Collection of Reasons for Key Stage 3 Test Absence
E-consultation Results
1. Summary
1.1
Ministers intend that, from April 2008, all schools with key stage 3 test absence levels of 5% or above of the school’s cohort for two consecutive years in any of the KS3 tests for English, mathematics or science will provide the Department with reasons for the absence. 

1.2
During the period 1 October – 21 December 2007, the Department conducted a 12-week e-consultation which set out the rationale for the new duty, the proposed data collection method, and the support schools would receive in order to reduce avoidable absence for tests. 

1.3
The e-consultation was posted on the Department’s consultation website (http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/consultations/). Details of the e-consultation, including a news item and a hyperlink, were also posted on Teachernet. 
1.4
The e-consultation received 21 responses. 67% of the respondents were in favour of the proposal (details are summarised in Table 1 below). 
2. Background

2.1
The Department is committed to reducing avoidable absence from key stage 3 National Curriculum tests so as to maximise the number of pupils for whom there is an objective measure of progress. 
2.2
In keeping 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 key stage 3 tests as they assess the extent to which pupils have the 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 the interest of the Government, Local Authorities, schools, and in particular pupils themselves, that as many pupils as possible take the tests. 

2.4
Currently, all maintained schools have a statutory duty to record the fact of absence for pupils who did not sit key stage 2 and key stage 3 national curriculum tests. Analysis of this data shows 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%. 
2.5
The Government indicated in July 2007 that it wished to establish a statutory duty targeting schools with high levels of absence from national tests to return the reasons for the absences. Informed by an analysis of test absence data, a key stage 3 test absence threshold of 5% or above of the school’s cohort over two consecutive years was set for any of the English, mathematics or science tests. 
2.6 
The Department for Children, Schools and Families is keen to avoid placing burdens on schools unnecessarily but, at the same time, it is important that all schools take action to reduce avoidable absence from National Curriculum tests. Therefore, this duty is intended to target schools that show a consistent pattern of high test absence. In order to minimise burdens on schools further, the data collection method will be integrated with existing key stage 3 data collection arrangements. 

2.7
The data gathered about reasons for key stage 3 test absence will inform local and national support to help schools to develop more effective strategies for reducing test absence levels.
2.8
Schools with consistently high levels of test absence will receive  support and challenge from their Local Authority who, in turn, will be supported by the National Strategies. The National Strategies will provide guidance to all schools to help them take action to minimise absence for national tests.
3. Findings

The e-consultation, including the consultation questions, can be found at http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/consultations/conResults.cfm?consultationId=1508
Question 1 – are you in favour of the data collection method proposed?

3.1
Question 1 asked respondents to indicate whether they were in favour of the data collection method outlined in the e-consultation. Analysis of the responses showed that 67% of the respondents were in favour of the data collection method proposed (see Table 1). 
Table 1. Summary of responses

	 
	Teacher
	Headteacher
	Governor / Governing Body
	Teacher Union 
	LA
	Other Body 
	Teacher Supply Agency
	Other
	  Total

	Yes
	0
	2
	0
	1
	7
	3
	0
	1
	14
	67%

	No
	0
	1
	0
	3
	1
	0
	0
	1
	6
	29%

	Not Sure
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	5%


Question 2 - are there any points you would like to make in relation to the proposed method? 
Question 3 – if you would like to suggest any alternative method for collecting the reasons for KS3 test absence, please give details.

3.2
Using the Question 1 comment box and in response to questions 2 and 3, respondents provided a range of comments about the data collection method. Some of the comments suggested a lack of clarity about the policy intention and process. Annex 1 therefore provides answers to issues raised.  
4. Next Steps / Key Dates
4.1
Schools and LAs may wish to note the following next steps and key dates:-

· January 2008 – schools and LAs were alerted to the intended new duty, which was signalled in the 2008 KS3 Assessment and Reporting Arrangements handbook, via the school and LA emails. They were also asked to check their key stage 3 test absence levels and advised that guidance on reducing test absence was available on Teachernet (http://www.teachernet.gov.uk/educationoverview/briefing/currentstrategy/testabsencedata/). 

· April 2008 – schools will be notified once the new duty has come into force. 

· Spring/summer 2008 – NAA will send schools further information on the data collection method.
· June 2008 – reasons for key stage 3 test absence will be collected from target schools (i.e. schools with 5% or above key stage 3 test absence for two consecutive years in any of the English, mathematics or science tests). 

ANNEX 1

Collection of Reasons for KS3 Test Absence

Q&A

Isn’t the collection of reasons for KS3 test absence unnecessary, additional bureaucracy? 

No. We are committed to ensuring that burdens on schools are kept to a minimum. At the same time, we need to ensure that schools with high levels of test absence take action to reduce avoidable absence from national curriculum tests. For this reason, the duty is intended to target only those schools that show a consistent pattern of high test absence. We will ensure that the data collection method is integrated with existing key stage 3 data collection arrangements. 
Isn’t the data regarding individual pupil absence already available in the Termly School Census? 

No. Schools are required to provide information on general absence but not on test absence. 

How will schools be penalised for failing to address the issue? How will schools be rewarded for successfully addressing the issue? Is this just a data collection exercise?

It is in every school’s interests to maximise participation in national tests, both to reflect their performance accurately and to fulfil their duty to their pupils to plan their learning on objective evidence of their attainment. The data collected will enable the Department and National Strategies to put in place effective intervention strategies. 

Schools who are successfully addressing this issue will be asked to share their good practice. National Strategies are in the process of producing an effective practice manual which will offer advice and guidance to schools and LAs about reducing test and overall absence. The manual will be posted on their website on 27 March 2008 (http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/secondary/keystage3/issues/behaviour/).
 

Will the data collection method be clearly explained?

The Department is working with the National Assessment Agency (NAA) to put in place a method for collecting reasons for test absence that schools can implement easily and with minimal time and resource, is consistent with the national test administration systems and processes, and does not delay the start of the marking process or the return of marked scripts and results to schools. 

The NAA will be providing schools with further information on the data collection method in spring/summer 2008.

Will the codes used equate to those currently used within schools’ MI systems?

It is intended that the codes used will be consistent with those specified by the Department to MI suppliers. 

Will schools and their LAs have access to the data their schools have provided about reasons for key stage 3 test absences?

Data will be made available in due course
How soon will schools know whether they are in the target group?

The NAA will contact the relevant schools after the tests have taken place to let them know that they will be required to provide the reasons for their key stage 3 test absences. The NAA will provide the schools with instructions on how to complete the online submission together with the deadline for submitting the data. 

Will schools be provided with the reasons for absence codes in advance of the tests? 

We appreciate that, in order to prepare in advance, school examination officers would find it helpful to have details of the proposed test absence codes. Therefore, the NAA will endeavour to send details of the codes to schools when they send them further information on the data collection method in spring/summer 2008. These will be consistent with the codes recommended for reporting reasons for general absence.
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