
More than one million cases reached by
NHS Test and Trace

The proportion of contacts reached by the service increases
substantially from 60.5% to 72.5%
Turnaround times also continue to improve
Charnwood Lighthouse lab begins processing tests

NHS Test and Trace is continuing to trace a larger proportion of people who
have come into contact with someone with coronavirus, latest statistics show
– further helping to break chains of transmission and save lives.

Measures such as improvements to the digital self-service, which make it
faster and easier to provide tracing information, as well as changes to the
process for contacting under-18s in a household, have begun to show tangible
improvements, with 72.5% of contacts now reached, up from 60.5% in the
previous week.

The changes were made following feedback from the public and local tracing
partners, and have been positively received. We expect to see the number of
contacts reached continue to improve following further changes introduced
last week that streamline the process, so that adults in the same family can
be traced via a single phone call.

These latest developments to the service have also seen the proportion of
contacts completing within 24 hours increase as the service continues to
evolve.

Thanks to continued increases in capacity, turnaround times for in-person
test routes continue to improve. For this reporting period, 84.9% of in-
person test results were received the next day after the test was taken,
compared with 79.0% reported in the previous week. 88.5% of pillar 1 test
results were made available within 24 hours, compared with 88.1% the previous
week.

NHS Test and Trace has now reached more than one million cases (1,000,232)
while in a further demonstration of a strong national and local partnership,
250 local tracing partnerships are now ‘live’ across the country – an
increase of 50 since the previous week.

Health Minister Lord Bethell said:

These latest improvements once again demonstrate how NHS Test and
Trace has grown from strength to strength since its launch. With
the launch of the new lab at Charnwood we are striving to further
increase our testing capacity. More than 41 million tests have now
been processed, and with further infrastructure in development,
this will continue to supplement our extensive work to improve
contact tracing.
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Interim Executive Chair of the National Institute for Health Protection
Baroness Dido Harding said:

The figures this week are a testament to the efforts made by
everyone working across Test and Trace. We have been working around
the clock to ensure any new developments to the service have a
positive impact and this is what our numbers show this week,
particularly regarding turnaround times and completion rates.

We have listened to feedback on the contact-tracing process,
particularly regarding our digital self-service channels to
encourage those using NHS Test and Trace to engage with us and
provide information. We will not stop there, though, and work will
continue to ensure NHS Test and Trace evolves and grows. Charnwood
Lighthouse Lab has begun to process tests this week which will
further boost our testing capacity, which has continued to increase
at pace since we began.

Adding a further 50 local tracing partnerships to the capability of
NHS Test and Trace is also another significant step in supporting
communities across the country through outbreaks in an ever more
localised way.

Professor Isabel Oliver, National Infection Service Director at Public Health
England, said:

It is fantastic to see so many local tracing partnerships now
underway, giving us better insights on where transmission of
infection is occurring. We’re incredibly grateful to everyone
involved in the national and local teams across the country who are
working non-stop to help us combat the spread of the virus.

These vital partnerships will help us contact as many people as
possible, as quickly as possible. Beating COVID-19 involves
everyone working together and we hope that even more local
authorities will join this vital work.

Testing
During the week of 19 to 25 November, 2,028,365 tests were processed for
pillars 1 and 2.

More than 41 million tests have been conducted in total, more than any other
comparable European country. With more than 700 test sites now in operation,
the median distance travelled for a test has fallen again, to 2.4 miles. The
new Lighthouse Lab at Charnwood began processing tests last week, and is
expected to have capacity to test 50,000 samples a day by early 2021.

Testing capacity for those with COVID-19 symptoms has increased almost 5-fold



in 6 months, from 100,000 a day at the end of April to more than 500,000 a
day by the end of October, with plans to go even further by the end of the
year.

Tracing
116,324 positive cases were transferred to contact tracers between 19 and 25
November, 84.9% of whom were reached and told to self-isolate.

Between 19 November and 25 November, 246,604 people were identified as recent
close contacts, with 83.8% reached and told to self-isolate (of those who had
communication details). Since Test and Trace launched, 80.1% of close
contacts have been reached.

Background information
The weekly statistics from the 26th week of NHS Test and Trace show in the
most recent week of operations (19 to 25 November):

a total of 2,028,365 tests were processed for pillars 1 and 2, compared
with 2,097,167 the previous week
98,784 (84.9%) people who tested positive and were transferred to the
contact-tracing system were reached and asked to provide information
about their contacts, compared with 134,212 (85.7%) the previous week
83.8% of contacts where communication details were given were reached
and told to self-isolate, compared with 77.9% the previous week
84.9% of in-person test results were received the next day after the
test was taken, compared with 79.0% the previous week
54.2% of in-person test results were received within 24 hours after the
test was taken, compared with 50.7% the previous week
95.2% of satellite (care home) tests were received within 3 days after
the day they were taken, compared with 91.6% the previous week

Since NHS Test and Trace launched, over 3 million contacts have been
identified, and 80.1% of all contacts where communication details were given
have been reached and told to self-isolate.

Latest figures also show that the NHS COVID-19 app has been downloaded more
than 20 million times since it was launched.

CMA consults on Annual Plan 2021/22

News story

The CMA is consulting on its Annual Plan for 2021/22.
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The Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) has outlined the key areas on
which it expects to focus in the coming year, including its ongoing
commitment to protect UK consumers during the unprecedented circumstances of
the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic.

The draft Annual Plan also looks ahead to the end of the EU Exit Transition
Period and the new responsibilities this will bring for the CMA, including an
increase in merger cases and competition law enforcement, as well as the
creation of new functions such as the Digital Markets Unit and the Office for
the Internal Market.

The CMA proposes to focus on the following themes in 2021/22:

protecting consumers and driving recovery during and after the
coronavirus pandemic, with a particular focus on protecting the
vulnerable from breaches of competition and consumer protection laws and
poorly functioning markets, and supporting the UK economy by fostering
competition to promote innovation, productivity and growth
taking its place as a global competition and consumer protection
authority as it assumes new responsibilities after the EU Exit
Transition Period
fostering effective competition in digital markets
supporting the transition to a low carbon economy.

In carrying out this work, the CMA will continue to get closer to the needs
of consumers, as it set out at the beginning of 2020. This includes
continuing to develop its understanding of the changing needs of consumers;
to explain why competition matters and the CMA’s work and priorities; and to
advocate more visibly and vocally for the interests of consumers.

The CMA’s consultation is intended to give partners, interested parties and
members of the public the opportunity to provide views and comments on the
CMA’s proposed Annual Plan for 2021/22, and it looks forward to receiving
feedback and suggestions.

For more information on the Annual Plan and how to respond, please visit our
Annual plan consultation page.

Published 3 December 2020
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Exams and assessments in the months
ahead

Introduction
I understand how difficult life has been for students, their parents and
carers, and teachers this year. Many have had to self-isolate. Students have
missed different amounts of teaching and learning time up and down the
country. Teachers, school and college leaders have had to work in truly
exceptional circumstances, teaching students both in school or college and at
home, getting them ready for GCSE, AS and A level exams next summer, and for
assessments and exams for vocational and technical qualifications. Parents
have had to juggle working and home schooling.

I do not doubt how unrelenting and demanding this has been since the start of
the pandemic. And I suspect it will continue to be challenging for some time
as the impact of the pandemic washes through the education system.

At Ofqual, we have been working hard to look at different options for the
forthcoming exams and assessments. We have been listening to students,
parents, teachers, school and college leaders and training providers. We have
been working with the Department for Education, the exam boards and awarding
organisations. We have been speaking to universities and colleges, equality
organisations, subject associations and teacher representatives.

Why exams are the fairest
So, while there are many uncertainties that we all face in the months ahead,
I thought I would set down what we at Ofqual are proposing and why. First, I
need to say quite clearly that we got it wrong last summer and we are sorry.
Like other regulators across the UK, and with the best intentions, we worked
with school and college leaders, the government and others to build a
substitute for exams in a pandemic.

But it was not acceptable for a student to be denied the chance to show what
they know, understand and can do, and instead to be given grades that the
system thought they deserved. Summer 2020 showed us the importance of exams
and external assessments. Despite every effort and every good intention,
other ways of assessing students are likely to be less fair.

We firmly support exams going ahead next summer. Exams allow each student to
show what they know and understand from the curriculum and, importantly,
everyone has the same chance to show what they know. They are asked the same
questions, at the same time, and they are marked in the same way. And marked
anonymously.

http://www.government-world.com/exams-and-assessments-in-the-months-ahead/
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Research suggests that when we assess students using a different method, bias
can creep in. That is not always the case, but the result can be that bright
students from disadvantaged backgrounds or students with special educational
needs or disabilities suffer the most.

If teachers were to allocate grades this summer instead, they could, for
example, assume that students who have been away from school would not do
very well, when that may not be the case for everyone. It will be different
for each student. Exams can allow students to pull it out of the bag.

Let us not forget, many students taking exams in summer 2021 will be nearly
two-thirds through their courses by now. And while we have heard that some
are anxious, we have heard from others who are keen to show what they can do
in an exam.

I know that students have felt huge pressure this term, as have their
teachers. There were some things we were able to agree early that will have
helped – changes to how content is assessed in GCSE history and ancient
history, to help teachers and students cover that content in appropriate
depth. Changes to GCSE English literature, so that students are assessed on
one fewer text than usual. Changes to fieldwork in a number of subjects and
speaking assessments for GCSE modern foreign languages. More use of remote
assessment and simulation of skills, and increased assessment windows in
vocational qualifications. This has eased the pressure on many students and
teachers. But we need more.

Grading
We know how important grades are, and that people carry them with them their
whole lives. We need to be as fair to students as we can be in summer 2021.
Summer 2020 results were unique, not just in how they were derived but in
relation to the levels of achievement recorded, when compared to previous
years. Overall, A level A and A* grades were up by 13 percentage points and
GCSE grade 4 and above by 9 percentage points.

We have decided to carry forward the overall level of generosity from 2020
through to summer 2021. This is a big step that we hope recognises the
disruption and lost learning caused by the pandemic at an overall, national
level.

What does this decision mean for students? It is likely that students
studying GCSEs, AS and A levels will not need to demonstrate the same level
of performance in summer 2021 as in previous years to get a particular grade.
But in general, this means that students in 2021 have as much chance of
getting a grade A or a grade 4 as they did in 2020. We took a similar
approach to account for dips in learning in the early years of new GCSEs. We
and exam boards have the tools, and the experience to do this fairly.

We have decided on this radical step because we know that the pandemic has
affected students and their studies deeply, and that it continues to do so.
Some students in 2021 will be competing for higher education places or jobs
with 2020 students, whose grades across the board were a lot higher than in



2019. Fairness matters.

All subjects will be generous to the same extent. For example, students
taking biology will not be in a more advantageous position than students
taking history. What we saw in summer 2020 was that certain subjects, such as
music, received higher grades overall than other subjects, and to continue to
maintain those differences would be unfair.

How will we do this?
Grading (also called awarding) takes place after exams have been sat, and
after all the students’ papers have been marked. Exam boards total the marks
across all papers and any non-exam assessment, so that each student has an
overall mark. Grading is the final step in the process.

Grade boundaries – the lowest mark needed for a particular grade – are set by
senior examiners. In a normal year, they aim to set a boundary that reflects
a similar quality of work as previous years. That might mean looking at the
quality of essays in English literature or history, or the extent to which a
student can tackle the most complex problems in maths.

Next summer, we will regulate so that each exam board uses prior attainment
data (from national key stage 2 or GCSE data) to identify grade boundaries to
produce overall outcomes in line with 2020. Senior examiners will review
student work at those grade boundaries – to make sure boundaries are not too
low or too close together. Then the final grade boundaries will be set and
applied to all students.

As we oversee awarding, we will be keeping a close eye on how acceptable
those grade boundary positions will be, as we need to make sure the public
can be confident that the grades are credible. We cannot bend exams out of
shape too much, or they become meaningless.

You can read more about the detail of how we’ll do this in the advice we gave
to the Secretary of State for Education.

Adapting exams
We do not yet know the extent to which students taking their exams next
summer will have had their education disrupted by the pandemic. But we know
that some students will find the prospect of taking exams next summer
daunting, and some will feel less well prepared than others because of the
disruption they have experienced.

We considered a range of ways to adapt exams. These adaptions are in addition
to those announced in August 2020. None of these options are straightforward.
Each has pros and cons, and each might affect particular groups of students.

We propose giving students and schools advance notice in most subjects of
some of the topic areas that will come up in the exam ahead of the exam
itself. This will allow revision and teaching to be more focused, without
unduly undermining the validity of exams. It means students can get their
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heads down and use their study time as best they can. We anticipate being
able to pre-announce the subjects and topics in January 2021.

This is another radical step. The content of exams is usually highly
confidential, and we take great pains to make sure that exam papers are held
securely before those exams are taken. The questions themselves will not be
revealed, but the broad topic or content area. We think this will allow
students who are behind to feel more confident about their ability to catch
up. We will, though, want to make sure that this will be designed in a way
that answers cannot simply be memorised or regurgitated. What a miserable
form of education that would be.

For some subjects, there could be additional support materials for use in the
exam, such as formula sheets. All of these possible adaptations would apply
to all students taking the qualifications, regardless of how much their
education has been affected by the pandemic.

Teachers and students will be able to use the remaining time before exams
most effectively, so this should benefit those most affected by learning
loss.

Some have suggested more optionality in exams. This could mean a wider choice
of questions on exam papers – a greater choice of topics, for example. This
sounds appealing, but sadly the evidence is that disadvantaged or less well-
prepared students often make poor question choices. And it is near impossible
to set optional questions at a precisely comparable level of difficulty. This
can result in some students having to meet a higher standard than other
students, which is clearly unfair. We have recently published our research
into optionality in the context of the 2021 summer exam series.

Alternatively, some have suggested students could be allowed to drop a paper
in a particular subject. Many subjects have two or three papers in each
series. But this is also not as straightforward as it sounds. The four exam
board specifications are often structured differently, so dropping a paper
can have a differential impact depending on the exam board. That creates an
uneven playing field and is simply not fair.

Relying on significantly less assessment than in normal years (i.e. cutting
down the number of exam papers or assessments a student takes in a particular
subject) could also reduce the reliability of grading – the chances of a
student getting the grade they deserve. This can happen particularly in those
subjects with more subjective marking, such as sociology, or where quite
different skills or content are assessed in each component. Combined science,
for example, has biology, chemistry and physics papers for some
specifications. Other specifications have papers that bring together the
content across the three sciences. And in a summer when we might expect more
students than usual to miss one of their papers due to illness or self-
isolation, it increases the risk that a student might miss all assessments in
a subject.

So, in effect, introducing more optionality could introduce more problems
than it would solve. Pre-announcement of exam content is a less risky
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approach and has the same advantages. Like optionality, it allows teachers
and students to focus in on areas of the curriculum but in a fairer way. It
is also important to keep exams as familiar as possible for students and
teachers – changes can sometimes make exams harder and more stressful.

Lost learning
I would like to say more about learning loss, and how to help students who
may have lost more learning time than others – differential learning loss.
There is not a simple solution. Exams and grading cannot fix the different
levels of learning loss by themselves. That is not what they are for and it
is not what they do. Instead the answers lie outside the exam hall.

While the measures set out above should help, higher and further education
have a part to play. That is why we have been speaking to the university and
further education sector about how they will interpret next summer’s results
when they are offering places to students. It is important that users of
qualification results understand that some students would have done better if
the pandemic had not occurred and they will want to take that context into
account in making decisions.

We welcome the government setting up an expert advisory group to look more
closely at this, and how to reduce or mitigate the differential effects on
student learning.

We have ruled out the suggestion of regional grading – setting different
grade boundaries for different regions of the country. That would create
different kinds of unfairness because the experience within regions is not
universal. Even in areas with high infection rates, there are schools where
students have access to high quality remote learning, and some schools report
not being behind at all.

Similarly, in less affected areas, there are students who will be further
behind than many students in worse affected areas because they have been
self-isolating with minimal remote learning in an environment that is not
conducive to learning. And there will be students on the boundaries between
regions who will have similar experiences but who would be graded via
different grade boundaries. That is just not fair.

Some will ask why teacher assessment is not figuring more prominently. If
teachers were to assess students and suggest a grade that students might have
been expected to achieve in an exam, it still would not make up for that lost
learning. And, as the summer of 2020 showed us, moderating teacher
assessments fairly is difficult to do in a way that commands the confidence
of parents and students.

Contingency arrangements
We welcome the government’s commitment to GCSE, AS and A level exams going
ahead next summer, and we have been working with officials at the Department
for Education to look at the options open to government to mitigate for the



impact of the pandemic.

The Department for Education has set out the details of these arrangements to
make sure that as many students as possible can take exams and assessments.
Exam boards are working hard on these arrangements.

We will regulate exam boards to deliver a contingency exam series that will
take place immediately after the main exam series – so, a little later than
the main timetable – to give those students who were not able to take their
exams the first time round another opportunity to do so. There are risks
involved, but it is important to make sure that those who miss an exam
through no fault of their own can still get a qualification and we think this
is the fairest way.

We do not, for example, want students next year to have to put their lives on
hold and wait until the autumn to take an exam. We want them to be able to
progress to the next stage of their lives along with their peers.

The students we spoke to preferred the idea of a contingency exam series held
after the main exam series to holding early exams. They felt it would give
them as much time as possible to catch up on lost learning.

None of us has a crystal ball, and we cannot say what will happen for sure
over the coming months, so we will put plans in place to respond to further
disruption.

Mocks
Some have suggested a full series of mocks should be carried out in the
spring so that students have a grade they can bank. But that is not really
what mocks are for. Each school will use them in a slightly different way –
sometimes they are used to find out what students do not know so that you can
knuckle down and revise better before the actual exams. Some mocks are done
very early in the year and administering them takes valuable time that could
be used for teaching.

Students whose education has been the most disrupted need the most time to
catch up. We are not sure they would appreciate early spring mocks.

Vocational, technical and other qualifications
A number of changes have already been made in vocational, technical and other
qualifications to help mitigate the effects of the pandemic. A wide range of
adaptions have been put in place and are being used, with many assessments
already underway and continuing through the year. But a key principle is that
students taking these qualifications are not disadvantaged compared to their
peers taking GCSEs, AS and A levels, and we recognise that further changes
may be needed.

We expect some awarding organisations will make further adaptations in light
of the decision by the Department for Education to permit a reduction of the
number of assessments for some Performance Table qualifications.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-to-support-the-summer-2021-exams/guidance-to-support-the-summer-2021-exams


Where vocational, technical and other general qualifications have similar
structures as GCSEs, AS and A levels and the same progression routes into
higher and further education or into work, many of the measures discussed
above will be appropriate; for other qualifications, different adaptations
will be suitable. Awarding organisations will need to decide what is most
appropriate for their qualifications, and we are encouraging them to think as
broadly as possible.

Conclusion
This is a complex picture with many thousands of qualifications being taken
in the coming months. We will also look at what happens beyond 2021 and at
the system for England in the longer term.

You can be sure that Ofqual will work with the government, exam boards,
awarding organisations and the education sector to put arrangements for next
summer in place, and to make sure students, parents and teachers are informed
about the detail at the earliest possibility.

We will carry on listening. We will post updates on our website and carry out
a programme of communications between now and next summer so that everyone
has the information they need.

We are still in the middle of a pandemic. 2021 will again be an exceptional
year but we are determined to achieve the best possible outcomes for each and
every student.

HMCTS online event, 2 Dec 2020: An
update on recovery in the civil,
family and tribunals jurisdictions

This event provided an update on our recovery plans and progress in the
civil, family and tribunals jurisdictions, and the unique challenges they are
all facing.

Speakers included:

Ben Burke-Davies, Senior Project Manager, CFT Recovery
Simon Vowles, Deputy Director, Civil
Adam Lennon, Deputy Director, Family
Daniel Flury, Deputy Director, Tribunals
Will Breame, Senior Project Manager, HMCTS COVID-19 response team

HMCTS webinar: An update on recovery in the civil, family and tribunals
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jurisdictions

If you attended the event, it would be great if you could spare a few minutes
to fill out our survey. This really helps us to improve these events for the
future.

Smart survey

Please continue to check our events page for any upcoming HMCTS events.

Letter from Gavin Williamson to Glenys
Stacey

On 2 December 2020, Rt Hon Gavin Williamson CBE MP, Secretary of State for
Education sent a letter to Dame Glenys Stacey, Ofqual’s Acting Chief
Regulator. This letter details the overall package of measures for GCSE, AS
and A levels, vocational and technical qualifications and other general
qualifications in 2021.
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