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Exam Question needs answers 
 

Earlier this week I took part in a virtual meeting with representatives from the Department for Education (DfE). I was asked if 

there was anything I would like to pass on to the DfE in London about the return of pupils since September, so I raised my 

concerns about lack of a proper plan for next summer’s exams.  

Last summer’s fiasco over the A level and GCSE results, with Boris’ “rogue algorithm” and the Government U turn shows what 

happens when there is a failure to prepare contingency plans and when the voices of teachers and school leaders are ignored.  

I had real hope that the DfE and OFQUAL (who oversee the exams system) would have learned from the mistakes of the 

summer and put sensible plans in place for summer 2021. Sadly, the plans at the moment are to go ahead with summer exams 

with only minor changes and perhaps a later start.  

This simply isn’t good enough for our pupils and means that they and their teachers have a huge task ahead to cover all of the 

content in a much shorter time than usual. This has been a difficult year for all of us and for the DfE and QFQUAL to carry on 

regardless is not only foolish but could also have a negative impact on the mental health of pupils facing the exam pressure.    

There is a longer term question as to whether our exam system is fit for purpose. The current system would be recognised by 

those who were pupils in Victorian times. Many other successful countries instead use teacher assessments to partially or even 

fully replace exams at the end of key stage. For many years, I was a senior examiner for GCSE and ‘A’ level Geography and I 

learned that despite the best efforts of everyone involved, there are many errors and some deep unfairness in an exam system 

that politicians seem to be believe is a perfect way of assessing pupils.  

I am not suggesting that we abandon exams; they are a useful part of a range of ways in which we can assess pupils.  However, 

they have many flaws. For example, before a GCSE exam has been taken each year, the approximate portions of pupils getting 

each grade has already been fixed by OFQUAL. To maintain the GCSE ‘pass rate’ around 30% must be given a grade 3 or below 

each year. This system is deeply unfair on those pupils, as it focuses on what they can’t do rather than what they can do. Can 

you imagine how we would react if a similar limit was applied to those taking a driving test? 

So what can we do about this? There needs to be longer term change and I will write about this another time. However, we 

need to urgently find a solution for those taking exams in 2021. The Scottish Government has already taken the lead and 

cancelled its equivalent of GCSE exams, replacing them with grades from coursework and teacher assessments. They’ve made 

this decision early and are putting in moderation so that they can be confident that the grades are fair.  

If the DfE acts very soon, we still have time to make adjustments that are fair and will reassure pupils and parents. The easy 

part would be replacing Year 6 SATs with moderated teacher assessment, as this is already in place for the writing assessment 

and this method could be used for reading and maths. GCSE exams could be replaced with teacher assessments which 

combine coursework, timed exam questions, etc. There is enough time for the exam boards to issue suitable assessment 

materials and organise a moderation system to ensure that the marks/grades put forward by each school are valid and 

reliable. Sixth form exams could go ahead, with a later start and more optional questions.  

If this seems fair, sensible and achievable, that’s because it is. All we need is for the DfE to put their trust in teachers and let us 

work with the exam board to get on with it.  

Alan Hardie 
CEO 
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 Hat-trick for Duke’s English Faculty!  

Earlier this year, the PTI announced the English Faculty at Duke’s Secondary as highly commended for the Benice McCabe 
Award. This is a huge achievement as they were one of only three schools in the country to receive this honour.  
 

Professor Steve Munby CBE, Judge, said: “Powerful and effective subject leadership can transform learning for young people and 
the judges were clear that this was the case in the English Department at Duke’s Secondary School.”  
 

The award celebrates the brilliant work the English Faculty have done in creating a challenging and creative curriculum,  
as well as providing a variety of exciting and inspiring opportunities for their students such as exciting trips, visiting au-
thors and guest speakers. 
 

Following this, Duke’s English achieved the Bronze award in Philosophy for Children (P4C) from Sapere. Philosophy 
for Children is a wonderful way of bringing teachers and children together to discuss things that matter.  
 
This award celebrates both how well students are progressing in P4C as well as how well Duke’s English have embedded it 
in their curriculum. Duke’s is currently the only secondary school in the North East to achieve this award. 

 
Most recently, the English Faculty have 
received the PTI Kitemark of excellence 
– for the 7th year in a row!  This cele-
brates their work in developing reading 
resources and activities for Duke’s stu-
dents. At Duke’s, students have enjoyed 
lots of celebration events such as World 
Book Day, a new enrichment section of 
the library – unveiled in February 2020 
to parents and a reading for pleasure 
section on the school website. 
 

Duke’s Principal, Mr Atkinson said: "It's 
fantastic to see the English department 

at Duke's getting the recognition they deserve for the amazing work that they do every day with our students. They have 
worked incredibly hard over the last 18 months to create a curriculum which encourages our students to develop a passion 
and enthusiasm for literature, which will hopefully last a lifetime." 

This photograph was taken pre-Covid 
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A message from Sally Milner, NCEAT Chaplain  

Each morning as I travel to Josephine Butler Campus to start the day, I pass a little “pocket park”, just a bit of grass, a 

few trees and a couple of flower beds.  As the virus was beginning to dominate the news in the spring, the sycamore 

trees were bare twigs.  As spring progressed, lime green leaves appeared and darkened in colour over the summer.  

Now, as autumn is upon us, the leaves are on fire with colour.  There are all shades of yellow, orange and red.  The 

trees are a spectacular sight that makes me smile when I see them.  We sometimes find change unnerving and 

unsettling, but it is built into all of creation, we see it in the natural world around us.  Imagine how awful it would be 

if nothing changed, no rhythm of the seasons, no variety.  In various places the Bible urges us not to bottle up our 

concerns and worries but to present them to God in prayer.  So, if all the change around us is affecting you 

Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and with thanksgiving, present your requests 

to God.  And the peace of God, which goes beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in 

Christ Jesus.        

                                                                                              Letter to the Phillipians 4: 6-7 

 
May the peace of God,  
which passes all understanding,  
keep your hearts and minds in the knowledge and love of God  
and of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord, 
now and always.  Amen. 
 

Sally Milner,  Trust Chaplain 

@NCEAChaplain 

 

If your child is in year 6 currently—you need to apply NOW for 
Duke’s School for September 2021 
 
If your child is due to start Secondary school in September 2021 you must apply for their place now. 
To do this please visit the Northumberland County Council website.  
 
There is a yellow banner at the top of the homepage, click on this:   
 

General Alert: Admissions to Middle, High and Secondary Schools Sept 2021   
 

The deadline for application is 31st October, any application received after that date will be classed as late. 

 

Enabling everyone in our community to let their light shine 

https://www.northumberland.gov.uk/Alerts.aspx#A36731

