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All A level students appearing for 
the Summer 2023 session of the AS 
and A level examinations had been 
made aware by the Cambridge and 
Pearson Edexcel examination boards 
that their grading standards would be 
returning to the pre-pandemic levels 
of 2019. The students knew of these 
changes as they wrote their papers 
and awaited the announcement of 
their results. However, results day still 
came as a shock to the vast majority 
who received much lower grades than 
what they were expecting. 

A grade boundary is the minimum 
mark you require in order to achieve a 
particular grade. This varies from year 
to year 

depending on the difficulty of the 
paper and the performance of the 
students. In 2023, education boards 
aimed to return to pre-pandemic 
standards and consequently, fewer 
students excelled. 

When asked to comment on the 
issue, Hayley White, Pearson Vice-
president of Assessment, Standards 
and Services, said, “During the 
pandemic May/June series of 
2020 and 2021, we were unable 
to run exams, and so the method 
of assessment had to change. We 
asked teachers to award students 
grades, which we then validated. This 
style of assessment led to a natural 
inflation of grades awarded. Teachers 
awarded grades based on students’ 
full potential. In an examination 
environment, some candidates do 
not perform to their full potential, 
and so an examined assessment 

will tend to give lower results than 
teacher assessments. This meant 
that with teacher grades, we saw 
a higher-than-usual percentage 
of candidates achieving higher 
grades. An eventual return to the 
pre-pandemic established grading 

standard (last seen in 2019) is the 
fairest way to proceed.”

“We set grade boundaries which 
reflect a comparable standard to that 

set in 2019 and earlier. As a result, the 
proportions of s t uden t s 

achieving at each grade was in line 
with those seen in 2019 and earlier,” 
she added. “In 2023, even though we 
committed to returning to normal 
standards, we did that with some 
protection for this year’s students, to 
acknowledge the disruption caused 
by the pandemic. By this, we mean we 
made allowances for a slightly lower 
than normal standard of work at each 
grade.”

However, many students and 
educators found the shift too drastic. 
The pandemic affected not only the 
quality of education that students 
received but also their overall 
perception of studying. The lax rules 
skewed their view of education and 
many of these students became 
impossibly demotivated due to the 
impact on their mental well-being. The 
change to the boundaries attempts 
to negate the long-lasting impact of 
Covid. Despite the rationale behind 
the boundaries being understandable, 
the transition being gradual rather 
than abrupt would’ve been more 
considerate and sensible.  

“The pandemic has had a lasting 
impact on my ability to study and 
concentrate. I’ve had to juggle 
work alongside studies to cover the 
expenses of therapy,” says Farhan 
Hossain, a private A level candidate. 

Sakib Ahmed*, a student of Sir John 
Wilson School, said, “Shifting back 
to boundaries that even pre–covid 
students would have struggled with 
seems like an idea that was destined 
to fail. The exam boards should have 
been charitable but they failed to do 
so, making lives for so many students 
all around the world so much worse. 
The exam boards left us disappointed.”

Md. Alauddin, A level Chemistry 
teacher at Southbreeze, Bangladesh 
International School and Greendale, 
opines, “Students couldn’t really 
recover after the traumatic experience 
of Covid.”  

He further stated, “I have noticed 
some discrepancies in the marking 
this year. Some of my students wrote 
the answers that were in the mark 
scheme, yet they were not awarded the 
mark.” 

Moreover, the difference between 
each grade is separated by only a few 
marks on paper. Unit 4 of Edexcel IAL 
Biology, for example, had a two-mark 
difference between each grade. These 
substantial leaps across an entire 
grade seem unreasonable.

Jezaul Khair Hazique, a teacher of 
Business and Economics at Maple Leaf 
International School, said, “The grade 
boundaries and marking principles 
this year were certainly stricter than 
in the past few years. I believe many 
of the students did much worse than 
they could have done. Many of my 
students missed the A grade for just a 
mark or two.”

“With the boundaries set near 90 
percent on paper for an 80 percent 
on uniform mark scale, it compelled 
me to temporarily set aside all other 
commitments and channel my focus 
solely into academics in order to 
barely pass,” added Farhan Hossain.

Not everyone received Cs and Ds, but 
even those with higher grades weren’t 
entirely content with their marks. 
People have different expectations of 
themselves, so feeling disappointed 
is typical, even if their performances 
were comparatively better. 

Porom Khandaker*, a student 
from Academia School, said, “I did 
get an A, but the score wasn’t high 
enough to bridge it to an A* in A2. 
It’s disheartening, given the effort I 
invested over the past year.”

Since many students didn’t get their 
desired grades, they are going to have 
to go for retakes or rechecks, which 
place a huge financial burden on them. 
The retake deadlines were too close to 
the results date for students to make 
informed decisions. Additionally, 

Cambridge doesn’t allow students to 
view their scripts before they register 
for retakes or rechecks so they couldn’t 
decide which is the best path to take. 

Moreover, many students who 
had hoped to apply to universities 
with their grades may be unable to 
do so. This is because they have to 
wait till January for their results after 
having given a retake in October/
November. Only then can they apply 
to universities but that means many of 
them are forced to take an involuntary 
gap year. Additionally, many students 
had their conditional letters from 
universities revoked because they fell 
short of the conditions asked of them. 
As a result, they have been forced to 
change their future trajectory. 

“I expected to score well and apply 
abroad to study business but the grade 
boundary for May 2023 contradicted 
those expectations. Now everything 
has to be recalculated, including 
when to apply for retakes and when to 
begin college application. As I study 
for the retake, it will increase my 
workload and I may have less room 
to study for my A2 exams at the same 
time,” asserted Niloy Khan*, a private 
Edexcel AS candidate.

Thousands of students across the 
world have been left disappointed as a 
consequence of their A level results. It 
is a tough time for them and the best 
they can do is to try their hardest for 
their upcoming sessions.

*Names have been changed upon 
request
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When I began lab classes during my 
first semester at university, I had to 
deconstruct the way I approached 
practical learning. Until high school, 
I was accustomed to working under 
constant supervision from my 
instructors. Most times, tinkering with 
instruments unrelated to my task was 
discouraged. 

Often, my classmates and I would be 
passive observers, watching teachers 
carry out experiments that they felt 
we couldn’t be trusted with. While this 
dependent learning was primarily due 
to the shortcomings in my school’s 
teaching methods, university posed a 
very different challenge. 

Even though I had access to an 
abundance of resources and highly 
qualified faculty, it soon became 
apparent that university teachers were 
not as accommodating and personally 
involved in the academic rigours of 
individual students. Some teachers 
would discuss only the basics of a 
topic in class but expected elaborate 
and accurate output from us. No 
longer was my every move in the lab 
supervised. I had to document my 
findings accurately – all on my own.

Half-basking and half-flailing in the 
newfound academic independence, I 
turned to educational apps, libraries, 
and academic websites for guidance. I 
was sifting through pages upon pages 
of relevant texts from different sources, 
noting and outlining keywords, 
learning jargon and trying to figure 
out how to do my assignments and 
lab tasks. Sometimes provided class 
notes touched on only foundational 
information and I’d end up scouring 
through a pile of out-of-syllabus 
textbooks to understand a topic.

This meant that my batchmates who 
were already adept at comprehensive 
reading, appraising and outlining 
information and retaining what 

they read from an ocean of verbose 
academic literature were doing better 
in the coursework. 

This act of assuming responsibility 
for one’s own learning – known as 
independent learning – takes centre 
stage in university, where students 
are no longer held strictly liable to 
teachers for their learning habits. 

Independent learning encompasses 
self-regulated learning (SRL) wherein 
students adopt cognitive strategies or 
set goals to acquire partial autonomy 
in how they learn the course content. 
This learning process is 
facilitated by strategies like 
t a k i n g to-the-point 
n o t e s f r o m 

roundabout class 
l e c t u r e s , 
identifying 
thematic 
concepts, 
s e t t i n g 
learning goals, 
and sourcing 
k n o w l e d g e 
from outside 
p r e s c r i b e d 
portals and 
textbooks.

It’s not enough to 
just learn on your own. Seeking 

help from the right sources and 
knowing where to seek help is also 
pivotal to independent learning. 
Different educational support 
services can help students study 
more effectively through tutoring, 
counselling, paid subscriptions, 
and workshops. Learning which 
educational forums to be a 
part of prepares you for 
future academic 
endeavours. 

Peer 

reviews, group discussions and 
sharing course materials can help you 

immensely as well. 
Not only can you 

find additional 
resources to 
work through 

your problem, 
but you also 

become acquainted 
with new 

learning 
styles and 

notes.
At the same time, it’s 

important to hone skills that 
are not covered directly by your 
coursework but are still pivotal 

to possible fields of future 
research and academic endeavours. 

This is dubbed self-directed learning 

(SDL) wherein students define and 
initiate what they need to learn, 
formulate, then implement their own 
strategies and evaluate their own 
outcomes. 

Examples include taking an online 
course on computational 

skills, learning a 
new language, 

trying creative 
writing, joining 

clubs, or honing 
communication 
skills. Whether 

you’re working on 
a project, thesis, 

presentation, or any 
academic paper, irrespective 

of your major, these skills 
are vital. 

It often dawns on 
me that in comparison 
to myself, some of my 
classmates excel at 
practical learning 
while some struggle 
more at academics 
due to transitioning 
from a Bangla 
medium education 

background to the 
all-English academia of 

higher education. 
So, considering diverse 

backgrounds, not all students have 
the means to learn in the same way. 

Independent learners can tailor their 
own pace and schedule of learning 
outside the classroom to work on their 
shortcomings. 

Learning independently is not easy. 
But once you realise that you have 
the most control over your learning, 
treading the bumpy uphill road of 
higher education becomes a lot less 
exhausting.
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