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Five steps to effective exam contingency planning 

 
This month’s blog is written by Jugjit Chima who provides guidance, hints and tips for centres in creating 
effective exams contingency and succession plans. 
 
 
The 2021 Exams Officer survey revealed that in 37.8% of centres there is inadequate contingency planning if 
the exams officer was absent during a critical period such as the submission deadline for exam entries, during 
an exam series or before/on a results day. This lack of risk management and mitigation may seriously 
disadvantage centres in the coming months during this ‘transitional’ year when there are still so many 
unknowns regarding the conducting of examinations in summer 2022. 
 
However, the importance of an effective contingency plan is not due to the impact and current circumstances 
caused by the pandemic. A lack of contingency within a centre may lead to a further, longer term, issue – that 
of inadequate succession planning. Centres with robust contingency plans are more likely to address 
succession planning and have effective measures in place to support a new exams officer in the event of the 
departure of the current, experienced exams officer. It is of great concern that 79% of centres having little/no 
succession planning in place to support a new exams officer (2021 Exams Officer survey). 
 
Contingency and succession planning are linked and, therefore, until there is a fit-for-purpose 
support/induction programme for new exams officers or those undertaking the role on a temporary basis, the 
issues of maladministration and malpractice (and excessive workload pressure) will remain as serious risks 
within the management, administration and conducting of examinations and assessments in centres. 
 
In this article we focus upon five steps which SLT and exams officers could implement, and follow, to create 
effective and robust contingency and succession plans within their centre. 
 
 

1. Create/maintain an effective, fit-for-purpose contingency plan 

 
It is a JCQ requirement for centres to have a contingency plan. The General Regulations for Approved Centres 
(section 5.3x) states: 
 
‘It is the responsibility of the head of centre to ensure that his/her centre has a written examination 
contingency plan which covers all aspects of examination administration. This will allow members of the senior 
leadership team to act immediately in the event of an emergency or staff absence. The  
examination contingency plan should reinforce procedures in the event of the centre being unavailable for 
examinations, or on results day, owing to an unforeseen emergency’  
 
To assist centres in creating a contingency plan, JCQ regulations provide guidance over what should/must be 
included within a centre’s contingency plan, whilst The Exams Office has created a template which encourages 
centres to ensure that the following are included: 
 

• Roles and responsibilities – name individuals, the role(s) which they are expected to undertake and 
their areas of responsibility. This is imperative is ensuring swift action in the event of an emergency 

https://www.thenaeo.org/articles/
https://www.jcq.org.uk/exams-office/general-regulations/
https://www.jcq.org.uk/exams-office/other-documents/
https://www.theexamsoffice.org/exam-policy-templates/
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and highlighting the areas of responsibility, particularly when decisions require a response from your 
SLT. 

• The identification of possible risks/issues that could cause major/minor disruption to your centre’s 
exam process. This may include some/all of the following and other specific centre-based risks/issues: 

o Exam officer extended absence at key points in the exam process (cycle) 
o ALS lead/SENCo extended absence at key points in the exam cycle 
o Teaching staff extended absence at key points in the exam cycle 
o Invigilators - lack of appropriately trained invigilators or invigilator absence 
o Exam rooms - lack of appropriate rooms or main venues unavailable at short notice 
o Failure of IT systems 
o Emergency evacuation of the exam room (or centre lock down)  
o Disruption of teaching time in the weeks before an exam – centre closed for an extended 

period 
o Candidates at risk of being unable to take examinations because of a crisis – centre remains 

open 
o Candidates at risk of being unable to take examinations – centres remain open 
o Centre at risk of being unable to open as normal during the examination period 
o Disruption in the distribution of examination papers 
o Disruption to transporting completed examination scripts 
o Assessment evidence is not available to be marked 
o Centre unable to distribute results as normal or facilitate post results services 

• For each situation, identify the risks, mitigation and the criteria when your contingency plan may need 

to be invoked 

• All plans should be reviewed and updated on an annual basis 

 
The Exams Office has included an Exam Contingency Plan within the Policy Generator Tool which enables 
centres to create a comprehensive, self-assessed centre specific plan which can be updated annually. There is 
also a Word template available on The Exams Office website which centres can download and complete.   
 
 

2. The role of SLT/line managers 

 
Although the regulations state the head of centre must ensure that a contingency plan is in place, in reality, in 
the vast majority of centres, the responsibility for devising and implementing the contingency plan will fall 
upon the exams officer and their line manager/SLT. 
 
Although the exams officer may be the individual who has the most comprehensive knowledge of exams-
related risks and issues, it should not fall upon the exams officer solely to devise, manage and implement any 
plan. 
 
It is imperative that the relevant member of the SLT takes ownership of this area whilst utilising the 
knowledge and support of their exams officer. The Exams Office advises all exams officers to work with their 
SLT/line manager to identify the centre actions that need to be taken to minimise/mitigate the effect/impact of 
any disruption. 
 
Documentation should be signed off by SLT, at the very least, and, if possible, also verified and approved by 
the head of centre and/or Governors. 

https://www.theexamsoffice.org/policy-generator-tool/
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3. Train another member of staff 

 
An ideal scenario in the event of the absence of the exams officer is for another member of staff to be trained 
to undertake the role at short notice. This would offer invaluable support to the member of SLT/line manager 
and ensure that someone with knowledge – albeit limited - is temporarily fulfilling the role to mitigate against 
major risks (e.g., missed deadlines/key activities) and possible malpractice/maladministration. 
 
At certain times of the academic year – for example, when a key deadline is looming – someone will be 
required to step into the role immediately and at short notice. Failure to do so may lead to financial penalties, 
malpractice/maladministration, or candidates not being able to sit their examination(s)/assessment(s).  
 
The New Exams Officer Induction and Assessment Module, which is available on The Exams Office Online 
Portal, could be utilised to train another member of staff in the fundamental aspects of the exams officer role. 
 
 

4. Create a centre exams handbook/manual 

 
If an individual assumes responsibility for exams, or the exams officer role, at short notice, it is imperative that 
they receive clear and detailed instructions and guidance in relation to: 
 

• What actions to take and associated deadlines 
• Centre specific processes, procedures and actions 
• Awarding body/JCQ requirements and regulations 
• Key stakeholder (internal and external) contact details in the event of an emergency 
• Information for candidates, staff and parents – when and how this should be disseminated  

 
The above is not an exhaustive list but are some of the key areas which an individual will need to be aware of 
to manage and administer exams effectively. To support this transition of responsibility, a centre exams 
handbook/manual should be created which details all the necessary information to enable an individual to 
assume responsibility and complete relevant exams-related tasks at any time during the academic year/exam 
cycle. This handbook/manual should be created by the existing exams officer during an academic year to 
include all the relevant information and resources for each exam series – ideally, a diary of activities and 
actions taken throughout the academic year. 
 
By creating such a resource, a centre will be addressing short term absence (contingency planning) whilst also 
supporting the appointment of any new exams officer (succession planning). 
 
 

5. Test your contingency plan 
 
The creation of an effective contingency plan can only be guaranteed if it is tested at regular intervals. This 
can be achieved in several ways, for example: 

• Employ part/all of the contingency plan during ‘mock’ exams 
• Allow another member of staff/SLT/line manager to shadow the exams officer/assume responsibility of 

an exams day/session (preferable during exams with smaller cohorts/number of candidates) 
• Train another member of staff to submit entries and manage results day(s) 

 

https://www.theexamsoffice.org/new-exams-officer-induction-and-assessment-module/
https://www.theexamsoffice.org/new-exams-officer-induction-and-assessment-module/
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Conclusion 
 
The importance of ensuring effective exam contingency and succession planning should not be 
underestimated. Centres should not ignore the risks posed by the short- or long-term absence of the exams 
officer, or unavailability of their centre, just because this is highly unlikely or because it may not have 
previously occurred. An effective contingency plan is not only a JCQ requirement, but it provides security and 
reassurance to all (staff, candidates and parents) that exams will be run effectively and efficiently to enable 
candidates to perform to the best of their ability. 
 
By maintaining an examination contingency plan, a centre will also go some way to addressing the similarly 
pressing issue of succession planning in the event of the departure of the current, experienced exams officer 
particularly when they are replaced by someone who has no previous experience of the exams officer role. 
 
Admittedly, assessing and mitigating risks is not a straightforward task and one which can be very time 
consuming. However, effective contingency and succession planning are evident in centres which also have 
other robust exams processes and procedures in place… the same centres who are less likely to engage in 
malpractice and are fully prepared to deal with any exams-related issues during any time of the academic 
year. All of which helps creates the best possible environment to support candidates in performing to the best 
of their ability during an exam series. 
   
 
 
 
 
 

 
Views and opinions expressed in this blog are the authors own 


