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How prepared is your centre for the summer 2021 exams series? 
 

 

The 2020/2021 academic year is, as expected, proving to be challenging for schools and 

colleges as they plan for the conducting of examinations under public health guidelines.  

Department for Education guidance requires centres – and more specifically exams officers – to 

consider the following areas in relation to the staging of examinations: 

 

• Engagement with NHS Test and Trace 

• Arrival and departure of candidates 

• Cleaning 

• Set up of the exam room 

• Face coverings 

• Invigilators 

• Maintaining distance between staff and candidates 

However, this list does not cover many other areas which exams officers need to consider when 

preparing for and conducting examinations, including: 

 

• Accommodating and facilitating access arrangements 

• Devising contingency in the event of a shortage of invigilators 

• The possible absence of the exams officer 

• Actions to be taken after the examination (e.g. disposing of waste, sanitisation) 

•  Managing examinations during a local lockdown or in the event of health issues within 

the centre during an examination series. 

In addition to this, the work involved in managing invigilators is considerable. Exams officers 

will need to consider if their invigilators are within a vulnerable group, and if they are unable to 

invigilate, does a centre have an adequate number of invigilators to meet JCQ requirements. If 

additional invigilators are required, these will need to be recruited and trained, and informed of 

centre specific requirements. 

 

With so many areas in need of consideration, it is understandable that there is concern amongst 

exams officer in ensuring that exam rooms in their centre are ‘Covid secure’. In a survey of 465 

centres, conducted between 16th and 19th October, almost one in four (23%) stated that they 

were ‘not sure’ that their centre was ready to conduct examinations in line with public health 

guidelines. 

 

Respondents listed a range of challenges ahead of the summer exam series ranging from a lack 

of invigilators to managing an increased number of exam clashes due to an examination series -  

which has been condensed into three days prior to the May half term and from 7 June to 2 July. 

 

There is also concern over the logistics in keeping candidates from different 'bubbles' separate, 

and a lack of rooms if groups have to be kept in bubbles or socially distanced…this is addition 

to finding adequate accommodation for candidates with access arrangements. 

Exams officers may also be faced with increased administration if there is an increased number 
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of special consideration requests from candidates impacted by Covid-19. 

Finally, there seems to be little contingency in place in the event of the absence of the exams 

officer prior to, or during, an examination series, with many heads of centres and senior leaders 

largely unaware of the logistical issues relating to the staging of exams under public health 

restrictions. 

The government seems adamant that GCE and GCSE examinations will take place during 

summer 2021, however, there is real concern amongst a significant number of exams officers 

that their centre is not prepared to meet the additional challenges which lie ahead in the coming 

months. It is the responsibility of the DfE and Ofqual to ensure that heads of centres and senior 

leaders are supported in ensuring that their centres are fully prepared to stage examinations 

during the 2020/2021 academic year, and that the strategy is not simply to leave the exams 

officer to manage all aspects of the administration and conducting of examinations. 
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