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

Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 I, Jenny Oldroyd, am employed by the Department for Education (“DfE”) as the Director for
Curriculum and General Qualifications. | joined DfE in March 2021 as Director for
Qualifications, with the role subsequently becoming Director for Curriculum and General
Qualifications on 1 April 2022 and Director for Curriculum, General Qualification and
Digital from 1 May 2025. Prior to this role, | was Deputy Director for Obesity, Food and
Nutrition at the Department of Health and Social Care (“DHSC”) from January 2018.

1.2 | make this statement in response to the Covid-19 Inquiry’s (“CI”) request for evidence
under Rule 9 of the Inquiry Rules 2006 sent in draft on 12 September 2024 (“the Rule 9

request’). This statement addresses questions 42 to 55 of the Rule 9 request.

1.3 | have been asked to provide a statement relating to the decisions to cancel exams in
2020 and 2021, and the impact this had on children between 1 January 2020 and 28 June
2022. Although | did not join DfE until March 2021, | have been assisted in preparing this
statement by officials from DfE who worked in the relevant areas throughout this period.
DfE officials have also searched for all relevant documents from the period. In preparing
this statement, | have also been assisted by referring to a timeline document that was
drafted in late August 2020 by DfE officials, with input from DfE ministers and the
Secretary of State for Education’s (“SSE”) policy and special advisers at the request of the
Cabinet Secretary. This was sent to Cabinet Office ("CO”) on 3 September 2020 (Exhibits
JO/001 - INQO0O0514558 and JO/002 - INQO00514558).

1.4 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 we have not been able to find evidence to fill those

gaps.

1.5 | am satisfied 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 that this statement sets out the key events that occurred during that

period as accurately as possible.

1.6 It is important to note that during COVID-19, SSE did not have complete autonomy fo

make core decisions. The central structures of decision-making changed during the course
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of the pandemic (and the parameters and timeframes for decisions were often set

centrally).

1.7 This statement refers in a number of places to schools and other settings being “closed to
the majority of pupils” or “re-opened”. | should make clear that this is a shorthand, referring
to periods when attendance restrictions were imposed and then lifted. Settings were
always open, at the very least, to children of critical workers (“CCW”} and vulnerable
children and | would like to record my gratitude to all the teaching and other school and
college staff who attended in person throughout the pandemic period to enable this to

happen.
1.8 The statement is in 7 chapters, as follows, and includes one annex:

1.8.1 Chapter 1 — Introduction fo the statement.

1.8.2 Chapter 2 — This covers the roles of the bodies involved, and who was

responsible for what areas.
1.8.3 Chapter 3 — This covers the decision to cancel exams in 2020.

1.8.4 Chapter 4 - This sets out how decisions were made on how grades
should be awarded in 2020.

1.8.5 Chapter 5 — This sets out in detail the meetings and decision making
immediately before, during and after the publication of results in England
in August 2020.

1.8.6 Chapter 6 — This covers planning for exams in 2021, including the
decision to cancel exams in January 2021 and then the delivery of grades

in summer 2021.

1.8.7 Chapter 7 — This sets out work that took place to consider the impact the
decision to cancel exams had on children and young people and lessons

learned for the future.

1.8.8  Annex A — This annex contains a high-level timeline of the period in

question.

1.9 This statement is supported by documentary evidence, which will be referred to in the
format (Exhibit JO/xx - INQOOQO).
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Chapter 2: Roles of the bodies involved — who is responsible for what areas

The Department for Education

2.1 SSE is responsible for setting government education policy for England. This includes
responsibility for setting out the subject content for GCSEs, AS and A levels; the content of
the school curriculum and how it applies to schools in England; and the measures to judge

school performance.

2.2 The Office for Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (“Ofqual”) has a duty to have
regard to such government policy as the SSE may direct in determining how it should
perform its functions. The duty can be found at s.129(6) of the Apprenticeships, Skills,
Children and Learning Act 2009. The SSE must publish any direction given under this

provision.

The Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation

2.3 Ofqual is the qualifications regulator for England. Most qualifications that are taken in
state-funded schools and colleges in England are regulated by Ofqual. Ofqual controls
entry to the regulated qualifications market (e.g. GCSEs, AS, A levels and Vocational and
Technical Qualifications (*VTQs")), and creates the rules and guidance awarding
organisations must abide by to make sure regulated qualifications are fit for purpose, valid

and delivered securely.

24 Ofqual is a non-ministerial government department, which is independent of ministers and
accountable directly to parliament. The Ofqual Chief Regulator position is a Crown
appointment. As above, SSE may direct Ofqual to take into account certain aspects of
government policy in performing its functions. This power is rarely exercised, although it
was used a number of times during the pandemic period (see paragraphs 3.43, 3.45 and

5.15 of this statement for examples).

Awarding organisations (“AOs”)

25 Qualifications in England are provided by independent, mostly not-for-profit organisations
known as AOs. There are four AOs that offer GCSEs, AS and A levels in England (AQA,
OCR, Pearson and WJEC Eduqgas) — these can also be referred to as exam boards. AOs
develop, mark and award GCSEs, AS and A levels. Individual AOs set the subject content
for VTQs, with a much larger number of AOs operating in the market, offering thousands of
qualifications in specialist areas. These often operate more flexibly than GCSEs, A and AS

levels, with students able to take them at different points in the year.
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Exam centres

2.6 Exam centres are places approved by one or more of the AOs for the delivery of their
qualifications. They are often schools or colleges, but apprenticeship and independent
training providers and state-funded adult and community centres may also be exam
centres. Private candidates (students who exam centres had not taught themselves for a
variety of reasons, see paragraph 4.6.4 of this statement for more detail) have to sit exams

via an exam centre.

The Joint Council for Qualifications (*JCQ")

2.7 JCQ is a membership organisation representing the eight largest national AOs offering
qualifications in the UK (Exhibit JO/225 - INQ000525675), including all four exam boards
offering GCSEs and A/AS levels in England (see paragraph 2.5 above). One of its main
objectives, as stated on its website, is “providing, wherever possible, common
administrative arrangements for examinations, thereby reducing bureaucracy for schools
and colleges” (Exhibit JO/224 - INQO00525674).

The Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education (“HATE”")

2.8 IfATE was an arms-length body of DfE that worked with employers to develop, approve,
review and revise apprenticeships and technical qualifications. It developed the
occupational relevance and employer demand tests that technical qualifications are
required to meet before they are considered for funding by DfE. IfATE was abolished in

June 2025, following the creation of the Skills England Executive Agency.

The Federation of Awarding Bodies (“FAB”)

2.9 FAB is a trade association that represents the interests of the United Kingdom’s

qualifications and assessments industry.
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Chapter 3: The decision to cancel exams in 2020

3.1 Before the pandemic began, neither DfE nor Ofqual had contingency plans in place for the
cancellation of an entire exam series. It had always been expected that no matter what the
potential scenario, exams in some form would be able to take place. Contingency plans
focused on scenarios affecting individuals or groups of students, exam centres or exams —
for example individual student iliness, the closure of exam centres in circumstances such
as flooding, or the leaking of individual exam papers. GCSE and A levels were reformed
from 2015 fo be linear — that is that most assessment would be by final exam, rather than
in a modular way where exams and coursework were taken throughout the course of
study. In 2020, around 719,000 certificates were awarded in England for A levels, 5.2
million certificates for GCSEs and almost 950,000 VTQs.

3.2 The government was responsible for the eventual decision to close schools and colleges
except for CCW and vulnerable children on public health grounds. It was as a result of that
decision that the government (rather than Ofqual) subsequently decided that no exams

would take place in the summer of 2020.

3.3 Within the context of the wider pandemic and school and college closure to the majority of
pupils, the initial decision to cancel exams was taken soon after the decision to close
schools and colleges to try and provide clarity to the sector and pupils during
unprecedented times. It should be noted that many other countries, including France,
Germany, the Netherlands and ltaly, also took the decision to cancel exams around this
period (Exhibit JO/003 -INQ000525666).

34 During February and the first half of March 2020, the government’s Scientific Advisory
Group for Emergencies (“SAGE”") had discussed a number of papers that looked at
whether closing schools and colleges or restricting attendance would reduce the incidence
of COVID-18. During this period, SAGE did not reach a conclusive decision on whether
education settings should close (Exhibits JO/222 - INQO00075447 and JO/223 -
INQOO0087326).

35 On 6 and 9 March 2020, DfE and Ofqual officials held two full-day workshops with the
exam boards to discuss options for keeping exams season in place, in light of the
developing pandemic. Following these, on 10 March 2020, a meeting took place between
SSE, the Ofqual Chief Regulator, the Ofqual Chair and the Deputy Director of DfE’s
Qualifications Division. A briefing provided to SSE from DfE officials in advance of the
meeting (Exhibit JO/004 - INQ000514685) set out that:
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3.6

3.7

3.8

“Coronavirus presents a significant threat to this year’s exams season. We are
working urgently with Ofqual and the exam boards to review existing contingency
plans and put in place additional plans for scenarios not already covered. In a
worst-case scenario, this could involve having to postpone or cancel some or all of
this summer’s exams in some areas or nationally, and we are working through the

implications of that with Ofqual.”

On 16 March 2020, SSE attended a government Cabinet Office Briefing Room (“COBR”)
meeting to discuss the outbreak of COVID-19. COBR meetings are the meetings of a
committee convened to handle matters of national emergency or major disruption. The
committee's purpose is to coordinate different departments and agencies in response to
such emergencies. SSE was asked to commission DfE officials to produce a paper on
what measures DfE could put into place to keep schools and colleges open (Exhibit
JO/005 - INQOO0075395). At this stage it was evident that the thinking within SAGE and
the centre of government was still that schools and colleges should remain open to all

learners.

On the same day, 16 March 2020, (Exhibit JO/006 - INQO00075664), SAGE reviewed the
following evidence: Impact of non-pharmaceutical interventions (NPIs) to reduce Covid-19
mortality and healthcare demand (Exhibit JO/007 -INQO0G0087315). SAGE concluded that:

“While SAGE’s view remains that school closures constitutes one of the less
effective single measures fo reduce the epidemic peak, it may nevertheless
become necessary to infroduce school closures in order to push demand for critical
care below NHS capacity. However, school closures could increase the risks of
fransmission at smaller gatherings and for more vulnerable groups as well as
impacting on key workers inciuding NHS staff. As such it was agreed that further
analysis and modelling of potential school closures was required (demand or

supply, and effects on spread).”

On the same day, 16 March 2020, DfE officials sent a submission to SSE setting out
contingency options around GCSE and A/AS level exams season in the summer of 2020,
given the current situation (Exhibit JO/008 -INQ000514566). This key submission
illustrates the overarching objectives that DfE and Ofqual officials were trying to meet,
within the context of what they did and did not know about the impact of the pandemic at

this stage. These included:
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3.9

3.10

3.1

3.8.1  Trying to ensure that students could progress to the next stage of their
education from September 2020, rather than being held back or

disadvantaged, compared to previous cohorts.

3.8.2 Trying to ensure that qualifications would retain their value for students if
exams could not go ahead and ensuring that there would not be undue
grade inflation if predicted grades or grades provided by teachers were
used. This included discussion of options including using a
moderation/standardisation process, potentially by looking at data on
students’ prior attainment and comparing estimates of grades that students
would have received that summer if exams had gone ahead, with centres’
actual results in previous years, and by asking teachers to place their

students in rank order.

3.8.3 Minimising any differential impact on disadvantaged students — the
submission looked at how taking exams in September (if exams were
delayed rather than cancelled) after a lengthy period of home learning

could disproportionally affect disadvantaged students; and

3.84 Minimising the potential adverse mental health impact on an already

vulnerable age group of delaying or cancelling exams.

The submission set out that the main options in place at the time to try fo meet these

objectives were:
3.9.1  Torun the summer exams season as scheduled.
3.92 To delay the summer exams season to September.

3.9.3 To cancel the summer exams season and award grades based on a

moderated teacher assessment.

The submission noted that the option that was favoured at the time by DHSC was to delay
the summer exam season to September 2020 if some or all schools and colleges had to

close for a period of time as a result of COVID-19.

The submission was clear, however, about DfE officials’ concerns about taking this

approach. These included the possible consequences for social equity and the impact on
the mental health of children and young people. It also set out the potential for a backlash
from parents and students, particularly from those who were well during the original exam

period, who were then not able to sit exams in September because they were ill with
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3.12

3.13

3.14

COVID-19 or because of other personal circumstances. The submission also outlined the
impact that would be caused by the potential loss of teaching time that sitting exams in
September would have on the 2021/22 academic year. Finally, it also considered the
knock-on impact that sitting exams four months later than normal would have on young
people for progression into colleges, Higher Education Institutions (“HEIs"),

apprenticeships and work.

Given these concerns and based on detailed discussions with Ofqual, the AOs and the
Welsh and Northern Ireland qualifications regulators, the recommendation from DfE
officials in the submission was that the government should continue at that point to plan for
exams season to take place as scheduled. The submission noted that additional
mitigations could be put in place, such as providing contingency papers i.e. additional
papers which could be sat at a later date by any students who had missed papers due to
illness or isolation. This would be dependent on COBR agreeing to keep schools and
colleges open for students to sit exams even if they were otherwise closed to the majority

of pupils.

This submission set out that Ofqual had proposed that if exams went ahead but studenis
were not able to take at least 25% of their assessment in each subject, or if exams did not
go ahead as planned, grades should be awarded based on moderated teachers’
estimates. Ofqual was exploring how this could be carried out as fairly as possible. The
submission noted that this approach meant that it should be possible to issue results in
August 2020 as planned even if exams could not go ahead or be taken by all students,
avoiding a delay that would have a knock-on effect for pupils moving on to further
education (“FE”) and higher education (“HE”). It is important to note that at this early stage,
DfE officials were clear that moderation of teacher estimates or predictions was “likely fo

reduce teacher predictions overall and so may lead to a high level of challenge”.

The following day, 17 March 2020, as COVID-19 infections continued to increase rapidly,
SSE and the Minister of State for School Standards ("MoSSS”) met the Ofqual Chief
Regulator alongside officials from DfE and Ofqual. As a result of that meeting, of the three
options set out above at paragraphs 3.9.1 to 3.9.3, the option of postponing the summer
exams season was rejected. Following the meeting, a senior DfE official who had attended
summarised the options that remained in play and shared this with officials in DfE and
Ofqual (Exhibits JO/009 - INQ000514592 and JO/010 - INQO00514593).

“Option A: aim to run exams season as scheduled in May/June with

contingency papers as recommended in my sub of yesterday [see paragraph
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3.15

3.16

3.17

3.18

3.19

3.9 of this statement] but move those contingency papers into July to increase
the odds that students who missed them first time round will be able to sit the
contingency papers.... For those students unable to sit at least one exam in a
given subject, they would be awarded a grade based on moderated teacher
assessment.”

“Option B: cancel the planned exams season and give everyone an estimated
grade (results dates would stay where they are in August, or it might even be
possible to bring them forward a bit). Work on the assumption that there would
be a limited exams season (probably A level only, and possibly with only one
paper per subject) to run in the autumn for students who were unhappy with

their predicted [sic] grade and wanted the opportunity to improve it.”

The proposal for a limited autumn exams season had not been covered in the submission
put to ministers on 16 March 2020 (see paragraph 3.8 above), but as set out in paragraph

3.22 below, this was something that SSE was keen should happen.

In the same post-meeting note, the official set out why a decision needed to be taken
quickly on this. The summer exam season was due to start in less than 2 months’ time and
exam papers needed to be sent out to exam centres very shortly to enable the necessary

procedures to take place for exams to start on schedule.

At this point in time there was a real lack of certainty within the wider government as to
whether schools and colleges should remain open or close, either fully, or to the majority
of children and young people, and officials and minsters were considering and preparing

for both eventualities, including in terms of the impact on exams.

On 17 March 2020, DfE provided a paper to a cross-government Permanent Secretary
meeting titled Supporting schools to keep open (Exhibits JO/011 - INQO00075397 and
JO/012 - INQO0O0075398) that had been requested at the COBR meeting on 16 March
2020 (see paragraph 3.6 above). That same day, DfE was commissioned by CO (Exhibit
JO/013 - INQOO0075399) to provide a paper on schools for the daily Prime Minister-
chaired COVID-19 Strategy Meeting on 18 March 2020 to look at closure and other
options, including keeping schools open or prioritising different cohorts, such as children of
key workers and vulnerable children (Exhibit JO/014 - INQO00107255).

In parallel, as set out in the paragraphs above, discussions took place on 17 and 18 March
2020 within DfE and between DfE and Ofqual officials, around whether exams could take

place in summer 2020 if schools and colleges did indeed fully or partially close (Exhibit
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JO/009 - INQO00514592). Ofqual and DfE officials felt it was unlikely exams could go
ahead in a scenario where it had been considered necessary to close schools and
colleges given it would mean approximately one million students travelling around their
localities to attend exams. At this point DfE was facing significant pressure from school
headteachers, union leaders and parents to provide advice on whether exams would be
going ahead (Exhibit JO/015 — INQO00056188).

3.20 The COVID-19 Strategy Meeting on the morning of 18 March 2020 agreed to the
recommendation in the paper prepared for that meeting by DIE that: “we now tell schools
that after they return from the Easter break, they should be open only to vulnerable
children and the children of key workers”. The readout from SSE’s Principal Private
Secretary regarding exams, sent at 10.37 am, said: “Aithough SoS argued about the
importance of a clear decision on exams now/asap, that decision was postponed for a
later discussion (although SoS argued for moderated assessments/predicted grades)”
(Exhibit JO/016 - INQO00514483).

3.21  Shortly afterwards, at 11.48 am, CO commissioned a set of slides for a COBR meeting
later on the same day, setting out how the proposal agreed at the COVID-19 Strategy
Meeting would be taken forward. In this commission, CO asked DfE to include: “proposed
messaging on exams (i.e. just say today that we obviously recognise this will have an
impact, without necessarily saying what the answer is)”. At this stage, therefore, it seems
that a decision on exams had still not been taken (Exhibit JO/017 - INQ000107250).

3.22 DfE officials had been keeping in close contact with Ofqual during this period to keep them
up to date with what was known about the evolving COVID-19 situation and policy
considerations on the feasibility of exams going ahead. SSE met the Ofqual Chief
Regulator on 18 March 2020 to update her that exams and assessments would not go
ahead. The readout from this meeting, circulated at 2.35 pm on the same day (Exhibit
JO/018 - INQO00514594) included:

“SoS [SSE] confirmed that exams will not be going ahead this year, but that we wilf
ensure pupils get a fair and proper reflection of the work they have undertaken in
terms of grading. He notes he will update the House but that they will be moving to

'moderated assessment’.

Much of the discussion was dominated by SoS talking about the idea of a short,
tfruncated assessment, ideally in September (or the earliest opportunity) so that
those who are not content with the grade they are given would have the

opportunity to sit an exam in whatever subject and then have it marked in the usual
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manner. He said he is not sure on the exact wording here but is keen we progress
this.”

3.23  DfE has not identified any further documents setting out exactly how the decision was
made that exams would not go ahead. From the evidence available, DfE understands this
decision was taken at a point between the COBR slides commission at 11.48 am on 18
March 2020 and the SSE conversation with Ofqual shortly before 14.35 pm on 18 March
2020. To the best of DfE’s knowledge, this decision was not taken within DfE as the result
of advice from DfE officials submitted to SSE or DfE ministers. As set out at paragraph
3.25 below, the decision was formally agreed by COBR, in its meeting at 4.00 pm on 18
March 2020.

3.24  During 18 March 2020, DfE officials prepared slides for the COBR meeting scheduled for
later the same day, that asked COBR to agree that from Monday 23 March 2020, schools
would remain open only for the CCW and those who were vulnerable. Following
agreement on the slides between CO and DfE at 3.36 pm (Exhibit JO/017 —
INQO00107250), the slides were circulated by CO to COBR attendees at 3.45 pm (Exhibits
JO/019 - INQO00107251 and JO/015 — INQO00056188). On exams, the slides said:

“Exams and assessments will not go ahead. We will work with the sector and

provide more details shortly.

Rationale: Headteachers, union leaders and parents are urging Government to
provide advice on exams as soon as possible. The key exam season will fall
between May and June, likely to be at the height of the outbreak.”

3.25 The COBR meeting was held at 4.00 pm on 18 March 2020. COBR agreed to implement
the policy proposals set out within the DfE slides (Exhibits JO/020 - INQ000107253 and
JO/021 - INQO00107254). The formal meeting readout stated that:

“1. The committee agreed to bring forward the Easter Holidays for all schools in
England, simultaneously with Northern Ireland and in line with Scotland and Wales.
This will have the effect of closing all schools from the evening of Friday 20 March
2020.

2.Schools will remain open over the Easter Holidays and until further notice for

children of key workers.

3. There will be no examinations in schools in May or June. Each of the Four
Nations has a different examination regime, but all will look to other arrangements
fo ensure pupils are awarded the qualifications they would have achieved.”

12
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3.26  The Prime Minister then announced at approximately 5.00 pm on 18 March 2020 that
schools would be closing from 20 March 2020, except for CCW and vulnerable students
(although not mentioned specifically in the Prime Minister’s statement, colleges would also
close on the same date) (Exhibit JO/022 - INQO00086755). At the same time, SSE
announced that the government had decided that that year’'s assessments and exams
could not go ahead (Exhibit JO/023 - INQO00075716). Following on from the preliminary
work to plan for contingencies if exams could not go ahead already detailed earlier in this
chapter, at this point, Ofqual began to work with AOs to develop detailed options for

delivering results to students.

3.27 The Welsh government had already announced earlier in the day on 18 March 2020 that it
had decided not to proceed with the summer exam series (Exhibit JO/024 -
INQO00514689). On 19 March 2020 the Northern Irish government (Exhibit JO/025 -
INQO00514690) and the Scottish government (Exhibit JO/026 - INQ000514691) also

announced that they had made the same decision.

3.28 A paper sent by DfE officials to No.10 on 19 March 2020 set out a proposed approach to
issuing GCSE, AS and Alevels in summer 2020 (Exhibit JO/027 - INQO00514680).
Through this approach, Ofqual would work with exam boards to develop a process for
awarding grades. The paper noted that the Northern Ireland and Welsh qualifications

regulators were taking a similar approach.

3.29  As set out in the paper, Ofqual’s proposed approach would be based on the following:

“An estimated grade provided by teachers for every student for every subject that
they are entered for. This might be more granular than the current grade scale e.g.

9+, 9, 9- in order to allow any adjustments to be more granular.

A rank order of students — again provided by teachers - fo provide more granular
information. Ofqual’s assumption is that, even if teachers cannot make accurate
absolute judgements, they could judge students against one another (Student A is
better than student B efc.). Indeed, research shows that predicted grades and
actual grades correlate between around 0.7 and 0.8 suggesting that this
assumption is sound.

If some students have already taken non-exam assessments (e.g. coursework)

that could be included as additional evidence.

Exam boards would then use a statistical adjustment (perhaps similar to what they

use fo moderate non-exam assessment marks) to bring the teacher estimates
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more into line with expectations based on the students’ prior attainment at GCSE
[in relation to awarding A and AS level grades] and the school/college’s previous

results in that subject.”

3.30 DfE officials noted that Ofqual would need to do a rapid consultation with teacher

representatives and others before finalising plans. They also proposed putting in place:

“a formal appeals process to check there were no errors in the working out of
students’ grades, and an opportunity for the sub-set of those who feel they want an

opportunity to sit the exams and try to improve their grade.”
3.31  The paper looked at alternative options, and recommended that:

“Given that the decision not to run exams as planned in May/June has been taken
and announced, the other only option available would be to run exams later in the
year instead. We would recommend strongly against this approach’. (see
paragraphs 3.10-3.12 of this statement for the reasoning behind this

recommendation).

3.32  With regard to other qualifications, the paper noted that there was a wide range of different
VTQs and other general qualifications such as BTECs for which students were expecting
to sit exams in the summer of 2020. Although not set out in the paper, these were taken by
a large number of students — for example, in 2018/19 79,374 students took applied
general and 22,946 took technical level qualifications, all of which were Level 3 VTQs
(equivalent to A levels). These were offered by a large number of independent AOs and
had differing assessment approaches. Ofqual was working with the sector to explore
options and DfE anticipated that each AO would clarify its own position as soon as

possible.

3.33  Following consideration of this paper, late on 19 March 2020, No.10 confirmed that the
Prime Minister had agreed to the proposed approach (Exhibit JO/028 - INQ000514485).

3.34 In a written statement to Parliament on 23 March 2020, SSE confirmed that the
government had taken the decision to cancel all exams due to take place in schools and
colleges in summer 2020. The statement said that the government’s intention was that a
grade would be awarded that summer based on teacher judgements (using a range of
evidence including any non-exam assessment that students had already completed),
combined with other relevant data, including prior attainment, to produce a calculated

grade for each student that reflected their performance as fairly as possible. There would
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be an option, for students who did not feel this grade reflected their performance, to sit an
exam at the earliest reasonable opportunity once schools and colleges were open again.
In setting out these options, the statement reflected that DfE and Ofqual officials and
ministers were already aware that there were risks involved in potentially using a
standardisation model to produce a calculated grade and that right from the beginning it

was recognised that this could never be completely fair for everybody.

3.35 The statement also set out the broad outline of the arrangements that Ofqual would put in
place and said that further detail would follow as soon as possible. In the statement, SSE
recognised that there was a very wide range of different VTQs, as well as other academic
qualifications beyond GCSEs, AS and A levels, for which students were expecting to sit
exams in summer 2020. In many cases students would already have completed modules
or non-examined assessment which could provide evidence to award a grade. DfE
therefore encouraged the AOs to show the maximum possible flexibility and pragmatism to
ensure students were not disadvantaged (Exhibit JO/029 - INQ0O00507095).

3.36  Although not mentioned in SSE’s statement, DfE ministers and DfE and Ofqual officials
were conscious of the need {o avoid significant grade inflation if possible (Exhibits JO/030
-INQ000514488 and JO/031 -INQO00514489). Moderation was seen as an essential
means to keep inflation to a minimum, to ensure that grades were consistent across
schools and colleges and not significantly higher than in previous or future years. Large
year on year increases could undermine the value of qualifications for that year’s cohort if
it was widely known that those grades had been inflated and were felt to be untrustworthy.
This risked unfairness to students from previous and subsequent years who might find
themselves compared negatively in situations where it was not be immediately obvious
which candidate’s grades were and were not affected by the grade inflation. This could
also potentially impact the ability of HEls to manage student numbers. To illustrate why
moderation and standardisation were seen as so important, it may be worth noting that,
when Ofqual did begin to analyse teacher assessed grades (called centre assessment
grades (“CAGs”) in 2020) once they were submitted by exam centres in July 2020, they

were to find that:

“Returned centre assessed grades are higher than expected — and well beyond
what might have been expected from the literature - and would result in significant

upward changes in grade profiles without standardisation;

there is no evidence of consistency of approach — in fact, everything points to a
very wide range of different assumptions and drivers. For example, centres with
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3.37

3.38

3.39

3.40

year on year profiles with previously “normal” distributions of grades from A*- E
have submitted returns with A* and A grades only. FE colleges are on average
returning the highest improvement grade profiles — higher than from other centres
including free schools.” (Exhibit JO/032 - INQ0O00514575).

To note, CAGs were named as such in 2020 to show that the grade was formed by a
collection of professionals in an exam centre, rather than judgements of individual

teachers.

On 24 March 2020 DfE officials updated ministers on work that was underway with Ofqual
to deliver and award 2019/20 VTQ assessments in the absence of exams. This note set
out the need to act quickly to provide clarity for the sector on how VTQs would be
delivered and assessed, so that VTQ students would not be perceived to be
disadvantaged, compared to GCSE, AS and A level students (Exhibit JO/033 -
INQOO0514570).

As shown in a draft Q&A document being worked up by DfE officials on 20 March 2020
and the note of a meeting between MoSSS and DfE and Ofqual officials, at this stage,
concern in relation to GCSEs and A/AS levels was not primarily about the risk of using a
standardisation model, but rather the risk of predicted grades/assessments by teachers
being potentially unfair to some students, including disadvantaged students and those
from some minority ethnic backgrounds (Exhibits JO/034 - INQ000514490, JO/035 -
INQO00514486 and JO/036 - INQ0O00514487).

On 25 March 2020, the first ‘4 Nations’ education meeting of Directors General from the
four devolved administrations was held, which discussed collaboration between the
nations so far in the context of exams having been cancelled. The meeting also discussed
whether there could be flexibility around the deadline for awarding moderated grades
based on teacher assessments (all 4 nations had decided on a moderated approach for
awarding grades in summer 2020) and resolved to continue discussions around the
awarding of qualifications once the relevant AOs had worked through the detail of how this
could work in practice. These high-level meetings, which took take place at roughly
monthly intervals until March 2022, were used to share information around how each
administration was responding to the challenges brought about by the pandemic, including
regular discussions around qualifications and each nation’s plans for awarding grades
(Exhibit JO/037 - INQOO0514491).
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3.41 DfE also organised regular ‘4 Nations’ Information Exchange meetings, which took place
once every two weeks throughout the pandemic period, and aimed to create a regular and
central point of contact at working level around each nation’s response to COVID-19
(Exhibit JO/038 - INQOO0514679).

3.42 Following the decision, announced by SSE on 18 March 2020, that GCSE, A and AS level
exams would not take place in schools and colleges in summer 2020, and that students
who did not feel their calculated grade reflected their ability would have the opportunity to
sit an exam at the earliest reasonable opportunity, on 25 March 2020, DfE officials sent a
note to SSE advising him that he would need to issue a direction letter to Ofqual.
According to this note, the Ofqual Chief Regulator had advised that “the actions needed to
arrive at calculated grades and to hold exams in the autumn will require divergence from
Ofqual’s rules and cut across their statutory objectives”. The note advised that the letter
should direct Ofqual fo work with AOs to develop and set out a process for providing
calculated GCSE, A and AS level grades to students in 2020. It said that an exam series
should be held as soon as reasonably possible after schools and colleges reopened for
those students who did not believe their awarded grades fairly reflected their performance
(Exhibit JO/039 - INQO0O0507081).

3.43 SSE accordingly sent a formal direction letter under s.129(6), of the Apprenticeships,
Skills, Children and Learning Act 2008 to Ofqual on 31 March 2020 setting out the policy
direction to which he expected them to have regard in putting in place alternative
arrangements for awarding GCSE, A and AS level grades. (Exhibit JO/040 -
INQOO0507001) The direction letter set out that the government’s key aim was to enable

students to progress successfully to the next stage of their lives, and asked Ofqual to:

3.43.1 work with the AOs to develop and implement an alternative system of
grades to replace exams in summer 2020, to enable students to progress

to further study and employment;

3.43.2 ensure that students were issued with calculated results based on their
exam centres’ judgements of their ability in the relevant subjects,

supplemented by a range of other evidence;

3.43.3 put in place arrangements for standardising results across schools and

colleges;

3.43.4 ensure, as far as is possible, that qualification standards were maintained,
and that the distribution of grades should follow a similar profile to that in

previous years;
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3.43.5 develop an appeals process, focused on whether the process used the
right data and was correctly applied, rather than seeking to overturn

teachers’ professional judgement on individual students’ ability;

3.43.6 work with the AOs and others to plan to enable students who did not feel
their calculated grade reflected their ability o sit exams as soon as

reasonably possible after schools and colleges were open again.

3.44  On 8 April 2020, the Ofqual Chief Regulator met MoSSS and DfE advisers and senior
officials and updated them on Ofqual’s plans for consultation on the approach to awarding
GCSE, A and AS level grades that summer and provided a summary of what the
consultation document would cover. They also noted that Ofqual had already engaged
with teacher representatives (Exhibit JO/041 - INQ000514597). DfE’s view at the time was
that it was appropriate for Ofqual to lead on stakeholder engagement, including with
teacher representatives, as Ofqual was responsible for designing and implementing the
process for awarding grades. This reflected the split of responsibilities in previous years,
whereby it was considered important to Ofqual’s credibility as an independent regulator

that engagement on the awarding process was led by the regulator rather than DfE.

3.45 On 9 April 2020, SSE wrote a second direction letter (Exhibit JO/042 - INQ0O00507002) to
the Ofqual Chief Regulator setting out his policy with regard to VTQs. Recognising that the

VTQ landscape is complex, the letter outlined that:

“Students and other learners who are taking vocational and technical qualifications
that are used for progression to and through employment, further or higher
education should be issued a set of results this summer in order to alfow them to

progress to the next stage of their lives.”
3.46 It went on to say that:

This means that all students and other learners taking such qualifications should,
wherever possible, receive a result that fairly reflects the work that they have put in
and their level of attainment, and where relevant, maintains the same broad levels
of comparability with previous years, in line with the approach being taken for
GCSEs, AS and A levels...All reasonable measures should be taken to ensure

a safe, and valid result can be awarded to students and other learners, and that

standards are maintained as consistently as possible.”
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Chapter 4: The decision on how grades should be awarded in 2020

4.1 Ofqual took forward the work on how to award A and AS level, GCSE and VTQ grades
between April and July 2020. Ofqual updated DfE on this work through weekly meetings
that took place between MoSSS (the DfE minister who led on this area), DfE officials and
Ofqual (Exhibit JO/043 - INQO00514682). Regular updates on progress by Ofqual on how
grades should be awarded for VTQs were also sent to DfE’s Minister for Skills and
Apprenticeships (“MfSA”), with frequent meetings taking place between DfE officials
working on this area and MfSA. There were also very frequent additional meetings
between Ofqual and DfE officials during this period both on GCSE and A/AS levels and on

VTQs, as well as discussions on the phone and over email.

4.2 Throughout the period from March 2020 onwards, Ofqual shared draft versions or
summaries of all relevant documents for publication with DfE officials in advance of
publication, though often at short notice given the tight timescales to which they were
working (Exhibits JO/193 - INQ0O00624592 and JO/226 - INQ000624591). Those which
set out new policy (e.g. consultation documents and new guidance documents) were
generally shared for comment and others sometimes for information, though in practice
Ofqual considered comments whether DfE had been invited to comment or not. DfE
officials shared those documents that expanded their understanding of the way in which
the high-level policy directions from DfE were being reflected in practice with DfE ministers
and special advisers for comment and fed back their views to Ofqual, who took these into
account prior to publication. As set out in chapter 2 above, however, Ofqual is an
independent body and DfE ministers did not formally clear its publications or have final say

over their content.

4.3 DfE took reassurance from Ofqual that its model for A/AS level and GCSE awarding was
being developed with independence and transparency overseen by a panel of experts
from a range of backgrounds, each highly expert and credible (see paragraph 4.17 below).
DfE officials also attended a weekly Policy and Implementation Board chaired by Ofqual,

which included senior representatives of each of the exam boards.

44 Following SSE’s direction letters to Ofqual regarding putting in place alternative
arrangements for awarding A and AS level, GCSE and VTQ grades, Ofqual moved quickly

to consult on how this should happen.
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Ofqual consultation on how A, AS and GCSE grades (as well as Extended Project Qualifications

and the Advanced Extension Award) should be awarded

4.5 Ofqual published an initial policy document on 3 April 2020, setting out high level principles
for how GCSEs, AS and A levels would be awarded following the cancellation of exams
(Exhibit JO/044 — INQO00507096). Ofqual officials then gave MoSSS a summary of the
contents of their consultation at their weekly meeting with the minister on 8 April 2020
(Exhibit JO/041 - INQ000514597).

4.6 On 15 April 2020, Ofqual launched its consultation on the details of how A, AS and
GCSEs, as well as Extended Project Qualifications and the Advanced Extension Award,
would be graded and awarded in summer 2020. This included the principles on which a
standardisation model would be based, the appeals system and an Equalities Impact
Assessment (Exhibit JO/045 - INQ000514492). The consultation sought views on a range

of matters, including Ofqual’s proposals that:

4.6.1 Grades should be based on a school or college’s judgement of the grade they
would have expected a student to have gained had they taken their exams or
assessments as planned, and their place in the rank order of students in the school
or college entered for that qualification. Exam boards would then combine their
judgements with other existing evidence of the likely performance of the cohort in
each school or college had the exams and assessments gone ahead to

standardise judgements made between centres.

4.6.2 Schools and colleges should be able to question, on behalf of their students,
whether the correct evidence and/or process was used to determine the grades

awarded to all or some of their students.

4.6.3 Students who felt that their grade did not reflect their ability, or who were unable to
receive a calculated grade, should be able to take exams in the additional exam

series to be arranged in the autumn term, or the following summer.

4.6.4 Ofqual should only allow exam boards to issue results for private candidates if a
Head of Centre considered that CAGs. and a place in a rank order could properly
be submitted. Private candidates were students who exam centres had not taught
themselves, for example because they had been home educated, had followed

distance-learning programmes, or had studied independently.

4.6.5 The consultation’s Equality Impact Assessment (EIA), included on pages 49 to 53

of the consultation document, considered whether the proposed arrangements
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4.7

4.8

might have a negative impact on particular groups of students and, if so, how that
might be mitigated. The EIA noted that there was a risk that teachers contributing
to the determination of CAGs might exhibit a degree of unconscious bias that
disadvantaged students who shared particular protected characteristics. To
understand the likely nature and extent of any such bias, Ofqual carried out a
small-scale review of relevant research into the reliability of predicted GCSE, AS
and A level grades and the reliability of teacher assessment more generally.
Having carried out this research, Ofqual’s conclusion as set out in the EIA was that
overall, the evidence of the likelihood of bias in CAGs was mixed. Ofqual noted
that in its consultation, it had, however, proposed ways to protect the integrity of
CAGs from influence or pressure exerted by, or on behalf of, individual students.
The proposed approach to statistical standardisation had also been identified with
the removal of any bias in CAGs in mind. In finalising the technical detail of the
statistical standardisation model, Ofqual would evaluate and carefully consider the
relative impact on exam centres with different characteristics (such as socio-
economic status (SES), special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND),

ethnicity and gender).

The consultation outcomes and Ofqual’s decision document was published on 22 May
2020 (Exhibit JO/046 - INQ0O00514702. In this document, Ofqual confirmed how, having
analysed responses to the consultation, its standardisation model would work. The model
would take the best available evidence to provide students with the grades that they would
most likely have achieved had they been able to complete their assessments in summer
2020, while maintaining standards and achieving grade profiles similar to previous years.
If, in the absence of exams, CAGs were accepted without any form of standardisation, it
was highly likely that this would result in very significant grade inflation at both A/AS level
and GCSE. As Ofqual noted in the press notice following its Summer Symposium on 21
July 2020 (see paragraph 4.31 of this statement), after exam centres had indeed
submitted grades that were higher than expected: “That is not surprising, given that the
circumstances meant teachers were not given an opportunity to develop a common
approach to grading in advance; and they naturally want fo do their best for their students.”
(Exhibit JO/047 - INQO00507104).

Ofqual’s decision document also emphasised the need to ensure that a consistent
standard was applied across all exam centres to avoid unfairness between exam centres
that had submitted more optimistic CAGs for their students, against those that had held

strictly to the grades they thought students would achieve. To achieve this, Ofqual decided
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that: “The statistical standardisation model should place more weight on historical
evidence of centre performance (given the prior attainment of students) than the submitted
centre assessment grades where that will increase the likelihood of students getting the
grades that they would most likely have achieved had they been able to complete their
assessments in summer 2020".

4.9 With regard to private candidates (see paragraph 4.6.4 of this statement), the decision
document welcomed additional provision that Ofqual recognised had been made by exam
boards to allow more of them to receive a grade in summer 2020 but recognised that
“unfortunately some private candidates will not be able to progress as they had expected
because of the exceptional arrangements in place for this summer”. Private candidates
and the particular challenges they faced continued to be discussed in meetings between
Ofqual and DfE officials and DfE ministers in the run-up to the publication of A level and
GCSE grades in August 2020 (Exhibits JO/048 - INQ000514600 and JO/049 -
INQO00514601). A key reason that an exams season was run in autumn 2020 was so that
private candidates who had not been able to secure a grade could sit exams and do so

(see paragraph 5.68 of this statement).

4.10 As part of its analysis of the consultation outcomes, Ofqual set out that 83% of
respondents overall agreed or strongly agreed with the aims of statistical standardisation.
For teacher representative groups or unions, 45% agreed or strongly agreed with the aims
of statistical standardisation (Exhibits JO/050 - INQ000507100 and JO/051 -
INQO00514701).

Ofqual consultation on how Vocational and Technical Qualification grades should be awarded

411 On 24 April 2020, Ofqual published its consultation that sought views on exceptional
arrangements for awarding VTQs, and general qualifications other than GCSEs, AS and A

levels, the Extended Project and the Advanced Extension Award.

4.12  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
hoped that most learners who planned to take exams and assessments in summer 2020
would receive a result calculated by AOs. 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.
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