2 REVIEW OF ARRANGEMENTS FOR AWARDING GRADES IN 2020
21 GCSEs, AS and A levels, and the Skills Challenge Certificate

2.1.1 For GCSEs, AS and A levels, and the Skills Challenge Certificate, an approach for awarding grades in
2020 was developed by WIEC and signed-off by Qualifications Wales. Schools and colleges were
asked to submit Centre Assessment Grades (CAGs) and to rank order their learners within each grade
for each qualification. This data was combined with relevant historical data where it was available
to predict final grades for each learner in each qualification — a process that was called
standardisation.

2.1.2 This approach was broadly similar across the UK in 2020 as the qualifications regulators and
awarding bodies, led by Ofqual, co-ordinated their activities and shared plans. Scotland was the
first country to publish results (Highers) on 4 August and a public outcry followed as many learners
received results that differed significantly from those that had been expected. This outcry ledto a
change of decision a week later in Scotland to award results based solely on the CAGs in cases where
the CAG was higher than the calculated award.

2.1.3 Over the course of the following week, similar events unfolded across the rest of the UK’s nations.
A level results day in Wales saw many learners, parents/carers, schools and colleges bewildered,
distressed and angry with results that they could not explain, and many learners’ future plans and
aspirations were put on hold. There followed a weekend of public protests, demonstrations and
extensive media commentary, both in Wales and across the UK.

2.1.4 On 12 August, the day before A level publication and as England introduced their ‘Triple Lock’
whereby a student could accept their calculated grade, appeal to receive a valid mock result, or sit
autumn exams, the Welsh Education Minister announced her decision that the A level result would
not be lower than the AS level grade achieved. On Monday 17 August the Education Minister
announced the further decision to revise the results such that all Welsh learners (GCSE, AS level, A
level and Skills Challenge Certificate) would be re-issued grades using CAGs where these were higher
than the calculated grade. The Minister declared these decisions were driven by the need to ensure
a level playing field for Welsh learners with their peers in the rest of the UK in gaining access to
higher education and employment.

2.2 Approved Vocational Qualifications

2.2.1 For the Approved Vocational Qualifications designed for Wales, the approach for awarding grades in
2020 was aligned with the approach being taken in the rest of the UK, recognising that the majority
of vocational qualifications are available across Wales, England and Northern Ireland.

2.2.2 Those qualifications used for progression into further or higher education followed the CAG
approach, but without the statistical standardisation. For those qualifications requiring
demonstration of occupational competence, the awarding bodies were required to adapt existing
assessments to take account of the public health restrictions arising from Covid-19. Some
assessments could not be undertaken, and some learners were not able to complete their
gualifications in summer 2020.

2.2.3 ltis notable that for centres that work with multiple awarding bodies in Wales and England to run
vocational qualifications, there was additional complexity given different requirements and varying
timings of communications from these bodies. Those differences added to distress for learners and
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4  there was insufficient time available for validation of centres’ internal processes for arriving at
CAGs and for training to avoid bias in assessments;
5 there were public health considerations of going into schools to conduct training.

4.7 Instead, Qualifications Wales and WJEC implemented a process whereby Heads of Centre were
required to sign a declaration® that data being submitted to WJEC honestly and fairly represent the
grades that these learners would have been most likely to achieve if they had sat their exams as
planned. The declaration also stated that the Head of Centre understood that, if the profile of
grades submitted was substantially different from what might be expected based on the centre’s
historic results and the prior attainment of the 2020 cohort of learners, then the grades for the
centre would be adjusted through the statistical standardisation models to bring them into line
with national standards.

4.8 The guidance on CAGs and ranking was issued to centres on 3 April 2020 and updated on 18 May
2020. The submission date for the data to WJEC was 12 June. Centres therefore had a period of
ten weeks between the first guidance and submission date in which to compile data for every
candidate and in every qualification. We have given much consideration to whether any form of
external moderation would have been useful, feasible or possible in the time that was available.

4.9 We tested assumptions regarding the feasibility of external moderation with the schools and
colleges and the regional consortia that we met. They pointed to their perceptions of available
capacity, at that time, among for example external examiners, Estyn, and the regional consortia
that could have supported a process of moderation. The schools told us that they would also have
welcomed external moderation.

4.10 We note that particularly in the first part of the 10 week period, between guidance being issued
and submissions being made, the scale and range of adaptions that organisations in the sector
were facing in the light of the pandemic was immense and capacity and scope for considered
decision-making was under considerable strain. Critical business operations needed to be
maintained at the same time as new processes were being implemented.

4.11 We therefore understand the valid concerns regarding the logistical problems of developing and
implementing external moderation but we have not found evidence that Qualifications Wales or
WIJEC thoroughly tested their assumptions with communities beyond the regulatory and awarding
bodies. It may be that the same decisions not to have attempted any external moderation would
have been reached after dialogue with the sector, but if so there would also have been a greater
understanding of the risks then inherent in the adopted system and actions to mitigate for those
risks could have been planned.

4.12 We conclude, based on the evidence we have collected, that the decision to rely totally upon the
statistical standardisation models to ‘moderate’ between centres was taken without fully testing
any alternative routes or approaches.

8 Qualifications Wales guidance to Centres, 3 April 2000:
https://qualificationswales.org/english/publications/information-for-centres-on-the-submission-of-centre-assessment-
grades/, accessed on 26 November 2020
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10. LEARNING FOR AWARDING QUALIFICATIONS IN 2021

10.1 The Minister asked us to consider how the learning from 2020 might inform the approach to
awards in summer 2021 .

10.2 The unprecedented challenges presented by the Covid-19 pandemic across the Welsh education
system in 2020 regrettably continue into 2021. The urgency for decisions to be made for the
awarding of grades for 2021 came across strongly in all our meetings and discussions. We were
told about the considerable stress and anxiety created by learners and teachers not knowing
whether there would be exams or not, and the stress and additional workload of having to prepare
for both eventualities.

10.3 It also became clear to us that the level of unevenness in learner experiences across 2020 and
extending into 2021 would make any exam series an unfair way to judge progress and ability across
the 2021 cohort of learners. To quote one of our expert contributors on continuing with an exam
series

..it would advantage the most advantaged and disadvantage the most disadvantaged...

We concluded that operationally, to run any form of exam series for 2021 would be a high-risk
endeavour, easily knocked off course by ongoing uncertainty around the progress of the pandemic
that could upend any examination schedule - a Plan B would always be required. We advised that
it would be far better to invest concentrated time and effort now in developing, collectively, an
alternative centre-based assessment plan and committing to it. This would give learners and their
parents, carers, schools and colleges certainty about the way ahead and clear direction about
prioritising available time in schools and colleges to maximise learning.

10.4 Drawing on these urgent issues and the lessons from the review of awarding grades in 2020, we
therefore gave early recommendations to the Minister in late October 2020 in our Interim Report
that:

° Decisions on awarding grades in Wales in 2021 should prioritise the needs of, and fairness to,
the learners who are being assessed by acknowledging the challenging circumstances in
which their learning has taken place through 2020 and 2021.

® In 2021, qualifications should be awarded on the basis of robust and moderated assessment
undertaken by the learner’s educational setting and not through an exam series.

] Robust centre assessment methods need to be developed so that learners are awarded fair
grades whilst ensuring the integrity of qualifications.

® These assessment methods should be developed in consultation with key stakeholders and
the key decisions should be communicated clearly to all involved.

J Welsh Government should establish an independently chaired Delivery Board to oversee and
steer the revised approach to qualification in 2021.

10.5 On 10 November 2020, the Minister announced her decision and direction to Qualifications Wales
that:
° there should be no end-of-year exams for GCSE, AS or A-level qualifications for 2021;
® instead of exams, the Welsh Government will work with schools and colleges to take forward

teacher-managed assessments. These will include externally set and marked assessments
delivered within a classroom environment under teacher supervision. These will form the
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basis for centre-based outcomes which will be linked to an agreed national approach to
provide consistency across Wales;

e a Design and Delivery Advisory Group will be established, chaired by Geraint Rees, to
develop the proposed approach to centre-based outcomes, an appeals process and
arrangements for private candidates. The Group will involve school and college leaders,
supported by Welsh Government and advised by Qualifications Wales and WIEC;

e that Wales would continue to work with Ofqual to ensure that awards could be made for
vocational qualifications.

10.6 The work of the Design and Delivery Advisory Group?? is now underway to develop proposals which
could deliver the policy on qualifications in 2021. The Group membership is school and college
leaders, and Qualifications Wales and WJEC have observer status.

10.7 Our remit asks us to consider what learning there is from the operationalisation of the
standardisation process in 2020 and what should be considered in agreeing the criteria or
principles for any standardisation process in 2021. We have therefore summarised below key
points for each of the design and delivery phases in 2021, drawing on our findings and
recommendations, to inform the work of the Design and Delivery Group and Qualifications Wales
as they work to put in place successful and workable proposals for the summer of 2021.

10.8 Design phase

Drawing upon our evidence concerning 2020, we would summarise the key learning points to take
into the current design phase as:

° Collaborative working across all parts of the Welsh education sector.
The Minister emphasises this way of working in the Terms of Reference of the Design and
Delivery Advisory Group. It will be vital that all parts of the sector take responsibility to work
together constructively for the benefit of learners whether they are full members of the
Group, observers to the Group or involved by the Group is some other way.

. Ensure that alternative options are properly assessed against the principles and that
assumptions made within those analyses are tested.
Involving the teaching profession in the assessment of options, and the design, enables
policy to be enacted on the ground. Our survey included the opportunity for respondents to
suggest alternatives to CAGs should exams not be possible in 2021 (Appendix 4). It is now
for the Design and Delivery Advisory Group to consider these suggestions as it sees fit.

° Design the appeals process alongside the testing of options for the assessments and awards
processes to ensure that both can be delivered fairly.

. The learner voice must be heard as the proposals are developed and delivered.
The needs of, and fairness to, the learners should be prioritised in all decisions on the
approach to awarding grades in 2021, with decisions tested to ensure that the principles
most directly supporting fairness are paramount. Learner wellbeing should be central to the
agreed processes and there should be confidence to do what is right for Welsh learners.

. Children’s Rights and Equality Impact Assessments must be used as positive tools to improve
policy and its implementation to ensure fairness for all learners for 2021.

22 Design and Delivery Advisory Group Terms of Reference https://gov.wales/design-and-delivery-advisory-
group/terms-reference#section-55732, accessed 22 November 2020.
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