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I, ROGER COTES, OF THE DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION, SANCTUARY BUILDINGS,
GREAT SMITH STREET, LONDON, SW1P 3BT, WILL SAY AS FOLLOWS:

1. Chapter 1 - Introduction

1.1. 1, Roger Cotes, am employed by the Department for Education (“DfE”") as the
Director of Post-16 Regions and Providers within Skills Group. | have held this
position since 1 April 2024. During COVID-18 | was the Deputy Director for Further

Education Covid Response.

1.2. I make this statement in response to the Inquiry's Request for Evidence under Rule
9 of the Inquiry Rules 2006 sent in draft on 3 December 2024 (“the Rule 9 request”).
This statement responds to all questions related to Further Education (“FE”) in that
request. A further breakdown of these questions can be found in Annex D. | have
been assisted in preparing this statement by officials in DfE who worked in the
relevant areas throughout this period. DfE officials have also searched for all

relevant documents from the period.

1.3. This statement expands on DfE’s earlier submissions for the Children and Young
People Module of the Covid-19 Inquiry. The statement covers the overall
government response in supporting FE providers during the pandemic and specific
questions from the Inquiry on 19+ learners at FE providers. It also covers some
aspects of 16 to 19 learners at FE providers where these have not been fully
addressed in other statements or where specific lessons learned have not yet been
provided. Further detail on 16 to 19 learners at FE providers are also covered in the

following Corporate Statements:

1.4. Susan Acland-Hood dated 16 July 2025 (Exhibit RC1/080 INQ000587992 | which

covers participation, attainment, and future destinations for 16 to 18-year-olds,

including those who attend FE.

1.5. Susan Acland-Hood dated 12 June 2025 (Exhibit RC1/098 — INQ000587823), which

addresses DfE’s pandemic response function and engagement.

1.6. Julia Kinniburgh dated 28 July 2025 (Exhibit RC1/194 — INQ000651498 : which

details the decision to close educational settings to the majority of students in March

2020 and the monitoring of the impact from late March 2020 to December 2020.
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1.7. Julia Kinniburgh 17 July 2025 (Exhibit RC1/1 95—§ INQ000587978 5, which covers

mass COVID-19 testing plans for schools and FE colleges and face coverings in

education settings.

1.8. Jenny Oldroyd dated 28 July 2025 (Exhibit RC1/196 —  INQ000651499 i, which

outlines the decision on how grades should be awarded in 2020 and the publication

of exam results in England in August 2020 and 2021.

1.9. Throughout this statement, the above Corporate Statements are referenced to

ensure coherence and continuity.

1.10. DfE officials have searched thoroughly for any available evidence in order to set
out what happened, when and why as fully as possible. Where there are any gaps in
evidence about decision making, this is because DfE has not been able to find

evidence to fill those gaps.

1.11. | am satisfied that from the documents found and exhibited in this statement,
assurance from current and former DfE officials who worked on this area through the
pandemic, and my own recollection, this statement sets out the key events that

occurred during that period as accurately as possible.

1.12. Further, as the Inquiry is aware, DfE’s responsibilities mostly only cover England.
The relevant departments for further education in the Scottish Government, Welsh
Government and the Northern Ireland Executive have responsibility for further

education in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland respectively.

1.13. For the purpose of this statement, FE providers are not considered as Higher
Education Institutions (referred to as “HEIs”). The corporate statement provided by
Hannah Sheehan comprehensively covers all aspects of Higher Education (“HE").
HE primarily includes universities, as well as other institutions registered with the

Office for Students (“OfS”) that offer HE programmes or courses to students.

1.14. ltis important to note that during COVID-19, the Secretary of State for Education
(“SSE”) did not have complete autonomy to make core decisions. The central
structures of decision-making changed during the course of the pandemic (and the

parameters and timeframes for decisions were often set centrally).

1.15. Finally, | would like to reiterate that settings were always open, at the very least, to

children of critical workers (“CCW?") and vulnerable children. | would like to record
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my gratitude to all the teaching and other staff who attended in person throughout

the pandemic period to enable this to happen.
1.16. The statement is divided into 6 chapters, as follows:
1.16.1. Chapter 1 — Introduction.
1.16.2. Chapter 2 - DfE’s role and responsibilities in relation to the FE system.

1.16.3. Chapter 3 - FE COVID-19 initial planning and response January 2020 to
March 2020.

1.16.4. Chapter 4 - Supporting FE providers through assessments of Vocational

Technical Qualifications (*VTQ") and grade calculations.

1.16.5. Chapter 5 - Monitoring and assessment of students attending FE providers
during and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

1.16.6. Chapter 6 - Reflections and lessons learned.

1.16.7. Annex A - April 2020 to June 2022 chronology including communication with

the further education sector.

1.17. This statement is supported by documentary evidence, which will be referred to in
the format (Exhibit RC1/XX - INQOO0O0). In this statement, where the term "FE
providers" is used, it includes a wide range of institutions such as FE colleges, sixth-
form colleges, designated institutions, Independent Training Providers (“ITPs”),

special post-16 institutions, and local authority providers that offer further education.

Definition of types of FE providers

1.18. Designated institutions are institutions that have been formally designated under
the Further and Higher Education Act 1292 and are part of the statutory FE sector,
including FE colleges and sixth-form colleges. The designation ensures that these
institutions adhere to the same regulations and funding mechanisms as other FE
providers. These institutions typically offer a range of vocational and academic
courses, including A levels, T levels, technical qualifications, and other qualifications

aimed at post-16 education.

1.19. Independent Training Providers, also known as independent learning providers or

private training providers, are entities that deliver vocational education and training
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to young people and adults, often collaborating closely with employers. ITPs offer
vocational education and training, including work-based learning, and frequently
provide apprenticeship training on behalf of employers. ITPs receive funding and
regulation from DfE.

1.20. Special post-16 institutions are specialist learning providers that provide post-16
education and support to young people with some of the most severe learning
difficulties or disabilities, or low incidence needs.

1.21. Local authority providers encompass various entities such as boroughs and local
councils. They offer adult education, work-based learning, and other post-16

education opportunities and can be delivered through adult and community learning
facilities.
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2. Chapter 2 - Department for Education roles and responsibilities in relation to the

FE system

2.1. DfE has overall responsibility for setting the policy, accountability and regulatory
framework for FE, apprenticeships, and training. DfE sets policies and regulations
for FE providers to ensure high standards of education and training. This includes

developing frameworks for qualifications and apprenticeships.

2.2. DfE is a ministerial department. SSE is responsible for the work of DfE, as set out in
the Corporate Statement provided by Susan Acland-Hood dated 12 June 2025
(Exhibit RC1/098 — INQO00587823) submitted {o the Inquiry.

2.3. The current SSE, Rt Hon Bridget Phillipson MP, was appointed on 5 July 2024. For

the purposes of this statement, the SSEs at the relevant time were:
2.3.1. Sir Gavin Williamson CBE MP — July 2019 to September 2021; and
2.3.2. Rt Hon Nadhim Zahawi MP — September 2021 to July 2022.
2.4. The junior ministers responsible for Apprenticeships and Skills for the period were:
2.4.1. Rt Hon Gillian Keegan MP - February 2020 to September 2021.
2.4.2. Alex Burghart MP - September 2021 — June 2022.

2.5. DfE has several key roles and responsibilities towards FE providers and their

learners which are detailed below.

Policy and regulation

2.6. The FE system in England offers a range of educational opportunities for individuals
aged 16 and above, including apprenticeships, classroom-based instruction, and
community education programmes. This system functions alongside schools and HE
institutions. The FE sector comprises 157 general FE colleges, 44 sixth form
colleges and 13 designated institutions. Additionally, there are around 1,300 ITPs,
120 special post-16 institutions, and 134 local authority providers offering adult
education. More than half of all 16 to 19-year-olds and over 1.7 million adulis
attended FE providers in 2020. The sector is open to students of all levels and
capabilities including courses in English for Speakers of Other Languages (“ESOL"),
basic skills, and independent living skills. FE courses range from A levels, T levels

(technical qualifications), technical qualifications, essential English and mathematics
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linked to GSCE, to National Vocational Qualifications (“NVQ"} and apprenticeships
(Exhibits RC1/001 ~-INQO00607816 and RC1/002 - INQO00607817).

2.7. DfE sets policies and regulations for FE providers to ensure high standards of
education and tfraining. This includes developing frameworks for technical
qualifications and apprenticeships. FE colleges operate under the Further and
Higher Education Act 1992. This legislation grants them statutory corporation status

for the charitable purpose of advancing education.

2.8. In 2013, the government raised the participation age so that young people are
required to continue in education or training until at least their eighteenth birthday,
including work-based training as part of an apprenticeship. The 16 to 19 study
programmes were infroduced in September 2013. The English and mathematics
requirements were added to the study programmes in 2014 for students who have

not achieved a good pass in English and/or mathematics GCSE by age 16.

2.9. Local authorities hold the responsibility for ensuring that 16 and 17-year-olds
engage in education or training. This duty includes guaranteeing access to suitable
educational opportunities and providing support to assist young people in remaining
enrolled in education or training programmes. The Children and Families Act 2014
introduced several requirements for FE colleges and other post-16 education
providers. One significant mandate under this Act is compliance with the Special
Educational Needs and Disability (‘SEND”) Code of Practice, which offers guidance
on supporting students with special educational needs and disabilities to ensure they

receive the necessary assistance o succeed.

2.10. In 2016, DfE extended its role in establishing standards for technical courses by
creating the Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education (“IfATE”). This
organisation collaborates with employers to develop and maintain high-quality
apprenticeship and technical education standards. Legislation is currently going
through Parliament which, if approved, will abolish IfATE, and transfer its functions
to the new executive agency under DfE, known as Skills England (via the Secretary
of State).

2.11. Since 2017, the Education Act 1997 has required schools and colleges to allow a
range of education and training providers to access registered pupils. This is to
ensure that pupils are aware of all the technical education qualifications and

apprenticeships available to them.
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2.12. DfE has responsibility for the quality of accommodation that is provided to FE
students through the establishment and enforcement of national minimum standards
for residential accommodation. These standards apply to FE colleges, sixth form
colleges, 16 to 19 academies, and other institutions within the FE sector that provide

residential accommodation for students under the age of 18.

Funding and resources

2.13. The Department allocates funding to FE providers, and during the period covered
by this statement, this was done through the Education and Skills Funding Agency
(“ESFA”) — (see paragraphs 2.24 - 2.25 below for details about the ESFA). Funding
serves as DfE’s primary mechanism to influence provision. The funding rates are set
considering both cost and value, with the intention of incentivising providers to

deliver higher-value services.

2.14. FE providers are allocated funds from different sources depending on the type of
courses they provide and on the age of their students. There is also capital funding

available for upgrading the college estate.

2.15. In the 16 to 19 system, the ESFA funded - and now the Department funds - FE
colleges, schools, and independent learning providers in England to provide
education for learners aged 16 to 19. A national funding formula is used to calculate
the allocation of funding that each provider receives each academic year. Several
additional elements that are not part of the formula, including high needs funding
and student support schemes, contribute to the total funding amount awarded to an

institution.

2.16. Funding for individuals aged 19 and older is primarily through the Adult Skills Fund
(“ASF”). In England, approximately 60% of the ASF was devolved to nine mayoral
combined authorities and the Greater London Authority over the COVID-19 period.
This funding supports non-apprenticeship further education for individuals within this

age group.

2.17. There were additional streams of funding for classroom-based education for adults

aged 19 and older, which included:

2.17.1. The UK Shared Prosperity Fund, which was created in April 2022 to replace
EU structural funds and previously funded the numeracy programme Multiply
(the funding period ended in March 2025).
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2.17.2. Funding for Skills Bootcamps and Free Courses for Jobs which was

introduced in April 2021 (see paragraphs 5.60 to 5.65 for more details).

2.17.3. Advanced Learner Loans for qualifications at level 3, where these are not
covered by the free offers, to help cover the costs of tuition fees for courses at
approved colleges and training providers in England. This financial support

enables students to access FE and improve their skills and qualifications.

2.17.4. Colleges and training providers may also receive funding from local
authorities, charitable grants, and employer contributions for specific training

programmes.

2.17.5. Capital funding is used by FE providers to repair, upgrade, or expand their

buildings, facilities, and equipment.

Quality assurance and accountability

2.18. DfE works with the Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and
Skills (“Ofsted”) to monitor and evaluate the quality of education and training
provided by FE providers (see paragraphs 2.27 to 2.29 for detailed description of
Ofsted).

2.19. The FE Commissioner, appointed by the SSE, works with the sector to assist
colleges in delivering exemplary education and training for learners. Sir Richard
Atkins CBE held the position of FE Commissioner until March 2021. Frances
Wadsworth CBE then served as interim FE Commissioner before Shelagh Legrave
CBE was appointed as FE Commissioner in October 2021 (see paragraphs 2.22
and 2.23).

Support for FE learners

2.20. The department offers support to students through various initiatives, including
financial aid, career guidance, and mental health services. They facilitate learners’
access to FE, ensure their academic success, and assist in their transition into the

workforce. These measures include:

2.20.1. 16 to 19 Bursary Fund: The 16 to 19 Bursary Fund provides financial support
to help learners from disadvantaged backgrounds with the costs of education,

such as travel, books, and equipment.
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2.20.2. Mental Health Support Teams ("MHSTs"): The department collaborates with
the Department for Health and Social Care (*“DHSC”) to fund MHSTs in schools
and colleges. MHSTs provide early intervention for students experiencing mild
to moderate mental health issues. MHSTs also help to promote a whole-
institution approach to mental health and wellbeing. They help young people

build resilience and learn coping techniques and strategies.

2.20.3. Wellbeing for Education Return: The Wellbeing for Education Return initiative
provides training and resources to help staff in schools and colleges support
students' mental health and wellbeing, particularly in response to the challenges
posed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

2.20.4. Care to Learn: The Care to Learn scheme helps young parents under the age
of 20 with childcare costs while they are studying. It aims to remove barriers to

education for young parents and support their continued learning.

2.20.5. Gatsby Benchmarks: DfE promotes the use of the Gatsby Benchmarks, which
are a framework of eight guidelines that define the best careers provision in
schools and colleges. These benchmarks ensure that students receive high-

quality career guidance and have access to a range of career opportunities.

2.20.6. Careers Hubs: DfE supports the establishment of Careers Hubs, which bring
together schools, colleges, employers, and other local organisations to improve
careers education. These hubs help to ensure that learners receive

comprehensive and coordinated career guidance.

2.20.7. National Careers Service: DfE funds the National Careers Service, which
provides free, impartial advice and guidance to students and adults. This
service offers information on career options, skills development, and job

opportunities.

2.20.8. Work experience and employer engagement: DfE encourages FE providers to
offer work experience opportunities and engage with employers. This helps

learners gain practical skills and insights into the world of work.

2.20.9. The Residential Bursary Fund to support the provision of residential
accommodation: This includes helping students from low-income families cover

the costs of living away from home. DfE sets out guidelines and regulations to

10
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ensure the safety and welfare of resident students. FE colleges must adhere to

these standards to provide a safe and supportive living environment.

Government departments that DFE works with in the FE sector

2.21. DfE works with a range of government departments in relation to FE. These

include:

2.21.1. Department for Business and Trade (“"DBT"): DfE works with DBT to align FE
programmes with industry needs and economic growth strategies. This includes
developing skills that are in demand by businesses and supporting

apprenticeships.

2.21.2. Department for Work and Pensions (“DWP”): Collaboration with DWP focuses
on improving employment outcomes for learners. This includes supporting skills
training through sector-based work programmes to help individuals into

employment.

2.21.3. DHSC: DfE partners with DHSC to support health and social care training
programmes, ensuring that the workforce is well-prepared to meet the needs of

the sector.

2.21.4. Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (“MHCLG”): DfE
works with MHCLG to address regional skills needs, support local economic

development, and skills needed for housebuilding.

2.21.5. Department for Digital, Culture, Media, and Sport ("DCMS”). Collaboration
with DCMS includes supporting digital skills training and creative industries,

ensuring that learners are equipped for careers in these growing sectors.

2.21.6. Department for Energy Security & Net Zero (“DESNZ”): Working with DESNZ
{o ensure that the skilled workforce supports the net zero transition, clean

energy industries, and reskilling of the existing workforce.

2.21.7. Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs (“DEFRA”): Working with
DEFRA to ensure the provision of land-based skills, support for the food

industry, and skills within rural communities.

11

INQO000588003_0011



2.21.8. Department for Science, Innovation & Technology (“DSIT”): Support for
science and innovation sectors, and in particular the impact of digital and Al on

the workforce.

2.21.9. Department for Transport (“DfT”): Support for skills for major transport

infrastructure projects and skills for supporting the transport sector.

2.21.10. Home Office ("HO”): Working with HO to link together immigration and

skills policies to reduce reliance on migration to fill domestic skills gaps.

2.21.11. Ministry of Defence (“MoD”): Support on skills provision, including

apprenticeships, to support the armed forces.

2.21.12. Ministry of Justice ("MOJ”): Support for skills training for the justice
workforce and support for training for prisoners to support rehabilitation and

reduce reoffending.

2.21.13. HM Treasury (*HMT”): Working in partnership to ensure that skills

provision supports the broader economic growth agenda.

DfE arm’s length bodies and official appointments

Official appointments

2.22. FE Commissioner: The FE Commissioner is appointed by SSE, works with all FE
colleges and with local authorities to improve the quality of education for learners,
strengthen financial resilience, improve the quality of leadership, and reduce the risk

of intervention.
2.23. The FE Commissioner’s key responsibilities include:

2.23.1. Quality improvement: Working with FE colleges and local authorities to

enhance the quality of education and outcomes for learners.

2.23.2. Financial resilience: Strengthening the financial health of colleges to ensure

sustainable operations.

2.23.3. Leadership support: Providing support and mentoring to college leaders and
governance boards through initiatives like the National Leaders of Further

Education and National Leaders of Governance.
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2.23.4. Intervention and oversight: Investigating and recommending actions for
improvement when colleges face significant challenges, often in collaboration
with Ofsted and DfE.

2.23.5. Support initiatives: Offering tailored support for specific issues, such as

curriculum planning, recruitment campaigns and operational health checks.

2.24. During the COVID-19 crisis, the FE Commissioner and their team suspended
intervention visits and diagnostic assessments, redirecting their efforts toward
providing guidance and support to FE colleges, with a particular emphasis on

financial sustainability, governance, and leadership.

2.25. Briefings prepared by the FE Commissioner for the then Minister for
Apprenticeships and Skills, Rt. Hon Gillian Keegan MP, detailed the ways in which
FE college leaders were addressing the challenges presented by the pandemic.
These briefings discussed topics such as the delivery of online learning to students,
the use of college facilities to support local communities (for example, functioning as

test centres), and strategies for student recruitment.

DfE’s arm’s length bodies during the COVID-19 period and those that continue to operate

Arm’s length bodies before and during COVID-19

2.26. ESFA: During the period covered by this statement, the ESFA, an executive
agency of DfE, was responsible for managing the funding allocations and payments
for the education and training sector (except where funds were devolved to mayoral
combined authorities). The ESFA ensured that funds were allocated and disbursed
accurately and on time to academy trusts, local authorities, colleges, and training
providers. It provided assurance that public funds were expended appropriately,
achieved value for money for taxpayers, and supported the policies and priorities set
by the SSE. Additionally, the ESFA provided guidance and oversight to help
education providers manage their finances effectively. This included issuing financial

handbooks and conducting audits to ensure proper use of public fund.

2.27. The ESFA also oversaw apprenticeships, professional and technical education, as
well as broader further education initiatives. The ESFA was dissolved in March
2025, with its functions integrated into DfE. The roles previously undertaken by the
ESFA will continue within the department, providing educational institutions with a

singular point of contact for financial management and support.

13
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2.28. IfATE was an executive non-departmental public body that collaborated with
employers to develop, approve, review, and revise apprenticeships and technical

qualifications.

Arm’s length bodies that continued to operate after COVID-19

2.29. Ofsted: Ofsted is an independent regulator and non-ministerial department
established by statute. As set out in legislation, His Majesty’s Chief Inspector
("HMCI") is independent of DfE but must have regard to government policy. Amanda

Spielman CBE was the Chief Inspector for the period covered by this statement.

2.30. HMCI is responsible for the inspection and regulation of services for children and
learners. HMCI reports to Parliament through Ofsted’s annual report and accounts.
HMCI can also be called to give evidence to the Education Select Committee and

Public Accounts Committee.

2.31. Ofsted inspects and regulates organisations and individuals providing education,
training, and care. It has statutory objectives, which include registering childcare and
early education and inspecting education provision (from early years (“EY”) to FE,
including children’s homes and boarding schools, and initial teacher training),

children’s services, fostering and adoption services.

2.32. The Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (“Ofqual’): Ofqual is an
independent regulator and non-ministerial department established by statute. It has
statutory objectives including securing qualification standards and promoting public
confidence in regulated qualifications. Ofqual is required in law to have regard to
government policy. It can act irrespective of ministerial direction if it sets out its

reasons for doing so.

2.33. The Office for Students: The OfS is a non-departmental public body. It is the
independent regulator of HE in England. The OfS regulates HE providers, including
FE colleges that offer HE courses, ensuring they meet quality and standards
requirements. The OfS works to improve access to HE for learners from
underrepresented groups, which can include learners progressing from further
education. It allocates funding to HE providers, including FE colleges, to support
teaching, research, and student services. The OfS ensures that learners receive a
high-quality education and have their interests protected, including those studying
HE courses at FE colleges. Through initiatives like Uni Connect, the OfS engages

with FE colleges to support learners' progression to HE.
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2.34. The Student Loans Company (“SL.C") administers loans and grants to students in
colleges and universities in England. As an executive non-departmental public body
sponsored by the DfE, the SLC offers various forms of financial support for FE
students. Advanced L.earner Loans are available for students aged 19 and over to
cover tuition fees for approved FE courses and training at colleges and training
providers. While maintenance support primarily targets HE students, some FE
students may also qualify for maintenance loans to assist with living expenses.
Additionally, Dependents' Grants help students with dependents manage childcare
and other related costs. Disabled Students' Allowance provides financial assistance

to students with disabilities for extra costs incurred due to their disability.

2.35. The Construction Industry Training Board (“CITB”) supports the development of
construction skills. It helps bridge the gap between education and employment in the
construction industry. CITB provides information and funding for training programs
and apprenticeships to help students gain practical skills and qualifications needed
in the construction industry. Additionally, CITB offers grants to support employers in
training their workforce, ensuring that both new recruits and existing employees

have access to necessary skills development.

2.36. The Engineering Construction Industry Training Board (“ECITB") supports the
development of skills and training for the engineering construction industry. ECITB
provides grants to support training programs and apprenticeships, which help both
new entrants and existing workers gain necessary qualifications. For example, the
Work Ready Programme is designed to equip learners with practical skills and

knowledge required in the engineering construction sector.
2.37. Below is a list of FE stakeholders that collaborate with DfE:

2.37.1. Employers and industry: Employers play a crucial role in the FE sector in
England. Their involvement ensures that the education and training provided
are relevant to the needs of the labour market. Employers collaborate with FE
providers to design and update curricula that reflect current industry standards
and practices. They offer apprenticeships, internships, and work placements,

providing students with hands-on industry experience and practical skills.

2.37.2. For apprenticeships, employers with a wage bill of £3 million or more
contribute 0.5% of their payroll to the apprenticeship levy. These employers can

then access these funds for apprenticeship training through their apprenticeship

15
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service accounts. Employers who do not pay the levy, typically small and
medium-sized enterprises, can also access funding from this levy for

apprenticeships via their own apprenticeship service accounts.

2.37.3. Employers often serve on advisory boards or committees, providing insights
and guidance on industry trends and workforce needs. Some employers
contribute funding, equipment, or other resources to support FE programmes

and facilities.

2.37.4. The Association of Colleges (“AoC”): The AoC is a not-for-profit membership
organisation that represents and promotes the interests of FE, sixth form,
tertiary, and specialist colleges in England. The AoC acts as the collective voice
for these institutions, influencing government policies and providing professional
support services to its members. It offers a range of professional support
services, including expert advice on employment, communications, health and

safety, governance, and teaching and learning.

2.37.5. The Sixth Form Colleges Association (“SFCA”): The SFCA advocates for the
interests of sixth form education at national and regional levels in England. It
represents and supports a national network of sixth form providers, including
sixth form colleges, 16 to 19 academies, and other institutions that specialise in

education for 16 to 19-year-olds.

2.37.6. HOLEX: This is the professional body for Adult Community Education (“ACE”)
and learning in England. It represents a network of ACE institutions, including
local authority Adult Community Education services, Institutes for Adult Learning
(“IALs”), and independent third-sector providers. HOLEX members provide
education and skills programmes that support adults' employment prospects

and well-being, contributing to economic success.

2.37.7. Association of Employment and Learning Providers (“AELP”): A national
membership body that represents organisations operating in the skills and
training sector. They deliver a wide range of training and vocational learning
programmes, including apprenticeships, Skills Bootcamps, 16-19 Study

Programmes, and Adult Education Budget-funded courses.

2.37.8. Strategic authorities: The department works closely with mayoral combined

authorities and combined authorities to which the ASF is devolved, to support

16
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local economic growth agenda and ensure the delivery of basic skills

entitlements.

2.37.9. Local authorities in England manage high needs funding for learners with
SEND. Over 100 local authorities also commission or deliver adult skills
provision, directly focussing on the delivery of essential skills. Local authorities
also work with the FE Commissioner to monitor and enhance education quality,
support best practices, and plan strategically to meet local skills and economic
needs. They collaborate with FE providers on curriculum alignment with labour
market demands and oversee support services like career guidance, mental
health support, and additional learning support. Additionally, local authorities
engage with communities to promote FE and ensure FE providers are

accessible and responsive to local needs.
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3. Chapter 3 — FE COVID-19 initial planning and response January 2020 to March
2020

3.1. This section outlines the actions undertaken by DfE from January 2020 to March
2020 in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. It elaborates on the Corporate
Statement provided by Julia Kinniburgh, dated 28 July 2025 (Exhibit RC1/194 —

INQ000651498 ) and offers additional information relevant to FE, in particular for

19+ learners, from the initial scenario planning efforts up until the decision to close

educational settings to the majority of pupils in mid-March 2020.

3.2. Information on DfE’s involvement in pre-pandemic planning in the FE sector, as well
as other parts of the education sector can be found in the Corporate Statement
provided by Susan Acland-Hood dated 12 June 2025 (Exhibit RC1/098 —
INQOO0587823). That statement explains DfE’s overall approach and DfE’s

involvement in pre-pandemic activities and exercises.

January 2020 to mid-March 2020

3.3. Following the first Cabinet Office Briefing Room (“COBR”) meeting held to address
issues relating fo COVID-19 on 24 January 2020, work within the department on the
COVID-19 pandemic quickly accelerated. The purpose of the COBR meeting on 24
January 2020 was to share an update on the outbreak of COVID-19 and to discuss

UK preparedness.

3.4. It was clear from the outset that obtaining information from the FE sector was
integral to ensuring the necessary support was provided, and that FE providers
would need much closer and more regular engagement with DfE officials than in

normal times.

3.5. To gain insight into FE providers and to support them further, DfE held FE
Stakeholder and Briefing meetings with FE sector representatives such as the AoC,
AELP, SFCA, HOLEX, Ofsted and Ofqual. These meetings usually took place
weekly from 10 March 2020 until July 2021. The feedback received helped DfE
policy teams to compile qualitative data about the effects of closing settings to the
majority of students and the impact of COVID-19 response measures; as well as
providing a detailed picture of what was happening in FE providers at different

stages of the pandemic.
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3.6. On 10 February 2020, a rolling brief (Exhibit RC1/003 - INQ000542417) following an
ERG meeting was circulated to senior officials. It noted that an email was sent to
every FE provider on 4 February 2020 (Exhibit RC1/004 - INQ000542408) about

DHSC guidance on self-isolation.

3.7. The guidance stated that government was closely monitoring the spread of COVID-
19 and was taking action at home and abroad. At this time there was no reason why

students should not continue to attend their EY, school or FE setting as normal.

3.8. From 2 March 2020, DfE increased communications to the FE sector so they were
receiving updates daily. This included the latest guidance and developments by
email, with supporting social media and stakeholder amplification for major

announcements.

3.9. DfE launched the Coronavirus national helpline (Exhibit RC1/005 - INQ000542914)
on 2 March 2020. It was described by DfE as a helpline that offered guidance for
anyone with education related questions. The helpline was open Monday to Friday,
8:00am to 6:00pm. 1,600 calls were received in the first four days of operation
(Exhibit RC1/006 - INQ0O00542431). For FE, enquiries were initially received mostly
from parents, however, by 10 March 2020 they were mainly from providers (Exhibit
RC1/007 - INQOO0607814).

3.10. DfE received a commission from the Cabinet Office (“CO”) on 5 March 2020
(Exhibits RC1/008 - INQ000542430 and RC1/009 - INQO00182335) which required
departments to move into the next phase of planning. This included more thorough
contingency planning in the eventuality of a worst-case scenario for the pandemic.
DfE managed the commission as preparation for the event of education settings
closing due to a COVID-19 outbreak. The commission asked for an assessment of
the department's preparedness against the reasonable worst-case scenario plans.
DfE submitted its response (Exhibits RC1/008 - INQ000542430 and RC1/006 -
INQO00542431 on 8 March 2020 outlining that it had initiated DfE's emergency
response procedures and detailing what those were. The response outlined that
whilst Reasonable Worst Case Scenario planning had been running for a number of
weeks and good progress had been made, there was more to do in terms of the

impact on the education sector.

3.11. On 10 March 2020, DfE held a FE Stakeholder and Briefing meeting (Exhibit
RC1/007 - INQO0O0607814) to discuss the COVID-19 response and contingency
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planning with representatives from FE sector bodies. During the meeting there were
updates from the ESFA about payments for providers, the FE Response team about
how they were linking in with the department’s Operations Centre, as well as an
update from both Ofqual and Ofsted. The wider purpose of the meeting was to
gather feedback from the FE sector about the pandemic response to share across

relevant DfE teams.

3.12. On 15 March 2020, following a commission from CO, DfE provided a note that
specifically set out detailed consideration on mass closures for education settings.
This note informed CO about the implications of universal closures and outlined the
types of mitigations that might be necessary to mitigate some of the impacts
(Exhibits RC1/010 - INQ000286012 and RC1/011 - INQ0O00540794).

3.13. Following the submission of the note, an email was circulated within DfE (Exhibit
RC1/012 - INQO00540796) summarising SSE’s conversation with the Prime Minister
and the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care (“SSHSC"). It was made clear
that the position of SSE (following the note mentioned in paragraph 3.12) was that
education settings should remain fully open for as long as possible, at least until
Easter. The readout included a steer from the Prime Minister that he wanted to keep
education setting closures under close review but asked DfE to develop a proposal

that considered a scenario in which they close.

3.14. Later that day, an email was sent to SSE from DfE officials outlining the latest
iterations of COVID-19 related commissions from Civil Contingencies Secretariat
(“CCS") and CO. One of these included a note to CO on how a stay-at-home policy
would be applied to non-typical household settings such as FE colleges with
accommodation (Exhibit RC1/013 - INQ0O00542442).

3.15. The note, titled Household stay at home policy, outlined that for FE colleges with
accommodation, isolation would have been more difficult to maintain (depending on
the age group of the learners, which include both 16- to 18-year-olds and those over
19 years old) as they are likely to be highly social within their halls in addition to the
shared facilities. Social impacts were considered, and it was acknowledged that the

opportunity to be outside in an open space would be beneficial for those learners.

3.16. The note further explored residential special colleges, highlighting a significant
issue: while the young people reside there, the staff do not. This would mean that

staff would have to permanently stay in the accommodation during the period of

20

INQO000588003_0020



isolation. During this time, it was unclear how this would be possible, from both a
staffing and logistical perspective. Social impacts were considered, and it was
identified that learners would likely have wider health and social care needs which
would need to be met during the isolation period. It was raised that it would have
been unlikely that enough staff would be able to stay on-site to provide the required

level of care unless there were radically reduced pupil numbers.

3.17. On 16 March 2020, the Prime Minister announced that, according to the Scientific
Advisory Group for Emergencies (*SAGE"), the country was now approaching the
‘fast growth part of the upward curve’ and it was expected that infection rates would
soar, doubling every five to six days. It was announced that in addition fo staying at
home if there were any symptoms in the household, all non-essential contact with
others and travel should stop. Individuals were also advised to work from home
where possible (Exhibit RC1/014 - INQO00086753).

3.18. On 17 and 18 March 2020, DfE undertook extensive work after being
commissioned by No.10 officials to prepare a paper on the closure of education
settings, including FE providers, for the daily Prime Minister-chaired COVID-19
Strategy Meeting on 18 March 2020. This was a change in approach with regard to
closure that came from No.10 rather than DfE. A full, chronological account is
provided in the Corporate Statement by Julia Kinniburgh dated 28 July 2025 (Exhibit
RC1/194 4 INQ000651498 :.

3.19. In addition, DfE officials prepared slides on 18 March 2020 for the COBR meeting
scheduled for that afternoon (Exhibit RC1/015 - INQO00056188). The slides detailed
policy proposals for schools and other educational settings. It was outlined that FE
providers should support learners in the same way as was recommended for
schools: for them to remain open for children of key workers and those considered
vulnerable. COBR agreed to implement the policy proposals set out in the DfE slides
later on that day (Exhibits RC1/016 - INQ000107253 and RC1/017 -
INQOO0107254).

3.20. On 18 March 2020, the Prime Minister (Exhibits RC1/018 - INQ000086755 and
RC1/019 -INQO00607806) announced that, from the end of Friday 20 March 2020,
schools would close o the majority of learners, except for young people of key
workers and those who are vulnerable (see the Corporate Statement provided by
Julia Kinniburgh dated 28 July 2025 (Exhibit RC1/194 — INQ000651498 ) Although

not mentioned specifically in the Prime Minister’s statement, FE providers would
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also close on the same date. It was also confirmed that assessments or exams
would not go ahead for that academic year. SSE reiterated this message in the
House of Commons later that afternoon (Exhibit RC1/020 - INQOO0075716).

3.21. Due to tight time constraints and the fast pace at which the pandemic was moving,
DfE officials were unable to complete an equality impact assessment (“EIA”) in
advance of the 18 March 2020 announcement. The COVID-19 school and other
educational setting closures EIA was developed and finalised by April 2020 in order
to ensure that the impacts on groups with protected characteristics were fully taken
into account in the consideration of when and how to reopen settings to the majority
of pupils (Exhibit RC1/021 - INQO00075415). The EIA included FE providers.
Further detail can be found in the Corporate Statement provided by Julia Kinniburgh
dated 28 July 2025 (Exhibit RC1/194 -i INQ000651498 ;.

3.22. DfE officials concluded that the decision to close settings to the majority of
students would affect students regardless of their protected characteristics.
However, the impact on the educational attainment and safety of young people with

particular protected characteristics could be greater than on others.

Guiding and supporting the FE sector following the announcement

3.23. The concept of remote education was not well established before 2020. However,
some educational settings did offer remote education to support pupils during
absences, and FE providers in particular delivered some remote learning. This was
primarily to accommodate learners needing more flexibility, such as those with
caring responsibilities. Prior to 2020, DfE did not collect data for remote education,
nor were there any established accountabilities or standards for education settings

who were providing remote education to children and young people.

3.24. There was no communication with the FE sector about moving to remote
education prior to the Prime Minister's announcement of the national lockdown on
18 March 2020. However, due fo the number of students and staff within institutions
that were self-isolating, a lot of providers had already taken steps to allow or
encourage students to learn remotely where they could. Given the number of adult
learners in FE, the switch to remote education was considered by stakeholders to be
a lot smoother than other sectors as most already had the facilities available for
remote learning. In addition, some courses offered within FE were patrtially online

courses.
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3.25. On 19 March 2020, the day following the announcement that education settings
would close to the majority of learners, a Principals’ Reference Group meeting
(“PRG”) took place. The PRG is a group of seven serving FE principals from across
the sector, with strong track records in improving their colleges, along with DfE
officials. Generally chaired by the FE Commissioner, the group can provide

independent and confidential advice on policies in development.

3.26. The PRG previously met termly, and this was increased during the pandemic to
monthly in order to assist with the DfE’s response to FE, while the group was also
used flexibly to provide rapid input to the response between meetings. During the 19
March 2020 meeting (Exhibit RC1/022 - INQO00607768), the principals reflected
that the overall messages around education setting closures for the majority of
learners had been positively received and that FE colleges were in the process of
moving to remote education for students. Some colleges had moved particularly
rapidly — for example the TEC partnership — with colleges in Grimsby and
Scarborough moved to a full online offer for all students by Monday 23 March 2020,
as did Carmel Sixth Form College which was also supporting local schools.
Concerns were raised around the financial implications of COVID-19 for colleges,
particularly those who relied more heavily on commercial income. The majority of
providers stated that managing staff absence from isolation was one of the biggest

pressures they were facing.

3.27. Planning for communication to the FE sector continued and DfE officials provided
advice to the Minister for Apprenticeships and Skills (Exhibits RC1/023 -
INQOO0607766 and RC1/024 - INQO0O0O607767) on the communication strategy. The

paper outlined the 3 key phases. The phases were split as below:

3.27.1. Phase 1 — sharing information and providing clarity to show how the
announcement on 18 March 2020 would impact institutions and learners to help

minimise confusion and stop the spread of false information.

3.27.2. Phase 2 - supporting colleges and particularly those that were facing issues

such as high levels of staff absence.

3.27.3. Phase 3 — looking ahead to the queries that may be raised about exam

results, qualifications, and the next steps for learners.

3.28. To help ensure the FE sector felt informed and supported throughout, the focus

was o engage representative bodies and unions, and to provide information to FE
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staff and leaders directly through relevant DfE channels. The Minister for
Apprenticeships and Skills agreed the paper (Exhibit RC1/025 - INQ000607769) and
stressed the importance of communicating reassuring messages to stakeholders

and mitigating any spread of misinformation.

3.29. On 19 March 2020, Guidance for schools, childcare providers, colleges and local
authorities in England on maintaining education provision (Exhibit RC1/026 -
INQO00542448) was published. The guidance outlined the priority of keeping
children and the wider community safe and set out which pupils could attend
education settings. The guidance requested that in order to limit the spread of the
virus, education settings should only provide face to face education for a limited
number of students. This included those who were considered vulnerable, and
students whose parents were critical to the COVID-19 response and could not be

safely cared for at home.

3.30. On 21 March 2020, Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance on isolation for residential
educational settings (Exhibit RC1/027 - INQ000519894) was published, which set
out the actions leaders should take to manage COVID-19 within FE. It also covered
expectations for students with education, health, and care (“EHC”) plans in

mainstream FE settings and special post-16 institutions.

3.31. The guidance stated that residential children’s homes, special schools and
colleges, other residential FE provision, and mainstream boarding schools were
typically considered households under the household self-isolation policy (Exhibit
RC1/028 - INQ000542915). This meant that the setting was expected to self-isolate
if a resident showed symptoms. It further explained that, unlike other households,
these settings would almost always require staff and other professionals to arrive

and leave during the self-isolation period.

3.32. The Prime Minister announced the first national lockdown on 23 March 2020
(Exhibit RC1/029 - INQ000542940). To slow the spread of COVID-19, and to protect
the NHS’s ability to cope, it was requested that people stay at home and only leave

under limited circumstances.

3.33. Following the Prime Minister's announcement, on 23 March 2020 the Minister for
Apprenticeships and Skills wrote to all FE providers (Exhibits RC1/030 -

thanking them for their hard work and continued commitment during a very difficult
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time. The letter provided reassurance on issues for providers such as the financial
implications of settings being closed to the majority of students and the decision to
cancel all exams. Further support was offered through the FE Commissioner and
DfE’s pool of National Leaders of Governance. The letter was also shared with key
stakeholders including the AELP, SFCA, HOLEX and the AoC.

3.34. A question-and-answer (“Q&A”) document relating to FE and COVID-19 was also
issued by DfE. The Q&A was intended to offer transparency to the sector, answering
key questions where possible and informing education settings when DfE were not
yet in a position to answer. The document made it clear that in addition to the health
and safety of staff and students, DfE’s priority was to help ensure all students

continued to receive the best education and training possible.

3.35. In terms of remote education, the Q&A stated that many colleges had experience
of delivering their curriculum through online learning, including supporting learners
remotely. The document also recognised that FE providers were relatively quick to
adapt to this remote learning. Part of the reason why FE providers shifted quicker to
online or blended learning was that many providers had already incorporated such
methods into their courses prior to COVID-19. This shift was driven, in part, by the
2013 report from the Further Education Learning Technology Action Group
(“FELTAG”). This highlighted the benefits and provided practical recommendations

for effectively using digital technology in learning, teaching, and assessments in FE
(Exhibit RC1/033 - INQOO0607765).

3.36. The FELTAG report recommendation to encourage online learning created a shift
in the way FE providers delivered courses. It also enhanced the development of the
Blended Learning Consortium (“BLC”), who specialise in creating high-quality

elearning and teaching materials for both FE and HE.

3.37. On 23 March 2020 guidance was published for FE providers titled Maintaining
education and skills training provision: further education providers (Exhibit RC1/034
- INQO00542863). The guidance provided further information on the new
arrangements and responses to questions for organisations delivering post-16 FE
following the SSE announcement on 18 March 2020 regarding cessation of

classroom delivery for most learners due to COVID-19.

3.38. The guidance made clear that whilst education settings were being asked to stop

classroom delivery of education and training from 23 March 2020 for all ages of
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learners, settings were asked to remain open for those who were dependants of
critical workers and for vulnerable young people. The guidance recognised that the
situation carried financial implications for many institutions and provided

reassurance that DfE were working to mitigate the impact.

3.39. Guidance titled Coronavirus (COVID-19): guidance for apprentices, employers,
training providers, end-point assessment organisations and external quality
assurance providers (Exhibit RC1/035 - INQ000519638) was also published on 23
March 2020. The document set out the guidance for apprentices, employers, training

providers and assessment organisations in response to the impact of COVID-19.

3.40. On 26 March 2020, SSE sent a letter (Exhibit RC1/036 - INQO00607774) to FE
providers recognising the challenges the sector and all those educating young
people and adults over 16 years old were facing. SSE praised the resilience,
resourcefulness, and commitment to ensuring that learners were accessing remote
education, and that vulnerable learners and learners of key workers were supported

and cared for.

3.41. To ensure there was a strong link between DfE and FE providers, DfE established
the FE Providers Service Centre for COVID-19. The centre was created to support
FE providers with their pandemic response and to help providers deal with the
specific challenges they were facing which were different to those faced by other
education settings. Some of these challenges included the lack of work placements
for learners and the financial pressures for providers. The team was formalised on
24 March 2020 to function as a central DfE service that supported regional teams
within the DfE, which are the primary contacts for FE providers. Additionally, the
team liaised directly with FE sector bodies such as the AoC and SFCA to gather

intelligence and provide further support.

3.42. As the pandemic progressed, the FE Provider Service Centre played an integral

part in ensuring appropriate DfE support for FE providers.

Communication to the FE sector on non-pharmaceutical interventions

3.43. Due to the pace at which COVID-19 accelerated at the start of the pandemic,
many additional forms of communication were created o ensure FE providers,
parents, carers, and learners felt supported, particularly during outbreaks of COVID-
19, and were aware of guidelines at the time. This included any guidance around

non pharmaceutical interventions (“NPIs”). Communication to FE providers was
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mainly through newsletters, guidance and the COVID-19 helpline that was set up on

2 March 2020. DfE also communicated to FE providers through regional teams.

3.44. Further information can be found in Annex A, which presents a chronological
summary of DfE’s key actions during the period from April 2020 to June 2022. its
purpose is to provide the Inquiry with context concerning the DfE’s overall
engagement with FE colleges, institutions, learners, parents, and carers, in
response {o the pandemic, extending beyond the issues addressed by this Rule 9

request. This includes key guidance that was issued during this period.

3.45. DfE held regular meetings to engage with the FE sector, including the PRG (see
para 3.25) and the Permanent Secretary Stakeholder Group ("PSSG”). The PSSG
convened weekly to ensure everyone was up fo date with the current situation,
address challenges, and provide a platform for questions. These meetings were
instrumental in linking the department with various sectors (Exhibit RC1/037 -
INQOO0607796). Membership of PSSG was made up of representatives from:

3.45.1. Association of Colleges

3.45.2. Association of Directors of Children’s Services
3.45.3. Association of School and College Leaders
3.45.4. The Children’s Commissioner

3.45.5. Confederation of School Trusts

3.45.6. Council for Disabled Children

3.45.7. Early Years Alliance

3.45.8. GMB

3.45.9. Local Government Association

3.45.10. NASUWT

3.45.11. National Association of Head Teachers
3.45.12. National Education Union

3.45.13. Ofsted
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3.45.14.

3.45.15.

3.45.16.

3.45.17.

3.45.18.

3.45.19.

3.45.20.

Out of Schools Alliance

Sixth Form Colleges Association
Solace

Unison

Unite

Universities UK

Voice Community
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4. Chapter 4 — Supporting FE providers through assessments of Vocational

Technical Qualifications and grade calculations

4.1. This chapter discusses the support provided to FE providers in relation to exams
and assessments for and the grade calculation in August 2020. It also highlights the
collaboration between DfE and FE providers in managing attendance, thereby

enabling FE learners to complete their vocational learning, including exams.
Exams and assessments for Vocational Technical Qualifications

4.2. The Corporate Statement of Jenny Oldroyd dated 28 July 2025 (Exhibit RC1/196 -

INQ000651499 ; explains in detail the decision to cancel exams and the process

that DfE and Ofqual took to ensure FE students got a fair and proper reflection of the
work they have undertaken in terms of grading. In this subsection, we have provided
a high-level summary of the changes that took place to exams within FE, particularly
in relation to VTQs. The statement from Jenny Oldroyd should be referred to for

wider exam-related questions.

4.3. There are various qualifications that are taken within FE. A sizable portion fall within
VTQs, which are practical qualifications designed to give learners the skills and
experience they need for a certain job. There are different types of VTQs which
include BTEC diplomas, Cambridge Nationals, Cambridge Technicals and T levels.
They are designed to prepare individuals for specific careers or industries, providing

learners with a real-world understanding of their chosen field.

4.4. Following the Prime Minister's announcement on 18 March 2020 about the
cancellation of summer 2020 exams, Ofqual launched a consultation on 24 April
2020. This consultation sought views on exceptional arrangements for awarding
VTQs and other general qualifications. This excluded GCSEs, AS and A levels, the
Extended Project, and the Advanced Extension Award which was part of another
consultation published a few days prior, on 15 April 2020 (Exhibit RC1/038 -
INQ000514492).

4.5. The consultation recognised that with, at the time, 14,000 regulated VTQs, featuring
many different approaches to study, teaching, and assessment, and of varying
levels of demand and size, the landscape of qualifications covered by the
consultation was complex. Ofqual expected that most learners who planned to take
exams and assessments in summer 2020 would receive a result calculated by

Awarding Organisations (“AOs”) based on their assessments undertaken already
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4.6.

4.7.

4.8.

within their course. Some learners, and particularly those who were completing
programmes of study linked directly to occupational or professional competence,
could still be required to undertake an assessment, which would be adapted

accordingly. The consultation stated that:

“We would expect any approach to support progression; in some cases it may be
important to retain assessments where qualifications are a critical component of
occupational or professional competence. This means that while it is possible for
calculated results to be issued fo many learners, in some circumstances it will still be
necessary to conduct an assessment. This might involve adapting existing
assessments or delaying them until it is possible to conduct them in their original
form. We also recognise that there may be some cases where results cannot be
issued. This may be due to a lack of relevant evidence and information which would
be needed in order to generate a calculated result and/or in the case of adapted
assessments due to a lack of access to centres (including remote access) which

would mean learners were unable to carry out assessments.”

Ofqual’s decisions document for awarding results in VTQs and other general
qualifications was published on 22 May 2020. For VTQs, Ofqual confirmed that there
was to be no overarching statistical standardisation model, and that the
extraordinary regulatory framework (Exhibit RC1/039 - INQO00607854) would be
introduced to allow AOs flexibility to determine the most suitable approach for how
their qualifications should be graded. Most VTQs had exams and/or assessments at
intervals during the duration of the course, so in most cases, learners would already
have some assessments completed, which AOs would be able to use to help

determine their final grade.

The awarding of VTQs in 2020 followed guidance from Ofqual, which provided
flexibility to AOs to decide the best grading methods for students (Exhibit RC1/039 -
INQO0O0607854). AOs implemented several measures to ensure fair grading for
VTQs for FE students. These measures included teachers' assessments of students'
performance throughout their courses and often used at the unit level. Additionally,
banked unit grades were utilised for qualifications like BTECs, where students’
modular unit grades, assessed at regular intervals throughout the course,
contributed to the final qualification-level grade. AOs’ adapted assessments, which
involved modified versions of exams that students had completed, reduced the need

for a calculation process.
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4.9. Quality assurance checks were conducted by AOs to ensure the accuracy and
fairness of the grades awarded, with organisations like Pearson reviewing unit-level
teachers’ assessments and making necessary adjustments, which were minimal
(Exhibit RC1/040 - INQO00507118). To maintain consistency across AOs, Ofqual
collaborated with the sector throughout this period, including through technical
working groups of AOs and professional bodies to agree and implement common
approaches fo grading (Exhibit RC1/041 - INQO0O0507117).

4.10. The Ofqual regulatory framework required AOs to clarify for centres the criteria for
awarding results using teacher assessments and to develop consistent approaches
with AOs offering similar qualifications. This aligns with Principle B4 of the
framework, which states that an AO must ensure it does not advantage, or
disadvantage learners compared to their peers taking similar VTQs. The specific
nature of VTQs required tailored approaches to ensure learners could still achieve
their qualifications despite the disruptions caused by COVID-19. The approach to
awarding VTQ grades was different from general qualifications, which is why there

was not the same need for recalculation of VTQ grades.

4.11. Resulis day was held on 13 August 2020 where there was a 14% decrease in
qualifications awarded compared to the same period in 2019 (Exhibit RC1/042 -
INQO00607853). This was likely due to students deciding not to draft down their
results at that time given the modular approach. Not all VTQs were scheduled to be
awarded on results day, it is common practice for them to be awarded throughout

the year due to the varied exam and assessment schedule.

4.12. Following the government's introduction of the third lockdown in January 2021 and
the decision that it would not be possible to have terminal exams at the end of the
2020/2021 academic year, DfE was clear that FE colleges should continue with
January exams and assessments of VTQs where they judged it was right to do so
(Exhibit RC1/043 - INQ000497841).

4.13. The decision on VTQ exams and assessment included End Point Assessments
(“EPASs”) for apprenticeships. EPAs are an independent assessment at the final
stage of an apprenticeship. They test the knowledge, skills, and behaviours that
apprentices have gained during the programme. It was important that assessments
such as these were done in person as learners are required to demonstrate their

competence in the skills they had been developing. The flexibility FE providers had
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during this time allowed assessments such as these to take place to ensure learners

could progress with their careers.

4.14. DfE undertook stakeholder engagement on 6 January 2021 to ascertain how
many exams and assessments were planning to go ahead in January 2021.
According to DfE engagement with over 220 colleges and college groups (Exhibit
RC1/044 - INQO00514655) across 6 January 2021, approximately one third

indicated that they had continued with all or some of their VTQ exams.

4.15. For non-certificating learners who were absent from January 2021 assessments,
the AO was required to enable them to be awarded a result using alternative
approaches, such as Teacher Assessed Grades (“TAGs”). Non-certificate learners
are individuals who participate in educational programs but do not pursue formal
qualifications or certificates. Non-certificating learners who did take the
assessments, but whose ability to demonstrate their level of attainment was
adversely impacted by the disruption in January 2021, were also eligible to be

awarded a result through alternative approaches, such as TAGs.

4.16. AOs could also apply similar arrangements for certificating learners who took
assessments in January 2021 but were not eligible for a result through the
application of Special Consideration (Exhibit RC1/045 - INQ0O00607802). Special
Consideration refers to the process that required AOs to adjust the marks or grades
of FE learners who had been adversely affected by circumstances beyond their
control during their assessments. The circumstances included iliness, injury, or other
significant disruptions. AOs were required to review their special consideration
arrangements to ensure they remained appropriate in the context of the disruption
caused by COVID-19.

4.17. On 15 January 2021, a joint consultation (Exhibit RC1/046 - INQ0O00507038) was
launched by DfE and Ofqual about the proposed alternative arrangements for

qualifications including VTQs and other general qualifications for 2021.

4.18. On 3 February 2021, a submission was sent to SSE regarding the approach to
VTQs following DfE receiving the outcome to the consultation (Exhibit RC1/047 -
INQOO0507048). The submission outlined the recommendations and decisions
regarding the awarding of VTQs in 2021, following the joint consultation with Ofqual.
The recommendation was that:
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4.18.1. “We propose that we take a similar approach to determine the awarding
approach for different VTQs as we did in Summer 2020. We recommend three
broad groupings of qualifications based on their features, purpose, and
type...This approach is substantively the same as the approach we consulted
on, with qualifications which received calculated grades last year in scope of
alternative awarding arrangements. However, it provides more clarity about the
features of the qualifications in scope of receiving alternative arrangements, in
order to address the consultation responses regarding the need for greater

clarity on which qualifications and exams were in scope.”
4.19. The three broad groupings mentioned in the quote above are outlined below:

4.19.1. Qualifications used for progression which are most like GCSE, AS and A

levels.

4.19.2. Qualifications used for progression (into further study or employment) but are
not like GCSE, AS and A levels, and;

4.19.3. Occupational qualifications and qualifications required by professional bodies.

4.20. The submission stated that recommendations had been discussed with the
relevant AOs such as IBO, Cambridge International and Oxford Cambridge and
RSA. It was said that the view of stakeholders was that “they can award their UK
students with alternative arrangements but, given the differences with A levels, the
precise arrangements for awarding may not be exactly the same, depending on the

outcome of the GQ consultation.”

4.21. On 23 February 2021, SSE issued a direction to Ofqual’s Chief Regulator, which
was published on 25 February 2021 (Exhibit RC1/048 - INQ0OO0507068). This set
out how the diverse nature of other regulated qualifications, including VTQs, and
other general qualifications that were not GCSEs, AS or A levels, meant that one

approach to awarding could not be taken to all these qualifications.

4.22. On 25 February 2021, Ofqual published its decisions documents on how GCSEs,
AS and A levels and VTQs would be awarded in the summer of 2021 (Exhibit
RC1/049 - INQO00507112). For VTQs there would not be a one-size-fits-all
approach. For many qualifications, teacher judgement would play a central role —

more so in some qualifications than others. Some exams and assessments,
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however, would still proceed—either remotely or in person where necessary—

provided it was safe o do so.

4.23. In 2021, AOs employed various methods to award grades for VTQs due to the
ongoing impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Assessments were similar to those
used for GCSEs and A levels, wherein teachers assessed students based on a
range of evidence, including coursework, mock exams, and other assignments.
These grades were reviewed and verified by other teachers and heads of
departments to ensure consistency. Adapted assessments included remote
invigilation and streamlined assessments, enabling students to complete their
qualifications despite disruptions. Normal assessment methods were used where
possible, including Licence to Practice VTQs, where in-person practical
assessments are necessary to demonstrate competence. Such requirements are
especially common in courses like electrical installation, health and social care,
construction, and engineering. AOs conducted quality assurance processes to
ensure the fairness and reliability of the grades awarded, reviewing centres' internal

quality assurance procedures and conducting their own verification and moderation.

4.24. DfE and Ofqual also published a joint decision document requiring AOs to be
mindful of the burden their approach to awarding placed on cenires and learners, to
work together to develop consistent approaches where appropriate, and {o provide
clear and timely advice and guidance to centres (Exhibit RC1/050 - INQ0O00507070).
Similar to quality assurance process in August 2020 Ofqual facilitated collaboration

among AOs — see paragraph 4.8 to 4.9 above.

4.25. On Tuesday 10 August 2021, resulis for VTQs were released and there was a 9%
increase in VTQs awarded to learners in comparison to 2020 (Exhibit RC1/051 -
INQOO0607852). For 58% of these qualifications, results were determined on normal
or adapted assessments, while 32% were based on a combination of assessments

and teacher-assessed grades.
Managing attendance in FE settings

4.26. DfE does not collect attendance data for learners attending FE provision in
England primarily because these providers cater to a mix of both 16 to 19-year-olds
and adult learners (for whom education is not compulsory in the way it is for children
aged 5 to 16 in schools). The FE sector offers a wide range of academic, vocational,

and technical learning programmes including part-time and flexible learning options
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with varied timetables rather than a typical school day attendance pattern of Monday
to Friday. Therefore, it is up for each FE college to determine what attending their
setting means in practice for different groups of learners and makes tracking FE
attendance more complex than it is in schools where there is a standardised and
agreed definition. Additionally, given the age range of learners, FE providers tend to
focus on learning outcomes such as qualifications and skills, rather than attendance
rates. As demonstrated in chapter 5, DfE collects data on participation and
achievements in FE and skills, which provides a broader picture of educational

engagement and success.

4.27. However, during the COVID-19 pandemic, DfE began collecting attendance data
from FE colleges starting from 23 March 2020 (Exhibits RC1/052 - INQ0O00607803
and RC1/053 - INQO00607851), to monitor the impact of the pandemic on FE
learners’ engagement and ensure that vulnerable learners were receiving necessary
support while understanding the effect of DfE COVID-19 guidance on FE colleges.
This data helped the DfE understand the impact of NPIs on attendance rates and
identify how many students were absent due to COVID-19 related reasons such as
illness, isolation, or other disruptions. This information was crucial for making
informed decisions about public health measures and educational support during the
crisis. It also enabled the department to collaborate with FE on managing

attendance and to empower to prioritise face-to-face learning for specific learners.

4.28. After the pandemic, DfE ceased collecting this specific attendance data as the
immediate need to track COVID-19 related absences diminished. The focus shifted
back to broader educational outcomes and participation rates, which are more

relevant for long-term education planning and policy.
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5. Chapter 5 — Monitoring and assessment of students attending FE providers during
and after the COVID-19 pandemic.

5.1. The department consistently monitors various aspects related to learners who
participate in or complete their FE courses, as demonstrated by the analysis tables
presented in this chapter. This includes tracking participation rates, measuring
academic attainment, and assessing employability prospects post-course
completion and/or graduation. In addition {o these regular monitoring activities, the
department also conducted and funded research studies to gain deeper insights into
the impact of the pandemic on students in FE and how it has affected the areas

mentioned above.

5.2. This section addresses the monitoring and assessment conducted for learners aged

19 and above in the FE sector. The Corporate Statement of Susan Acland-Hood

dated 16 July 2025 (Exhibit RC1/080 —- INQ000587992 Eaddresses the assessment

of learners aged 16 to 18 who were unldertaking academic qualifications and VTQs
below level 4 in schools and colleges, primarily at level 2 (e.g. GCSE resits and
other equivalent level technical qualifications) and level 3 (e.g. A levels, T levels,
and other VTQs). It also encompasses level 2 and 3 attainments at age 19, as this is

a key metric.

5.3. The COVID-19 pandemic affected learners in the FE sector, with the partial closure
of FE providers and the shift to online learning disrupting their education. Many
learners encountered challenges due to insufficient access to technology and
suitable learning environments. It remains challenging to discern which impacts are

directly attributable to the pandemic and which are part of broader societal trends.

Data sources

5.4. Data on learner volumes is sourced from the further education and skills and
apprenticeships statistical publications (Exhibits RC1/054 — INQ000607826 and
RC1/055 — INQO00607827). This data collection was established before the COVID-
19 pandemic and still remains in place. These statistical releases present
information on adult (19+) FE learners and all-age apprenticeships using the
Individualised Learner Record (“ILR”) which collects data about learners from
training providers in the FE and skills sector in England. This data continued to be
collected during the COVID-19 pandemic.

36

INQO00588003_0036



5.5. Data on employment rates for individuals after completion of their course is sourced
from the further education outcomes publication (Exhibit RC1/056 - INQO00607828).
This data collection was established before the COVID-19 pandemic and still
remains in place. This publication uses matched administrative data from the
Longitudinal Education Outcomes dataset, linking together learning, benefits,
employment, and earnings data to produce statistics which show the employability

outcomes of learners after they have completed their course.

5.6. The FE COVID-19 learner and apprentices experience survey was aimed at
understanding FE learners’ and apprentices’ experience of, and satisfaction with,
their learning and training within a COVID-19 context. The research sought to
provide insight into COVID-19 impacts in areas such as quality of remote learning,
study support and welfare support. It allowed learners to provide feedback on their
experience, which will help inform future policy development (Exhibit RC1/057 —
INQO00588340).

5.7. The International Public Policy Observatory (“IPPO”) rapid evidence review pulled
together evidence from 53 studies on harms and 10 systematic reviews of evidence
on mitigation strategies, relating to the impact of closures and disruption of FE
providers of all types during the pandemic (Exhibit RC1/058 - INQO00607841).

Data and research findings

Participation — the rates of young people attending FE

5.8. Table 1 and chart 1a below show that there was a drop in FE participation over the
first two COVID-19 pandemic years, 2019/20 and 2020/21, across all adult age

groups, with the decline less pronounced for 19 to 24-year-olds.

5.9. Consistent recovery was seen after 2020/21, but participation figures are still below

pre-pandemic levels for all adult age groups.
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