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	Key Stage 3 Test Absence Collection

Ministers intend that, in May 2008, all maintained schools with key stage 3 test absence rates of 5% or above of the school’s cohort for two consecutive years in either English, mathematics or science will provide the Department with reasons for the test absence. This consultation explains the rationale for the new duty and invites views on the method the Department is proposing for collecting the reasons for the test absence.
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	1
	Executive Summary

	1.1
	Ministers intend that, in May 2008, all maintained schools with key stage 3 test absence rates of 5% or above of the school’s cohort for two consecutive years in either English, mathematics or science will provide the Department with reasons for the test absence. This consultation explains the rationale for the new duty and invites views on the method the Department is proposing for collecting the reasons for the test absence. 

	1.2
	Currently, all maintained schools have a statutory duty to record the fact of absence for students who did not sit key stage 2 and key stage 3 national curriculum tests. We know from this data that the national test absence rate for key stage 2 national curriculum tests is stable at around 1% whereas the absence rate for key stage 3 tests is around 3% - 4%. In 2007, 1024 schools had absence rates of 5% and above. 

	1.3
	Ministers are committed to reducing avoidable absence from KS3 national curriculum tests so as to maximise the pupils for whom there is an objective measure of progress, in line with Every Child Matters.  

	1.4
	The data gathered about reasons for KS3 test absence will inform local and national strategies to minimise avoidable absence from tests and help schools to develop more effective strategies for reducing test absence levels. 

	1.5
	The purpose of this consultation is to win the co-operation of schools in reducing avoidable absence from national tests and to invite views on the method proposed for the data collection. Our aim is to identify a method that:- 

· Schools can implement easily and with minimal time and resource; 

· Minimises burdens on schools by using an online method for collection of the data that is part of the process schools already follow; 

· Is consistent with the national test administration systems and processes; 

· Does not delay the start of the marking process nor the return of marked scripts and results to schools.

	1.6
	The closing date for responses is Friday 21 December 2007. 

	2
	Background and Context

	2.1
	Statutory tests were introduced in 1991 for KS1, 1993 for KS3 and 1995 for KS2.  Pupils take KS2 and KS3 tests in May to a specified timetable under secure conditions as with general qualifications such as GCSEs.  

	2.2
	In line with the principles of the ‘Every Child Matters’ agenda, national curriculum tests provide an objective means of assessing all pupils in the country on a consistent basis.  They enable the progress of every child to be tracked, which helps teachers to identify individual pupils’ needs, ranging from extra support to more stretch through advanced work, and to work with pupils to set appropriate learning goals and targets.  

	2.3
	It is important that as many pupils as possible sit the KS3 tests as they assess the extent to which pupils have the basic skills they will need to fulfil their potential and take full advantage of the wider opportunities available to them at 14-19. This is important as, in accordance with Every Child Matters, we are moving towards more personalised learning tailored to the needs of the individual pupil. Pupils will have much more choice and flexibility about what they study between the ages of 14-19, which means that they, and their teachers, have to be clear about what their strengths and learning needs are so that learning can be tailored accordingly.  Therefore, it is in interest of the Government, Local Authorities, schools, and in particular pupils themselves, that as many pupils as possible take the tests. 

	3
	The New Duty

	3.1
	At  present all maintained schools have a  statutory duty to  record  the fact of absence for students who did not sit KS2 and KS3 national curriculum tests. Ministers intend that, in May 2008, all maintained schools with key stage 3 test absence rates of 5% or above of the school’s cohort in two consecutive years in either English, mathematics or science will provide the Department with reasons for the test absence.

	3.2
	Rationale for the New Duty
 

	3.3
	We know from absence records that whereas the test absence rate for KS2 national curriculum tests is stable at around 1%, the absence rate for KS3 national curriculum tests is higher (around 3%-4%) and is causing concern. For example, provisional figures from the 2007 KS3 national curriculum tests indicate that 4% of pupils were absent from the English test, 3% from the mathematics test and 3% from the science test.  A total of 32,600 pupils missed one or more KS3 tests in 2007. Ministers are keen to avoid placing burdens on schools unnecessarily, but are equally keen to ensure that all schools take action to reduce avoidable absence from national curriculum tests. This duty is intended to target schools that show a consistent pattern of high test absence. 

	3.4
	Under the current assessment arrangements, the Department does not collect any information about the reasons for pupil absence from national curriculum tests. 

	3.5
	Collecting and analysing the reasons for the KS3 test absence will enable:

· Schools to understand the reasons for absence and to develop local strategies for addressing them; 

· Schools and local authorities to take action to prevent avoidable absence from tests in the future; 

· The Department and the relevant agencies and field forces to take action where it is most needed; 

· The Department to develop and implement appropriate intervention strategies and to produce and share best practice guidance.

	4
	Collection of Reasons for KS3 Test Absence - Pilot

	4.1
	In order to address Ministers’ concern at the high level of absence from KS3 tests, we piloted an approach in the summer of 2007 whereby 121 schools with absence rates of 10% or above of the cohort in the 2006 tests, were invited to provide the reasons for absence from the 2007 tests. The collection of data in 2007 was voluntary. Returns were received from 72 schools and analysis of their responses revealed that the absence rate in the English 2007 KS3 test had fallen in 88% of the schools. Equivalent figures for mathematics and science tests were 74% and 75% respectively. Further details of the pilot can be downloaded from the Consultations Unit website. 

	4.2
	Qualitative analysis of the pilot data suggests that the invitation to provide reasons for the absences alerted schools to the issue and focused their attention on reducing/eliminating test absence. Indeed, many of the schools reported that they had adopted deliberate strategies and/or introduced a range of incentives which contributed to the reduction in their KS3 test absence levels.

	5
	The Proposals

	5.1
	In order to minimise burdens on schools, the collection method we are proposing builds on, and complements, the existing KS3 assessment and reporting arrangements. 

The procedure for reporting test absence in 2007 and the collection method we are proposing are outlined below:-  

Reporting test absence – procedure in 2007
(i)  Normal test administration requires schools to record, on test marksheets, whether a pupil took the test. 

For those pupils who didn’t take the tests, the following codes are used:

A –  if a pupil was absent from  one or all of the test papers

B –  if  a pupil is working below  the level assessed by the tests

T –  if a pupil is working  at the level  of  the tests  but is unable to access  them

(ii) This information is recorded and sent to the National Assessment Agency (NAA). It is then supplied to the Department as part of the test results data set. 

Reporting test absence and the reasons for the absence – proposed method (subject to the recommendations arising from this consultation)
(i) In 2008, schools will record absence for tests in an online attendance register. For those pupils who didn’t take the tests, the same codes as above will apply.

(ii) The NAA will extract  the names of the pupils who were absent from the KS3 tests  (ie pupils  with an ‘A’ code next to their name) and will establish which schools have had absence rates of 5% or above from the KS3 tests for two consecutive years. 

(iii) The NAA will then produce an electronic list comprising the names of the absent pupils. 

(iv) The target schools will be asked to insert an appropriate code against the absentee’s name from a drop down menu which will specify the reason for the absence. The return will be made via the Test Operations Agency website. 

	5.2
	We expect that this information will be collected by the NAA each year in May after the tests, and submitted to the Department. Feedback will be provided directly to the relevant schools, LA and the National Strategies who will work together to improve attendance levels on KS3 test days. 

	6
	How To Respond

	6.1
	You can respond on-line at www.dcsf.gov.uk/consultations/.

Or in writing to:

Consultation Unit
Department for Children, Schools and Families
Area 1A
Castle View House
East Lane
Runcorn
Cheshire 
WA7 2GJ

	7
	Additional Copies

	7.1
	Additional copies are available electronically and can be  downloaded from the DCSF consultations site at

http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/consultations/
 

	8
	Plans for making results public

	8.1
	We hope to have the results of the consultation on the DCSF Consultations website by Easter 2008


