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Friday 15th January 2021                                                                         Year 11 Letter 
 
 
Dear Parents and Carers and year 11 learners, 
 
 
First of all, I would like to start, by letting you all know that my letter to you all last week 
seems to have done the trick. All year 11’s are now clear that they must attend Unsworth 
Academy online school. Year 11 attendance this week has been 93%, which is a really 
good start. Well done all those year 11’s who are attending our online school! However, 
this is still below our expectations, and our attendance team are already following up 
phone calls with home visits to the small minority of year 11’s who are not yet on board.  
We are committed to keeping all our year 11 learners on track to secure the best possible 
GCSE grades and ensure that no-one falls behind between now and when they return to 
on site school. We will not allow any learners to disengage and miss out; to do so would 
be to condone lost learning and its negative impact on academic progress, personal 
development and wellbeing, as well as long term future life chances.  This is not what we 
are about.  This is not what you expect of us. Our commitment to our learners is non-
negotiable.  
 
Teachers have also been getting to grips with this very different way of teaching, and 
their commitment to making our online school a resounding success has been fantastic. 
It is all credit to them that we have achieved so much, and especially when we only 
returned to school on Wednesday 6th January.   
 
Latest government update on GSCE Summer exams.  
 
The latest information released by the government this week confirms that our “Business 
as Usual” approach is absolutely 100% the right one to take. On Wednesday 13th January 
2021, Gavin Williamson, Secretary of State for Education, wrote to Simon Lebus the Chief 
Regulator of Ofqual. He has asked Ofqual to: 
 
“continue to work jointly with my department on alternative arrangements based on 
teachers’ assessment and prepare to launch a consultation, so that we can give students, 
parents and teachers certainty, quickly. Given that there remain decisions for me to take 
on matters of government policy, and for you on changes to the regulatory framework, I 
suggest that it will make sense for us to conduct a joint consultation. Following the 
consultation, I will issue a direction to you, having considered the responses, to set out 
my expectations for the way in which qualifications should be delivered this year.” 
 
With specific regard to GCSE’s Mr Williamson states that: 
 
“it is vital we maximise the remaining opportunity for them to be taught for as long 
as possible, so they have every opportunity to catch up. This will enable them to 
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successfully progress, be that onto further or higher education or employment. It 
is my view that a teacher’s final judgement on a student’s grade ought to be as late 
as possible in the academic year to maximise remaining teaching time and ensure 
students are motivated to remain engaged in education. This year we are asking 
teachers to assess their students, and it is my view that we should seek ways to support 
them to do so in a fair and consistent fashion. A breadth of evidence should inform 
teachers’ judgements, and the provision training and guidance will support teachers to 
reach their assessment of a student’s deserved grade. This should be drawn out in the 
consultation. In addition, I would like to explore the possibility of providing 
externally set tasks or papers, in order that teachers can draw on this resource to 
support their assessments of students. We should seek views in the consultation 
on what broader evidence should determine a teacher’s assessment of a student’s 
grade and whether we should require or recommend the use of the externally set 
tasks and papers. 
 
So, it is clear here that externally set tasks and papers (otherwise known as exams) are 
being seriously considered to be included in the body of evidence schools will need to 
provide to justify the GCSE grades they will award this Summer. On the same day the 
BBC News Website- Education page ran the headline:  
 
“GCSE and A-level pupils could sit mini exams to aid grading” 
 
The article stated that whilst pupils are currently working from home, they could be 
asked to sit mini external exams (those set by exam boards and not the teachers) 
after formal exams were cancelled last week, to help decide the deserved grades. 
Mr Williamson also pledged not to use an algorithm to set or automatically standardise 
anyone’s grade. (Thank Goodness for that!) 
 
As ever, the devil is in the detail and things could well change again. We will of course 
keep you posted with new information as and when we receive it. In the meantime, our 
message is clear. All our year 11’s must attend online school, on time, every day 
and top this up with additional revision in the evenings, just as they would be doing 
at this time of year if they were studying on site.  
 
If any learner is struggling with revision materials/ exercise books/ resources, please 
contact Mr Orrell at school via the usual channels.  
 
 
Unsworth Academy Online School – update and further clarification of 
expectations.  

1. All lessons are one hour long 

Some learners seem to think that they only need to attend the live 30 minutes of each 
lesson, when teachers will be available to speak to the classes, explain new concepts 
and topics and answer any questions. As per my previous letters, learners must 
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attend all lessons, from the start of each lesson, when teachers set starter 
activities and other tasks by clicking on assignments on Microsoft teams.  

2. Attendance is compulsory 

As I stated in my letters to you all last week, attendance to Unsworth Academy Online 
School is compulsory, just as it would be if all learners were studying on site. As 
per government guidelines issued last week, attendance and engagement must be 
robustly monitored, and on a daily basis. Attendance is tracked lesson by lesson for every 
learner. Please note: Learners who only attend the first minutes of a lesson, and 
then log out, will be classed as ABSENT and this will be followed up by our 
attendance team.   
 
 

3. More learner engagement in question and answer sessions is needed 

Feedback from Heads of departments and their colleagues is that learners are getting 
more and more used to their online lessons; this is very pleasing. However, all our 
teachers have said that they need more learners to respond to the questions and answer 
session parts of their lessons- too many learners are sitting too quietly, too passively, 
which is not the case when they attend onsite school! Hopefully, with your support, and 
as learners get more used to on-line school, we will see greater input to the lessons from 
all learners. Greater engagement will help learners feel part of the class and less isolated 
when working from home.  This in turn will greatly support learners emotional wellbeing 
and mental health.  

4. All assessments must be submitted work for assessment via Microsoft 

teams. In order to have a consistent approach across the entire school, all work 

for assessment will be submitted electronically. 

5. On-line School hints and tips 

Listening to some of the challenges encountered by our learners so far this week, we 
have put together some hints and tips to support their use of Microsoft Teams. This 
includes: 
-accessing assignments  
-handing in assignments 
-viewing teacher feedback  
-editing documents on tablets and smartphones  
-accessing live lessons and assignments at the same time 
 
Please refer to the  help sheet attached to this email. 
 
Unsworth Academy onsite School 
 
All learners are wearing their full school uniform, following their timetable and working 
hard. They too clearly understand that this time round, our expectations of engagement 
in learning have massively increased since the last lockdown. By the end of the school 
day they are clearly tired and ready for a break. This is just what we expect from all  
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learners attending our online school. Snacks such as toast, fruit and biscuits are now 
available to purchase from the school canteen at breaktime. Lunches are now also 
available to purchase for non- FSM learners at lunchtimes as well.  
 
Please note: Mrs Atkinson, our SENCO, is leading on bespoke support for our SEND 
learners.  
 
Parent/Carer Forum 
Prior to the pandemic we held regular parent/carer forums. As supportive parents and 
carers we welcome your thoughts and ideas as to how we can continue to support our 
learners in these difficult times. We are proposing to hold our next forum on Thursday 
21st January from 6.15 prompt to 7.00pm.  
Please email Miss Allen, Operations Manager (c.allen@unsworth.shaw-
education.org.uk) by close of school on Tuesday 19th January 2020  if you would like to 
attend this meeting. 
(Please note this forum is for the discussion of school wide development and NOT 
to raise any matters regarding individual children.  Should you wish to do so, then 
please arrange an appointment with the appropriate member of staff via the school 
office) 
 
Many thanks for your continued support. Best wishes.  
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
 
 

Mrs S Armstrong  
Academy Principal  
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