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Introduction and executive summary
1. This submission is written by Dayaanan Muthukrishnan. Dayaanan is an undergraduate at the
University of Exeter who has a vested interest in the impact of COVID-19 on education; not
only because of his status as a current student, but also because of his roles as the Chair of
Young Enterprise Devon, and as the Project Lead of a volunteering programme that sends
university students into secondary schools to mentor disadvantaged students.
2. This submission addresses the implications of the cancellation of formal examinations, due to
COVID-19. These implications include the fairness of qualifications awarded, the financial
burden experienced by students, and students ’progression to the next stage of education. This
submission highlights that the actions of examination boards and the Government have grave
consequences, if considerations for accuracy, personal circumstances and consistency are not
made.
Background
3. The Secretary of State for Education announced to the House on 23rd March 2020 that Her
Majesty’s Government has taken the decision to cancel GCSE, AS and A-Level examinationsi.
The Secretary of State assured the House that students will receive the necessary qualifications
in order to progress to the next stage of their education.
4. There are details surrounding the integrity and objectivity of the new forms of examination and
the method in which grades will be awarded, that are yet to be fully communicated with
students. Whilst students appreciate that time is required to deal with issues of such a complex
nature, many students are understandably in a state of distress due to the uncertainty of the next
stage of their education and lives.
Alternative means of awarding GCSE, AS and A-Level grades
5. Recently, The Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (Ofqual) wrote a letter to
affected students to explain the method in which students will be awarded their GCSE, AS and
A-Level gradesii. Grades will be awarded based on:
• The schools’ and colleges’ ranking of students in each subject, based on performance.
• The grade that schools and colleges believe students will likely attain if teaching, learning
and exams were to continue to take place.
1. Whilst the effort to provide students with accredited grades can be commended, the
Government must realise that this solution will not produce a grade that is reflective
of the grade that a student would achieve under normal circumstances. Research has
shown that predicted grades, a teacher’s perception of a student’s grade potential, are
often inaccurate.
2. As revealed in a report by the UCL Institute of Education, only 16% of predicted ALevel grades are accurateiii. Furthermore, a recent poll conducted by the Higher
Education Policy Institute shows that only 46% of students expect their predicted
grade to reflect their final gradeiv.
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3. The evidence surrounding predicted grades should be a cause of concern for the
Government, seeing as predicted grades, in essence, makes up for one of the two
criteria that exam boards will use to award grades. In order to eradicate the
possibility of bias in these judgements, and to improve the accuracy of awarded
grades, it would be welcomed if the Government recommends that predicted grades
or teacher assessments are not to be factored into the process of awarding grades.
6. Most UK universities have opted to provide online examinations of various forms to its
students. This decision has been welcomed by university students; nearly 50% of students wish
for their examinations to still be conducted, on an online platformv.
1. Ofqual recently approved City & Guilds proposal to move Functional Skills examinations to
an online formatvi. Whilst Functional Skills examinations are not exactly the same as their
GCSE counterparts, the Government should take note of this development and it should
strive to facilitate a similar development for GCSE, AS and A-Level examinations.
2. The main concern surrounding the delivery of online examinations is the maintenance of the
fairness of the examinations. The setting of an exam hall cannot be replicated through an
online medium; however, an online medium can uphold the integrity of the examination,
through remote invigilation and the disabling of students’ access to other websites during
the examination, amongst other measures.
3. Some students may be uncomfortable with the idea of online GCSE, AS and A-Level
examinations, yet, some students would take the opportunity to sit the examinations online
in order to ensure that they receive the grade they believe they are capable of achieving.
With this in mind, the Government could work with examination providers to offer online
examinations to students, on an optional basis.
4. In circumstances where students wish to sit their examinations online but do not have the
means to do so (due to the lack of an internet-enabled device), the Government should
follow the lead of higher education institutions in providing these particular students with
equipment loans, to ensure that students are not financially discriminated against for a lack
of access to the internet.
5. Higher education institutions have adapted swiftly to the onslaught of COVID-19 on its
examination process. This is a testament to the higher education sector’s commitment to
investing in technology — UK higher education institutions spent over £1.3billion on
technology infrastructure in 2017-2018vii. With this in mind, there is a role for Government
to lead the overdue technological advancement of the secondary school public examination
system, by engaging in talks examination providers to create the widespread provision of
online examinations.
6. Whilst it is important for the Government to solve this coordination problem, the funding
itself should be sought to be delivered by examination providers, such as AQA (the UK’s
largest examination provider), who in the 2018-2019 financial year earned over £180million
from educational services — with summer GCSE, AS and A-Level examinations
accounting for the vast majority of this incomeviii. Expanding the offerings of educational
services should be welcomed by these examination providers.
Progression to higher education
7. Guidance issued by the Department for Educationix states that students who are not satisfied
with the awarded grade will be able to sit their original examinations in the autumn term of
2020 so that they can still join university for the 2020-2021 academic year. Failing that, students
can sit their examinations in the summer term of 2021.
Page 2 of 7

CIE0041
1. The Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies (Sage) recently recommended that in order
to keep the number of COVID-19-related critical care cases under control, social distancing
measures of various forms should be in place for at least a yearx. If the Government acts on
this recommendation, it can be inferred that schools will remain closed and mass gatherings
(public examinations) will not take place.
2. As a consideration for prolonged social distancing, universities are making preparations to
begin the 2020-2021 term 1 teaching in an online formatxi. In this particular situation,
students who wish to sit their examinations, but are not able to do so (due to continued
social distancing measures), will in effect be forced to take a gap year.
3. Not all students can afford to take a gap year; the National Union of Students (NUS)
estimates that the average cost of a gap year for young people is between £3,000 and £4,000xii
. “Gap year takers are more likely to come from families of higher socio-economic status”xiii
; meaning that only the most advantaged students will be able to take a gap year in order to
sit their examinations, to reflect their true capability.
4. The Government should consider the provision of a maintenance loan for students in this
situation, to ensure that students are rightfully able to sit their examinations without the
financial strain associated with a gap year. It can be argued that there is precedent for such
maintenance loans to students; current university students continue to receive their tuition
and maintenance loan despite the shutdown of universities due to COVID-19.
8. Since the Government’s announcement that GCSE, AS and A-Level examinations have been
cancelled, some universities have changed the terms of offers, and a number of universities have
issued new unconditional offers. In light of this, Michelle Donelan MP, Universities Minister,
has instructed universities to refrain from changing the terms of existing offersxiv.
1. The Government’s concern surrounding newly issued unconditional offers stems from the
assumption that recipients of such offers will be under pressure to make a quick decision.
This line of reasoning is ultimately flawed, as we know that the UCAS system offers
students a chance to withdraw from their unconditional offers; once students receive their
results, they are entitled to review their options and apply to other universities through
clearancexv, should they feel that the unconditional offer no longer be suitable.
2. Unconditional offers are a topic of contention, due to its evident ability to lead students to
take their studies less seriously; “UCAS data shows that applicants with an unconditional
offer are 11.5 percentage points more likely to miss their predicted grades”xvi. With the
cancellation of all GCSE, AS and A-Level examinations, this concern no longer holds.
3. With COVID-19 causing so much uncertainty, a case for unconditional offers can be made.
These types of offers provide a sense of certainty in such times, for both students and
universities. 25% of all university applicants received at least one unconditional offer in
2018-2019xvii — for the Government to prohibit universities from extending further
unconditional offers at this time is simply unfair for the 75% of students that may have had
the chance to guarantee their future education at this time of uncertainty. Data from UCAS
suggests that “applicants from the most disadvantaged areas were 50% more likely to
receive an unconditional offer than applicants from the most advantaged areas”xviii. The
Government’s actions to prevent further unconditional offers is inadvertently affecting the
chances of some of the UK’s most disadvantaged students to progress to higher education.
4. Devolution in the UK means that the Government has no power to enforce such restraints
on universities in Wales, Scotland and Northern Irelandxix. In the interest of maintaining
consistency across all UK universities, the Government should end its moratorium on
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unconditional offers, and instead, advise universities to exercise caution when extending
offers or making changes to existing offers.
5. The Government should be aware of the financial challenges that universities are currently
facing due to COVID-19; it is expected that UK universities will see their revenues shrink
as a result of a substantial reduction in the number of international students that matriculate
in 2020-2021. With international students forming 19.6% of the UK student populationxx
and contributing to over 25% of the total tuition fee poolxxi, universities are simply
managing their risk by extending additional unconditional offers to UK students. In order to
incentivise universities to exercise caution when extending such offers or making changes
to existing offers, the Government may need to commit to assurances of funding for UK
universities, for the potential loss of tuition fees from international students.
Conclusion
9. The Government’s swift response to tackle as many issues as possible with regards to COVID19, in a short space of time, is admirable. Despite the accommodating nature of the
Government-led changes in the education sector, it is clear that there will be many students that
will either be left with a grade that is not reflective of their true potential, forced to undertake
financial strain in order to take a gap year to attain their deserved grade, or left without the
certainty of a university space for the next academic year.
10. As the evidence suggests, a lot of these students maybe some of the most disadvantaged in this
country. For the sake of these students’ futures, it will be beneficial for the Committee to review
the evidence available and consider making recommendations to the Government to establish
alternative means of assessment and progression for students. As highlighted in this submission,
some of these suggestions may include:
1. The eradication of teacher assessments and predicted grades, to remove inaccuracy and
subjectivity from the process of awarding grades.
2. The technological advancement in the secondary education examination space, to deliver
online examinations for students that wish to sit their examinations.
3. The issuance of a maintenance loan, to support students that are unable to afford to take a
gap year to improve their awarded grades.
4. The end of the moratorium on unconditional offers, to provide certainty to both students and
higher
education
institutions
alike
in
these
uncertain
times.
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