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A Qualified Disaster: 

Allocating Student Grades 
During Covid-19

Hester Burn

Many students in England sit a set of national examinations at age sixteen 
and eighteen, called General Certificates of Secondary Education (GCSEs) and 
Advanced Level qualifications (A Levels) respectively. These examinations occur 
over a period of about four weeks toward the end of the academic year, and 
opportunities to re-sit after this time are rare. For each qualification, students 
usually sit the same examination paper at the same time across the country. 
The examination scripts are then marked externally, and a national regulatory 
body sets grade boundaries to ensure that the distribution of grades is 
comparable across years. At GCSE, grades range from one (low) to nine (high), 
with grades four or five being considered a pass and seven an indication of 
higher-level proficiency. At A Level, the grades range from “E” (low) to “A*” 
(high). The average student will take eight or nine GCSE and three A Level, 
or equivalent, qualifications.1 The grades that students receive have significant 
long-term consequences. Many schools and colleges admit students for A Levels 
and for skilled vocational training based on their GCSE grades, making this 
benchmark highly determinant of future educational prospects.2 GCSE and 
predicted A Level (or equivalent) grades are also the primary means by which 
universities offer places to prospective undergraduates, and are often requested 
in job applications long after students have left school.3 The grades achieved by 
a school cohort also determine that school’s place in national league tables and 
their likely enrollment—and therefore funding—for the subsequent year.
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GCSE and A Level examinations were canceled in both 2020 and 2021 due 
to the Covid-19 pandemic. Policymakers were tasked with deciding how 
to assign grades in their place. In 2020, the Department for Education 
opted to use teacher predictions alongside a statistical moderation process 
to ensure that the grades that students received—both overall and within 
each school—were not considerably higher than those in previous years. 
However, this approach led to a public outcry of such magnitude that the 
policy was withdrawn the day after students received their grades, with 
the  Prime Minister blaming a “mutant algorithm” for the U-turn and 
publicly dismissing a top civil servant.4 In 2021, schools were instead asked 
to run their own examinations and then submit grades with evidence to 
back up each of their decisions. However, this approach did no better at 
commanding public trust, with some parents preparing formal appeals 
against their children’s schools even before the 2021 grades had been 
released.5 The challenge facing policymakers was that Covid-19 highlighted 
the fragility of the existing examinations, bringing to light both new and old 
issues embedded in long-established processes. If 2020 and 2021 grading 
needed to compensate for problems exacerbated by the pandemic then 
which, if any, should take precedence?

Fairness Between Cohorts
For some, the most important consideration for grading processes in 2020 
and 2021 was consistency. For a decade, the grade boundaries for these 
national examinations had been specifically set so that the proportion of 
students achieving each grade was similar to that in previous years.6 This 
was primarily intended to allow future employers and advanced education 
providers, such as universities, to fairly compare applicants from different 
cohorts who apply for the same opportunity.7 When examinations were 
canceled in 2020 and 2021, and teachers were tasked with assigning grades to 
their own students, it was considered likely that the grades would be higher 
than those in previous years. This was, in the words of one school leader, 
because “schools may, understandably, [give] some students the benefit of 
the doubt when they are on the borderline” between two grades.8 However 
higher grades for the 2020 and 2021 cohorts would make life harder for 
many students in non-disrupted years who would end up competing 
with them for university places and entry-level jobs, especially given that 
a considerable number of the 2020 and 2021 cohorts were likely to defer 
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applications until after the height of the pandemic had passed.9 In addition, 
at least some students from these more and less generously graded cohorts 
were likely to apply for the same employment opportunities in the future, 
for which GCSE, A Level, and equivalent grades are often still requested. As 
another school leader commented, “when we’re thinking about fairness and 
equality, of course, first and foremost, we think about this year’s cohort. But 
we have to think about fairness and equality with previous cohorts and with 
future cohorts as well.”10

In 2020, the Department for Education addressed concerns about 
consistency and fairness by deciding that students’ examination grades 
would not be determined by teacher assessment alone. Instead, the Office 
of Qualifications and Examination Regulation (Ofqual) would determine 
the final grades received by students by applying an algorithm to those 
given by teachers. This would ensure that the proportions of each grade 
received at both the school level and the national level were consistent 
with previous years, informed by data on the historical results of each 
school and a ranking of students within them.11 It also guaranteed that 
no school was raising their grades significantly more than another. The 
policy was welcomed by Universities UK, representing the UK higher 
education sector, who believed that the qualifications would therefore 
“hold their value” and that the processes would enable progression to 
further education or jobs without being at “the expense of academic 
standards.”12

When the grades were released in August 2020, however, the public 
response was overwhelmingly negative. Many students felt as though 
they’d had little agency in determining the grades that they received. One 
reason for this was that much of the existing data that schools had on 
student attainment were through “mock” (practice) examinations collected 
months before schools had closed. Did these data not provide an outdated 
representation of students’ full potential? As one young person noted, “when 
we took [the mock examinations], we were under the impression that they 
weren’t really important, and now they are.”13

A second reason was that, as the grades that students received were 
informed by the prior performance of their school, some students in 
previously low-attaining schools were unable to be assigned top grades 
even if they would have performed considerably better than their older 
peers, resulting in many missing the grades that they needed to meet their 
university offers.14 Indeed students from disadvantaged backgrounds were 
found to have been more likely to be downgraded at A Level, impacting—
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in the words of the president of the National Union of Students—“who’s 
had to pick a different university, who’s been forced to defer … [and] on 
the demographics of our universities” in a manner which was “completely 
unjust.”15 One student who was initially downgraded and therefore missed 
a conditional offer at her chosen university stated: “I just think it is very 
unfair that because of past performance in this area and particularly in 
my school that I haven’t got in … that computer doesn’t know that I got to 
school every single day at 7am revising … that computer doesn’t even know 
who I am and that I exist.”16

Was it defensible that these students’ futures had been upended due to 
the decisions of a statistical model? Such outcomes were near-impossible for 
the government to justify.

In the end, the fiasco was instead blamed on a “mutant algorithm” and 
the higher, purely teacher-assessed grades were restored within a matter of 
days.17

Fairness Between Schools
By 2021, although students had more or less returned to classrooms, new 
issues regarding the fairness of national examinations had risen to the 
surface. During school closures, the education that schools were able to 
provide at a distance had varied greatly, with some able to rely on their 
students each having a personal laptop while others had relied on packets 
of printed resources.18 Moreover, many of the poorest areas of the country 
were the most heavily impacted by school absences and partial closures after 
the height of the pandemic, meaning that, even once schools reopened, their 
students missed out on a greater amount of face-to-face learning than those 
in more affluent regions.19 The injustice that these circumstances unveiled 
was not new, but it was more blatant. The potential negative consequences 
for students in more economically marginalized schools if examinations 
went ahead “as normal” were palpable.

For policymakers deciding how grades should be assigned in 2021, one 
solution was to still allow students to sit examinations but to put contingencies 
in place which accounted for differences in learning opportunity during 
periods of school closure. Teachers were therefore instructed to disregard 
the full extent of the curriculum and to instead create examination papers 
which were customized to test their students only on topics about which 
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they had actually been taught. Schools would then combine these results 
with other data at their disposal and use this evidence—which could be 
checked by an external adjudicator—to assign each student a grade. OCR, 
an exam-setting organization, stated that such a “strongly evidence-based 
approach” would “promote public confidence” in the examination results 
received.20

This compromise, however, was not wholly watertight. The flexibility 
granted to schools was incomparable to the strict processes of the pre-
pandemic years, including allowing schools to distribute lists of the topics 
to be examined in advance and to hold the examinations in low-intensity 
classroom settings. Many felt that such flexibility was long overdue. However, 
when the proportion of top A Level grades in one fee-paying school soared 
from 34 percent in 2019 to 90 percent in 2021, and when this was found to 
be exemplary of a wider trend by which grade increases were a lot higher 
in fee-paying schools than those which were government-funded, concerns 
grew.21 Was it fair to merely replace variation in how schools were impacted 
by Covid-19 with variation in how schools designed and marked their own 
assessments? Could it really be claimed that these results were as robust 
as those in non-disrupted years? And, even if this was possible in theory, 
did the importance of students’ results to school league tables in England 
introduce incentives against which it was impossible to mitigate? Although, 
on release, the 2021 grades were not subjected to the overhaul experienced 
the previous year, students lodged four times as many appeals against their 
schools’ decisions.22 Students of teachers who had put faith into the system 
acting fairly were likely the ones who faced the greatest repercussions when 
it became apparent that it had not.

Fairness Between Students
Finally, despite the 2020 and 2021 grading policies attempting to achieve 
a semblance of fairness between schools, it was impossible to ignore the 
fact that schools would be facing dilemmas about fairness within their own 
student bodies. How should the examination performance of a student who, 
during school closures, had had consistent internet access and a quiet room 
in which to work be compared to that of a student who shared a single 
device with their siblings? How should teachers judge the attainment of a 
student who had to take on extra paid work during the pandemic because 
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others in their household were shielding? And what of students with 
sensory impairment, for whom there would have been additional learning 
loss through remote instruction? Research by the education think tank 
The Sutton Trust revealed that 40 percent of middle-class children had 
undertaken over five hours of schoolwork a day during school closures, 
compared to just 26 percent of  those in working-class households.23 
Although some of this gap will have been driven by differences between the 
schools that these students attended, significant gaps were also likely to exist 
between middle- and working-class students within the same school, and 
indeed within the same classroom.

The difficulty for policymakers in considering grading fairness between 
individual students, however, was that it invited questions about examination 
grades that extended far beyond Covid-19. The attainment gap between 
students who are eligible for free lunches and their more advantaged peers 
had been shown to be growing rather than shrinking prior to Covid-19.24 
This situation had only worsened since.25

Policymakers may have considered trying to account for such systematic 
disadvantage by allowing teachers to raise grades beyond that for which they 
had evidence, based on extenuating circumstances. But how would these 
circumstances have been categorized, and what precedent would it have 
set for future years? Moreover, if sorting students into grades is merely a 
mechanism by which existing disadvantages in society are quantified and 
reproduced, then should it even be done at all? Students with graduate parents 
were found to be unfairly advantaged by teacher-assigned grades in 2020, 
illustrating how less standardized assessment systems may be more easily 
gamed by those with greater resources.26 Nonetheless more standardized 
assessments, even if they are less easy to manipulate, are arguably still merely 
measuring the years of advantage that those with greater resources already 
have.27

Looking Back and Looking Ahead
Deciding how to assign grades during Covid-19 in England required those 
with decision-making power to engage with significant practical and ethical 
dilemmas. One of the biggest of these was whether it was more important 
to prioritize fairness between cohorts, fairness between schools, or fairness 
between groups of pupils who experienced hardships to different extents 
during the pandemic. However, a second question about England’s national 
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examinations also rose to the surface of public debate during this time: 
Were they ever fair in the first place? Should exams be canceled again, how 
should the Department for Education in England respond? Do the issues 
with high-intensity, high-stakes examinations in England that were exposed 
by Covid-19 mean that changes need to be made whether another crisis 
occurs or not? And finally, if so, what might an ethical assessment and 
accountability system in England look like in the future?

Conversation

Hester Burn: Welcome to our case study discussion on grading in a time of 
Covid. It’s actually A Level results day in England today [August 18, 2022], 
which means we’re about a full year after the time period discussed in the case 
study. But Covid still has a strong legacy, even this year, with students still 
concerned about the results, and policymakers having to grapple yet again with 
trade-offs about what will be included in examination papers, and how to set 
grade boundaries. This is very much going to be on our minds today. So thank 
you all so much for being here.

I was previously a maths teacher and I recall feeling very emotionally 
turbulent about assigning grades to my own students in 2020 and 2021. So I 
was interested to know: did reading the case study and returning to that period 
bring back any uncomfortable emotional memories for you?

Josiah Isles: Oh, yeah, lots. I moved schools in the interim between 2020 and 
2021, and the approaches from school to school, top down from leadership, 
were so different. One of the biggest problems in the first year was trying to offer 
some parity to previous cohorts.

Hester Burn: Diana, do you want to talk a little bit about the dilemmas that 
universities were facing?

Diana Beech: Absolutely. When you asked the first question, I felt, first of all, 
relief that I wasn’t in the front and center of things as a teacher. At the time, I was 
firmly part of the university sector, working for a large, research-intensive, high 
tariff [academically selective, elite] UK institution. And when the A Level results 
came out, there were more students who were predicted to have higher grades, 
because of the computer-generated results. But it wasn’t a boon for universities, 
as the press were describing. Actually, there was genuine concern on the ground. 
How do we take all these students? How do we provide them a top-rate student 
experience? Have we got the accommodation? Have we got the staff? It wasn’t 
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just, “we’ve got more students, we’ve got more money,” as I think some of the 
press were portraying it. Universities were really concerned about maintaining 
that high-quality student experience that they’re known for, and to do justice 
to that cohort of students, which of course needed extra support, having come 
through the pandemic and adjusted to online learning as well. Can we make 
hybrid work? Can we cater for all students? And of course with international 
students, and travel restrictions that still exist to this day—how can we make 
sure we’re providing an inclusive education experience, so they can join in and 
participate fully as well? Those were the questions I remember facing.

Hester Burn: Was there much of a concern about whether admissions 
procedures were going to be as accurate as they normally are?

Diana Beech: I think that was secondary. From the universities’ perspective on 
the ground that year, they wanted to do what’s right for those students who’d 
just overcome absolute turmoil. They just wanted to make sure that they had 
something secure for the future and that those who deserved it and wanted to 
go to university could. So I think the first year was just a mad scramble to do 
what’s right.

Tom Richmond: It was always going to be very challenging for teachers. As a 
former A Level teacher, myself, I’m well aware of the pressures that teachers are 
under. But of course, the lockdown came in March 2020, when students were at 
the very end of their courses. They actually only missed probably about six to 
eight weeks of teaching at the end of a two-year course. So when the government 
said to teachers, can you tell us what you think those students would have got 
in the exam, which was basically the official instruction they were given, then 
that was a fairly reasonable request, given that teachers had access to two years’ 
worth of assessment data. But of course, the following year, that changed very 
dramatically. The question that teachers got asked in 2021 was very different, 
which was, can you tell us what level these students are performing at? And 
the fact that these were two different questions escaped public attention and 
journalists’ attention inevitably, because they were buried in guidance from 
the exam regulator to schools and colleges. At least in the first year, although 
there clearly was a political meltdown as much as a grading meltdown, teachers 
had a pretty strong basis to make decisions. But when it came to 2021, we’d 
had two academic years badly disrupted, and no exams, and students were told 
a long time in advance that they wouldn’t have exams, and every school in the 
country just had to figure out its own answer. Universities were saying, hold on 
a second. How do we know which of these students is actually performing at a 
higher level compared to other students, when every school has come up with 
its own answer to “Should we use homework to judge students?,” “Should we use 
mock exams?,” “How many mock exams should we use?,” “Should we include 
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long term coursework assignments?” Everyone was coming up with different 
answers, and that just put teachers in a really difficult position, because they 
were, ultimately, the arbiters of their students’ future. And I think one of the 
things we forget is that the anonymity of marking that we have with the public 
exam system is an incredibly important feature that we lost. We just said to 
teachers, you have to take on all the responsibility now. And I think that was 
incredibly unfair on teachers, and indeed, the school leaders and college leaders 
who then had to sign off on those grades as well.

Josiah Isles: Picking up on your points, Tom, about the process with regards 
to the fairness to school leaders and teachers, I would say that it brings into 
context the actual material that was used to assign the grades as well. When you 
go for an exam process, that material is so vigorous in terms of the content. I’m 
not convinced that in all subjects, across all our schools, across the country, that 
all teachers adhered to that level of detail. Because if you’ve got, for example, a 
really new and inexperienced faculty who has not been an examiner themselves, 
to then ask them to write enough material and to be quite vigorous with those 
grades is a difficult job. And that puts more emphasis on teacher judgment. And 
it’s really quite evident that in some schools they’ve used materials supplied by 
exam boards and in some schools they have made their own, and it caused quite 
a lot of issues with regards to consistency across schools. It was quite a major 
issue with regards to whether students have been given materials in advance 
or given the list of materials to revise [review]. Even that small aspect still is 
different in different schools. So it was really quite a difficult position with not a 
lot of guidance about how to keep that additional scrutiny across schools really 
tight and consistent. Where’s the parity between my school in Bolton compared 
to a school in Surrey, for example: we haven’t discussed anything, there’s no 
communication across maths departments, across English departments, 
between school leaders. So where’s the parity coming from? Well, we’re relying 
purely on that consistency or teacher approach. But that can’t happen unless 
you’ve communicated in some way.

Hester Burn: What are the dilemmas that emerged about the UK education 
assessment system in general during this time?

Dylan Wiliam: Education researchers, particularly those focusing on assessment 
have moved away from the idea of validity as being a property of an assessment 
towards the idea that validity is a property of the conclusions that you draw. So 
there’s no such thing as a valid test—a test is valid for some purposes and not 
others. And so validation needs to focus on: what are we entitled to conclude 
about a student from seeing how well they do on an assessment? I think if 
people had actually focused on that, we’d have had a more sensible debate. 
With A Levels in particular, there’s an unspoken issue about whether they 
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are meant to be measuring achievement or aptitude. If you want to apply to a 
British university, you have to apply to a particular department—that’s not the 
case in the United States, where you typically select your major in your second 
or third year. In the UK, if you want to apply to do mathematics, you apply 
to the mathematics department, and they will want to see a high standard of 
mathematics achievement. But if you want to study law, they don’t expect you to 
have studied law in school. So there’s actually a massive variability in the kinds 
of requirements the universities have for specific achievement in subjects, even 
subjects that will be the focus of your studies. Often the focus is more on some 
measure of aptitude: is this person somebody who can learn?

The other thing that I think that is really quite important to get right, is that 
we’ve actually had a post-qualification system for many years in the UK and at 
many universities, because we tend to rely on predicted grades. When I was 
chair of the admissions committee at King’s College London, we had a real 
problem that sometimes when we gave students offers, if they didn’t eventually 
make the grades, we ended up rejecting them. And then we found we were short 
of students. So we went back to fill the places and we often ended up actually 
accepting students who were at a lower level than those who we’d rejected. So we 
actually started saying, “Look, if you’ve given them an offer, take them whether 
they make the grades or not,” because the examination grade isn’t as reliable as 
the kinds of processes that led to the offer in the first place. So I think there’s 
several issues that need to be unpacked here, but the real problem comes down 
to this aptitude versus achievement issue.

I think that in Britain, we have a tendency at the universities to wait for 
talent to knock on the door, whereas in the United States, there’s much more 
of a tradition of universities seeing it as part of their job to identify talent. If 
you score 1600 on the SAT you may actually get a contact from a top school 
before you’ve actually even got the results from the College Board. Here’s the 
challenge for me. A Level is called the gold standard. But for me, the question 
should be: are A Level grades the only way of identifying talent? I think we 
should be highlighting that the A Levels are not perfect. The differences between 
subjects are really strange. We now know that chemistry, science and physics 
and mathematics A Levels are much harder than other subjects. What sense 
does it make to compare an economics A Level which is based on just two years 
of study and an English A Level where kids have been learning this subject for 
eighteen years? The other thing people don’t want to talk about is the fact that 
some students don’t get the same opportunities to learn as others. If you want to 
assess students then, fine, assess their opportunity to learn. But I don’t want to 
certify doctors and airline pilots taking into account their opportunity to learn; 
I want them to be good at the things that we want them to be able to do.

All these tensions basically come down to defining the constructs more 
carefully: what it is we want students to be able to do. When people designing 
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curriculum fail to specify the constructs, the people designing the assessments 
have too much power. So in terms of the ethics, with clear construct definition, 
assessment development should be a largely technical exercise, in that different 
people should be able to agree about whether a particular assessment is adequate 
or not. When the construct is not defined, reasonable people can disagree about 
the adequacy of the assessment. They think it’s an argument about the assessment 
when it’s actually an argument about the underlying construct. These debates 
are really about the fact that we don’t actually even agree about what it is that A 
Levels should be assessing.

Hester Burn: We’ve got differences in the values, aims, and beliefs about what 
assessment of any kind is there to do. Does anyone want to talk more about the 
differences in values and aims for assessment in this country?

Dylan Wiliam: The case explains that we use assessments to certify the 
achievements and maybe the potential of individuals, but we also use them 
to hold schools to account. What’s bizarre about this is that data from the 
Department of Education, and the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
Development, show that schools account for about 8 percent of the variation 
in student achievement. Ninety-two percent of the variation in student 
achievement is not caused by the quality of the school. So we use these results 
in ways that are completely illegitimate, in that the primary determinant of our 
kids’ grades when they leave school is how much they knew when they started 
at that school. And that, I think, is the real problem. Average school grades are a 
really bad indication of how good that school is.

Tom Richmond: When it comes to the aim of assessment, the more aims you 
attach to a single assessment, the less it does any of them well. If you look at the 
assessments you have at age eleven, for primary school pupils, they are used for 
an eye-watering number of different purposes. And that places an enormous 
strain on them. This is sometimes used as a trigger for talking about university 
entrance exams in the UK and changing to a system, like they have in the United 
States, where they separate out the two roles: you’d have a test to get you into 
University, and a separate test to determine how students are performing in 
their school.

When you look at all the different actors who were in the system in 2020 
and 2021, we had the government thinking that it was their job to hold schools 
and colleges accountable, and the exam regulator feeling the weight of their legal 
duty to uphold public confidence in the exam system, and also to make sure that 
standards are consistent over time. Then you had parents and students who were 
looking to get that highest possible grade, knowing that it might unlock doors at 
university or for employment. You have teachers and schools and colleges trying 
to make sure they were behaving with integrity and fairness in an extremely 
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uncertain and unstable environment. And ultimately, with the greatest respect 
to everyone who was involved, you just can’t achieve all of those things. I don’t 
think politicians were honest enough with the trade-offs that were going to have 
to be made. They tried to go down one route in 2020, only to have to slam 
on the brakes in the face of enormous public opposition, because they weren’t 
sure they understood the system very well themselves. That had a huge impact 
on 2021. That’s why I think the two years ended up looking so different and 
posing such different ethical and moral challenges for teachers, and technical 
and technocratic challenges for the regulators.

Dylan Wiliam: It might be useful to compare the UK system to other systems like 
the ones in Sweden and Texas. In those systems, when you apply to university, 
you can actually take an aptitude test, the SAT in Texas or the SweSAT in 
Sweden. But you also apply on the basis of your grade point average, the grades 
your teachers give you. I think in Texas, if you’re in the top 10 percent of your 
graduating high school class for GPA, you automatically gain admission to the 
state University of Texas system. In Sweden, you are automatically considered 
for a university place on whatever type of assessment gives you the best chance 
of getting in. The idea is to allow students to show us what they can do in a 
range of different ways. So maybe in the UK we should have multiple routes. 
And I think that would have been something that we could have done quite 
intelligently in 2020 and 2021, and let people let different users weight these 
components differently.

Josiah Isles: In the last couple years we’ve had some students who have had 
the opportunity to really show what they can do in the classroom, rather than 
in an exam, which previously they wouldn’t have been able to. I’m a science 
teacher, and my students often find the chemistry, physics, and biology 
individual components of the A Levels really, really difficult. They are solid 
subjects. You often have students who are really good at science, but can’t access 
the exam papers in a conventional manner. And I think over the last couple 
of years, these students have been able to realize that they’re good at science 
in an unconventional way. The problem is that, in the UK system, the BTECS 
[Business and Technology Education Council vocational qualifications] that 
are offered for science are actually A Level in terms of content, just crammed 
into a format that is meant to be more accessible. And when it isn’t, it’s just as 
difficult. It would be helpful to get the opportunity to stop and think about how 
we can get some of these students through without writing them off and saying, 
“Because you can’t access that A Level paper, science is not right for you.” At the 
moment, either you can access the exam papers and do really well or you can’t, 
and we let those students down. We allow them to do apprenticeships, which is 
wonderful, but there are quite a lot of opportunities that we could allow access 
to if there were alternative pathways.
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Diana Beech: I wonder if we shot ourselves in the foot a little bit by the way 
we talk about A Levels as the golden ticket to higher education. Because, to 
pick up on something that Professor Wiliam said earlier, university admissions 
professionals in the UK do actually consider A Level results and BTEC results 
alongside a bigger basket of measures as well, to measure things that are not 
necessarily captured in testing achievement. And this does include the aptitude 
of our students, in the learning gains that they’ve taken to get their three A 
Stars, which could be dependent on their own personal circumstances: other 
commitments they’re carrying, their school background, and other factors.

Hester Burn: Let’s rewind, back to 2020, or 2021. Does anyone have any firm 
idea about which purpose of the A Levels should have been prioritized?

Dylan Wiliam: I would have actually administered traditional A Level exams 
and then put an asterisk next to the scores. So you keep the standard the 
same, and if the students fall short because of the disruption, you can take 
that into  account. I would have made sure that universities understood this, 
and tried to give them some indication of the disruption. There’s quite a lot of 
work about how much learning was lost as a result of the pandemic, including 
different estimates for different kids from different social groups. So you could 
actually tag it and say, if you’re a middle-class kid, you probably lost two months 
of learning, if you’re a kid from a much less affluent background, you probably 
lost four months. Then I think the admissions tutors could have taken that into 
account in deciding how to admit people. But once you change the standard, 
then it’s really hard to figure out what these results mean. So I think even though 
it would be politically difficult, I wouldn’t change the A Level standard, I would 
qualify and provide more support and contextualize it. You know, I wouldn’t let 
people pass a driving test because they had a hard time learning to drive.

Diana Beech: That was going to be my initial thinking as well. However, I’ve 
got one niggling thought in my head and that is: what happens ten years down 
the line, when those students have graduated and are competing for jobs with 
people from two years previously? Are employers going to take that asterisk into 
consideration if they are looking at A Level grades as a differentiating factor?

Hester Burn: Can you talk a bit more about that? Where’s the inequality or 
social justice issue that you might be seeing?

Diana Beech: Well, let’s assume all these graduates come out with nice 2:1s and 
firsts. And let’s take a five-year cohort. Some of the big employers do still look 
back to A Level grades as a differentiating factor for who they hire. And I just 
wonder, will it be in employers’ consciousness that some of that cohort took 
their A Levels in the pandemic year? Do the students even want to be known as 
the pandemic generation? You would think there might be an issue of personal 
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pride at play as well. People want to be in the position on their own merit. I don’t 
think these students will want to feel that they’re sort of dragged down by that 
asterisk, although, as Professor Wiliam said, it is probably the fairest thing to do 
in the short term.

Hester Burn: Do you agree that it should have been the priority to signal 
achievement, comparable to other years, even if it had to come with an asterisk?

Josiah Isles: Absolutely. I think that the students should have had an opportunity 
to actually just sit the exams. I don’t see why that wasn’t something that wasn’t 
considered. It could have been rolled out quite easily and would have been fairer. 
Even if it was online, that would have allowed for a comparison to previous years 
and to their compatriots around the country. It would have been a wonderful 
thing to have done.

Tom Richmond: I’d very much echo that. I mean, the political considerations 
became overwhelmingly, and I would say disproportionately, important in the 
summer of 2020. But when it came to 2021, there was no reason why GCSE 
students couldn’t at least have sat their English and maths GCSEs [taken at age 
16]. Because when you’re talking about the purpose of the assessments, there 
was an argument for saying, we need to get some core skills across these students 
and really test them because they’re going to be going on to further study or 
employment or an apprenticeship. And that wouldn’t have been impossible at 
all! Schools and colleges were open all around the country, and we could have 
offered students the opportunity to maybe sit two or three other subjects as an 
option rather than moving to teacher assessment. And for A Level students, 
maybe we could have let them sit one of their subjects out of their three or four, 
and had the teacher assess the grade for the other two. That would have given 
some grounding to the system, and maybe would have approached a system that 
people could trust and have confidence in. I think the biggest concern about 
what happened in 2021 is that nobody had confidence in the grades by the end 
of the process. And although as I was saying earlier, having an assessment with 
too many purposes attached to it is a massive problem, having an assessment 
that serves no purpose at all is probably even worse. If you’d go back and look 
at what was happening in the run up to the use of that so-called “mutant” 
algorithm in 2020, there were very few concerns being aired before exam results 
day because everyone knew it was a half decent solution to an unexpected and 
difficult situation. It was only when politics got involved that we moved away 
from that in a very dramatic snap and all of a sudden, we just couldn’t really 
get back to any sensible conversations anymore. The results that have come 
out today are showing that we are in the process of returning back to normal, 
whatever normal now means. And by 2023, everything really should be back to 
pretty close as it was in 2019. Whether that means we’ve missed the opportunity 
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for some quite important conversations is at the front of a lot of people’s minds 
at the moment, because we have learned a lot about what the options are and 
what the benefits and drawbacks are of different models over the past couple of 
years.

Hester Burn: The one niggle that I’ve still got involves what influence schools 
have in this process. Dylan said at the beginning that they account for 8 percent 
variation in student outcomes, which is mostly determined already by where 
pupils are when they begin school. And yet there was quite big variation during 
Covid in what schools were able to deliver in terms of home learning. Is that 
something we should be taking into consideration?

Dylan Wiliam: The trouble for me is that, yes, we should, but allowing teachers 
to take those things into account produces a huge additional variability, because 
you have no idea just what to take into account. As a libertarian, my first 
question is, why is the government involved in examinations at all? Why is the 
government controlling this? Why isn’t it a decision for individual schools and 
academies? I think that the debate I would want to have is at a system design 
level. What information do universities want? And the other thing I’d want to 
put into the equation is: Why is our qualification of kids at eighteen completely 
driven by universities? Is admission to university the most important reason 
to describe student achievement at the age of eighteen? I would like to see us 
deciding what it is we’d like to know about students at the age of eighteen, where 
the exam boards are just one of the partners involved and employers are others, 
but then, society as a whole needs to have some stake in how we’re certifying 
student achievement when they leave school.

Josiah Isles: Is that fair? I think that there’s quite a disparity coming to the fore 
with regards to learners who are from disadvantaged backgrounds. The lack 
of technology, the lack of a private work space, all of these factors have been 
exacerbated over the last two years. And just to add to that, these households 
might have experienced Covid deaths, or they might also be in situations where 
parents have lost work. That gap between parents who have graduate jobs, for 
example, and those that are coming from disadvantaged backgrounds is now 
increasingly more apparent. And I think that the “return to normal” doesn’t 
take into account that for the learners who are going to be taking GCSEs, most 
of their time in secondary school has been disrupted. And their home life has 
been significantly disrupted as well. So they will be doing “normal” exams, 
and they will be having “normal” opportunities, but their emotional wellbeing 
and support networks are even more reduced than they would have been normal 
in a situation of disadvantage. What should we do for those students? And that’s 
where the teachers come into play, but they can only do so much. Currently 
we are throwing money at this problem with tutoring programs in the hope 
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that’s going to improve results. But that isn’t really going to improve anything 
if students try to do tutoring at home online, and they’ve got five brothers and 
sisters in the background, and mum’s trying to find work for the family to get 
food. That doesn’t take into account any of that, that doesn’t actually fix the 
problem that some students are going hungry. We need to re-look quite heavily 
at that, because the results that come through for those learners when they sit 
their GCSEs, are going to be quite far from where we want them to be. And 
when they get through to A Levels the gap is going to be vast. We need to help 
with that home situation, which is quite a massive problem and needs to be 
looked at in more detail than just what we’re doing in schools and with the exam 
policy.
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Discussion Questions

1	 In 2020, policymakers used an algorithm to modify teacher-assigned 
grades, in an attempt to address concerns about consistency and 
fairness. What role, if any, do you think algorithms and/or other 
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technological solutions should play in the allocation of educational 
goods, like qualifications and university placements?

2	 The pandemic highlighted the vastly different resources available 
to different schools and even to different students within the same 
schools. How much, if at all, should those disparities influence the 
ways that universities and employers use examination scores to 
distribute placements?

3	 Ensuring that GSCE and A-level test scores are assessed consistently 
across grade-level cohorts is important partly because these scores 
directly inform hiring decisions beyond school. What role, if any, 
should standardized test scores play in hiring decisions?

4	 Policymakers needed to find a way to balance being fair to the cohort 
impacted by the pandemic with being fair to both previous and future 
cohorts. How would you have balanced these different cohorts as you 
consider how to assign grades fairly in 2020 and 2021?

5	 What inequities in the pre-pandemic testing system did the pandemic 
reveal? Would you describe the pre-pandemic testing system as more 
or less fair than the various pandemic-era approaches to testing? Why?

6	 All school-age children were impacted by the pandemic. How, if at all, 
should policymakers think about accommodations or adjustments in 
future years for students whose education was also disrupted in the 
past?

7	 How does this case help you think about the role that high-stakes 
standardized assessments play in your own national setting?
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