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All Year 12 and students who are sitting for HSC exams in 2021 will be able to attend 
school from 16 August as outlined in these guidelines. These guidelines apply to all 
schools currently operating under Level 3 or Level 4 restrictions. Whenever on-site, staff, 
students and visitors must adhere to the strictest of COVID-safe practices. 

The return of HSC students to on-site activities will continue to be based on the latest 
NSW Health advice. Differentiated advice may also be provided for schools in some 
areas of the state. The three school sectors will continue to work with NSW Health on 
these guidelines.  

HSC students and staff are not required to be on-site full time. Schools should use this 
opportunity to schedule a timetable that supports all students undertaking their HSC to 
attend school for face-to-face instruction, working on major works and/or undertaking 
exams when necessary. 

Timetabling should limit mingling of HSC/ Year 12 (appropriately grouped and spaced 
across classrooms or buildings) and other student cohorts at all times, as well as support 
reduced attendance. 

Specific advice on rapid antigen testing and vaccinations for HSC students in targeted 
LGAS will be provided when it becomes available. 

 
NESA announcements 
NESA has announced a number of changes to the 2021 HSC timetables, including 
delaying written exams until 19 October.  

For more information, refer to the following: 

• NESA’s media releases for the latest announcements 
• NESA’s HSC timetable changes 
• NESA’s latest COVID-19 advice. 

Teachers, students, and parents and carers can also contact the NESA COVID-19 support 
team on 1300 138 323 or covid19support@nesa.nsw.edu.au. 

 
HSC preparation 
From 16 August, HSC students throughout NSW (including in Greater Sydney) will be 
permitted to attend school to:  

• participate in scheduled face-to-face learning to enable course completion and 
revision  

• participate in COVID-safe trial written and oral exams  
• participate in performance rehearsals (where only students who are required for 

the performance should attend, and only in their own performance groups)  

https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/about/news/media-releases
https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/11-12/hsc/key-dates-exam-timetables
https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/covid-19/coronavirus-advice
mailto:covid19support@nesa.nsw.edu.au


• complete work on a practical task where the specialist equipment is required 
(such as a major design project).  

Students who attend school sites must adhere to strict COVID-safe practices, including 
physical distancing and wearing a mask whenever on-site at school  

HSC students are not permitted to attend school for study groups, and other activities at 
school that can be conducted online.  

Student wellbeing 

The health and wellbeing of students remains the priority. For resources, tips and study 
advice for students, parents and carers, access Stay Healthy HSC. 

 
HSC trial and exam guidelines 
These guidelines are in place to mitigate the risk of COVID-19 transmission between HSC 
students, staff and examiners by:  

• minimising contact between individuals and exam cohorts  
• following strict personal and environmental hygiene and infection control 

procedures  
• ensuring accurate record keeping of attendees to support contact tracing.  

These guidelines apply to all school settings and all HSC-related contexts including 
rehearsals, preparation, trial exams, exams and assessments.  

Schools must consider these guidelines in line with current NSW Health advice 
applicable to their location, and existing COVID-Safe requirements including:  

• having a COVID-19 Safety Plan in place  
• all staff and visitors entering the school to use the Service NSW QR code. 

Schools should also refer to the NESA website for HSC-specific advice. 

 
COVID-safe exam procedures  
Schools should consider the following measures to keep students safe on each day of the exam.  

COVID-19 safe expectations of students   

• Display an HSC exam day poster reminding students of COVID-safe protocols at all 
entrance and exit points of the exam room.  

• Remind students that they must stay away from school when unwell and get 
tested if they have symptoms consistent with COVID-19. Students are not 
permitted to return to school until they have a negative test result.  

• Where students are only expected to attend school for their scheduled trial HSC 
exam, they should arrive no more than 20 minutes prior to the exam and report 
directly to the designated exam room for screening and sign-in.  

• Students should not interact in groups prior to or after an exam.  
• Exam group sizes should be as small as possible. As a minimum, schools should 

ensure that the 1.5 metre rule can be applied between each person.  

https://education.nsw.gov.au/student-wellbeing/stay-healthy-HSC
https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/covid-19/coronavirus-advice/!ut/p/z1/04_Sj9CPykssy0xPLMnMz0vMAfIjo8ziTTw9DAyMDYx83D1cjQwCPXz8wxxdnQyDTM30w8EKjBwNzQw9TAy9_d0tDA0cQ_wNzYy8zI38Q031o4jRb4ADOBoQpx-Pgij8xofrR-G3wgiqAJ8XCVlSkBsaGmGQ6QkATvbRsw!!/dz/d5/L2dBISEvZ0FBIS9nQSEh/


• Each small group should avoid contact with other exam groups. 
• School staff should be available to minimise students interacting in groups.  

Masks and face coverings  

HSC students must follow the current health advice on mask wearing.  

Students attending schools operating under Level 3 and 4 guidelines must wear a mask 
or face covering during all rehearsals, preparation, assessments or exams (when 
indoors).  

It is recommended that students attending schools operating under Level 2 guidelines 
wear a mask or face covering during all rehearsals, preparation, assessments or exams. 

A student may remove their mask or face covering during a final assessment where they 
are marked on facial expressions or vocals, or when they are playing a wind instrument.  

Some students may already be exempt from mask wearing.  

For more information, refer to previous advice on Masks and face coverings. 

Screening  

• Students should be screened before the exam by being asked if they have any flu-like 
symptoms or are required to self-isolate. Wide-scale temperature checking should not be 
used to screen students.   

• Students should sign an attendance sheet confirming attendance at the exam, providing 
contact details and certifying that they do not have flu-like symptoms and are not 
required to self-isolate.   

• Students displaying any symptom must acted upon quickly. The student must be asked to 
leave the examination centre immediately and arrange for a COVID-19 test.  

• Students with a clinical history or known illness that may appear like COVID-19 symptoms 
should provide written assurance from their doctor or GP that the symptoms they are 
displaying are of a known medical condition and are normal for the student.   

• Students who present with negative COVID-19 test results may participate in the exam 
unless they have been asked by NSW Health to self-isolate.   

Hygiene requirements 

• High-touch areas in shared spaces must be wiped down before and after any exams or 
assessments. 

• Hygiene supplies must be available at all exam venues including, sanitiser, wipes and 
masks.  

COVID testing  

Schools are reminded to follow the current Public Health Order(s) in operation in relation to 
the requirements of testing by staff, including markers and, where applicable, students. 
Authorised workers from identified local government areas are currently required to 
undergo surveillance testing 

All staff and students are reminded not to attend school or work and to get a COVID-19 
test if they have symptoms or have been instructed to do so by public health and should 
contact the school to organise alternative arrangements while they await a test result.  

https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/Infectious/covid-19/Pages/public-health-orders.aspx


Additional testing requirements for students or staff will be reviewed dependent on the 
situation at the time and may change over the course of the HSC preparation and exam 
period.  

 
 
External visitors 
External visitors will be permitted on school sites if their attendance is essential to enable HSC 
preparation and/or the external marking of HSC practical and performance exams.  

External visitors include:  

• music accompanists for HSC performance  
• examiners for practical and performance marking  
• presiding officers and exam supervisors for written exams.  
• external markers are required to adhere to:  
• all COVID-safe practices in place at the location they attend  
• all specific instruction provided by NESA on examinations.  

Visitors should use the QR code sign-in process. 

 
Travel and moving between schools 
Students visiting other schools should be minimised wherever possible. Students are not 
permitted to visit other schools during HSC preparation.  

If a student is required to attend a school other than their usual school, a plan must be in 
place to limit mingling of student cohorts while moving around the school.    

Travel movements that would normally occur as a result of examination scheduling must 
be modified according to the NSW Health advice, particularly in line with any 
requirements under the current Public Health Order.  

Students who need to use public transport should follow NSW Health advice and be 
aware of reduced frequency of services in planning their trip.  

As per current advice, carpooling with people outside of your household is not permitted 
for anyone residing in Greater Sydney.  

Mingling of student cohorts  

All reasonable steps should be taken to minimise the mingling of student cohorts from 
different schools.  

Students should only attend school for the time required to attend classes or work on 
their project or performance. This should be equivalent to the time they would typically 
spend in a school week.  

School staff should be available to minimise students interacting in large groups.  

Scheduling must support a reduction of student cohorts gathering in transition spaces 
such as hallways and outside exam or assessment rooms. 

 



Staff from Greater Sydney  

Staff and examiners who reside in Greater Sydney (including the Blue Mountains, Central 
Coast, Wollongong and Shellharbour) should not travel outside of Greater Sydney unless 
absolutely critical. Anyone who must travel more than 50km outside of the Greater 
Sydney area must get a COVID test every 7 days.  

All staff travelling outside of the Greater Sydney area must adhere to the specific 
restrictions in place in Greater Sydney (including stay-at-home orders, mask wearing and 
testing requirements) when in regional NSW.  

For more information, refer to the previous advice Travelling between LGAs. 

Staff from outside of Greater Sydney 

Staff and examiners from outside of Greater Sydney should be supported to attend 
regional locations to reduce movement between Greater Sydney and Regional NSW. 
Follow the Public Health Orders in place for any affected regions you visit.  

 
Physical distancing  
Schools must restrict activities to groups of students in relevant HSC cohorts. 
Consideration is to be given to physical distancing and limiting interactions between 
groups at entry and exit points, transitioning between spaces within the school to reduce 
contact between student cohorts. As a minimum, schools should ensure that the 1.5 
metre rule can be applied between people. 

Read on for additional requirements for physical distancing during performance and 
practical rehearsals and exams. 

For a practical guide, refer to previous advice on Physical distancing. 

Written exams  

• Exam group sizes must be as small as practicable. 
• As a minimum, schools must ensure that the 1.5 metre rule can be applied. 
• Classes or groups for exam purposes that would not normally be together for 

curricular activities should not be combined.  

Limiting student numbers per room ensures that in the event of a confirmed case, there 
are fewer students identified as close contacts – making contact tracing easier.  

 
School-based apprenticeships and traineeships (SBATs) 
Students undertaking a vocational education and training course as part of their school-
based apprenticeship or traineeship remain eligible for Preliminary or HSC credit units if 
unable to complete their minimum on-the-job training days in 2021. As such, it is 
important for HSC students to continue training in order to complete their qualification by 
the end of October 2021.  

If the registered training organisation (RTO) cannot provide flexible training options, 
students must notify their school as soon as possible. There may be circumstances in 
which an RTO cannot continue operating or delivering the program. If this occurs, the 



school will be supported to find another RTO that can continue delivery. Note, extended 
breaks in training for SBAT students may impact achievement of the HSC.  

 
Performance guidelines 

• For schools operating under Level 3 and 4 guidelines, student performers must 
wear masks during rehearsal unless speaking, and all other people in front of the 
performer (including staff and students) must wear masks.  

• Where possible, performances should only take place in a large well-ventilated 
setting, preferably an outdoor setting.  

• For schools operating under Level 2 guidelines, it is strongly recommended that 
student performers wear masks during rehearsals unless playing a wind 
instrument, and all other people in front of the performer (including staff and 
students) wear masks.  

• A student may remove their mask or face covering during a final assessment 
where they are marked on facial expressions or vocals, or when they are playing a 
wind instrument.  

For more information, refer to Masks and face coverings. 

Music solo 

• A solo singer (staff or student) is permitted to sing where a distance of 5 metres is 
maintained from other performers or people in front of the solo singer (including 
staff and students).  

• Solo singing/instrumentalist should only take place in a large well-ventilated 
setting, preferably an outdoor setting.  

• Shared equipment must be sanitised between each use. 

Music ensemble 

• A small ensemble, not exceeding 5 people may perform together if all performers 
face forwards and not towards each other, are situated 1.5 metres apart, and are 
5 metres from all other people in front of them (such as the conductor).  

• Small group singing should only take place in a large well-ventilated setting, 
preferably an outdoor setting. 

• Student performers and accompanists (not including singers or woodwind/brass 
instruments) must wear a mask or face covering, and all other people in front of 
the performer (including staff, students) must wear masks. 

Accompanists  

• The use of accompanists should be limited and the use of a backing track is 
preferred. 

• Where required a distance of 5 metres between accompanist and performer must 
be maintained. 

• External accompanists are permitted.  
• External accompanists must limit attendance across multiple sites and must 

follow any health advice relating to additional testing requirements in the area 
where they live or work.  

https://education.nsw.gov.au/inside-the-department/covid-19/advice-for-school-based-staff/guidance-on-masks-face-coverings


 

Dance and drama 

• A solo performer (student) is permitted to perform where a distance of 1.5 metres 
is maintained from other performers and 5 metres from people in front of the 
performer (including staff, students).  

• Group performers (students) are permitted to perform where a distance of 1.5 
metres is maintained from other performers and 5 metres from people in front of 
the performer (including staff, students). If students are unable to modify their 
performance to accommodate that rule, they will be eligible to apply for illness 
and misadventure. 

• Where possible, performances should only take place in a large well-ventilated 
setting, preferably an outdoor setting.  

 
Alternative venue planning 
Schools must plan the for use of alternative arrangements in any circumstance in which 
they are unable to adhere to the information set out in these guidelines. Local AMU 
officers are available to assist locating and securing venues for schools if required.  

As per advice from the department and NESA, schools that cannot administer HSC trials 
exams in line with the advice in this document can consider implementing the following 
options:  

• reschedule the trial HSC exams  
• provide an alternative assessment task  
• use an estimation process where trial HSC examinations are cancelled. 

Schools should consult with NESA for further advice if the estimation process is required.  

Note that any change in an assessment requires the school to provided prior notification 
to the student. For more information, refer to the NESA website. 

For schools that are part of systems, central office staff will work with schools to develop 
contingency plans which involve identification of an alternative venue for each exam over 
the exam period.  

For the health and safety of students and supervisors, the alternative venue must comply 
with the cleaning, hygiene and physical distancing requirements consistent with school 
requirements.  

In planning for alternative venues:   

• schools need to consider locations near the 
school that are accessible for students   

• venues should be adequately lit and ventilated and as free as possible from 
external noise   

• accommodation for students requiring disability provisions must be considered  
• venues should be able to be set up for the exam at short notice (alternatively, a 

venue that can remain set up for the duration of exams would be ideal)   

https://www.educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/11-12/hsc/rules-and-processes/illness-misadventure
https://www.educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/11-12/hsc/rules-and-processes/illness-misadventure
https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/covid-19/coronavirus-advice/hsc-exams-and-major-projects


• schools may consider the use of neighbouring primary schools where access to 
the venue can be achieved without students mixing with the primary school 
students and staff   

• in the case of small exam cohorts (less than 20 students), a neighbouring local 
high school may be considered, in line with procedures for visiting students.  

You may consider community venues and other local facilities that may incur additional 
costs. In these circumstances, schools that are part of systems should discuss the need 
for these arrangements with their director, educational leadership. Where appropriate, 
the department will meet the cost of venue hire.   

Principals must consult with their NESA Presiding Officer before finalising any 
arrangements for alternative venues.   

 
HSC students in schools for specific purposes 
Year 12 students in special schools who are graduating in 2021 can be supported to 
attend school.  

 
Illness and misadventure 
Students who do not attend an exam due to having symptoms, or who are turned away 
as a result of screening, will be eligible to apply for NESA HSC illness and misadventure.  

 

https://educationstandards.nsw.edu.au/wps/portal/nesa/11-12/hsc/rules-and-processes/illness-misadventure
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