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How to become an effective exams officer 

 
This month’s blog is written by Lynne Smith, exams officer at Bedford Girls School, who considers what is 
required to become an effective exams officer. 
 
 
‘I like it when people come back to me with a solution’…this was a comment I received from a senior leader 
after a recent fire drill.  We were asked to provide feedback on a planned evacuation, and I pointed out where 
I believed there was an issue and what I thought could be done to resolve it.  
 
The comment was given as a compliment and made me realise that problem solving within my centre has 
become second nature to me as I become more experienced in my role. Increasingly, I find solutions to issues 
before they become a problem, and this I have found is one of the qualities that an exams officer needs to 
acquire to perform the role effectively. 
 
Those who perform the role are fully aware that being an exams officer is not purely an administrative role. 
The turnover is probably higher than any other role within a school/college, and contrary to what some 
believe, this ‘little term time role’ is not always one which suits people with small children or children who have 
lots of clubs and after school activities. Often you will be required to come to work early, work late and, in 
very rare circumstances, you may have to work at a weekend. You will most certainly be required to work 
within the long summer break, all of which is rarely explained at interview! 
 
You may also be the holder of one of the largest budgets in the school and, at certain points of the year, have 
responsibility for/management of a significant number of employees. 
 
 
Acquiring support 
 
To become an effective exams officer, you need to utilise the wide range of support which is available. 
However, many new exams officers are not told about the support which is on offer due to the fact that line 
managers/senior leaders are unaware of this themselves. There is significant support available and if you are 
not being provided access to the support you require, do not be afraid to ask. 
 
Here are a few suggestions which may help you in deciding the type of support which you require.  
 

• It is a regulatory requirement for an exams officer to have the relevant training to carry out the role 

effectively. This is written within the JCQ regulations. It is in the interest of your centre to invest in 

your training, as failure to do so could result in cases of malpractice, creating anxiety for candidates, 

and ultimately having the facility to sit examinations at the centre withdrawn 

• It is strongly recommended that every exams officer engages in a course to learn how to use the 

school Management Information System (if there is one). It is also helpful to ensure that provision has 

been made for you to seek help from another centre who use the same operating system. 

• Contact another local school to ask if you can shadow their exams officer and ask questions. 

• Join a local exams officer network. 
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• Contact your awarding bodies offer a range of support. There are local network meetings, webinars, 

online modules, face-to-face training. All awarding bodies have dedicated customer telephone support. 

Do not be afraid to use their services. There is not a question which they have not been asked before. 

They do not want any exams officer to make a mistake and, if they do not know the answer, they will 

find it for you. 

• Take a look at the support offered by The Exams Office. They are a membership organisation who 

were set up by ex-exams officers and provide excellent resources, training and networking 

opportunities.   

• Consider utilising social media as a networking tool and where you can get acquire advice from 

colleague. You will find groups on Facebook for exams officers, exams officers in Further Education 

and Data Managers. 

 
 
Deadlines 
 
Meeting deadlines is a key part of the exams officer role. Failure to meet key deadlines may result in a 
financial penalty. In this respect, the exams office is unlike any other department in a school/college. With 
some Awarding Bodies, once a deadline has passed, there are no opportunities to enter or amend information 
and therefore a candidate may be left in a very difficult position where they are unable to sit an examination.  
An effective exams officer will implement measures that ensure that any extra costs beyond standard entry 
fees are kept to a minimum. 
 
 
Have you got what it takes? 
 
It is my opinion that it takes about three years to become an effective exams officer. The first year can be 
overwhelming, especially if you have taken on the role without a handover. On their first day in role, many 
new exams officer are very usually shown to an office, given a few weblink including access to awarding body 
websites and little else. This is no way to induct an individual into a role. 
 
Transition into becoming an effective exams officer may be as follows: 
 
Year 1: You spend the year soaking in ALL the information, learning the regulations, terminology, deadline 
dates, awarding body websites. You may also need to challenge staff who state that ‘the previous exams 
officer did not do it like that’.   
 
You will make friends (and enemies!) with your invigilators and start to make yourself a ‘presence’ around 
your centre. You will quickly realise that exams do not only happen in May/June alone and that you will spend 
the whole academic year planning and timetabling for a multiple series of internal exams and external 
modules for the summer exams series.  
 
The first year in role is largely focused upon building your confidence in your role and becoming familiar with 
systems and processes. Yes, you will make some mistakes, but as long as you learn from these, then that is 
all part of the learning process and a step towards becoming an effective exams officer. I would recommend 
that you keep a diary of when tasks were completed and whether these need to be undertaken earlier/later 
next year to ensure that you build upon the experiences of your first year in role.  
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Year 2: By now you will realise that, in most cases, you are the only person in your centre who fully 
understands how examinations and assessments are managed, administered and conducted. You will acquire 
the confidence to advise senior leaders and teaching staff on exam regulations, and what is/is not permitted. 
You will also know where to go to acquire further information to inform a centre decision. You will be aware of 
most of the deadlines, and an exam series will feel less daunting. You should have a schedule for your internal 
examinations and be aware of the timetable for external modules. You will be fully aware of the busiest 
periods within an academic year, and fewer issues will come as a surprise to you. The second summer exam 
series will follow almost exactly the pattern of the first, and you will feel more ‘in control’ of situations. It is 
also in your second year, that you may become more confident in defining the boundaries of your role, and 
where you should/should not be involved – for example, access arrangements! 
 
Year 3: It is in year 3 that you begin to feel confident in your role and in control of situations. You are pre-
empting situations and advising colleagues as you are viewed a source of invaluable knowledge in relation to 
examinations and assessments. By now you are fully aware of the centre - you know all the rooms that are of 
use to you, you know which staff will support you and those that will dodge you in the corridor as you might 
ask them to do something!  
 
You are fully aware of all key deadlines – in fact, you will know them without having to refer to any 
documentation – and you will also be aware of specification codes! Your confidence will grow as you are 
aware that there is almost nothing that cannot be rectified by speaking to the relevant awarding body, and 
that despite a financial penalty, most mistakes can be rectified. 
 
It is in year 3 that you, rather than identifying issues, start to suggest solutions! 
 
 
I have been in this role since 2007 and I find it really rewarding. I do not mind if every candidate does not 
know my name or that staff sometimes get grumpy with me as I have had to enforce a regulation. I know 
that my role helps the students in achieving their academic potential, something which was proven recently, 
when at a concert two ex-students came up to me, gave me a big hug, and told me that whenever they saw 
me before an examination, they knew everything was going to be fine that day in the exam hall. 
 
When taking on the role, please remember that just because the first few months may seem difficult and that 
you may not be aware of all of the processes or acronyms, you are not a failure. Please, do not be afraid to 
ask for help, acquire the support available and you will be on your way to becoming an effective exams 
officer. 
 
Useful links 
http://www.skillsforschools.org.uk/roles-in-schools/examinations-officer/  
https://oxfordaqaexams.org.uk/three-things  
https://www.facebook.com/groups/ExamsOfficeUK : A resource for exams officers only 
 

 
Views and opinions expressed in this blog are the authors own 
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