this report focuses 
on A-level standard project-based learning, there is 
no a priori reason why the general messages from 
this research should not apply equally at earlier key 
stages. For example, that appropriately-designed 
extended project work completed alongside GCSE 
study would increase GCSE performance and be 
correlated with better A-level results. In fact, there is 
a case for speculating that extended project work at 
GCSE level (OxfordAQA offers the International 
GCSE Plus) might have a greater positive effect on 
factors such as student motivation, given that 
students have less autonomy over what they study 
than at A-level, thus potentially amplifying the effect 
of work where the student determines what and how 
to learn. 
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