Foreword

When students received their grades in August 2020 following the cancellation of
summer exams in the UK, there was widespread confusion for students and public
concern in all four countries as to the robustness of the grades that were awarded.
Much of the criticism was focused on the role that statistical models or algorithms
had played in the awards process.

Whilst the specific approaches adopted to award grades differed in the four
jurisdictions, all dropped their planned approach and instead awarded grades based
on teacher assessment of likely grades, where these were higher than the calculated
grades. None of the planned approaches to awarding grades were able to command
public confidence.

This report explores the approach to awarding grades in each of the four countries in
order to identify wider lessons for government and other public bodies. In doing so,
we recognise the constraints and unique challenges of this task. Context is crucial,
and | want to emphasise four key points:

There can be an over-confidence in what statistical models can achieve:
Statistical models have limitations. They are based on a number of assumptions and
the data that are available. The results from statistical models are subject to
variability. In the grade awarding context, the models were expected to predict a
single grade for each individual on each course within constraints around
maintaining standards and not disadvantaging any groups.

The task of awarding exam grades in the summer of 2020 was extremely
difficult: It is important not to underestimate the scale of the task facing the
qualification regulators. They are small bodies and faced a shortage of both
resources and time. Moreover, they did not have perfect information with which to
work — for example, the practice of ranking students within a cohort was not one for
which there was any historical evidence or experience. Finally, unlike most other
uses of statistical models, they had to release their output on a single day to an
entire cohort and for use in processes such as university admissions.

There were important differences in approach between the four parts of the
UK: There were similarities and differences in the models used in each country to
calculate grades. These arose from differences in the design of qualifications, the
data that was available and the decisions taken by the qualification regulators and
awarding bodies. The biggest difference in approach was between Scotland and the
rest of the UK countries, as the model in Scotland made greater use of teacher-
estimated grades. Whilst more similar in approach, there were also differences in
England, Wales and Northern Ireland, for example around the use of teacher
rankings; the extent of quality review; and the use of prior performance of this cohort
of students. The extent of differences between the four countries means that there is
no single conclusion that can be drawn as to the best approach. Given this, this
report does not attempt to evaluate or rank each approach.
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