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Mr Speaker, I welcome this opportunity to make a statement to the 

Assembly. Today, I am announcing a further package of comprehensive 

measures which I believe will ensure fair, inclusive and flexible public 

examinations in 2021.   

 

As I have said on a number of occasions - Exams will go ahead, and will 

be underpinned by contingencies for all scenarios.  

 

However, it is not business as usual. I know our students are facing 

unprecedented disruption to their learning. That’s why our qualifications 

will be different next year and I will be taking exceptional steps to ensure 

they are as fair as possible. 

 

Over the last few weeks, my officials have been working closely with 

CCEA to develop wide ranging measures, which will best support students 

in these unprecedented times.  In doing so they have engaged with the 

Education and Training Inspectorate, school leaders, teachers and very 

importantly young people to seek their views on the way forward.  

 

I believe the changes I am announcing will provide young people with the 

clarity and confidence they need to achieve success. The changes include 



more generous grading across all qualifications, as well significant 

reductions in the content which will be assessed. 

 

I am very conscious that our young people have faced incredible 

challenges as a result of this pandemic. In making these far reaching 

adaptations, we will ensure that their lives are not defined or held back by 

the disruption they have experienced in 2020. 

 

Thanks to the Education Sector 

 

I want to start by publicly thanking each and every teacher, school leader, 

Governor and all the other vital support staff that work in and around our 

schools, for their incredible efforts.  They have dealt with a wide range of 

difficult and exceptional issues. Thanks to their efforts our children have 

been able to return to school and continue their education. 

 

I want to particularly pay tribute to the work of the many dedicated 

teachers who continue to go above and beyond to give every pupil, 

whether in school or at home, a high quality education. 

 



I recognise that this is a difficult period for young people. Many of them 

have been personally impacted by the pandemic and they are particularly 

concerned about how there can be fairness in the examination process.  

 

I trust that the changes I am announcing today will go some considerable 

way to reassure those young people that we will continue to support them 

and help them to succeed. 

 

Exams Fairest Awarding Methodology 

 

I will begin by reiterating that I will not be cancelling examinations.  I have 

been clear about this over the past number of months and my position has 

not changed. Indeed, with the Covid vaccine being rolled out across the 

country, I am confident that examinations will be delivered in summer 

2021.  The recent November series went extremely well and has heralded 

a successful return to public examinations.  

 

I have heard the calls from some for me to cancel exams.  Those voices 

have been loud and public.  But I have also heard the quieter voices of 

those who are equally anxious that exams should go ahead, and have 

urged me to stand firm on this. 



 

Whilst some have called for Centre Assessment Grades and I understand 

their position– I have equally heard from many who feel that cancelling 

exams will put school leaders and teachers under terrible pressure, 

putting schools at risk of numerous appeals and litigation. I have also 

heard from many young people in recent days who want exams to go 

ahead. 

 

Just last week my officials met with groups of Sixth Formers across a 

range of different schools types and many were not in favour of replacing 

exams with centre assessments. They expressed concerns around 

objectivity and fairness and wanted the opportunity to demonstrate their 

knowledge and skills through the examination process.  

 

I’m also conscious that our focus needs to be on the wellbeing of our 

children and young people. Cancelling exams would lead to further 

months of continuous testing, adding to the stress and anxiety 

experienced by pupils in effect the worst of all words. A point made very 

articulately by the Sixth Formers. 



Some other jurisdictions purporting to avoid exams are instead running 

them by the back door. In Wales young people will face externally set 

assessments and they will be taken earlier than usual.  The harsh reality 

is that there is no alternative to assessment in one form or another. 

 

The education system in 2021 must ensure that the cycle of over testing 

is broken. Over-testing pupils is not healthy, and is not in the interests of 

those pupils.  It is time that could be better spent concentrating on 

teaching the specification and preparing them for progression to the next 

stage of their education. With exams, pupils know what will be assessed, 

the form and timing of that assessment, and are able to focus on their 

learning for revision and progression.  

 

As Education Minister it is my job to weigh up these differing views, 

consider all the evidence and make a decision that I believe is in the best 

interests of all the young people in our schools.   

 

It would be easy to make a seemingly populist decision, but being in 

government is about making the right decision in the interests of all. Whilst 

on the face of it simply cancelling exams would seem like a good approach 



as we sit here today, I do not believe it is the right longer term approach 

for our young people.  

 

The best way to assure fairness and comparable standards across all 

schools is to have a common assessment tool that is applied under the 

same conditions in every school and is marked externally to ensure 

fairness.  

 

I genuinely believe that the experience of summer 2020 has shown us that 

exams remain the fairest method of assessing and awarding 

qualifications. We saw right across the United Kingdom and much of 

Western Europe that despite every effort and good intention, other forms 

of assessment are likely to be more inequitable.  

 

Cancelling exams would undoubtedly lead to different sorts of anxieties 

for young people, and would put incredible additional pressures on 

schools. 

 

Therefore, I believe that it is in the best interests of pupils and schools that 

public examinations go ahead. Exams are the best way of giving young 



people the opportunity to show what they can do which is why it’s so 

important they take place next summer.   

Standards 

Firstly, I want to reassure all of our young people that we will take a 

generous approach to grading, similar to that announced in England.    

These are extraordinary circumstances in which you have had to complete 

your qualifications.  

 

In recognition of the challenges this cohort has faced and is facing, I 

have decided that grading will carry forward the overall generosity and 

standards of 2020.  This will ensure the 2021 cohort are treated fairly, 

relative to their 2020 peers. 

 

Students will be awarded more generous grades, in line with last 

summer’s significantly improved results. 

 

Schools can be confident that my Department and CCEA have the tools 

to make summer 2021 exams fair and that young people in Northern 



Ireland will not be disadvantaged. The aim should be to ensure a level 

playing field for candidates right across the UK.  

 

I have also agreed that the collection and publication of school level 

outcomes through the Summary of Annual Examination Results should 

be suspended for a further year in recognition of the significant disruption 

experienced by schools. 2021 examination outcomes will not be used for 

accountability purposes.  I want our school leaders and teachers to feel 

supported and confident as they prepare young people for public exams.  

Collaboration and cohesion across our system not competition. 

 

Adaptations Already Announced 

 
In October, I announced a range of changes to CCEA qualifications: 

making a range of public health adaptations to ensure safe delivery and 

reducing the number of exams pupils will need to take. I have also agreed 

that CCEA should delay the start of the summer exam series by one week 

to provide more time for preparation.   

 

In the October announcement, I said that GCSE candidates would be able 

to omit assessment of one unit of each of their qualifications, up to a 



maximum of 40% of each qualification. Taken as a total package - this 

represents a very considerable reduction in the assessment burden and 

goes significantly further than adaptations in England. 

 

In recognition of the difficult public health circumstances and continued 

disruption, I have decided that pupils taking GCSE Maths in January and 

June 2021 will also be provided with additional support materials.  These 

support sheets will relieve candidates of the burden of memorising all of 

the information they would normally have to. I hope they will feel more 

prepared and more confident as a result.  This aligns with recent 

announcements in England.  

 

 

AS and A levels 

 

Today, I am also announcing significant changes to AS and A level 

qualifications, which will sit alongside the earlier amendments to GCSEs.  

 

In recognition of the challenges of studying for level three qualifications in 

such disrupted times, I am taking unprecedented steps to reduce 

assessment across all of these qualifications. 

 



 

Young people will have the opportunity to omit up to 60% of their AS or 

A2 assessment.   

 

In a significant number of subjects this will mean taking only one unit of 

assessment. The key requirement will be that the unit or units assessed 

must comprise 40% of the AS or A2 qualification.   

 

At the centre of this reduction is CHOICE.  Our schools and colleges will 

choose which unit or units of assessment their pupils will take.  Our young 

people will be assessed on topics and content in which they feel most 

confident and well prepared, allowing them to demonstrate their skills and 

knowledge to the highest possible level.  

 

In line with the emphasis on choice, candidates will be able to take all of 

their AS or A2 units, if they so wish.  

 

I believe these changes will relieve much of the stress which our young 

people are experiencing.  This approach will allow them to focus on key 

topics for a small number of examinations whilst enjoying teaching and 

learning in other areas of the qualification, which will not be examined.  

 



This is a flexible and unique solution – designed to reflect the differing 

approaches and experiences to teaching and learning across schools and 

colleges.  Whilst retaining the rigour of external assessment which 

universities have told us is so important.  

 

Our universities have told us that, whilst preferring regulated, external 

assessment, they will take a sensible and pragmatic approach in these 

extremely difficult circumstances.  The solution I have presented today 

provides assurances to universities that outcomes in Northern Ireland will 

be robust and comparable between learners whilst recognising the need 

to reduce burden and safeguard the wellbeing and mental health of our 

young people.  

 

I will write to schools, pupils and parents tomorrow setting out my 

decisions.  I am confident that the changes I am announcing today will 

help all learners to build their understanding and knowledge in these 

important qualifications. 

 

Contingency for Missed Exams in Summer Series 

I can also say that there will be a Reserve Examination Series for A2 

candidates who miss exams through illness or self-isolating.  This will 

remove any doubts or uncertainties and make sure that every young 



people has the opportunity to progress to education, employment or 

training in 2021.   

 

The Reserve Series will run in early July immediately after the main A 

Level series. The timing of this is to ensure results are available to the 

system and the pupils who wish to move into tertiary education. 

 

Where a candidate legitimately misses GCSE exams for example due to 

illness or self-isolation, CCEA is working to develop a process that 

facilitates the award of grades for progression.  

 

Mitigations for Different levels of Disruption 

Disruption to learning has not been uniform across the different areas of 

Northern Ireland, or even within school or families.   

 

Last week, my officials met with young people who had experienced vastly 

different levels of disruption – some who had missed significant amounts 

of school and others who had missed none. 

 



Firstly, I would reassure those candidates who have been ill during this 

academic year that CCEA’s existing special consideration process will 

continue to be available and will operate as it has done in previous years.   

 

In addition, there will be a need to develop Covid specific special 

circumstances for young people.  I will explore the possibility of a COVID 

allowance or tariff for young people who have missed a significant number 

of days face-to-face teaching due to self-isolating.  This would allow for 

specific account to be taken of the variations in disrupted learning since 

September.  Just to be absolutely clear – this will be separate from and 

additional to the existing special consideration scheme.   I have asked 

CCEA to work closely with other Awarding Bodies to develop a UK wide 

approach to any potential scheme. It is important that our students are not 

disadvantaged in this respect compared to their counterparts in other 

jurisdictions. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, I thank the House for the opportunity to address you on 

these importance issues.  

 



My Department is working hard to make sure we take into account the 

effects of the pandemic, to make the best contingency arrangements we 

can, and to make sure exam results will be fair and command public 

confidence.  

 
Fairness to pupils is my priority, and will continue to be at the forefront of 

every decision we take in the lead up to exams next summer.  

 

Exams are the fairest way of judging a student’s performance so they will 

go ahead, underpinned by contingency measures developed in 

partnership with the sector.  

 

In these exceptional times, I have taken exceptional and unprecedented 

steps to ensure our young people are supported to progress in education, 

training or employment.  

 

Let me make me one further commitment to our students. Across GCESs, 

AS Levels and A levels: candidates will be awarded a grade based on 

their own performance in the units of assessment they have taken. Your 

work will determine your final marks and grades.  

 



Again, I commend all of our school leaders and teachers for their efforts 

in these difficult times.   

 

In closing, to all those in our schools -  staff, pupils and their families – at 

the end of what has been a very difficult year,  I want to send my best 

wishes for a quiet and restful Christmas and every success in 2021.   

 

Thank-you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


