The COVID-19 exams fiasco across the UK: four nations and two. ..

describing ‘an absolutely defeated baby brother over here who did well in his pre-
lims only to be completely shafted by the SQA who seem to be rounding down at
least two bands across the board in what looks like a dedicated attempt to throw
working-class kids under the bus’. On August 7th, around one hundred students
gathered in Glasgow’s George Square, holding signs protesting the ‘postcode lot-
tery’ of the downgrades and urging the Scottish Government and SQA to revert to
the (higher) teacher predicted grades. TV and print media highlighted stories of
students in deprived areas achieving consistent A performances but being marked
down heavily after standardisation, such as Erin Bleakely (the organiser of the
protest) who saw her maths grade drop from an A in her prelimin to a D in the
final results (BBC News 2020c¢).

This shift of problem definition did not happen in the rest of the UK until their
own published exam results highlighted similar problems. As in Scotland, down-
grades were concentrated in more deprived areas, prompting government ministers
to emphasise the overall result (largely in vain) while external attention lurched
more specifically to the many students (with expected high grades) who were down-
graded according to circumstances outside of their control.

In England, 36% of grades were downgraded, with disadvantaged pupils shown
by Ofqual official statistics to be worst hit, while private schools increased the pro-
portion of students achieving A and A* grades. The overall effect on A-C grades
for “low socio-cconomic status’ students was a rise from 51.8% in 2019 to 54.7%
even following Ofqual’s moderation (Ofqual 2020b, p. 150). However, the year-on-
year rise in proportion of students achieving A or A* grades was much higher at
independent schools than state comprehensives (Adams and McIntyre 2020). It led
to sustained criticism from media commentators, political opponents, and protests
by students (Sabbagh 2020; Bates 2020). Students were portrayed sympathetically,
particularly when the fate of high achieving students from deprived areas clashed
with the UK Government’s rhetoric to ‘level up’ across the country. On August 15th,
Williamson defended a ‘fair and robust system for the overwhelming majority of
students’ (Swinford 2020).

In Wales, 42% of students saw their A-Level results lowered from their CAGs
(Express and Star 2020), while First Minister Mark Drakeford highlighted the suc-
cess of students, pointing to an increase in the number of high grades, and Educa-
tion Minister Kirsty Williams described a ‘very fair and robust’ system of apportion-
ment (BBC News 2020d). In Northern Ireland, a third of students saw their A-Level
grades downgraded, but ministers followed the same path as the other UK nations,
initially defending the apportionment and drawing attention to the overall distribu-
tion of grades, which was slightly stronger results than previous years (BBC News
2020e).

Which policy solutions were still feasible?

Each government faced similar choices between a very small number of suboptimal
solutions:
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