
 
26 February 2021 
 
Dear Parent/Carer 
 
You will all now be aware that once again, as in 2020, GCSE, AS and A level exams, as well as most 
vocational qualification assessments, have been cancelled.  This is because the government and many 
across the education sector do not believe that it would be practical or fair to award grades based 
upon examinations this year.  Following a lengthy consultation with schools, exam boards, students 
and parents, the government has now set out the approach that all schools will take on awarding 
grades to students in Year 11 and Year 13 this year.  We have sought to provide here ‘what we know 
so far’.  Over the next week or so, I shall be working with colleagues to put together more detailed 
plans so that, by the time Year 11 and Year 13 students return to face-to-face teaching on 9 March, 
we will be really clear about what is expected of students and how they can achieve grades that reflect 
their personal best, enabling them to progress on to whatever they are planning to do in September.  
 
I have put this document together for teachers, parents and students at Emmanuel College from the 

various documents published by the government this week.  You may also find this infographic 
helpful which has been produced by Ofqual.  While there is a great deal of detail here that will be of 
interest, the key point is, as we stated to Year 11 and Year 13 students earlier this year, that significant 
effort and engagement from this point forward will be essential if students are to be awarded grades 
that reflect their ambitions and personal best.  Unlike in 2020 when teaching and assessment stopped 
for these year groups in March, the real work is only just beginning.  I look forward to supporting all 
students in these year groups as we work hard over the coming weeks to learn the final elements of 
the curriculum still to be taught and engage in the essential assessment that will allow us, as a school, 
to award grades that fairly and honestly reflect the very high standards that I know our students are 
capable of.  
 
Principles 
 
There are a few principles that can be taken from the guidance as it stands:  
 

1. The priority for the government is “fairness and flexibility”. 
2. The government believes that in the absence of exams, teachers are best placed to determine 

grades. 
3. Students will only be assessed on what they have been taught. 
4. Vocational qualifications used for progression to further or higher education (such as those 

we run at Emmanuel) should be treated like GCSEs, AS levels and A levels. 
5. The expected performance standard will be broadly the same as in previous years. 
6. Schools will be able to use evidence from throughout the time students have been studying 

the course, although whether we choose to do so will be at the school’s discretion. 
7. Exam boards will publish materials to help schools.  The use of exam board materials will be 

optional but at Emmanuel we are very likely to use them. 
8. Changes to a student’s grade should only be made based on the evidence of their performance 

and as a result of human intervention at the centre or the exam board.  In addition, exam 
boards should not be seeking to ensure that the national distribution of grades follows a 
similar profile to that of previous years. 

https://www.emmanuelcollege.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Awarding-Grades-Infographic-2021.pdf


9. Every student who believes their grade does not reflect their performance or has not been 
properly determined will have a clear route to appeal. 

 
Key dates 
 

Thursday 1 April: Exam board detailed guidance and assessment materials made available  
 
Friday 18 June: Final date to submit grades to exam boards 
 
Tuesday 10 August – Year 13 results day  
 
Thursday 12 August – Year 11 results day 

 
Awarding grades 
 
Further guidance will be made available by the end of this term by exam boards and, as I have stated 
above, we will also give more detail over the coming weeks, but we do now know a good deal about 
the way in which grades will be awarded by teachers:  
 

1. Teachers should use their expertise to decide the range of evidence that will enable their 
students to show what they know and can do, within parameters set by the exam boards. 

2. Exam board guidance should set out a list of those sources of and approaches to collecting 
evidence that are considered most effective in determining grades, taking into account the 
need for these to be undertaken remotely if necessary. 

3. Teachers should draw on different sources of evidence when forming judgements. 
4. Heads of Centre should be satisfied that the range of evidence used corresponds to what has 

been taught. 
5. Exam boards should provide a package of training and support materials on how to make 

judgements, including assessment materials. 
6. Exam boards should include grade descriptors for at least alternate grades, sets of questions, 

mark schemes, example answers and other guidance. 
7. Exam boards should provide training on how to make objective judgements and to minimise 

the possibility of bias. 
8. Teachers should use a consistent evidence base for all of their students in a subject, wherever 

possible, to support consistent judgements. 
9. Reasonable adjustments for disabled students under the Equality Act, in relation to work set 

where the need for such adjustments has been identified. 
10. Where a student is unwell at the time of a forthcoming assessment, teachers to substitute this 

evidence where possible, but if necessary, to either take account of the impact of the absence 
of the reasonable adjustment in the judgement they make, or disregard that evidence so as 
not to prejudice the overall judgement. 

11. As many students as possible will have the opportunity to continue to work on NEAs 
(coursework).  Teachers should use these assessments in accordance with exam board mark 
schemes and, depending on the content they have been able to cover, the contribution they 
make to students’ overall grade should in the government’s view remain broadly similar to a 
normal year. 

12. Marking of coursework will not be moderated by the exam boards.  
13. While the use of a centre’s previous performance data by schools at an aggregate level could 

play a useful role in informing grading judgements, it should not be used as a basis for 
determining or making changes to the results of individual students.  Students should have 
their grades determined by the standard of their work. 



 
Quality Assurance  
 
Quality assurance will take place at a school level and at an exam board level.  This will ensure that 
mistakes are not made and that there is fairness and consistency for all students.  The guidance is clear 
that: 
 

1. Exam boards should provide centres with clear requirements for their own quality assurance 
processes, to promote a consistent approach to determine grades. 

2. Heads of Centre will be required to provide a formal declaration about the accuracy and 
integrity of the grades submitted and the processes supporting them.  

3. Exam boards will provide an additional layer of scrutiny to ensure centres adhere to the exam 
boards’ requirements.  These quality assurance arrangements should focus on making sure 
the process and evidence used by centres to award grades are reasonable. 

4. The exam boards should be required to undertake checks of all centres’ internal quality 
assurance processes before grades are submitted to them. 

5. Quality assurance checks of samples of the evidence will take place in a sample of centres 
only. 

6. Where robust investigation indicates that a centre’s grades might not be justified, the exam 
board should ask the centre to investigate. If the exam board is not satisfied with the outcome 
of this investigation or malpractice is found, exam boards should reserve the right to adjust 
or withhold grades. 

7. Exam boards will use the following criteria to identify centres for further checks: 
a. where the centres’ submitted grades appear significantly lower or higher than past 

performance 
b. where there have been significant changes in entry patterns 
c. where a centre is identified as needing additional support, for example because it is 

a new centre. 
8. Ofqual should ensure the exam boards take all reasonable steps to prevent malpractice, to 

detect and investigate malpractice where it is suspected and to take action against those 
responsible which is proportionate to the gravity and scope of the malpractice. 

 
Appeals 
 
Our aim will be to ensure that all students believe their grades to be fair and in line with the guidance.  
We will share as much information as possible with students about the evidence on which their grade 
is to be determined before grades are submitted, so that students have the opportunity to raise 
mitigating circumstances and identify errors in advance.  This won’t be the final grade, but it will 
include scores in assessments and information about which assessments are being used to make a 
judgement on students’ performance.  Should there still be a concern following the publication of the 
final grade in August the following will apply: 

 
1. If a student believes their grade is wrong, they should be able to ask their centre to check for 

errors and make sure they followed their own process correctly. 
2. If a student still believes their grade is wrong, then the centre will submit an appeal to the 

exam board on their behalf. 
3. The exam board should review both the process the centre has followed and review the 

evidence on which a student’s grade was determined to confirm whether the grade submitted 
by the centre was a reasonable exercise of academic judgement. 

4. If an exam board finds the evidence cannot support the grade, they should determine the 
alternative grade and inform the centre. 



5. An exam board should only revise a student’s grade at appeal where it finds the evidence on 
which the grade was determined cannot reasonably support that grade, rather than as a result 
of differences of opinion. 

6. Where the student disagrees with the final result issued by the exam board after the appeal, 
and believes the process has not been followed correctly, an application may be made to 
Ofqual’s Exams Procedures Review Service which will review the process used by the exam 
board. 

7. As in normal years, grades can go up or down as the result of an appeal. 
 
School Performance Measures 
 
While this is likely to be of less interest to students, it may be helpful to know the following: 
 

1. Qualification grades achieved using alternative assessment arrangements in 2020 and 2021 
will not be used to produce the normal suite of institution level performance measures. 

2. As in 2020, institution level data based on 2021 GCSEs, AS levels, A levels, other regulated 
general qualifications, or vocational and technical qualifications will not be published at 
institution level. 

3. This data will not be available for others, such as Ofsted, RSCs or local authorities, to use to 
hold schools and colleges to account. 

4. Those working with schools and colleges, such as Ofsted, Department for Education regional 
teams and local authorities, should use data from previous years as a starting point for 
discussions around a school or college’s performance but should not use 2020 or 2021 results 
data for this purpose. 

5. Schools and colleges should not use the 2020 or 2021 results data as part of their teacher 
performance management process. 

6. The compare school and college performance service will publish: 
a. a list of the subjects and qualifications pupils or students took at key stage 4 and 16 

to 18, including, at KS4, the proportion entered for the EBacc combination of subjects. 
b. data on how well schools and colleges support their key stage 4 and 16 to 18 pupils 

or students to their next destination. 
7. 2018 to 2019 academic year educational performance data will continue to be publicly 

available.  
 
Yours sincerely 
 
Matthew Waterfield 
Principal 
 


