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Ten areas for consideration when conducting examinations during the 2020/2021 

academic year 
 

 

There is no doubt that the latter stages of the 2019/2020 academic year was a very difficult and 

challenging time for all concerned – the decision-makers, awarding bodies, centre staff, parents 

and, most significantly, candidates. 

 

The reality is that the 2020/2021 academic year will be just as, if not more, challenging. Over the 

next 12 months, centres will be faced with not only managing, administering, and conducting 

examinations in line with JCQ and awarding body regulations, but also adhering to strict health 

and safety requirements. This will require detailed forward planning. 

 

Requirements include managing students confined to ‘bubbles’ within a defined cohort or year 

group and keeping contact information for candidates and invigilators so it can be shared with 

NHS Test and Trace if needed. This is particularly important for any external visitors, including 

any non-school staff assisting with exams, and candidates not on roll at the school or college. 

The names of invigilators can be added to the seating plan for cross reference to the contact 

details held for candidates and invigilators. 

Senior members of staff and exams officers will need to implement measures for a range of 

situations before and after the examination. For example, government guidance requires 

centres to keep candidates who arrive before the scheduled start time of exams separate from 

other students arriving at the school or college, and to identify a location where candidates will 

wait before the exam that can support social distancing between group bubbles as well as 

between on-roll and off-roll candidates. With regard to invigilators, they should minimise 

contact and maintain as much distance as possible from other staff. 

With an exams series looming, The Exams Office looks at ten areas, providing some good 

practice hints and tips which centres should consider ahead of GCE and GCSE examinations 

taking place in October and November.  

 

Please note that a Checklist for conducting exams during the 2020/2021 academic year is 

available to members of The Exams Office through the Key Documents section of the website. 

 

 

1. Invigilators 

Exams officers will have to assess the make-up of their invigilator teams and confirm whether 

any members are defined as belonging to a vulnerable group. If that is the case, then they 

should not be called upon to conduct examinations until such time that further guidance is 

available. 

 

In the event of a reduced number of invigilators being available, additional invigilators will 

need to be recruited and trained. JCQ regulations require invigilators to know what is expected 

of them and must be aware of the current Checklist for invigilators (for written examinations), and 

that centres are complying with the following JCQ regulations: 
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• A training session must be held for any new invigilators and those facilitating an access 

arrangement for a candidate under examination conditions 

• An update meeting must be held for the existing invigilation team so that they are aware 

of any changes 

• A record of the content of the training given to invigilators and those facilitating an 

access arrangement for a candidate under examination conditions must be available for 

inspection and retained on file… 

• (If) …contracting supply staff to act as invigilators the head of centre must ensure that 

such persons are competent and fully trained, understanding what is and what is not 

permissible. An assurance from a recruitment agency, for example, would not on its own 

be sufficient 

A challenge faced by all centres will be to assess if invigilators can be trained via face-to-face 

sessions. If the presence of ‘visitors’ is deemed as high risk in the centre – in this case for both 

the invigilators and staff/students – then training will have to be conducted remotely. The 

Exams Office Online Portal has several options for online invigilator training – including a 

certificated Invigilator Training and Assessment Module, and the newly launched Invigilator 

Digital Accreditation (IDA) – a timed assessment of 75 questions which must be answered in a 

maximum of 40 minutes covering all aspects of the JCQ Instructions for conducting examinations 

booklet which are relevant to the role of an invigilator. 

 

Once JCQ requirements have been addressed, centres must ensure that they have adequate 

safety measures in place to protect candidates and invigilators (see below). 

 

Please note: Only members of The Exams Office can access relevant units of the online 

Invigilator Training and Assessment Module, as well as the Invigilator Digital Accreditation (IDA) to 

ensure that invigilators are prepared to conduct examinations whilst also meeting JCQ 

requirements.  

   

 

2. Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) & sanitisation 

One of the most significant challenges for exams officers when conducting examinations during 

the 2020/21 academic year will be to ensure that rooms are compliant with public health 

guidelines. This will mean that not only is the safety of invigilators and candidates addressed, 

but that hygiene considerations are paramount. 

 

Centres may decide to insist that all staff (invigilators/SLT and any other persons authorised to 

be present in the exam room) sanitise hands regularly and use face coverings. Although 

candidates should be asked to sanitise their hands, the question of them wearing face coverings 

is one for individual centres to consider in line with government guidance.  

 

Desks, door handles and backs of chairs where candidates may pull chairs out to sit should be 

wiped clean before and after each cohort/exam session, and equipment, such as pens, pencils, 

calculators etc., should not be shared. If this is unavoidable, then all materials should also be 

cleaned/sanitised before/after they are reused by another candidate or handled by an 

invigilator.   
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3. The exam room 

As JCQ regulations require that the ‘minimum distance in all directions from centre to centre of 

candidates' chairs must be 1.25 metres’, there is a natural element of social distancing in 

examination rooms. However, although this distance is the minimum that must be maintained for 

students within a group bubble, centres must decide whether this distance is adequate after 

taking into account such factors as the size of the room and ventilation. It may be that measures 

such as leaving an empty row of desks between candidates are required, particularly in a large 

exam room such as a sports hall. 

 

Candidates from different group bubbles, private candidates or those returning to school or 

college to take exams, should be seated 2 metres apart from each other. 

 

When using classrooms to conduct examinations, consideration may also need to be given to the 

layout of the room. For example, desks/chairs may need to be rearranged flush to walls to 

ensure that candidates are spaced across the room thus providing more space for invigilators to 

move around the assessment area/address candidates’ needs. Centres may also feel the use 

screens/partitions to protect candidates is appropriate. 

 

 

4. Candidates entering and leaving the examination room 

Another consideration will be to ensure that candidates enter and leave the examination room in 

a safe and socially distanced manner. Exams officers will need to take this slower than usual 

entry into the examination room into account as it could delay the start of the examination. 

 

If candidates are required to queue at least one metre apart then this will need to be factored 

into the management of the area immediately outside the examination room, with the 

deployment of additional centre staff. If this is unworkable, it may be more appropriate to stage 

exams across several smaller rooms rather than one large area such as a sports or main hall. 

 

  

5. Equipment 

The sharing of authorised items of equipment should be avoided with candidates being 

encouraged to provide their own pens, pencils, calculators and any other materials which they 

will require during the examination. 

 

If invigilators are required to disseminate any materials, these should be sanitised/wiped clean, 

and handled by invigilators using PPE, such as protective gloves.   

 

 

6. During the examination 

Once the examination has started, invigilators will need to be informed of the protocols for 

dealing with candidate questions during the examination. 

 

Although invigilators may continue to walk up and down aisles between desks, there must also 

be points in the room where an invigilator can stand at least 2 metres from the nearest desks and 

see all the candidates in the room. 
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Even though it is not mandatory for invigilators (or candidates) to wear a face mask, centres 

should consider whether invigilators should wear some form of face covering. As a face mask 

may make communication difficult, you may consider a face shield to be a more effective form of 

PPE. However, candidates and invigilators should wear face coverings in communal areas if the 

exam centre is in an area of local intervention, or if you have chosen to use face coverings in 

communal areas. 

 

It is also advisable that invigilators stand alongside or behind candidates, rather than facing 

them, and to keep interactions with candidates brief whenever possible. Invigilators should use 

hand sanitiser after every interaction, avoid touching candidates’ desks and to dispose of any 

waste safely using hand coverings/gloves. 

 

A process will also need to be confirmed around accompanying candidates who may be 

allowed to leave the examination room temporarily, for example for an approved supervised 

rest break or a required toilet break. This process must ensure that in addition to JCQ 

regulations the required public health protocols are addressed (e.g. social distancing, sanitising 

furniture and equipment which has been handled by the candidate/member of staff etc.). 

Government guidance recommends that if candidates need to leave the exam room and need to 

be accompanied for more than 15 minutes, staff should maintain a 2-metre distance where 

possible. If this is not possible, staff should take mitigating measures, such as standing alongside 

the candidate and considering using a face covering. 

 

 

7. After the examination  

Government guidance does not require invigilators to wear gloves whilst collecting exam 

scripts from candidates, but once the examination has finished and candidates have been 

permitted to leave the room, invigilators (or other authorised staff) should dispose of any waste 

wearing hand coverings. There should also be a process to ensure that all desks, door handles 

and backs of chairs are sanitised/wiped down ready for the next cohort to enter the room. 

 

Any materials which may be used for future exam sessions should also be sanitised and 

returned to the exams officer to be stored safely. 

 

 

8. Access arrangements – assistive technology, rooming, equipment 

The facilitation of certain access arrangements will provide specific challenges thanks to the 

very nature of how they are delivered.  Arrangements such as reading, scribing or acting as a 

practical assistant will require close contact between the candidate and the 

facilitator/invigilator. Therefore, wherever possible, centres should consider the use of assistive 

technology for candidates approved an arrangement – for example, the use of an examination 

reading pen instead of a human reader, the use of a word processor/speech recognition 

technology rather than a scribe. Centres should note JCQ regulations which require candidates 

to have had appropriate opportunities to practise using the access arrangement(s) before 

his/her first examination. 

 

If a human reader or scribe is to be used, ensure that they are wearing the appropriate PPE, and 

that they avoid touching the candidate’s question paper if possible, and, if required, to only do 
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so with the necessary protective hand coverings. Centres should strive to ensure that, wherever 

possible, candidates can access any additional equipment throughout the examination without 

the involvement of the invigilator/facilitator to help reduce the number of contacts and 

interactions. To support social distancing between the candidate and the facilitator, both should 

be issued with a copy of materials such as the question paper and answer booklet. 

 

If centres have adequate rooming for examinations, they should place candidates and the 

facilitator in a separate room in a one-to-one situation to ensure social distancing, a well 

ventilated room, and to allow the candidate to talk louder without disturbing other candidates if 

the reader/scribe is sat a distance away from them. 

 

It may be possible for a reader not to sit immediately next to the candidate – particularly if they 

have a separate question paper to refer to – and therefore he/she could be seated on an 

adjacent desk. If the candidate is unsure which section the reader is reading, the reader could 

hold up their copy and point to the section in question. 

 

Likewise, a scribe and candidate could both have an answer booklet. This will allow the scribe 

to write the candidate’s dictated answer on their copy of the answer booklet, and the candidate 

writing any additional information on their answer booklet. In this case, questions should be 

clearly numbered and the scribe should clearly explain on the scribe cover sheet why there are 

two answer booklets and any additional information which the examiner should be aware of as 

they mark both scripts. 

 

Government guidance also recommends that facilitators acting as readers or scribes, or for 

encounters of over 15 minutes, a distance of 2 metres distance should be maintained where 

possible. If a 2 metre distance cannot be maintained, then close face to face contact should be 

avoided, and the time spent within 1 metre of others kept to a minimum. 

 

For arrangements where one-to-one rooming is not possible or practical, such as a prompter or 

practical assistant, ensure that the facilitator adheres to the public health guidelines as set for 

invigilators in all examination rooms. 

 

  

9. Results day(s) – disseminating results, equipment, interactions with staff 

Depending upon the size of your cohort - and to a lesser degree the number of qualifications 

taken in your centre - disseminating examination results could provide a significant challenge. 

 

The whole process for this will need careful consideration. Centres may need to specify times 

for students to collect their results if the numbers involved will prevent adequate social 

distancing, in which case, options may include using multiple rooms for the issuing of results to 

creating one-way systems in and around rooms from which results are issued. Candidates will 

need to be informed of the measures which have been put in place and may require access to 

such materials as hand sanitisers and disposable gloves etc. Equipment, such as pens, pencils, 

calculators etc., should not be shared, so candidates may need to be instructed to provide their 

own. 

 

Depending on the time of year, results could be disseminated in an outdoor location, but if this 

is the chosen method of collection, you should also consider an alternative indoor location as a 

contingency measure in the event of inclement weather. 

mailto:contact@TheExamsOffice.com


Ten areas for consideration 

when conducting 

examinations during the 

2020/2021 academic year 

contact@TheExamsOffice.com 0333 7000 755 

@TheExamsOffice The Exams Office 

 

 

ARTICLE 

 

 

10. Contingency – invigilator shortage, emergency evacuation, exams officer absence, 

local lockdown, centre health issues 

As it is impossible to know which members of staff will be available to manage, administer and 

conduct examinations, contingency measures should be put in place to address an invigilator 

shortage or exams officer absence. These measures will need to take into account such 

shortages and absences occurring at very short notice and immediately prior to, and during, 

exam time. 

 

Plans should also be in place to manage and deliver examinations in the event of a local 

lockdown or if a health issue occurs within the centre (e.g. a candidate or member of staff shows 

symptoms of Covid-19 during the examination series). In such cases, you should seek advice 

and support from your local authority and the relevant awarding body. 

 

Heads of centres and senior leadership teams will need to consult local authority and 

government guidance to ensure that exams are conducted in line with public health 

requirements in their centre. It is not the responsibility of the exams officer to make such 

decisions, and therefore, it is imperative that senior leaders ensure that they are following the 

most accurate and up-to-date advice and guidance.  

 

 

See the following guidance from the DfE and the Cabinet Office: 

 
• https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/responsibility-for-autumn-gcse-as-and-a-level-

exam-series/public-health-arrangements-for-autumn-exams  

• https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/actions-for-schools-during-the-coronavirus-

outbreak/guidance-for-full-opening-schools  

• https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-maintaining-further-

education-provision/what-fe-colleges-and-providers-will-need-to-do-from-the-start-of-the-

2020-autumn-term 

• https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/review-of-two-metre-social-distancing-

guidance/review-of-two-metre-social-distancing-guidance 
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