FINAL
STATEMENT ON TESTING AND ASSESSMENT
Mr Speaker, with your permission, I would like to make a statement on the report of the Expert Group on Assessment, which is published today.
Over the past 10 years, thanks to increased investment and great teaching, there has been a significant rise in standards in our primary and secondary schools:
· over 100,000 more children now leave primary school at 11 secure in English and maths than a decade ago;

· and almost half of young people now achieve five good GCSEs including English and maths  - compared to just over a third in 1997.

Testing and assessment have played a vital role in bringing about these improvements – and they continue to do so.
But the system is not set in stone – and in my statement to the House in October, I set out three key principles that guide our approach:
· first, giving parents the information they need to compare different schools, choose the right school for their child and then track their child’s progress;

· second, enabling head teachers and teachers to secure the progress of every child and their school as a whole, without unnecessary burdens or bureaucracy;

· and third, allowing the public to hold national and local government and governing bodies to account for the performance of schools. 

Having also studied the Select Committee’s report on testing and assessment, the Schools Minister and I concluded that, on the basis of these principles and the key role that GCSE results play in secondary school accountability, we would end Key Stage 3 National Curriculum Tests for 14 year olds.

I also said that the National Curriculum Tests at the end of Key Stage 2 provide the only objective measure of attainment during primary school – and that they are therefore essential to giving parents, teachers and the public the information they need about the progress of each primary age child and of every primary school. 

But I also said that I take seriously the concerns raised by some about Key Stage 2 testing and accountability.
And so I announced the establishment of an Expert Group to advise us on the future of testing and assessment and its role in school accountability. 
Over the past six months, the Group has consulted widely with head teachers and teachers, parents, subject associations and academics as well as schools engaged in our “stage not age” single level test pilots.

I have now received the Group’s final report – and I have placed copies of it and my reply in both libraries of the House.

I would like to thanks its members for all their work.
Mr Speaker, the Expert Group has recommended that we:

· improve the transition between primary and secondary school, including through stronger links between schools, an extended project and a new primary graduation certificate that recognises each child’s achievements; 

· intensify our focus on catch-up learning during Years 7 and 8 for those who have fallen behind during primary school, including through developing a progress check for these children at the end of year 7;

· strengthen the quality of teacher assessment, including in IT;

· continue to make Key Stage 3 tests available to all secondary schools, including the 75 per cent of schools who have requested them this year; and use a national sample test to ensure that standards are maintained;
· and strengthen the school accountability system through introducing a new School Report Card. 
The Expert Group has made a clear recommendation about Key Stage 2 National Curriculum tests in English and maths.

The Group says:

“Externally marked and validated tests play an essential role in the accountability system.”

And they conclude that:

“removing externally marked Key Stage 2 tests now and replacing them with teacher assessment would represent a step backwards for pupils’ learning and for school accountability”.
So they recommend:

“Key Stage 2 tests in English and maths should remain as a key accountability measure for all primary schools”.
The Group also recommends that we: 

· continue and extend our trials of ‘stage not age’ tests;

· and that we move the Key Stage 2 test back from May to mid-June so there is continued learning to the end of Year 6 and to strengthen the role of teacher assessment in the transition to secondary school.
On science, the Expert Group concludes that we can improve the teaching and assessment of science, and reinforce its critical importance in the new primary curriculum, by replacing the externally marked test with enhanced teacher assessment that better recognises whether pupils have a firm grip of the practical nature of science and the skills to develop and apply scientific understanding. 
Mr Speaker, I can confirm that I will accept the Expert Group’s recommendations in full, and consult on their implementation.
We will now move forward with our ‘stage not age’ test pilots and trial replacing the standard Key Stage 2 tests with single level tests in maths for pilot schools next year.
In addition, because the Expert Group rightly stresses that the importance of science will only grow in the future, I intend to ensure that there is externally validated accountability for national standards in science by introducing a new sample test at Key Stage 2.

I am pleased that the Royal Society, SCORE, the Science Learning Centres, the Association of Science Educators, Wellcome and the Gatsby Charitable Foundation have all agreed to work with us to design this national sample test and strengthen the teaching and assessment of science in our primary schools.
Mr Speaker, the issue of Key Stage 2 tests is controversial.
As the Expert Group says:
“some schools, teachers and educational organisations are concerned that the use of the outcomes of external tests for purposes which are ‘high stakes’ for schools can lead to unequal attention to all pupils’ needs, and to pupils being put under undue pressure. ”

That is why the Expert Group have asked us to provide new guidance to schools to ensure that preparation for Key Stage 2 tests is proportionate and educationally appropriate.

But the Expert Group also concludes that:
“Many concerns about testing arise not from the tests themselves but from the uses to which the test data is put, and the impact this can have on school and teacher behaviour.”

I agree that this wider issue of accountability is at the heart of concerns about Key Stage 2 tests.

Parents can find currently published “league tables” easy to understand. But by focusing only on the performance of the average child, these tables:
 
· do not challenge schools on whether they are stretching their most gifted and talented pupils, or helping those who have fallen behind to catch up;

· they do not recognise the extra challenges some schools face in helping children from disadvantaged backgrounds to succeed; 

· and they ignore discipline and attendance, parental satisfaction and the vital contribution that schools make to children’s wider development.

The Report Card will, for the first time, provide easily accessible information on all these aspects of school performance. It must be fair to all schools. And it must help parents, and others, to make meaningful comparisons between schools

Mr Speaker, while some have said that league tables should be “banned”, this is simply not an option as all the data is rightly in the public domain – and will continue to be so.

So it is essential that the School Report Card provides a better balanced and clearly superior alternative to “old-style” league tables.

I know there are strong views around whether the School Report Card should be based on a single grade or a combination of grades measuring attainment, progress and well-being.

But without an overall score or grade on the Report Card, it is very hard to see how it can allow appropriate comparisons between schools to be made, that take account of the range of schools’ work, and that are as compelling and easy to understand as those provided by “old-style” league tables. 

And we will now consult further on this issue in advance of our forthcoming Schools White Paper.

Mr Speaker, others have called for us to drop Key Stage 2 tests entirely.
The Expert Group is clear that would not be the right thing to do.

And independent surveys of parents show that the clear majority value the information that they provide.
I know that head teachers take their statutory responsibilities and their position as role models for young people extremely seriously.

And I know that they want nothing less than the best for the children in their schools.

As the Expert group says:

“the most successful and most trusted organisations, including outstanding schools, colleges and universities, welcome high levels of accountability as they seek constantly to improve what they do.”
That is true professionalism.
So I urge all those who put the interests of pupils and parents first to continue to work with us to reform the testing and accountability system.

Mr Speaker, continuing Key Stage 2 tests in English and maths, alongside the wider reforms we are announcing today, are vital to:
· give parents the information they want and need;

· enable head teachers and teachers to secure the progress of every child and their school as a whole;

· and allow the public to hold national and local government and governing bodies to account for the performance of schools and to raise standards for all children. 

And I commend this statement to the House.
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