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            To the unknown, but very large, number of young people who have been damaged by the award of wrong exam grades, in the hope that this will not happen in the future
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            	Over the decade from 2010 to 2019, a total of about 70 million GCSE, AS and A-level grades were awarded following each year’s summer exams in England.

               	Of which around 17.5 million were wrong.

               	Yes, 17.5 million.

               	That’s about 1 wrong grade in every 4.

               	To make that real: for every ten students taking three A-levels, only about four have a certificate on which all three grades are right. And about six have at least one grade wrong.

               	For every ten students taking eight GCSEs, only about one (yes, one!) has a certificate on which all eight grades are right, and about nine have at least one grade wrong.

               	But no one knows which grades, in which subjects, awarded to which candidates, and whether the grade ‘awarded’ was too high or too low.

               	Nor did the appeals process discover and correct them. In fact, over that same ten-year time period, only some 600,000 grades were changed.

               	Why were about 16.9 million wrong grades ‘awarded,’ but not discovered and corrected?

               	Why were 17.5 million wrong grades ‘awarded’ in the first place?

               	Why is nothing being done now, in 2022, to fix this?

               	And if something were to be done, what should that be?6
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            FOREWORD

         

         Gold standard! Well, maybe not! For many years England’s GCSE and A-level qualifications have enjoyed an international reputation as world-leading. They have frequently been cited as ‘gold standard’ examinations. In this book Dennis Sherwood applies forensic analysis, in an accessible format, to one aspect of those qualifications – the grades awarded to each student on results day. His expert commentary leaves us in no doubt that the architecture of reliability is nothing more than a fancy façade on a house that’s built on sand.

         This is not a book about whether examinations are the best way to assess authentic learning. That’s a different debate, although there’s evidence here that excessive reliance on end-of-course examinations exacerbates the great grading scandal.

         This is also not a book about whether the content of our examination-driven school and college curriculum is well-designed, fit for purpose or sufficiently visionary for the future needs of students. That too is a long overdue discussion which should inform public policy, but Dennis retains his focus on one pressing issue. Are the grades awarded to students at the end of the examination process a reliable indicator of their performance and ability? Can those grades be trusted to determine suitability for advanced academic study or access to employment? Do they serve to differentiate authentically between one student and the next? 14

         We are all familiar with the results day photographs that accompany the headlines in August. Enthusiastic celebrations with beaming smiles. Images that are carefully contrived to align with the supporting text as ‘Camelia’ (or whoever) progresses to a top university with her four A* grades or ‘Daniel’ revealed to be a prodigy as he attains twelve grade 9’s in his GCSEs.

         Their results may well be impressive and will certainly open doors towards privileged academic opportunities. But what if the student with AAB is actually no better, in any meaningful sense, than the student with BAC? What if these grades lack the precision that they appear to convey? Is there an element of unreliability in how they are awarded – such that two otherwise identical candidates may as well roll a dice alongside completing their examination paper to determine which, say, of two adjacent grades they may ultimately be awarded?

         If Dennis is right – and I think he is – then a great grading scandal unfolds before our eyes every summer. If Dennis is right – and he has a large body of evidence to verify his claims – then what can be done about it? Any response has to begin with honest acceptance that there’s a real problem. We cannot simply parrot a mantra of examination reliability and gold standard qualifications through fear that the truth will undermine the edifice. Understanding what’s wrong and how it may be addressed, however, requires a level of understanding of the grading process that is rare outside the education profession.

         Not many parents or students, for example, fully understand how grades are determined. There’s a naïve assumption that a specified score equates to a pre-determined grade: how could it be more complicated than that? Dennis takes us on a journey, revealing how the marks obtained on examination papers have an inherent unreliability. He explores grade boundaries, grade distributions, grade inflation and the annual statistical fix known as ‘comparable outcomes.’ It would be easy to suppose that such sophisticated technicalities and terminology guarantee quality, when actually they serve to mask profound uncertainties in the grade-awarding methodology. 15

         Of course, much of this came to light during the Covid pandemic. Never before have newspaper editors elevated the architecture of examination grading systems to front page news. Ofqual, the public regulator, became a household name. Resignations followed after mutant algorithms were laid aside in the ‘car crash’ that was grading in 2020.

         This blow-by-blow narrative reveals what went wrong that summer and the next. The explanation of why it went wrong highlights deficiencies that have actually been present in England’s examination grading system for years. The gold standard never did have that much lustre, after all!

         The good news is that if we acknowledge the problem, we can open the door to possible solutions. It is possible to increase reliability, but not necessarily without unwarranted cost or unwelcome consequence. Alternatively, it is possible to rethink what grades look like. This may not be welcome to those with vested interests in retaining faith in the existing myth of reliability. Pseudo-accuracy can simply be more appealing and convenient than reliable fuzziness. However, in the absence of systemic change, the juggernaut that conveys the great grading scandal will simply hurtle on indefinitely.

         Dr Robin Bevan

Headteacher, Southend High School for Boys

NEU Past National President, 2020-21
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            Chapter 1: Exam grades are important

         

         Thursday 15th August 2019

         A-level results day. The last time those results were determined by ‘real’ exams until they returned in summer 2022.

         Alex is awarded grade B in History, B in English Literature, A in French. An A and two Bs. Not bad. But Alex is holding an offer of AAB for a much-coveted place at university. It looks like that place is lost for that one grade difference…

         But pause a moment.

         How does Alex know that those three grades, B, B, A, are right? Might one of those Bs be a mistake? Should one of those Bs have been an A?

         In fact, Alex cannot know. Alex has to take the grade on trust, in the belief that ‘the system is right.’

         You might now be thinking: ‘So what? Of course exam grades are accepted on trust. They’re public exam grades! And the authorities get things right! If anyone is concerned, they can appeal. What’s the fuss?’

         That’s all understandable. And the ‘authorities’ should be trusted, especially for grading exams reliably, for exams are hugely important. 17They determine a young person’s destiny, opening doors if the grades are suitably high; closing doors if they are not. Building confidence, or destroying it. Securing a bright future, or denying it.

         Yes, grades are important. So they should be fully reliable and trustworthy.

         But are they?

         And, if grading errors have happened, does the appeals process discover them all, and correct them?

         A fact that might be a surprise

         Here is an important fact about the summer 2019 exams:

         
            Of the 6 million A-level, AS and GCSE grades awarded for the summer 2019 exams in England, about 1.5 million were wrong.

         

         That’s about 1 wrong grade for every 4 ‘awarded.’ But no one knows which particular grades, in which subjects, and ‘awarded’ to which students. Nor does anyone know whether the wrong grades, as shown on the certificate, are higher than the student truly merited, or lower. The grades are wrong both ways, so about 750,000 grades were ‘awarded’ that were too high (so the corresponding students were, in a sense, ‘lucky’), and about 750,000 grades were ‘awarded’ grades that were too low - so the corresponding students were certainly most unfortunate, and may have lost a critical life chance as a result.

         There’s something else important too.

         The appeals process isn’t working.

         According to official statistics1, after the summer 2019 exams, about 70,000 grades were changed following an appeal, almost all being up-grades. But some 750,000 grades ‘awarded’ were too low, so there should have been 750,000 up-grades – not just 70,000. So about 680,000 grades that should have been up-graded weren’t.

         The appeals process doesn’t come anywhere close to discovering all the grading errors, and then correcting them. 18

         What this book is about

         My assertion that about 1 school exam grade in England in every 4 is wrong – that’s around 25% – is not just a wild claim. It is a fact, a fact that has been established by rigorous research. But a fact that has been ignored by the relevant authorities – those who have the power to fix this – and a fact that is not widely known. Hence this book. To make this fact more well-known, to give all the evidence, to discuss the implications, and – most importantly – to offer some solutions, and to show how easy it is to deliver grades that are fully reliable and trustworthy.

         And there’s another reason for this book, too. To light a fire. There are two reasons why the authorities – who have known about this for years – have not done anything to solve this problem.

         Firstly, to solve it is to admit its existence, which is embarrassing.

         Secondly, because over the last ten years those to whom the grades are awarded, the students, and those who use grades – such as sixth-form colleges, further education colleges, universities, and employers – have all ‘coped’ with existing grades and have not complained.

         My belief is that so few people have complained because the vast majority of students, parents, teachers, university admissions offices and employers have ‘trusted’ the system, and have no idea that grades are so unreliable. But once they do know, they might complain. So the more people that know about this, the better. And the bigger the fire that might be lit to convince the appropriate authorities to take action.

         So I trust that you will enjoy reading this book, and that you find the facts, and the discussion, compelling. If you do, spread the word. Fan the fire. For only a truly raging fire will attract the attention of those authorities who have so far turned a blind eye to a problem they know all about – as the evidence presented in the next section bears witness…

         Some relevant evidence

         I conclude this chapter with four quotations and two questions.

         My first quotation is from a report entitled A Review of the Literature on Marking Reliability2, published on 1st May 2005 by AQA, one of the ‘exam boards’ that sets and marks school exams in England. On page 70, we read: 19

         
            However, to not routinely report the levels of unreliability associated with examinations leaves awarding bodies open to suspicion and criticism. For example, Satterly (1994) suggests that the dependability of scores and grades in many external forms of assessment will continue to be unknown to users and candidates because reporting low reliabilities and large margins of error attached to marks or grades would be a source of embarrassment to awarding bodies. Indeed it is unlikely that an awarding body would unilaterally begin reporting reliability estimates or that any individual awarding body would be willing to accept the burden of educating test users in the meanings of those reliability estimates.

         

         Yes. That does say ‘reporting low reliabilities and large margins of errors attached to marks or grades would be a source of embarrassment to awarding bodies.’ Or: ‘yes, we are well aware how unreliable grades are, but we’re too embarrassed to let people know about it, let alone fix it.’

         That report dates from 2005.

         Reference to the title page will show that this report has two authors, Michelle Meadows and Lucy Billington, both of whom at that time worked at AQA. In 2014, Dr Meadows joined the English exam regulator, Ofqual, as Director of Research and Evaluation, subsequently becoming Ofqual’s Deputy Chief Regulator (the organisation’s second-in-command) and Executive Director for Strategy, Risk and Research. It was in this role that Dr Meadows led Ofqual’s contribution to the ‘mutant algorithm’ fiasco of 2020 (of which more in Chapters 10 and 11), which was the subject of a hearing of the House of Commons Education Committee held on 2nd September 2020. At that hearing, Dr Meadows gave this answer to a question about the reliability of exam grades3:

         
            There is a benchmark that is used in assessment evidence that any assessment should be accurate for 90% of students plus or minus one grade. That is a standard benchmark. On average, the subjects were doing much better than that. For A-level we were looking at 98%; for GCSE we were looking at 96%, so we did take some solace from that. 20

         

         Dr Meadows states that she ‘takes solace’ in the fact that ‘98% of A-level grades, and 96% of GCSE grades are accurate plus or minus one grade.’

         Think about that for a moment.

         Suppose that a school has 100 students each taking just one A-level, but collectively covering all the main subjects. The second-in-command at the exam regulator Ofqual is informing us that two of those students will be ‘awarded’ a grade which is two or more grades adrift of the grade the student truly merits. And the remaining 98 will have grades that are ‘accurate plus or minus one grade.’ So that B really might be an A. Or a C. Poor Alex. And for 100 students taking just one GCSE, once again across all subjects, four students will have a certificate on which the grade is at least two grades wrong, and 96 are, once again, ‘accurate plus or minus one grade.’

         At the end of that same hearing of the Education Select Committee, in response to a question asked by Ian Mearns, the MP for Gateshead, Ofqual’s then Acting Chief Regulator, Dame Glenys Stacey, referred back to the answer given by Dr Meadows, and said something very similar, but subtly different4:

         
            Ian Mearns: I am just wondering, therefore, whether one of the issues that you really should address, Dame Glenys, is that 25% of grades on an annual basis are regarded as being unreliable, either up or down.

            
                

            

            Dame Glenys Stacey: Thank you. I’ll certainly keep that in mind, and I look forward to speaking to you about it, Mr Mearns. It is interesting how much faith we put in examination and the grade that comes out of that. We know from research, as I think Michelle mentioned, that we have faith in them, but they are reliable to one grade either way. We have great expectations of assessment in this country.

         

         Dame Glenys refers to ‘reliability,’ whereas Dr Meadows talked of ‘accuracy’ – a distinction I will examine in Chapter 4 – and Dame Glenys does not refer explicitly to percentages. But she clearly acknowledged that all exam grades are ‘reliable to one grade either way.’

         Think about that for a moment. 21

         Alex missed out on a university place because of a grade B, rather than an A.

         What use are grades that are ‘reliable to one grade either way’?

         And why is Ofqual, the authority that regulates exams, apparently not just complacent about this but actually ‘takes solace’ from it?

         Especially in the context of my fourth and final quotation. From Section 128 of the Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Act 2009, as amended by Section 22 of the Education Act 2011, the legislation that specifies Ofqual’s statutory obligations5:

         
            (2) The qualifications standards objective is to secure that –

            
               (a) regulated qualifications give a reliable indication of knowledge, skills and understanding…

            

         

         This places a legal duty on Ofqual ‘… to secure that regulated qualifications give a reliable indication….’

         The Chief Regulator of Ofqual, however, as recently as 2nd September 2020, has acknowledged that exam grades are ‘reliable to one grade either way.’

         Which leads to the first of my two questions:

         
            Given Ofqual’s legal obligation – let alone natural justice – are school exam grades that are ‘reliable to one grade either way’ reliable enough?

         

         I don’t think so.

         And my second question.

         
            Do you?
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            Chapter 2: Exams in England

         

         What this chapter is about

         The purpose of this chapter is to explain – briefly! – the exam system in England*: who the key players are, how exams are marked and graded, and how the appeals process works. If you're comfortable with all that, please skip this chapter altogether and head to Chapter 3 on exam grades.

         Three quick questions

         But just in case, three quick questions:

         
            1. Are ‘marking’ and ‘grading’ essentially the same thing?

            2. If a candidate appeals a grade, is a question or a script re-marked?

            3. Suppose that marking is done to the highest possible quality, and with absolutely no errors or mistakes at all. Does it follow that the resulting grades are totally reliable?

         

         If you answered ‘yes’ to any of these questions – let alone all three – then this chapter is important, even if some of the content is familiar.

         23For the answer to each of these questions is ‘no.’

         Very briefly:

         	‘Marking’ is fundamentally different from ‘grading.’ ‘Marking’ is an activity primarily carried out (currently) by human beings – examiners – who, within guidelines, use their professional judgement to assign marks to the candidates’ answers to the exam questions. ‘Grading’ happens later, after all the marking has been done, and is the application of an arbitrary rule, such as ‘All scripts given marks 51 to 60 inclusive are awarded grade C. All scripts given marks 61 to 70 are awarded grade B.’

            	If an appeal is made against an awarded grade, this does not imply that a question, or an entire script, is re-marked. Rather, checks are made that there are no clerical errors (such as a mistake in adding the marks given to each question), that there are no ‘marking errors,’ and that the mark given is ‘reasonable.’ It is only if a ‘marking error’ is discovered, or if the mark as given is deemed ‘unreasonable,’ that a re-mark can happen.

            	Even perfect marking can result in hugely unreliable grades. That comes as a shock to many people, and appears to be a total paradox. Much of the purpose of this book is to resolve that paradox, and explain why, for at least the last ten years, whilst ‘marking’ has been of very high quality, the rules used for ‘grading’ have resulted in about 1 grade in every 4 being wrong. Even though the marking has been as good as you would wish it to be.

         
Unravelling that paradox requires some explanation, and so a good place to start is by describing how the current system works, who does what, how marking is done and how grades are then determined, and finally in this chapter what the appeals process actually does. 24

         GCSE, AS and A-level

         This book will deal with these three public exams taken by students in England:

         	GCSE, typically taken at age 16, with most students taking from 5 to as many as 12 subjects

            	AS, at age 17, usually in up to 4 subjects

            	A-level, at age 18, usually in 2, 3 or 4 subjects.

         
GCSEs date back to 1988, and AS to 1989; A-levels have a much longer history, having first been set in 1951; all are examples of ‘general qualifications’ (GQs).

         There are many other exams that young people may take too, notably BTEC (level 2), equivalent to GCSE, and BTEC (level 3), equivalent to A-level, the International GCSE (IGCSE), and the International Baccalaureate (IB), as well as a host of vocational qualifications (VQs). There is, however, very little information on the reliability of the corresponding grades, so these are not discussed in this book, which will use ‘exams’ as a short-hand for one or more of GCSE, AS and A-level in England.

         Exams are mainly taken in the summer (usually in May and June); it is also possible to take GCSE exams in Maths and English Language in November, an opportunity taken primarily by candidates who wish to re-sit the exam they had taken the previous summer in the hope of a higher grade. The numbers of candidates taking exams in November are always considerably smaller than in the summer. In November 2019, for instance, there were about 54,000 entries for GCSE English Language and about 56,000 for GCSE Maths6, compared to nearly 730,000 (English Language) and over 740,000 (Maths) the preceding summer7. This book will focus on the main exams taken each summer, and all numbers in the book relate to the summer exams in England only. 25

         Exam centres and schools

         Exams are taken at exam centres, these being predominantly schools (for GCSE), and schools, sixth-form colleges and colleges of further education (for AS and A-level).

         In England, schools are of two main types:

         	Independent schools (sometimes known as ‘public’ schools), which require fees to be paid – usually by parents or guardians – directly for each student, with some places being funded by bursaries from the schools themselves.

            	State-funded schools, which, as the name suggests, are funded directly by the government, and have a variety of forms such as academy trusts, grammar schools, free schools, community schools and voluntary schools.

         
Most students take GCSE, AS and A-level exams, regardless of the school type.

         There are also a number of trade associations that represent the interests of their member schools and teachers, lobbying on their behalf, providing a variety of services, and convening conferences. These are usually best known by their acronyms, such as ASCL, HMC and SCFA.

         In the independent sector, HMC is The Headmasters’ and Headmistresses’ Conference8; ISC is the Independent Schools Council9; ISA, the Independent Schools Association10; and the GSA is the Girls’ Schools Association11.

         ASCL, the Association of School and College Leaders12, and NAHT, the National Association of Head Teachers13, have members from both the state and independent sectors; SFCA is the Sixth-form Colleges Association14, and the Association of Colleges (AOC)15 represents colleges of further education.

         None of these bodies has any ‘executive power’ over their members, and they do not ‘tell schools what to do.’ That said, they do offer leadership to their members, and provide a stronger collective ‘voice’ with which to influence government and government policy. 26

         Let me also not the teacher trade unions, notably the NEU (the National Education Union)16, UNISON17 and NASUWT18; ASCL and NAHT act as trade unions, too.

         Exam boards

         Exams are set, marked and graded by the exam boards, also known as awarding organisations (AOs) or awarding bodies. In England as at 2022, there are three: AQA19, OCR20, and Pearson Edexcel21 (see footnote†).

         All three exam boards offer exams in each of the main subjects, and so schools can choose whichever board it prefers for its students. This can have implications as regards what students are taught: for example, for 2022 GCSE English Literature, only Pearson Edexcel offers Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night as a set text, and only AQA, Julius Caesar, whilst all three boards include Macbeth22. And even if the syllabus is the same, the questions on the exam papers of each board will be different.

         In principle, the existence of three exam boards, each offering exams in the same subjects, from which the schools can freely choose, implies the existence of a competitive market. In practice, however, the situation is rather more complex. Although the prices for each exam, as set by each board vary somewhat (for example, to sit summer 2022 GCSE psychology, AQA charges a fee of £41.5023; OCR, £42.7524; Pearson Edexcel, £40.3025), the exam boards cannot compete by saying ‘you get your results quicker with us,’ for all results must be published synchronously. Nor can the exam boards compete on ‘quality,’ for any claim that ‘our exams are easier, so you have a better chance of a grade A with us’ is problematic. So to protect against these difficulties, and in particular to ensure that the standards are uniform so that grade [X] is of the same quality, regardless of which exam board awards that grade, the ‘competitive market in exams’ is heavily regulated.

         27

         The regulators – Ofsted, the DfE, and Ofqual

         Both state and independent schools are regulated by the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills, more usually known as Ofsted26, an independent ‘non-ministerial department’ reporting directly to parliament. Ofsted has the duty of inspecting schools to judge their performance, and has the power to put a weakly-performing school into ‘special measures.’ Overall responsibility for education, however, lies with the Department for Education (DfE)27, and, in the context of schools, the two key ministers, the Secretary of State for Education (at the time of writing, Nadhim Zahawi; from 2019 to 2021, Gavin Williamson) and the Minister of State for School Standards (currently, Robin Walker; from 2015 to 2019, Nick Gibb).

         The central body as far as this book is concerned is the regulator of exams, Ofqual (details in footnote‡), the Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation28. Like Ofsted, Ofqual is a non-ministerial department, reporting directly to Parliament. Ofqual’s objectives and duties are defined by legislation29, as here (you can skip this if you wish - it's included for reference):

         
            Ofqual’s legal obligations

            (1) Ofqual's objectives are:

            
               (a) the qualifications standards objective,

               (b) the assessments standards objective,

               (c) the public confidence objective,

               (d) the awareness objective, and

               (e) the efficiency objective.

            

            28(2) The qualifications standards objective is to secure that:

            
               (a) regulated qualifications give a reliable indication of knowledge, skills and understanding, and

               (b) regulated qualifications indicate:

               
                  (i) a consistent level of attainment (including over time) between comparable regulated qualifications, and

                  (ii) a consistent level of attainment (but not over time) between regulated qualifications and comparable qualifications (including those awarded outside the United Kingdom) which are not qualifications to which this Part applies.

               

            

            (3) The assessments standards objective is to promote the development and implementation of regulated assessment arrangements which:

            
               (a) give a reliable indication of achievement, and

               (b) indicate a consistent level of attainment (including over time) between comparable assessments.

            

            (4) The public confidence objective is to promote public confidence in regulated qualifications and regulated assessment arrangements.

            (5) The awareness objective is to promote awareness and understanding of:

            
               (a) the range of regulated qualifications available,

               (b) the benefits of regulated qualifications to learners, employers and institutions within the higher education sector, and

               (c) the benefits of recognition under section 132 to bodies awarding or authenticating qualifications to which this Part applies.

            

            (6) The efficiency objective is to secure that regulated qualifications are provided efficiently and in particular that any relevant sums payable to a body awarding or authenticating a qualification in respect of which the body is recognised under section 132 represent value for money.

            (7) For the purposes of subsection (6) a sum is relevant if it is payable in respect of the award or authentication of the qualification in question.

         

         To deliver these objectives, Ofqual presides over the examination process, regulating the exam boards to ensure that they exercise appropriate quality control, and keeping an eye on the prices the exam boards 29charge the exam centres for using their exams. Also, and very importantly, to comply with the requirement for ‘a consistent level of attainment between comparable regulated qualifications,’ Ofqual has to ensure that a grade [X] as awarded by any one exam board has the same ‘quality’ as the same grade [X] as awarded by all the other boards. Similarly, the requirement to ensure ‘a consistent level of attainment over time’ means that a grade [X] in any one year is of the same ‘quality’ as in preceding years, and – in particular – that standards don’t erode over time, the spectre known as ‘grade inflation,’ of which much more shortly.

         Together, these requirements imply that Ofqual plays an active role in supervising where the exam boards place those all-important grade boundaries. If, for example, the A-level B/A grade boundary is set at 64/65, then all candidates given 65 marks are awarded grade A, and all those given 64 marks are grade B. But if the grade boundary is set at 63/64, then the 64s are awarded a certificate showing grade A. That one mark difference in the setting of the grade boundary can make all the difference in the world to those students given 64 marks.

         Some aspects of Ofqual’s role that merit highlighting are these:

         	Ofqual has no direct role in schools. Ofqual regulates, and directly interacts with, only the exam boards; schools are inspected by Ofsted.

            	Ofqual has no role in the curriculum, the material that students are taught: the ‘national curriculum’ is determined by the DfE.

            	Ofqual has no role in the ‘existence’ of GCSE, AS and A-level exams, and so the question as to whether or not young people should take exams at, say, age 16, and whether or not those exams should look like GCSEs or something else, is not Ofqual’s problem: these decisions are the responsibility of the DfE.

            	Reference to the wording of the legislation shows that Ofqual has a duty to ensure that ‘regulated qualifications give a reliable indication 30of knowledge, skills and understanding’ and ‘a reliable indication of achievement.’ But there is no mention, for example, of ‘accurate’ or ‘right.’ The word ‘reliable’ is therefore of especial significance. And, importantly, Ofqual is under no legal obligation to ensure that grades are fair.

         
For completeness, let me briefly mention two other organisations: the Joint Council for Qualifications (JCQ)30 and the Federation of Awarding Bodies (FAB)31. Both are ‘membership organisations,’ representing the interests of their members, the awarding bodies. Neither are regulators, and neither has Ofqual’s policy-making and disciplinary power over the exam boards. That said, it is in the self-interest of all the awarding bodies to comply with high standards, and so the JCQ in particular plays a role in ensuring consistent standards across the different exam boards, and in defining the administrative arrangements for the conduct of examinations at schools.

         The House of Commons Education Committee

         As I’ve just noted, as a ‘non-ministerial department,’ Ofqual reports direct to Parliament. ‘Parliament,’ however, comprises 650 MPs sitting in the House of Commons, and some 800 members of the House of Lords, so in practice, it is the House of Commons Education Committee32 that plays the key role in overseeing Ofqual.

         This ‘Select Committee’ has eleven members; the Chair is elected by the House of Commons. Since 2017 the Chair has been the Rt Hon Robert Halfon, Conservative MP for Harlow in Essex. The remaining 10 seats are allocated to the political parties in proportion to their representation in the House of Commons, giving, at the time of writing, the Conservatives six seats, and Labour four.

         The work of any Committee centres on ‘hearings,’ which are meetings at which the Committee can interview, and seek evidence from, whomever they might call, and also ‘inquiries’ – more extensive studies of a matter of interest.

         As we shall see in Chapters 10, 11, 12 and 13, the Education Select Committee played a particularly important role in 2020 and 2021, when ‘real’ exams were cancelled. 31

         Marking

         ‘Pens down!’

         How those two words bring back memories!

         After one, two, even three hours of anguish and desperate scribbling, the exam’s over! Relief; exhaustion. Anxious conversations with friends about the answer to question 6. Then back to the books to prepare for the next exam tomorrow…

         That exam may have ended for the students, but things are only just starting for the examiners.

         The exam centre collects all the scripts, and despatches them to the exam board, where all the country’s scripts are brought together. In the ‘old days,’ the (anonymous) scripts were then split into bundles to be sent to each examiner, and the examiner would then get on with the marking. Any one examiner would mark all the questions in each script, and return the marks, and the marked scripts, to the exam board.

         In England, an important feature of almost all GCSE, AS and A-level exams is that they are not structured exclusively as a series of unambiguous multiple-choice questions of a form such as (for a hypothetical geography exam):

         
            What is the capital of France? (a) Berlin (b) Lyons (c) Paris (b) Bordeaux?

         

         This question has a single right answer – (c) Paris – and so this answer gives the student 1 mark; all other answers, zero. And let me note that no extra marks can be given to the student who, correctly, answers that ‘Paris is currently the capital, but Bordeaux was briefly the national seat of government at the start of both the First and Second World Wars’ – indeed such a richer response cannot even be given. The answer sheet allows the student to tick only the letters (a), (b), (c) or (d).

         By contrast, many, if not most, exam questions are more open-ended, such as this question from AQA’s 2019 GCSE Geography exam33:

         
            To what extent is human activity the cause of desertification in areas on the fringes of hot deserts? [9 marks] 32

         

         This question does not have a single, right, answer, and one such as ‘to a very considerable extent’ will not attract many of the nine marks on offer. But pause for a moment. Suppose you were the examiner marking this answer. How many marks would you give? Would you give zero, on the basis that such an answer was just not good enough? Or might you give one mark, on the grounds that the answer is plausible, and indicates that the student has both read, and understood, the question? Or might you give two marks, on the grounds that not only has the student read and understood the question, but has also given an answer that is both plausible, and in many cases, correct?

         So does that answer command, zero, one, or two marks?

         Different examiners will take different views. ‘Harder’ examiners veering to zero, or perhaps one. ‘Softer’ markers, to one, perhaps two. No one examiner is ‘wrong’; no one examiner ‘right’; no examiner is making any errors, or exercising poor judgement, or being lazy or slovenly.

         That, in microcosm, is a key feature of the current system of exams. Very many, if not all, include open-ended questions, inviting students to express their knowledge and understanding in their own words in their own way. As a consequence, each student’s answer is that student’s own, and – as is especially likely for the more sophisticated questions at A-level – will be different from that given by any other student. Although students will tend to relate similar facts, they will describe them in different ways, using different language, highlighting different things.

         And the examiner has to assess each answer, and decide whether any one answer merits, say, [this] mark or [that] one.

         That different, equally qualified, examiners can legitimately give the same script different marks is well-known and well-established. Here, for example, are some words from an Ofqual blog, dated 3rd June 201634:

         
            There is often no single, correct mark for a question. In long, extended or essay-type questions it is possible for two examiners to give different but appropriate marks to the same answer. There is nothing wrong or unusual about that. 33

         

         To avoid marking being a total free-for-all, however, the exam boards have for many years implemented three sensible policies.

         Firstly, careful selection and training, to ensure that all examiners are suitably qualified, and understand how to go about marking.

         Secondly, the preparation, in advance, of ‘mark schemes’ that identify specific aspects of an answer that are ‘good,’ and which, if present, attract marks. The ‘tighter’ the mark scheme, the more the candidate gets credit for second-guessing what the details of the mark scheme are. The ‘looser’ the mark scheme, the more scope there is for a candidate to be given credit for something-that-the-mark-scheme-didn’t-think-of-first, and the more discretion available to the examiner. In determining mark schemes, the exam boards therefore tread a tight-rope. On the one hand, they seek to avoid a specification so definite that it cannot take account of an individual's self-expression. On the other, the mark scheme must not be so vague as to be of little practical use.

         The third policy concerns quality control, and in particular the role of those designated ‘senior’ (or ‘lead’) examiners. This inner community is deemed to have wiser judgement than an ‘ordinary’ examiner as to what a ‘good’ answer is, and they oversee the marking process. One way in which this is done is for the pack of scripts sent to any ordinary examiner to include at least one which – unknown to the ordinary examiner – has already been marked by a senior examiner. This then enables the marks given to those particular scripts – known as ‘seed’ scripts – by the ordinary examiner to be compared to the marks given by a senior examiner. Since, as we have seen, different examiners can legitimately give the same answer different marks, there is no requirement for the ordinary examiner’s mark to be identical to a senior examiner’s mark, but it needs to be ‘close,’ with the degree of ‘closeness’ dependent on the complexity of the question. In advance of the marking, every question is therefore associated with a ‘tolerance,’ this being the maximum number of marks allowed as the difference between the marks of an ordinary examiner and a senior examiner. Accordingly, when a senior examiner ‘looks over the shoulder’ of an ordinary examiner in this way, if the difference between the two marks is within tolerance, that’s fine; if the difference is beyond 34the tolerance, the senior examiner intervenes accordingly. Tolerance is therefore built into the system, and I shall say much more about tolerance, and the role of senior examiners, in future chapters.

         More recently, technology has enabled a fourth quality control policy to be implemented. As I have already mentioned, in the ‘old days’ candidates’ scripts were bundled and sent to the (ordinary) examiners for marking, for – except for subjects with very few entries, such as some modern languages – there are in general far too few senior examiners to be able to mark all the scripts in a particular subject themselves. When an entire script is marked by the same examiner, it is possible that ‘Dr Hard’ might take a tough view, and mark every question very strictly, so that although all marks are within tolerance, each question has been marked lower than the corresponding senior examiner’s mark. Likewise, ‘Dr Sweet’ might take a more lenient view, marking systematically higher than a senior examiner, at the upper limit of tolerance. All scripts marked by ‘Dr Hard’ will have all their questions marked ‘down’; all marked by ‘Dr Sweet,’ ‘up,’ but both examiners are within tolerance.

         To counter this, technology now enables scripts to be scanned electronically, thereby enabling the individual questions to be sent to different examiners for marking online. Both ‘Dr Hard’ and ‘Dr Sweet,’ as suitably qualified examiners, will mark many questions, using their own styles accordingly. But no script will be marked in totality by any one examiner, and it is most unlikely that all the examiners contributing to the total mark of any one script will all be either strict or soft.

         Once all the questions have been marked, the script’s total mark is determined. This total – say, 64 – is the aggregate of each (single) mark awarded to each question by whichever (usually ordinary) examiner did the marking, such that each individual question’s mark is within tolerance.

         The rank order

         To explain what happens next, after all the scripts have been marked in any subject, let me assume (for simplicity in the numbers) that:

         	the minimum possible number of marks for a script in this subject is zero 35

            	the maximum possible number of marks for a ‘perfect’ script is 100

            	all marks must be whole numbers (so there are no half-marks), and

            	the total number of candidates taking the exam set by a given exam board in that particular subject is 100,000.

         
For this subject, each of the 100,000 candidates will be awarded a single mark, and so it is possible to count the number of candidates awarded each mark on the scale from 0 (the lowest possible mark) to 100 (the highest possible).

         If the exam has been well-designed, we would expect that the number of candidates awarded 100 marks will be very few, if any. Likewise, very few will score zero. We’d also expect a large number of students to be given marks around 50 to 60, with progressively fewer through the 70s, 80s and 90s, and also through the 40s, 30s, 20s and 10s.

         The number of students awarded each mark, from 0 to 100, can be captured in a table, as exemplified by Table 1.

         
            [image: ]Table 1. 100,000 students sit a (hypothetical) exam for which the minimum number of marks is 0, and the maximum, 100. Each entry in the table shows the number of students given the corresponding mark. 36

            

         

         Alternatively, the numbers may be represented as a histogram such as that shown in Figure 1 (below), in which the height of each column indicates the number of students given the corresponding mark from 0 (on the left) to 100 (right). All students must be accounted for, and so the sum of the heights of each of the columns must equal the total number of candidates.

         
            [image: ]Figure 1. A representative histogram of marks for a well-designed exam, with a broad distribution of marks centred around the middle of the mark range.

            

         

         The shape of this histogram defines the distribution of marks, and it is this shape that is a diagnostic of the quality of the exam.

         Figure 2 (overleaf) shows two other possibilities – Figure 2 (a) illustrates an exam for which most of the marks are bunched towards low marks; Figure 2 (b), an exam with marks bunched towards high marks. A distribution such as Figure 2 (a) is associated with an exam whose questions were too hard for most of the candidates, or an exam that was marked very strictly. Conversely, Figure 2 (b) corresponds to an exam that was easy, or marked leniently. A well-designed exam therefore spreads the marks across the full range of marks, as represented by the histogram of the general shape shown in Figure 1. 37

         
            [image: ]Figure 2. Histograms corresponding to an exam which is too hard (a), and one which is too easy (b).

            

         

         In practice, of course, an exam is set, and the questions marked, before the histogram of the mark distribution can be determined – so whether or not any particular exam really does its job can be established only after-the-event. But those that set exams are highly experienced, so their judgement and skill in designing ‘good’ exams can be trusted. 38

         A consequence of determining the histogram of marks for any exam is the establishment of a candidate rank order. Those candidates given 100 marks are top of the rank order, joint 1st; those given 99, joint 2nd; and so on all the way to zero, joint last. All candidates given 64 marks are ranked below those given 65 or more, and above those given 63 or fewer. All candidates given 64 are of equal rank, and are otherwise indistinguishable.

         This rank order is of fundamental importance, for the sole purpose of marking is to determine where on the overall rank order each candidate appears.

         Why so?

         Because, as we shall see in the following sections, it is a candidate’s position in the rank order, rather than the associated mark, that determines the candidate’s grade. And it’s the grade, not the mark, that appears on the candidate’s certificate.

         Grade structures and grade boundaries

         Once all the scripts in any subject have been marked, and the distribution of marks determined, the stage is set for grading. And this is where things get rather murky…

         To assign grades, two things need to be in place:

         	a grade structure defining the number of grades and their names, which is easy to do

            	the specification of each boundary between successive grades, defining the mark below which the lower grade is awarded, and equal to and above which the higher grade is awarded – which, as we will see, can be problematic.

         
The easy part. As at spring 2022, the grade structures are:

         	GCSE: 10 grades, U (lowest), 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 (highest)

            	AS: 6 grades, U (lowest), E, D, C, B, A (highest)

            	A-level: 7 grades, U (lowest), E, D, C, B, A, A* (highest). 39

         
These are not ‘in concrete,’ but change from time to time. For example, from the introduction of GCSEs in 1988 until 1993, GCSE grades were U, G, F, E, D, C, B and A, with A* introduced in 1994; in 2017, the grades for English Language, English Literature and Mathematics were changed to the current numeric scale, U, 1 – 9, with most other subjects following suit in 2018 and all others in 2019. The A-level grade A* was first used in 2010.

         Grade U stands for ‘unclassified’ (alternatively, ‘ungraded’), and any student awarded that grade does not receive a certificate. Officially, all the other grades are just that, grades, with no ‘pass’ or ‘fail.’ In practice, however, GCSE grades U, 1, 2 and 3 are considered to be ‘fails,’ and grades 4 and above ‘passes.’ At AS and A-level, there is less talk of ‘passing’ or ‘failing,’ but, that said, most students (not surprisingly) strive for grades C, B, A and A*.

         Given a grade structure, the BIG QUESTION for any exam is ‘how do the required number of grade boundaries map onto the mark range?’ This question is important, for it has a significant impact on the students. Suppose, for example, using a mark scale from 0 to 100, that Alex is given 64 and Sam 65. If the B/A grade boundary is 63/64, both students are awarded grade A. If it’s 64/65, then Alex’s certificate shows grade B and Sam’s grade A. If 65/66, Alex and Sam each end up with grade B. Just one mark makes all the difference, and if Alex fails to win a university place because of a B rather than an A – as I’ve already noted – that can have life-long consequences.

         Grade boundaries are determined by each exam board for their own exams, under Ofqual’s watchful eye, and the placing of those boundaries is a matter of policy, of the application of some sort of rule. So what ‘rules’ might there be? And how are they used to determine grade boundaries?

         Criterion referencing, cohort referencing and norm referencing

         In general, grade boundaries are determined according to policies known as criterion referencing and cohort referencing, which itself has a variant known as norm referencing. 40

         Criterion referencing

         Criterion referencing is underpinned by what a student can or cannot do or demonstrate, and is most readily exemplified by a practical test, such as driving a car. During the examination for a driving licence, the examiner has a checklist of skills that the driver must show: starting and stopping smoothly, obeying traffic laws, reversing safely, parking. If the driver does all of these first-time-right and with confidence, the licence is approved; if not, it isn’t.

         Although most school exams are very different from a driving test, the principle carries through. If the student can demonstrate [whatever] knowledge and [that] skill, then this will correspond to [so-many] marks, which in turn maps onto [this] grade. And it is the job of the educational experts to define all the required criteria.

         Criterion referencing therefore determines a student’s grade by comparing the student’s capabilities to pre-defined criteria. Does the learner driver drive the car smoothly or not? Yes, that might be a matter of examiner judgement, in that one examiner’s ‘smoothly enough’ might be another’s ‘rather bumpy,’ which takes us back to ‘different examiners can legitimately give different marks to the same answer.’ But what isn’t happening is a comparison against other candidates. The assessment is about whether or not a student’s answer meets a threshold or standard, not about whether or not a student’s answer is better or worse than the answers of other candidates who happen to be sitting the same exam at the same time. Criterion referencing is therefore not a competition of one candidate against another. It’s about the achievement of an absolute standard. And if all candidates achieve that standard, that’s great – the educational system has achieved what it is there for: to equip students with whatever skills, knowledge or expertise it set out to do. And, importantly, there is no ‘rationing.’ If everyone passes the driving test, fine. It is not a situation in which only [so many] driving licences are available, which can therefore only be given to the best [so many] learner drivers. 41

         Cohort referencing

         Cohort referencing is based on a very different principle: that in any particular exam, the top, say, 5% of candidates within the cohort are awarded the top grade, the next 10% the second grade, and so on. Cohort referencing is self-consistent within the cohort being assessed, for once the exam has been completed and all the scripts marked, all that needs to be done is to compile the histogram of marks. It is then just a numerical exercise to scan the rank order to determine the percentage of students within any two marks, and to discover the mark ranges that result in the award of grades that comply most closely to the pre-determined percentages.

         To take a simple example, suppose that the grading structure is very simple – just two grades, one ‘pass,’ the other, ‘fail,’ with a single grade boundary, set in accordance with a cohort reference such that 70% of candidates pass, and 30% fail.

         Given a histogram of marks, and the corresponding rank order, some easy trial-and-error will discover where the grade boundary has to be, as illustrated in Figure 3 (below), which uses the same data as the histogram shown in Figure 1:

         
            [image: ]Figure 3. For 70% of the cohort to pass (grey), the pass/fail grade boundary must be set at 46/47. 42

            

         

         As can be seen, the pass/fail grade boundary is 46/47, resulting in 69.2% of the total cohort passing and 30.8% failing, as can be verified by reference to Table 1. This is not the exact 70%/30% that the policy requires, but it is the closest that works. If, for example, the boundary were set one mark higher at 47/48, the percentages would be about 65.9% pass and 34.1% fail, which is further adrift from the ‘target’ of 70%/30%, and so less satisfactory. Likewise, if the boundary were one mark lower, at 45/46, 72.3% pass and 27.7% fail. The only way to get an exact 70%/30% result is to split the 3,134 candidates who all scored 46 marks into two, with 2,349 ‘failing’ and 785 ‘passing.’ Given that all these students were given the same mark, 46, and occupy the same position in the rank order, there is no fair way of doing this. Accordingly, setting the grade boundary at 46/47 results in the closest match to the required 70%/30%.

         As illustrated by this case, one consequence of cohort referencing is that, according to the 70%/30% policy, 30% of students must fail, even if they have skills that are valuable, and that would have satisfied a criterion referencing policy. Or, to put it very crudely – but none the less starkly – if William Shakespeare, Jane Austen and Charles Dickens were the only three candidates taking GCSE English Language in any particular year, then the implementation of a 70%/30% policy for setting the grade boundary requires that one of them must fail (assuming, that is, that their scripts were not all given the same mark). In contrast to criterion referencing, cohort referencing is all about competition between candidates for rationed grades.

         The example of the three authors vividly shows that cohort referencing requires two conditions to be fulfilled. Firstly, that the cohort itself must be large, of at least many hundreds, if not thousands, of students. Secondly, those students must encompass the entire spectrum of ability, from the weak to the strong. Applying cohort referencing to Shakespeare, Austen and Dickens fails on both criteria: the cohort of three is far too small, and the ability spectrum is biased to the highly talented, if not genius. As I will discuss in Chapter 12, one of the reasons the ‘mutant algorithm’ failed so catastrophically in summer 2020 was that it attempted to apply the policy of cohort referencing to many school cohorts that were far too small. 43

         Norm referencing

         A variation of cohort referencing is called ‘norm’ referencing. In cohort referencing, the grade awarded to an individual candidate is determined by reference to that candidate’s position in the rank order of all the candidates taking that exam at the same time. In norm referencing, the reference population is not a contemporary cohort, but a community of people who have taken exactly the same exam in the past.

         An example is a conventional IQ test. Over many years, the psychologists who believe that IQ tests have meaning have compiled much information concerning the marks awarded to many people taking the same – or an equivalent – test. From that historic data, they can compile a distribution of marks, which, for IQ tests, is centred on a value of 100, and structured such that, for example, 6.4% of the general population have an IQ score in the range from 121 to 130 inclusive, and 51.6% from 90 to 110 inclusive35 – these being the equivalent of exam grade boundaries. If I were to take an IQ test now, my score could then be mapped onto that ‘master’ distribution, and my IQ ‘grade’ determined accordingly. Norm referencing therefore requires that the same exam – or one which is very closely the same – is taken by all candidates over a period of time, so building up the ‘norm’ distribution.

         School exams in England currently apply a policy of cohort referencing, with each candidate’s grade being determined by that candidate’s position in this year’s rank order of marks. In essence, school students across the country are in mutual competition with each other for grades which are rationed by government policy, regardless of their actual knowledge or skill. There is, however, a residual norm referencing influence, for, as I will show shortly, the grade distribution that the cohort referencing policy implements year-after-year happens to be very close to the grade distribution that happened in 2012. This distribution was an ‘accident’ of history, and has no intrinsic meaning, but it did form the ‘norm’ that applied throughout the 2010s – and which will return from 2023 onwards, according to government policy at the time of writing (March 2022)36.

         The debate as to whether criterion referencing or cohort/norm referencing – or indeed any other principle – should be used as the policy 44for determining the grade boundaries for school exams has raged for decades. The primary argument in favour of criterion referencing is the Shakespeare/Austen/Dickens point that all students should be rewarded for what they can achieve, and not risk being penalised simply because a given number of other students that year happen to get a higher mark. The protagonists of cohort/norm referencing, by contrast, share the belief that it is better to have a distribution that is consistent year-on-year, so that grade [X] always means ‘this person is ranked amongst the [middle 10%] of the corresponding year’s cohort.’ Furthermore, cohort/norm referencing is also a solution to what is referred to as ‘grade inflation’…

         
            [image: ]Figure 4. Grade inflation – Percentage of candidates awarded top grades for GCSE in England, summer 1988 - 2021.

            

         

         Figure 4 shows a histogram of the percentage of GCSE candidates in England, in each summer from 1988 (when GCSEs were introduced) to 2021, who were awarded grades A to C inclusive (1988 to 1993), A* to C (1994 to 2018) or 9 – 4 (2019 – 2021).

         As can be seen, and as highlighted by the shading, the overall pattern has three zones. From 1988 until 2011, there was a steady rise; between 2012 and 2019, the pattern flattens; in 2020 and 2021, there was a steep rise. 45

         What is happening?

         Taking the period from 1988 to 2011 first … throughout those years, exam boards set their own grade boundaries, with very ‘light touch’ oversight from the regulator of the time, and the percentage of top grades increased gently, but steadily, year on year.

         Here are some comments from the media at various times during this period:

         
            200437

            Results at GCSE have shown the biggest increase in top grades since 1999. A* to C – up from 58.1% last year to 59.2%

            School Standards minister David Miliband said the results reflected the hard work of pupils and teachers.

            
                

            

            200638

            The proportion getting grade C or above rose 1.2 percentage points from last year, to 62.4%, with only 1.9% failing.

            The statistics are published by the Joint Council for Qualifications - the umbrella group for all the main examination boards in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. Its director, Ellie Johnson Searle, said: ‘Students and their teachers can be justifiably proud of the improved results this year, with good performance overall and in the key subjects of English and mathematics.’

            
                

            

            200739

            Overall, 63.3% of exams were awarded A to C grades, up from 62.4% last year.

            Officials hailed the improvement in English and maths results as evidence of rising standards in literacy and numeracy among 16-year-olds. Jim Sinclair, director of the Joint Council for Qualifications, which released the national results, said: ‘The improvement in the GCSE results this year is testament both to effective teaching and the dedication and hard work of students.’

            
                

            

            Carole Whitty, deputy general secretary of the National Association of Head Teachers, said: ‘This year's GCSE results are a genuine cause for celebration. 46We congratulate all students and their teachers on their hard work as we deliver another set of strong results. Teaching has improved year on year and students offered far more opportunities both for self and guided study. It is this deep commitment by schools which continues to make the difference and lift aspirations. Again, the statistical evidence suggests that this is a demonstrable improvement in standards.’

            
                

            

            200940

            GCSE grades have reached another record level - with more than one in five exams (21.6%) being awarded an A* or A.

            Schools Minister Vernon Coaker said this year's GCSE results showed sustained progress in standards were the product of hard work.

         

         Those quotations – which have not been specially selected and are representative of many – are uniformly congratulatory: ‘hard work of pupils and teachers,’ ‘students and their teachers can be justifiably proud,’ ‘sustained progress in standards.’ As students work harder, as teachers become progressively more skilled and effective, of course the number of top grades increases. What else would you expect? Surely this is indeed ‘statistical evidence of a demonstrable increase in standards,’ if not proof of the effectiveness of government policies.

         But in 2010, the tone changes. Just after the A-level results had been announced, two senior figures said41:

         
            In an interview with BBC news this morning Shadow Education Secretary Ed Balls insisted claims dumbing down had taken place were ‘not true.’ Likewise General Secretary of the National Union of Teachers, Christine Blower has hit out at ‘those critics [who] cling tenaciously to the unsubstantiated allegation that somehow exam standards are falling.’

         

         ‘Dumbing down.’ ‘Falling standards.’ Throughout the two decades from 1988, when GCSEs were first sat, to 2008, those who used those words were in a small minority, and regarded as ‘doom mongers,’ blind to the hard work of students and teachers. What had happened in 2010? 47

         Two significant events took place in 2010. The first was a general election. From 1997, the Labour Party had been in power, with Tony Blair (one of whose catch-phrases was ‘Education, Education, Education’42) as Prime Minister between 1997 and 2007, and Gordon Brown thereafter. But in May 2010, a Conservative government was elected. David morelererer,erpe,erp, became Prime Minister, and he appointed Michael Gove as Secretary of State for Education; a few months later, in February 2011, Michael Gove appointed Dominic Cummings as his Special Advisor43.

         Whilst Labour had been in power, Michael Gove was the lead opposition spokesperson for education, and he soon staked out his beliefs in ‘rigour’ and ‘educational excellence,’ and an ambition ‘to drive rapid improvement in high standards.’44 From 2010, as Minister, he had the power to put actions to those words.

         The second significant event took place on 1st April 2010, just a few weeks before the election, when the exam regulator Ofqual began full operation. Although formally independent of government, Ofqual were well aware of the ‘political wind,’ and that the year-on-year increase in the percentage of top grades as shown in Figure 4 for GCSE in England, and in Figure 5 for A-level across the UK, was interpreted not as an indication of the ‘hard work of pupils and teachers’ or the success of (Labour) government policies, but rather of evidence of an erosion of standards, as a manifestation of ‘grade inflation.’

         
            [image: ]Figure 5. Grade inflation – Percentage of students awarded top grades for A-level across the UK, summer 1989 - 2021. 48

            

         

         Ofqual’s operational start in April 2010 was too late to have much influence on that summer’s exams, but in 2011, Ofqual made it clear that they would be substantially more ‘active’ in controlling where the exam boards set their grade boundaries, with the result that in 2012, the percentage of top GCSE grades fell for the very first time; for A-level, the first fall is seen in 2014.

         Thereafter, until 2019, Ofqual ensured that the percentage of top grades remained more-or-less constant at the 2012 level for A-level, and was pushed gradually down for GCSE. Grade inflation was now ‘under control,’ with the ‘norm’ reference level set with an eye on the grade distributions of summer 2012.

         Until, that is, 2020. In that year, the percentage of top grades leaps up, for Ofqual lost control of the whole process. During 2020, the outbreak of the Covid-19 disrupted everything, including education, and no formal exams were held. The chaos of the events surrounding the determination of that year’s grades, in which the ‘mutant algorithm’ takes centre stage, will be related in Chapters 10, 11 and 12, and when exams were cancelled again in 2021, although the process of awarding grades was different, the result that ‘grade inflation’ increased even more.

         With the return of exams in 2022, the government, and Ofqual, confirmed their intention that in 2023, the percentages of top grades will be restored to those of 2019 (around 67% for GCSE, 76% for A-level), with 2022 about half-way along that route (say, 72% for GCSE and 82% for A-level)45.

         In practice, the process of determining the location of the grade boundaries is very complex. The exam boards have sophisticated statistical models that predict grade distributions based on, for example, the behaviour of previous cohorts of students in the same subject at the appropriate level, as well as the grades obtained by this year’s students in previous exams; Ofqual go to great lengths, using a process they call ‘comparable outcomes’, to secure year-by-year consistency46.

         But despite all the advanced mathematics, the outcomes are straight-forward. As dramatically shown in Figures 4 and 5, a regulatory ‘light touch’ led to a continuous year-on-year increase in top grades – a 49phenomenon not limited to schools but also observed in higher education: in 2011, for example, 16% of university students in England were awarded first-class degrees; by 2019, this figure had nearly doubled to 30%47.

         2010 was therefore a watershed. The combination of the new Conservative government and a new regulator, Ofqual, resulted in a much more ‘attentive’ regulatory regime, with the result that the percentage of top grades stabilised. And although Ofqual are loathe to admit it48, this is the implementation, if not of cohort referencing based on a norm of 2012, then of something very similar.

         Challenges and appeals

         According to Ofqual’s official statistics for the summer 2019 GCSE exams in England, the number of appeals was 746, resulting in changes to 311 grades49. Given that the number of GCSE grades awarded that year exceeded 5 million, that’s an extremely small number of appeals, and an even smaller number of grade changes. The small number of appeals, just 0.015% of the number of grades awarded, suggests that the vast majority of grades – over 99.98% – were fully accepted by the corresponding candidates. Not just that: since only 311 grades were changed – that’s just 0.006% of the number of grades awarded – then the original marking and grading must have been extremely reliable. That surely builds public trust in ‘the system,’ so fulfilling Ofqual’s legal obligation to ‘promote public confidence in regulated qualifications and regulated assessment arrangements’ (see page 28, paragraph 4).

         In turns out, however, that the number of appeals, 746, whilst true, does not mean what many people might think it means.

         The issue here is that in Ofqual-speak, the term ‘appeal’ does not have the same meaning as it does in everyday language. In particular, an ‘appeal’ is not ‘the action you take if you feel that the awarded grade might be wrong.’ That’s not an ‘appeal’; that’s a ‘challenge.’ And following the summer 2019 exams in England, there were nearly 280,000 challenges – a much bigger number than the 746 appeals.

         What, then, is an ‘appeal’? 50

         That’s what you do when you are unhappy with the result of a ‘challenge.’

         Collectively, this book will refer to the processes relating to ‘challenges’ and ‘appeals’ as ‘the appeals process,’ the current key features of which are described here…

         How the appeals process works now

         How, then, does the exam appeals process work?

         After the results have been published, all further activities, known as ‘post results services,’ are administered primarily by the exam boards. If a candidate is unhappy with an awarded grade, the first step is for the candidate’s school – not the candidate – to contact the appropriate exam board to request a ‘clerical check’ or a ‘review of marking.’ Collectively, ‘clerical checks’ and ‘reviews of marking’ are known as ‘challenges,’ and it is the number of challenges – not appeals – that is the more valid measure of the extent to which candidates are satisfied with their awards.

         When a challenge is made, the school has to pay the exam board a fee. If the challenge results in a grade change, the fee is refunded; if not, the fee is forfeit. Independent schools can pass this fee onto the parents, who are eager for their children to have higher grades, and are willing to pay the fee regardless; state-funded schools, whose pupils’ parents are no less eager but usually less affluent, can’t do that, so the fee depletes the schools’ budgets. This is a significant disincentive. Accordingly, many students at state-funded schools who might wish to challenge a grade are denied the opportunity by their schools, who can’t afford to risk forfeiting the fee50.

         As the name implies, a clerical check makes sure that there were no clerical errors, such as failing to mark a question, an error
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