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Children, Schools and Families Committee: Evidence Ev 1

Taken before the Children, Schools and Families Committee

on Monday 10 December 2007

Members present:

Mr Barry Sheerman, in the Chair

Ms Dawn Butler

Mr David Chaytor
Mrs Sharon Hodgson
Fiona Mactaggart

Mr Andy Slaughter
Lynda Waltho
Stephen Williams

Witnesses: Professor Sir Michael Barber, Expert Partner, Global Public Sector Practice, McKinsey and
Company, and Professor Peter Tymms, Director of Curriculum, Evaluation and Management, School of

Education, Durham University

Q1 Chairman: May I welcome Professor Sir
Michael Barber and Professor Peter Tymms to the
first evidence session of the new Committee? We
have been busily building the team, seminaring and
deciding our priorities for investigation, but this is
our first proper session, so thank you very much for
being able to appear before us at reasonably short
notice. Both of you will know that our predecessor
Committee started an inquiry into testing and
assessment. It was a quite different Committee, but
with its interest in schools, it decided to embark on
a serious investigation into testing and assessment. It
managed to tie up with a nice little bow almost every
other area through 11 different reports in the
previous Parliament, but it could not conclude this
one. It troubled people to the extent that copious
volumes of written evidence had come to the
Committee, and it would seem wrong if we did not
make such an important issue our first topic, pick up
that written evidence, slightly modify and expand
the terms of reference and get on with it. So, thank
you very much for being here. You are key people in
this inquiry: first, Michael, because of your
association with testing and assessment, through
which many of us have known you for a long time,
right back to your National Union of Teachers days;
and secondly, Professor Tymms, through your
career in a number of institutions, where we have
known you, and known and admired your work. We
generally give witnesses a couple of minutes to make
some introductory remarks. You know what you
have been invited to talk about. If you would like to
have a couple of minutes—not too long, although a
couple of minutes is probably a bit short—to get us
started, then I shall start the questioning. Peter, you
were here first, so we shall take you first.

Professor Tymms: 1 am director of a centre at the
University of Durham which monitors the progress
of children in order to give schools—not anybody
else—good information. It provides us with a
tremendous database from which to view other
issues, meaning that [ have taken an interest in all the
different assessments—key stage and so on. They
have concluded that standards in reading have
stayed constant for a long time, but that in

mathematics, they have risen since about 1995.
Those are the headlines on testing. On the
introduction of new policies, I am keen to say—I
might return to this—that there is a need for good
trials. If we try something new, we should get it
working before we move it out to the rest of the
public. I am very keen for new ways of operating to
be properly evaluated before they are rolled out, and
then to be tracked effectively. We have been
missing that.

Chairman: Thank you.

Sir Michael Barber: Thank you very much for your
invitation, Chairman. I shall comment on the story
of standards in primary schools, which I see in four
phases. The first came between 1988 and 1996, when
the then Conservative Government put in place the
national curriculum, national assessment, Ofsted
inspections, league tables and the devolution of
resources to schools. There were lots of ups and
downs in that story, but nevertheless that framework
was established. Secondly, there was the phase with
which I was associated—Government policy under
David Blunkett who was the then Secretary of State
for Education and Employment—during which
there was a focus on what we called standards, rather
than on structures. A big investment in teachers’
skills, through the national literacy and numeracy
strategies, led to rises in the national test results. I
have always accepted that some of that was down to
teaching to the tests, but a lot of it was down to real
improvements evidenced by Ofsted data and
international comparisons. In the third phase,
between 2000 and 2005, the Government were
focused largely on long-term, underpinning and
structural reforms, including of the teaching
profession, of secondary education and the
introduction of the children’s agenda, at which stage
results plateaued. Things got harder, too, because
we had picked the low-hanging fruit, as it were. I
think that we should have stayed much more focused
on literacy and numeracy, in addition to the others
things that we did. That was my error. Now there is
an opportunity to make real progress on literacy and
numeracy as a result of the Rose review last year and
the new emphasis on phonics. By the way, I
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completely agree with Peter on the pilots and
progression. If all those things are put together, I
could envisage a fourth stage, during which we can
begin to make progress. In summary, we have gone
from being below average, on international
comparisons, to above average—we are above
France, Scotland and the EU average. However, we
have a long way to go and significant improvements
to make. If we want to be world class, we must do
more.

Q2 Chairman: Thank you for those introductory
remarks. I remember taking the Committee to New
Zealand where people wanted to be able to assess
more carefully the progress of students and were
looking at what we had done. I recall their horror
when it was suggested that they might adopt our
system. They said, “We want to know how our
young people are doing, but we do not want to go to
the extent that you are of testing at so many ages.”
Are you sympathetic to that point of view? Do you
think that we over-test?

Sir Michael Barber: Personally, I do not think that
we over-test in primary schools—if that is what you
are talking about. Primary school children take
literacy and numeracy tests aged seven and
externally-set and marked literacy, numeracy and
science tests aged 11. That is a relatively small
number of tests during a six-year primary school
career. The information provided by the tests is
fundamental to understanding how the system is
working and to looking for strategies for future
improvements. I do not think that we over-test at all.

Q3 Chairman: Even if that adds up to ages seven,
11, 14, 16, 17 and 18?

Sir Michael Barber: 1 focused my answer on primary
schools. There is a separate debate to be had about
secondary examinations and tests at ages 14, 16, 17
and 18. However, at primary level, we conduct the
bare minimum of testing if we want to give parents,
the system, schools and teachers the information
that they need, at different levels, in order to drive
through future improvements. One of the benefits of
10 years, or so, of national assessments is that this
system has better information with which to make
decisions than many others around the world.
Professor Tymms: 1 do not think that testing at seven
and 11 is too much testing. However, if you have a
system in which you take those tests, put them into
league tables and send Ofsted inspectors in to hold
people accountable, schools will test a lot more. So
we probably do have too much testing in the top end
of primary schools, but that is not statutory testing.
It is the preparation for the statutory testing, so it is
a consequence of what is happening. Of course, we
do need the kind of information that those tests were
designed to get at. You mentioned the need to know
what our children are doing and their levels. If we
wanted to know the reading standards of 11-year-
olds in this country, we could probably find out by
assessing 2,000 pupils picked at random. We do not
have to assess 600,000 pupils. One purpose is to
know what the levels are, which could be done with
asampling procedure, with the same tests every year,

which would be secret and run by professionals
going out and getting the data. There is another kind
of information, for teachers about their pupils,
which they could get by their own internal tests or
other tests if they wanted, and another kind of
information for parents. There is an interface: how
do they get that information? Do they go to the
schools, or do they read it in their newspapers? Do
they know about their own pupils? Those layers of
information, and how to get them, provide the
complex background to the answer to your question.
There is too much testing, but not because of a single
test at 11—for goodness’ sake, children can do that.
I think that I was tested every two weeks when I was
about eight years old, and I quite enjoyed them. Not
all children do, but the possibility of that exists. We
need good information in the system for parents,
teachers and Parliament, and we need to know it
nationally, but we do not necessarily have to do the
sort of testing that we currently have to get that
information. There are different purposes and
reasons for doing it. I guess that I can expand on that
as you need.

Q4 Chairman: But Michael is known to believe—I
am not setting you against each other—in the notion
that testing would drive up standards. It was the
“engine”, was it not? I am not misquoting you, am I?
Sir Michael Barber: 1t is not a misquote, but it is not
a complete view of what I believe. I believe that, in
order to drive up standards, we need a combination
of challenge and support. Assessment and Ofsted
inspection provide the challenge in the system, and
then we need serious investment in teachers and their
skills, pay and conditions. I am in favour of
assessment, being able to benchmark schools and
the information that that provides to heads, teachers
and parents. I agree with Peter that there may in
addition be an advantage to sampling techniques,
probably linked with the international benchmarks
to assess the performance of the whole system.

Q5 Chairman: I have slightly misquoted you: testing
was “the engine to drive performance”, I think you
said.

Sir Michael Barber: But 1 am saying that the
accountability system on its own is not enough. You
need investment in teachers’ skills, which is what the
national literacy and numeracy strategies did. They
gave teachers the skills and wherewithal to
understand how to teach reading, writing and
mathematics. The evidence of that is powerful. Only
recently, the effective pre-school and primary
education research programme, which Pam
Sammons and others run, has shown clearly the
benefits in student outcomes if teachers teach the last
part of the literacy hour well—the plenary. Detailed
pedagogical skills need to be developed by teachers,
which needs an investment. Obviously, you also
need to pay teachers well, ensure that the system is
recruiting enough teachers and devolve money to the
schools. I am strongly in favour of the challenge that
comes from an accountability system, along with the
wherewithal for heads and teachers to get the job
done in schools—not one or the other, but both.
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Q6 Chairman: Any comment on that, Peter?
Professor Tymms: There is an assumption here that
standards have risen and that the national literacy
strategy made a difference. In fact, over those years,
reading hardly shifted at all. I perhaps need to back
that up, because there are a lot of different sets of
data. Somebody can claim one thing, somebody can
claim another and so on. Is this an appropriate
moment to go into that?

Chairman: Yes, indeed.

Professor Tymms: Okay. From 1995 to 2000, we saw
a massive rise in the statutory test data at the end of
primary school. They were below 50% and got up
towards 80%. From about 2000 onwards, they were
pretty flat. That looks like a massive rise in
standards, and then it was too difficult because we
had got to the top end, all our efforts had gone and
so on. In fact, in 1998 or thereabouts, I was looking
at our test data—we use the same test every year with
the same groups of pupils—and did not see any shift
in reading standards. The key stage assessments use
a new test every year, and one must decide what
mark corresponds to Level 4. That is harder. Test
scores rose year on year as a percentage of Level 4
with a new test, but did not rise with a static test, and
that raised a question. At the same time, Hawker
was working at the Qualifications and Curriculum
Authority, and said in The Times Educational
Supplement that if results continued to rise, we
would need an independent investigation. Around
that time, QCA decided internally that it would
investigate further. It commissioned Cambridge
Assessment under Massey to take the tests from
1996 and 1999, and to go to a place that had not been
practising the tests—Northern Ireland. It took
equivalent samples of pupils and gave the 1996 and
1999 tests to them. If those tests were measuring a
Level 4 of the same standard, the same proportion
should have got Level 4, but they did not. Far more
got Level 4 with the later test, so the standards were
not equivalent, and that was fully supported in the
Massey study. Massey did a follow-up study in
which he compared the 2000 and 1996 tests, and
found rises in maths, which were not as big as the
tests suggested, but nevertheless were rises. He found
that writing scores had increased, but called the rise
in reading skills illusory. Additionally, several local
education authorities collected independent data on
reading, using the same test across the whole LA
year after year, and there was practically no shift in
reading scores, but there was a rise in maths scores.
I was able to look at 11 separate studies, which all
told the same story: over that period there was
probably a slight to nothing rise—about one 10th of
a standard deviation—which might have been
achieved if children had practised tests, but there
was no underlying rise. In maths, there was an
underlying rise. There are two things going on. One
is that children get better at tests if they practise
them. Prior to national testing, they were doing
practically no tests—it was necessary to go back to
the time of the 11-plus for that. We saw a rise
because of practising tests, and we saw an additional
rise because standards were not being set correctly
by the School Curriculum and Assessment

Authority and then QCA between 1995 and 2000.
Then there was teaching to the test. After 2000, QCA
got its act together and set standards correctly. It
now has a proper system in place, and standards are
flat. There are small rises, and we must treat them
with interest, but with a pinch of salt. Let us suppose
that it is decided in committee that Level 4 is
anything above 30 marks. If it were decided that it
was one mark higher than that, the Level 4
percentage might go up by 2% or 3%, and that would
make national headlines, but that would be due to
errors of measurement. The discussion in the
Committee is about three or four points around that
point. The accuracy in one year, although there may
be 600,000 pupils, is dependent on the cut mark,
which is clear and was set incorrectly between 1995
and 2000. The assumption that standards were going
up because we were introducing accountability,
because we had testing, because we had Ofsted, and
because we had the 500 initiatives that the Labour
party put in place without evaluation shortly after
coming to office, was based on a misjudgment about
standards. Maths, yes; reading, no; writing, yes.

Sir Michael Barber: This is, as evidenced by Peter’s
comments, a complicated area, and I accept that
completely. First, the national literacy and
numeracy strategies are effectively a major
investment in teachers’ skills and their capacity to
teach in classrooms. That is a long-term investment;
it is not just about this year’s, next year’s or last
year’s test results. It is a long-term investment in the
teaching profession’s capacity, and it is well worth
making because for decades before that primary
school teachers were criticised for not teaching
reading, writing and maths properly, but no one had
invested in their skills and understanding of best
practices. Secondly, there is a debate about extent,
but we seem to be in agreement on maths and
writing. When I was in the delivery unit after I left
the Department for Education and Employment, I
learned that it is dangerous to rely on one set of data.
When looking at reading standards, it is right to look
at several sets of data. One is the national curriculum
test results, which tell an important story. Of course,
there is an element of teaching to the test, but an
element of teaching to a good test is not necessarily
a bad thing, although overdoing it is. I always
accepted that in debate with head teachers and
teachers during that time. The second thing is that
Ofsted records a very significant improvement in
teachers’ skills over that period of time. If teachers
improve their skills in teaching reading, writing and
mathematics, you would expect the results to go up.
The third data set that I would put in that linked
argument is that international comparisons—most
importantly, the progress in international reading
literacy study, or PIRLS!—showed that England in
2001 did very well up on international comparisons
in reading. In 1999 came the first accusations that
the test results were not real. Jim Rose led a review
involving representatives of all the parties
represented on this Committee, which found no
evidence whatever of any tampering with the tests.

! Progress in International Reading Literacy Study
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In addition, people in other countries have taken the
kinds of things we did in that phase of the reform and
replicated, adapted or built on them—Ontario being
the best example—and they, too, have had
improvements in reading, writing and maths. To
summarise, although we might disagree about the
extent of improvement, I think we agree that there
has been significant improvement in maths and
writing, which are very important. We are debating
whether there has been improvement in reading. I
think the combination of data sets that I have just set
out suggests that there has been significant
improvement in reading. I would be the first to say
that it is not enough and that we have further to go
in all three areas; nevertheless, we have made real
progress. My final point is that over that period,
there has, as far as I can make out, been no
significant change in reading and writing in
Scotland, where there was no literacy strategy. The
results in international comparisons indicate that
Scotland ticks along roughly at the same position.

Q7 Chairman: There has been a sharp drop in recent
PIRLS. Does that mean we are going backwards?

Sir Michael Barber: Actually, I think it means that
other countries have improved faster over that
period. As I said in my opening statement, between
2001 and 2005, the Government were focused on
some serious, long-term, underpinning reforms—
most importantly, in my view, for the long run,
solving the teacher recruitment shortage and
bringing some very good new people into the
teaching profession. That will have benefits for
decades to come, but there was a loss of focus on
literacy and numeracy at that point. Personally, I
wish I had pressed harder on that at the time, but
that is what you are seeing—the PIRLS data follows
the same patterns as the national curriculum tests.

Q8 Chairman: I want to shift on because colleagues
will get restless, but Peter was shaking his head, so I
shall have to ask you to comment, Peter.

Professor Tymms: 1 must comment on several of
those points. Take PIRLS, for starters, in 2001, and
in 2006, when it apparently went back. Michael’s
comment was that we did not look good the second
time because other countries went better than us.
Certainly, some countries went better, but, in fact,
PIRLS is standardised and uses Rasch models to get
the same marks meaning the same thing, and our
marks dropped back there. It was not just other
people getting better; we actually got worse. But I
want to persuade you that PIRLS in 2001 got it
wrong and made us look better than we were and
that the level has remained static. The reason for that
is that for those international tests to work properly,
the students who are tested must be a representative
sample of the country. The PIRLS committee
defines how to collect those pupils. We went out, in
this country, to collect the pupils to do it and asked
the schools to do the tests, but about half of the
schools did not want to do it and refused to play ball.
The second wave of schools were asked and only
some of them complied, and then a third wave were
asked. If you look at the 2001 PIRLS data, you will

see two asterisks by England, because our sampling
procedure was not right. If you are the head of a
school and you are asked to do the tests, but your
kids are not reading too well that year, you will say
no, whereas if they are doing really well, you will say,
“Oh yes, I'll go for it.” So we had a bias in the data.
We got people who really wanted to play ball, and it
made us look better than we were. The next year,
when schools were paid to do the tests—some held
out and got quite a lot of money—we got a proper
representative sample and found our proper place,
which shows that our standards are just, sort of, in
the middle for reading. The blip previously, which
was crowed about a lot, was a mistake in the data.

Q9 Chairman: So, it was quite an awkward mistake
in some ways, if it was a mistake. It is interesting that
under PIRLS—we will shift on, before I get a
rebellion here—most of the big countries like us,
such as Germany and France, are about the same.
Okay, Finland and some smaller countries such as
Taiwan and Korea will always be high up there, but
countries with big populations—in Europe, places
such as France and Germany that are, in a sense, like
Great Britain—are at around the same position.
Professor Tymms: 1 would point to a different
pattern in the data which relates not to size but to the
language that is chosen. Translating the results of
reading tests in other languages is problematic to
begin with. Can one say that reading levels are the
same? You pay when you take your choice. But a
long tail of underachievement in reading, will also be
found in all the other countries where English is
spoken. You will find it in Australia and even in
Singapore, which is largely a Chinese population but
reading in English, and in Canada and America.
That is because English is a difficult language to
learn to read, whereas Finnish is much more regular
in the way that it is written on to the page. If you are
going to be born dyslexic, do not be born in a
country where people speak English, because it will
really be a problem. Be born in another country such
as Germany or Italy. I make that general point.

Sir Michael Barber: Peter has made an important
point. I would like to add two other things. First,
other European countries look at our reforms in
education over the past 10 years and are impressed
by them. I have had conversations with people from
several of the countries that we have talked about,
and on this set of PIRLS we were actually
significantly above the EU average. We were above
France and just behind Germany. The long tail of
underachievement is a real issue. Personally, I think
that the places to look for English-speaking
populations that do really well on reading, writing
and, indeed, generally are the Canadian provinces.
Some of their practices are very impressive. That is
one place I would urge you to look if you are
thinking about the future.

Chairman: Thank you for those opening responses.

Q10 Fiona Mactaggart: You talk a lot about
whether our assessment system accurately assesses
standards over time, but that is only one purpose of
assessment. I wonder whether our national
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assessment system is fit for purpose as a tool for
assessment for learning. I am concerned about the
fact that we have examinations at seven. I am not
sure that they help teachers as much as they should.
Could you give your views on whether Standard
Assessment  Tests—SATs—in  primary and
secondary education help teachers use assessment
for learning?

Professor Tymms: They were not designed to do
that. A test taken at the end of primary school is
clearly not meant to help children in primary schools
because they are about to leave and go to secondary
schools, which often ignore the information and do
their own tests as soon as students come in because
they do not believe what the primary schools say
they have done. Unfortunately, that is the way of the
world. It happens when children who have A-levels
in mathematics go to university. They are
immediately tested in mathematics. Even if you take
pre-school, all the information passed from the pre-
school to the reception teacher is often ignored, as
the reception teacher does their own assessment. The
tests are certainly not being used as assessment for
learning, other than that the practice for the tests
and other tests that might be used leading up to a test
might be used in that way. They might be used as
assessment for learning a little bit at age seven, but
an infant school certainly would not use them in that
way because it would be passing its kids on to the
junior school. The tests are not intended to do that
kind of thing, so they cannot be and are not used in
that way. They are meant to hold schools to account
and in order to produce information for parents. If
we want assessment for learning, we must do
something different. Many schools and teachers do
that kind of thing off their own bat. There are other
ways to assess. For example, there are diagnostic
and confirmatory assessments. We could go into
that kind of thing, but they are not assessments for
learning.

Sir Michael Barber: You made an aside about tests
or exams at seven. It is important for the system and,
indeed, teachers in schools, to know early on
whether children are learning to read and write and
do mathematics, because if intervention is needed to
support a child in getting on track with their cohort,
the sooner you know that they have a problem, the
easier it is to fix it. One purpose of national
curriculum tests is to provide accountability and to
provide information for parents, as Peter rightly
said, and it is absolutely right that that should be the
case. However, in addition to that, over a period of
time the tests have taught teachers what the levels
are. The basis of assessment for learning is for the
teacher and, obviously, the student or pupil to be
able to understand what level they are working at
and what they need to do next to get to the next level.
If it had not been for the national curriculum and the
national tests, I doubt very much whether the quality
of those conversations would be as good as they are.
The key to assessment for learning is investment in
teachers’ skills to do that, so that they are constantly
focused—not just individually, but in teams with
their colleagues—on improving the quality of their
teaching, working out what they must do to get the

next child up to the next level and therefore
constantly improving their pedagogy, which is the
essence of the whole issue.

Q11 Fiona Mactaggart: The interesting thing is that
your view, Peter, is that the real function of those
tests is to hold schools to account, rather than as
assessments for learning. I was speaking to a head
teacher on Friday, who said to me, “Fiona, I just
wish all primary schools were all through, because
then we wouldn’t have inflated test results for 7-year-
olds coming out of infant schools.” Her analysis was
that in infant schools, for which Key Stage 1 SATs
were summative results, there was a tendency
towards grade inflation, which undermines your
point, Michael. I agree that you need to know to
intervene early, but if the accountability function
militates against accuracy of assessment for
learning, how do you square it?

Sir Michael Barber: First, the Key Stage 1 results are
not under the same accountability pressures as those
for Key Stages 2 or 4. Secondly, I would not have
moved away from externally set and marked tests for
Key Stage 1, because if you consider the evidence in
the work of Pam Sammons and others, objective
tests marked externally to the school are more likely
than teacher-assessed tests in the school to provide a
drive for equity. If that had been done, I doubt that
the issue you just raised would have occurred.
Professor Tymms: The assessment for learning is
really interesting. The evidence is that if we give back
to pupils information on how to get better, but we do
not give them grades, they are likely to get better.
Putting in the grades, marks or levels and feeding
back countermands—undermines—the feedback.
That is very clear in the randomised trials and in the
meta-analysis by Black and Wiliam in Inside the
Black Box. The feedback to pupils on how to get
better is vital, but it is undermined in other ways.
The other point that Michael raised about
identifying special needs early is also crucial. The
key stage assessments will not identify special needs
or identify them early; they are too late and not
precise enough. If, for example, a child is likely to
have trouble reading, they can exhibit it when they
are 5 or 4-years-old through a phonological
problem, which can be assessed diagnostically at an
early stage. A child later on, who has, for example, a
decoding or a word-recognition problem, or perhaps
they can do both but they do not understand or
make sense of the text despite being able to bark the
words, can also be diagnosed. Diagnostic
assessments can be put in place, but they are
different from the summative assessments at the key
stages. There are horses for courses, and we must be
careful about how we aim to use them.

Q12 Fiona Mactaggart: So, if the assessments do
not necessarily do what we want, how else could we
assess the impact of national policies on schools?
How can we test what the Government policies,
national curriculum or improvements in teacher
training do? How do we know?
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Professor Tymms: We need a series of different
systems; we should not have a one-size-fits-all test.
We need an independent body, charged with
monitoring standards over time, which would use a
sampling procedure in the same way as the NAEP
does in the United States, as the APU used to in
England and as other governments do in their
countries. The procedure would become impervious
to small changes in the curriculum, because it would
have a bank of data against which it would check
issues over time, so that we might track them and
receive regular information about a variety of them,
including not only attainment but attitudes,
aspirations, vocabulary and so on. I would ensure
that teachers had available to them good diagnostic
assessments of the type that I described. I would also
ensure that there was a full understanding of
assessment for learning among the pupils, and I
would continue to have national tests at the age of
11, but I would not put the results in league tables.
In fact, I would ensure that there were laws to
prevent that sort of thing from happening.

Q13 Fiona Mactaggart: Would you have to keep
them secret from parents?

Professor Tymms: No. Parents would be allowed to
go to aschool and ask for the results, but I would not
make the results the subject of newspaper reports,
with everyone looking at them in a sort of
voyeuristic way. There are real problems with those
tables, which are actually undermining the quality
and the good impact that assessment data can have.
We are forcing teachers to be unprofessional.
League tables are an enemy of improvement in our
educational system, but good data is not. We need
good data. We need to know the standards and
variations across time, but we do not need a
voyeuristic way of operating and pressure that
makes teachers behave unprofessionally.

Sir Michael Barber: At the risk of ruining Peter’s
reputation, I agree with a lot of that, and I want to
say a few things about it. First, as [ understand it, a
new regulator is due to be set up. An announcement
was made a couple of months ago by Ed Balls: I am
not sure where that has got to, but the
announcement was made in precise response to the
issues that Peter has raised. Personally, I have no
doubt about the professionalism of the QCA in the
past decade. It has done a good job, but it is
important that standards are not just maintained but
seen to be maintained. The new regulator will help
with that once it is up and running. Secondly, on
monitoring standards over time, as I said earlier,
particularly now that international benchmarking
has become so important not just here but around
the world, I would like the regulator to use samples
connected with those benchmarks and help to solve
the problems of getting schools to participate in
samples, which Peter mentioned. That would be
extremely helpful. I agree completely with Peter
about investing in teachers’ skills and giving them
the diagnostic skills to make them expert in
assessment for learning. When 1 debate the
programme for international student assessment
results with Andreas Schleicher, who runs PISA—he

is an outstanding person and it may be worth your
interviewing him—he says that virtually no country
in the world implements more of the policies that
would be expected to work according to the PISA
data than England, but that that has not yet
translated into consistent quality, classroom by
classroom. That is the big challenge, and what Peter
recommended would help to achieve it. Like Peter, I
would keep tests at 11. On league tables, the issue—
and I have this debate with head teachers a lot—is
that unless a law is passed, which I do not see as
terribly likely, there are only two options for the
schools system. One is that the Government, in
consultation with stakeholders, designs and
publishes league tables. The other is that one of the
newspapers does it for them. That is what happened
in Holland and it is happening, too, in Toronto and
in Finland. It happens with universities. If you talk
to university vice-chancellors, you find that they are
in despair because various newspapers and
organisations are publishing league tables of
university performance over which they have no
leverage. The data will be out there—this is an era of
freedom of information, so there is a choice between
the Government doing it or somebody else doing it
for them. If I were a head teacher, I would rather
have the Government do it—at least you can have a
debate with them—than have the Daily Mail or
another newspaper publish my league tables for me.
Professor Tymms: Can 1 pick up on that? I wish to
make two points about league tables. First, we
publish the percentage of children who attain a Level
4 and above, so if a school wants to go up the league
tables it puts its effort into the pupils who might just
get a Level 4 or a Level 3. It puts its efforts into the
borderline pupils, and it does not worry about the
child who may go to Cambridge one day and has
been reading for years, or the child with special
needs who is nowhere near Level 4. That is not going
to show up on the indicator, so we are using a
corrupting indicator in our league tables. Secondly,
if youlook at the positions of primary and secondary
schools in the league tables, you will find that
secondary schools are pretty solid in their positions
year on year, but primary schools jump up and
down. That is not because of varying teachers but
because of varying statistics. If a school has only 11
pupils and one gets a Level 4 instead of a Level 3, the
school is suddenly up by almost 10% and jumps
massively. There is a massive fluctuation, because we
produce league tables for tiny numbers of pupils. We
can include only children who are there from Key
Stage 1 to Key Stage 2 on the value added, which
often means there is turbulence in a school. We
should not publish for tiny numbers. The Royal
Statistical Society recommends always quoting a
measure of uncertainty for error, which is never
done in those tables. We have 20,000 primary
schools, and if the Government did not produce
tables that the newspapers could just pick up and put
in, it would require a pretty hard-working journalist
to persuade them to give the press their data. It
would be possible to make laws saying that you
cannot publish tables. Parliament makes laws saying
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that you should not have your expenses scrutinised,
so why can we not produce a law that says that
schools’ results should not be scrutinised?

Q14 Mr Slaughter: You said a few moments ago, Sir
Michael, that one of the purposes of national testing
at seven and 11 was to identify children who are in
difficulties. That sounds counter-intuitive. Would
you not expect teachers to know that anyway? If
testing has a role, is it not in assessing the needs of
individual children, just as testing is used, for
example, to assess the needs of people with a hearing
problem? Otherwise, it is likely to lead to buck
passing? If we test everybody, it almost becomes the
responsibility of the state or someone else to ensure
that everyone reaches a higher level. Given the
length of time that we have had testing, how far has
that become true? Stories in newspapers report the
reverse, and say that a substantial minority of
children still move onto secondary school without
those skills.

Sir Michael Barber: 1 am not arguing that national
curriculum tests alone will solve every child’s
problems. I agree strongly with what Peter said
about teachers developing the diagnostic skills to
diagnose such things. We want all teachers—I shall
focus on primary schools—to be able to teach
reading, writing, mathematics, and some other
things, well, and then develop over time the skills
needed to deal with individuals who fall behind. It is
very good to see Government initiatives, such as the
Every Child a Reader initiative, that pick up
children who fall behind. I am in favour of all that.
You need good diagnosis, which incidentally is one
of the features of the Finnish education system that
makes it so good—they diagnose these things early.
The national curriculum tests have spread
understanding among teachers of what the levels are
and of what being good at reading, writing and
mathematics looks like. They also enable the system
to identify that among not just individual students,
but among groups of students who have fallen
behind. The system has great data about particular
groups of students or schools that are falling behind,
which enables it to make informed decisions about
where to target efforts. My point is not just about
individual students, therefore, but about groups of
students or variations within the cohort. I shall
comment on the point about league tables. In the
end, the data will out—this is an era of freedom of
information. We can have a perfectly valid debate
about whether Level 4 is the right indicator.
However, the percentage achieving Level 5 went up
very rapidly during the early phase of the national
literacy strategy, which suggests that good teaching
is good teaching is good teaching. That was a result
of the combination of the accountability system and
the big investment in teachers’ skills.

Q15 Lynda Waltho: In evidence so far, we have
heard that the testing regime serves a large number
of purposes—specifically, end of key stage, school
accountability, assuring standards over time and
assessment for learning. I am getting the feeling that
there is not a lot of confidence that at least two of

those are being achieved. What about the others?
Can the system fulfil any of those purposes? Is it
working? Is it fit for purpose? I do not have the
impression that it is. As a former teacher and a
parent, I found the regime useful in all of those areas
at some point, but what is your assessment of its
capabilities across that range?

Professor Tymms: 1 do not think that it is being used
at all for assessment for learning. And I do not think
that it can be, except where it is used incidentally. It
provides a level against which teachers can set their
pupils. If a teacher in a high-achieving school could
judge her pupils, she would probably underestimate
them because she would base her judgment on those
she knows. The reverse would probably happen in a
low-achieving school. Standardised levels for
national tests give the firm ground on which a
teacher can make a judgment. That is a good thing.
It is there and it is being used. It gets information to
parents, but it has its downsides. I do not think that
testing is good at monitoring standards over time.
We are saying, “Take this test, and we will hold you
to account for the results and put them in league
tables. We will send in an Ofsted inspector and ask
you to assess your pupils and send us the results”.
That is an inherently problematic system. It is a little
difficult. Another inherently problematic thing is
having qualifications and curriculum in the same
body—the QCA. Somebody should design the
curriculum and somebody should assess it, but they
should be separate bodies. That is an unhealthy way
to operate a system. If we want to know what
standards are over time, we are far better off with an
independent body. If we change the curriculum—we
read in The Times that that will happen, and we hear
it regularly—and introduce an oral test, suddenly
Level 4 will not mean the same thing, because a
different curriculum will be assessed. We cannot
monitor standards over time, but by having an
independent body charged with monitoring
standards not just against the national curriculum
but against an international concept of mathematics
or reading, we can track things over time. We must
do different things. I come back to the need to
understand the special needs of the child and pick
out the child who already has a serious problem.
Teachers can assess their children pretty well, but
they cannot be expert in all the special needs—
varieties of dyslexia, dyscalculia, attention-deficit
hyperactivity disorder and so on—nor should they
be expected to be. However, they might spot a
problem with a child who needs to be assessed in
different ways, so tools to help the teacher help the
child and identify special needs and things falling
back or not going quite right to begin with would
make sense. Computerised diagnostic assessments
with bespoke tests in which the child uses
headphones to listen to the computer and is asked
questions according to how they respond is to be the
way of the future, but it cannot be the way of the
future for statutory assessments, which require a
new test every year to maintain security.

Q16 Lynda Waltho: There would be more tests
then.
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Professor Tymms: Different types, and probably less
testing. We have more testing if we have league
tables. It is the league tables that are our enemy.
Sir Michael Barber: 1 think that, on the whole, the
national curriculum tests are beneficial. I have a lot
of confidence in them, and I am always cautious in
advising anybody or any education system to move
too rapidly in changing assessment or qualifications,
as that involves a lot of risk. Nevertheless, one
should not stick with things for all time. I think that
they have been good tests and that they have been
good for accountability purposes. Along with the
supports that I mentioned earlier, they have helped
to drive improvement in the system. I agree with
Peter about the need for an independent body to
monitor standards over time—that is absolutely
right. The proposal that is currently being piloted in
400 or 500 schools—progression pilots in which
children are tested when they are ready for level
tests—is very promising, but it is all in the detail. If
that works, it could be beneficial in making sure that
children at all stages and ages are making progress.
The data show that, at present, there is a bit of drop-
off in progress for years 3 and 4, but we would be
able to move away from that if we had testing-when-
ready tests. There is a lot of promise in them, but, as
with any shift in the testing and assessment system,
it is all about getting the detail right.

Q17 Chairman: We can come back to your last
point. You mentioned a comment by Professor
Schleicher.
Sir Michael Barber: 1 do not think that Andreas
Schleicher is a professor, but he would be a very
worthy one.

Q18 Chairman: Can you guide us to what you were
quoting from?

Sir Michael Barber: 1 was quoting from a
conversation with him. Before using his comments
in the Committee, I checked that he was happy to be
quoted on the record. You can put the quote on the
record. He is quite happy to be quoted along the
lines that I gave.

Q19 Lynda Waltho: You both discussed whether
league tables were an enemy or a friend. It seems that
you have completely different ideas. I agree with
you, Sir Michael. I think that it is likely that the
newspapers will develop their own league tables. If
they do league tables about what we spend on our
breakfast at the House of Commons, they will do
league tables for school results, believe me. Would it
not be better if the Government set out explicitly the
full range of purposes for league tables; in effect, if
they explained the results better? Would that make
a difference, or am I just being a bit naive?

Professor Tymms: It would be interesting to try, but
I do not know. If I buy something, I never bother
reading the instructions until I get stuck. I would
guess that most people would just look down the
league tables and read the small print and headlines
to find out who is at the top and who is at the
bottom. When the league tables come out every year,
the major headlines that we see are whether boys

have done better than girls, or vice versa, or that one
type of school has come top. It is the same old thing
time and again, despite great efforts to steer
journalists in a different direction. I despair of league
tables, but it would certainly be worth trying
providing more information. I think that the Royal
Statistical Society’s recommendation not to give out
numbers unless we include the uncertainties around
them is a very proper thing to do, but it is probably
a bit late. The cat is out of the bag, and people are
looking at the league tables. Even if there is more
information, people will concentrate on the
headline figures.

Sir Michael Barber: Y ou can always look at how you
can improve a data system like that and explain it
better. 1 agree about that. I have been a strong
advocate of league tables—and not only in relation
to schools—because they put issues out in public and
force the system to address those problems. League
tables, not just in education, have had that benefit.
Going back some time, I remember lots of
conversations with people running local education
authorities. They would know that a school was
poor, and it would drift along being poor. That was
known behind closed doors, but nothing was done
about it. Once you put the data out in public, you
have to focus the system on solving those problems.
One reason why we have made real progress as a
system, in the past 10 to 15 years, in dealing with
school failure—going back well before 1997—is that
data are out in the open. That forces the system to
address those problems.

Professor Tymms: Why has it not got better then?
Sir Michael Barber: 1t has got significantly better.
We have far fewer seriously underperforming
schools than we had before.

Chairman: We do not usually allow one witness to
question another, but never mind. You can bat it
back.

Sir Michael Barber: 1t was a fair question.

Q20 Mr Chaytor: Looking at tables and
accountability, may I ask you a question, Michael?
In response to a remark from Peter, you said that it
isimportant not to rely on a single data set, but is not
that exactly the flaw of our system of league tables?
Whatever the level, whether in primary or secondary
school, the headline is the single data set. Is there any
other public institution or system of accountability
for public services in Britain that relies on a single
data set, other than that which we have in schools?
Do we use a single data set for hospitals, police
authorities or primary care trusts?

Sir Michael Barber: My remark about not relying on
a single data set was in reference to measuring
progress over time. That is why I referred to several
sets when we debated what had happened to literacy
in the past decade or more. That is what I meant.
You would triangulate the data sets. I think that
league tables based on national tests are perfectly
respectable and fit for that purpose. As I said in
answer to Lynda Waltho, it is not the case that you
cannot improve them; you can have a debate about
how to improve them. In the schools system, we do
not rely purely on tests and league tables to assess the
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quality of schools. We also have Ofsted inspection,
which considers the leadership and management of
schools, the ethos within them and the quality of
teaching as well as the standards that are achieved.
That is important because it creates a more rounded
picture of what schools are for.

Q21 Mr Chaytor: But in terms of accountability to
parents, which is the most significant—the 5 A to Cs
score, the percentage at Level 4 score or the Ofsted
report? The report is a broader document, but it is
also dominated by results—perhaps increasingly?
Sir Michael Barber: 1t takes account of results, but
it does not add anything new to them. However, it
looks at what is going on inside the school that
delivers those results. Some of the things that I
mentioned, such as quality of leadership and
management are lead indicators of what will happen
to results. With stronger leadership and better-
quality teaching, in time the results will improve. I
strongly support Ofsted inspection for that reason.
There are things that you can do to improve it all the
time. That is part of the task of the new chief
inspector, whom I understand you will interview
soon. You can debate that with her. As I understand
it—and you will know from your constituents—
parents consider performance in published test
results, but they also examine Ofsted reports and
take great interest in them when they come round.
Of course, they appear only once every three years as
opposed to every year.

Q22 Mr Chaytor: May I ask both of you, but
perhaps Peter first, what is the relationship between
the single data set of test results and pupil intake? We
can all agree that the quality of teaching is essential
to improvement, but is there received wisdom that
such-and-such a percentage of the outcome is
determined by the input?

Professor Tymms: A league table position is largely
determined by the intake of pupils to that school. It
might vary depending on how you analyse it, but if
you had measures of pupils on intake, that would
certainly explain more than 50% of the variants in
the results, and maybe up to 70% The amount that
is due to the quality of teaching is typically quoted
as being about 10 to 15% of the variants in secondary
schools, after intake is taken into account, which
means that we are down to about 5 to 7% of the
variation in the league tables being due to the quality
of the school-—maybe less, once everything is taken
into account. In primary schools it is slightly more,
but it is still dominated by the intake.

What we see in the league table is dominated by the
intake, so we talk about a school at the bottom end
of the league, but if we put all the schools in the table,
a lot of schools at the bottom would be special
schools, as they have children with severe learning
problems. We need to know what the intake is and
the progress made, and therefore the value added, in
order to make sense of the figures. A lot of mistakes
were made through judgments that schools at the
bottom of league tables were bad, because that was
not taken into account. It is quite difficult to take
that into account, but we are moving forward. That

is why the earlier measures are so important. Of
course, once there is teacher judgment, you can no
longer rely on outcome measures, as they are not
objective tests and teachers might do things to boost
their positions. The data become suspect.

Q23 Mr Chaytor: Would you accept that figure of
50 to 70%?

Sir Michael Barber: 1t varies from one system to
another, but home background is clearly a major
influence on outcomes. Nobody is debating that. We
recently published a report having examined some of
the best-performing systems in the world, which get
much higher consistency in the quality of teaching
and therefore the quality of outcomes than ours.
They seem to be better at overcoming the
disadvantage that children bring into a school. It is
important stuff—what do those systems do? I am
summarising a substantial report, but first, they
select great people into teaching. Even in the 21st
century, when young people have many options,
they are still getting great people into teaching. We
have done reasonably well on that in the past decade,
but nobody can be complacent. Secondly, they train
them really well, focusing on the quality of
classroom teaching. Thirdly, they do the sort of
things that Peter and I have been talking about—
they ensure that the processes in the schools,
assessment for learning and others, mean that each
teacher constantly improves their skills and their
ability to deliver great lessons for their students.
Fourthly, they have systems that do not write off any
student, as we were talking about earlier. They care,
they spot early when children are falling behind and
they pick them up and catch them up.

We could do all that. If we did—some schools do it
brilliantly—we would reduce the impact of home
background on the outcomes that students achieve.
That is what we must do, and publishing the data
puts that issue on the agenda in a way that nothing
else would.

Q24 Mr Chaytor: If there is a general consensus that
the relationship between home background and
pupil intake is the dominant explanation of a score
in the league table, is there not a dynamic built into
the system that there will always be failing schools?
From day one of the league tables, a certain number
of schools were at the bottom of the pile. The
existence of the league table reinforces the sense of
failure in those schools and there is almost a spiral
of decline. Is that not an inevitable consequence of a
league table system based on a single data set?

Professor Tymms: Yes, 1 think that you are quite
right. For example, you will find that fewer people
apply for headships in schools at the bottom of the
league table. Such schools have great difficulty
appointing heads—they might have to appoint
ordinary teachers—whereas there are enormous
numbers of applications to schools at the top of the
league table. Those schools have the pick of the
bunch which provides a positive reinforcement,
while others get worse and worse. It is the Matthew
effect in operation—“For whosoever hath, to him
shall be given”. That is a real concern. On the
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international differences between schools, it is right
to say that some countries have enormous variations
between schools and that others have very little
variation. In our country, there is a large variation—
we have private schools and some very tough
schools. However, if you go to the United States or
to China—bizarrely—you will find much greater
variations, largely because their schools are funded
by local taxes, which means that if you live in a poor
area, you have a poor school and poorly-paid
teachers. We have that a bit in this country owing to
the private system. A nice league table came out in
the Educational Researcher looking at qualifications
of teachers in schools according to affluence and
deprivation. In this country, you will typically find
that the more affluent the school, the higher the
qualifications and greater the experience of the
teachers. That trend is much more dramatic in some
countries, but in others it is actually reversed—they
put their apparently better teachers into tougher
schools in order to reverse that situation. We do not
do that kind of thing here; we do not even think that
that is possible. We have a serious discrepancy,
however, between those at the top and those at the
bottom. We know about that on an individual pupil
basis, but it is on a school basis as well, which is
reflected in the league tables.

Sir Michael Barber: 1 agree with what Peter said
about the US. You might suppose that schools
would enter a spiral of decline, but that is not what
happens or what the data show. The number of
schools achieving less than 30% five As to Cs has
dropped dramatically from more than 600 to about
50—1I cannot remember the data exactly, but they
are available. By putting the data in the open,
resources have been targeted to those schools, so
programmes such as the Excellence in Cities
programme, have helped struggling schools to
improve. We have seen bigger improvements in
some of those areas than in other parts of the
country. You could reinforce that further. I am
interested in what they have done in New York city
recently with their new accountabilities system,
under which a school gets double value for moving
forward a student in the bottom third of the
performance distribution. You could provide
greater incentives to moving forward students in the
bottom third. Programmes such as the Teach First
initiative and the Excellence in Cities programme
have got good teachers and head teachers into
disadvantaged schools. One of the reasons for that
has been the fact that the data are out in the open.
Professor Tymms: 1 cannot let that go. The advice
that we are hearing on payment by results is so
misguided. If teachers can get more money for their
schools according to the number of pupils, we have
a problem. We have a system in which teachers have
been paid according to their pupils’ progress. That is
an unhealthy system to advocate. That system
advocates schools and gives them more money
because they push more pupils forward, but they are
the ones producing those results. Again, you strain
professionality by going down that route.

Sir Michael Barber: May 1 correct that? With the
allocation of resources, you need to do that in order
to bring equity. I am not advocating anything other

than that. The Excellence in Cities programme gives
money to schools and areas because they suffer from
disadvantages compared with the average. The
resources are to bring greater equity. I am not sure
what Peter was commenting on, but I was not
making the point that he disagreed with.

Q25 Chairman: Peter, would you not want to
reward specialist teachers, even if they are charged
and do better with the most difficult students?
Professor Tymms: 1t is a very difficult problem. It
would be attractive to say that people doing better
should be paid more and promoted. However,
schools have promotion systems already that reward
those teachers. We should not pay them according to
their year’s results or tell them, “If your pupils get
Level 4s we will give you more money.” They are the
very teachers invigilating those pupils. They are the
ones opening those papers and giving out the results.
Making that direct link would strain professionality
too much. Furthermore, we are talking about one or
two pupils getting an extra result in one year
compared with the previous year. That is too close to
the bone. It is not the way to go. We need to distance
ourselves from that direct link with pupils’ marks on
papers and from rewarding head teachers for
moving up the league tables. Let us consider the
percentage of five As to Cs in secondary schools. Of
course, many more students have achieved that and
many more schools do that, but students are just
entered for a few more tests. That is largely what
happened, and largely what caused the
improvement. The underlying quality of the
improvement is not there to be shown. Many
students who would not previously have been
entered for GCSEs now are, but that does not mean
that standards have changed. We must be careful
how we define schools that are doing badly and those
that are doing well.

Q26 Ms Butler: On that point, do you think that the
contextual value added data play a role in how we
weight pupils who have done better after coming in
at the lower end of the spectrum?

Sir Michael Barber: 1 think that contextual value
added data is important, because it helps us to
understand the system in a way that cannot be done
without it, so I am strongly in favour of it. The
quality of the data in our system is now better than
it has ever been, and compares very well
internationally. The ability to do value added
analysis on individual pupil level data, which we
now have in the national system, is a huge benefit.
We need contextual value added data as well as raw
data, because when students reach the age of 16, they
may go into the labour market with everyone else, so
it is not enough to take account just of value added.
People need to reach a basic standard that gives
them access, hopefully, to higher education or to
work. I am in favour of the raw results being used
and thought about to drive action, but I am also in
favour of contextual value added data being
available so that we can understand what impact
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policies and schools are having on the system. It is
helpful to understand the system, but it is not
enough on its own to drive equity in outcomes.
Professor Tymms: Yes, value added is vital and helps
us to understand, but the way in which it is
calculated is important. Contextual value added is
one way of calculating it, but we must be careful. For
example, when looking at the progress made by
children in maths and reading at Key Stage 1 to Key
Stage 2, and value added, we ask what children
normally get given those Level 1 results, and what
did they get at Level 2? If they did better than most
children with the same starting point, that is
essentially the value added, but in a broader value
added system, we might take account of children’s
home background, ethnicity, age and so on. There
we must be careful. For example, in the system
children from a poor background do not do well, so
if such children fall by the wayside and do less well
on average when progressing from Key Stage 1 to
Key Stage 2, our value added system, which takes
that into account, assumes that that is all right. In
fact, it may be the system that is making them fall by
the wayside, because we are excusing bad
performance. Contextual value added, which tries to
take everything into account, brushes that under the
carpet, and we must expose it and see what is
happening. There are different ways of looking at
value added, and in Durham we always give schools
different ways of looking at that, so that they can see
it is one way or another. That is important. In the
United States, a couple of great researchers, Doug
Willms and Steve Raudenbush, talk about two types
of value added: type A and type B. Parents want to
know how their child will progress at a school. They
want to know pupils’ scores at the beginning and
later, so that they know what is likely to happen in
that school. That is type A value added. An
administrator might ask how well the school is
doing, given its circumstances. We know that pupils
progress less well in schools in tough areas, so
various schools should be looked at to see how well
they are doing. Those are different types of value
added. A system that says there is one type of value
added—core  contextual  value added—is
misleading, because we need much more
information. We can get that information, and it can
improve the system. Good information for parents,
for administrators and for the country is vital.

Sir Michael Barber: For the record, I agree totally.
That is one reason why national curriculum
assessment for all students is an important part of
being able to generate such data.

Q27 Mr Chaytor: May I pursue one more issue? On
the choice and setting of targets at Key Stage 2,
Level 4 is seen as the point below which children
have failed. However, am I not right in thinking that
when the key stage system was established in 1988,
Level 4 was chosen as the average level of
performance? My question is twofold. First, will
there come a point at which the failure threshold will
have to move up to Level 57 Secondly, what does the
research suggest about the impact on children’s
enjoyment of learning and on their motivation when

they start their secondary school career knowing
that they have failed and that they have been labelled
by the local newspaper as having failed? What is the
link between targets and enjoyment and motivation?
Professor Tymms: They are really good questions, so
I shall do my best to answer them. First, on the
targets, of course we have had a shift in standards so
that Level 4 is not the Level 4 with which we started.
That does not make too much sense. Further, we
should think about targets in terms of the value-
added approach: you see where the children were
and where they are likely to go and not in terms that
Level 4 is good and below Level 4 is bad. For some
pupils, Level 3 is a great result and a real success; for
others, Level 4 is a dreadful fallback from where they
were. So, when thinking about where we expect to
go, we must think in those terms—about progress,
rather than about absolute levels. A teacher or a
school should be held to account only for the
progress that their children make, not for the level
that they attain. We must keep that in mind. The
targets that are imposed are not the best ones; we
should use targets that come from within. In the
research into targets and whether if I set myself a
target I do better, it is clear that targets really work
on relatively simple tasks—such as chopping down
trees and washing dishes. On complex targets, such
as teaching and running a school, targets do not
work, and that is where ownership comes in. We
have got ourselves in a bit of a tizz over the targets.
The research into fear of failure and so on is a
complicated area. It is clear that young children, as
they go through life, are predestined to fail in some
things and succeed in others. In a sense, they expect
that to happen and then to “Try harder and I’ll do
better.” They are resilient in terms of a little failure
and a little success. However, we do not want to slap
down children who have done remarkably well to get
to a Level 3 from where they started. It is an error to
label them as failures, and it is also problematic to
label their school as a failure, because they feel that
in themselves. I have not seen research into the exact
issue that you described, but I reviewed research into
the feelings of children towards reading over the
years. In our data, we saw that they stayed fairly
constant over time, but other data suggest that
children are less positive towards books than they
used to be. We know that when they get older, they
get less positive, which is a feature of education in
general, and we know that boys more than girls
become less positive as they get older, so by the time
primary school finishes, there is a set of disaffected
boys moving on to secondary school. They do not
like school. If asked “Do you like school?”, they say
no. “Do you look forward to school?” “No.” “Do
you like your teachers?” “No”. They then goonto a
secondary school that has to start with the kids from
where they are, and that is a pretty tough job. We
must worry about these things, and any national
monitoring system should examine attitudes, self-
esteem, welfare and physical growth—all the issues
coming out of Every Child Matters. We do not have
that yet.

Q28 Chairman: May I take you back to the first part
of David’s question and to the question before that?
We pushed you on why you are so resistant to
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payments by results—for getting good achievement
out of young people who are less easy to teach. We
have had a system for years whereby, as I
understand it, if you were the high mistress of St.
Paul’s in the City or of King Edward’s boys or girls
school, you had a wonderful group of highly
motivated kids who had passed all sorts of
examinations to get in. If you did not get wonderful
results out of them, serious questions would be
asked. The people teaching such groups have always
received the best pay, but you are making anti-
Freud—I mean David Freud—points. You would
not incentivise somebody who did a really good job
of taking the most difficult youngsters and bringing
them up further than you would expect. Why are you
so resistant to that?

Professor Tymms: 1 am resistant to the direct link
between the marks of those kids and the pay of their
teachers. I am not against reward, and I am not
against paying teachers for good results and [ am not
against getting good teachers in and rewarding them
or paying teachers more if they are working in tough
circumstances and doing a good job. But a broader
decision needs to be made by the head, or perhaps by
others, to say, “This teacher is doing well and is
worthy of good pay.” It is the direct link to the marks
that I worry about. That is where the devil lies.

Sir Michael Barber: 1 shall come to David’s
question. However, I think that, within the
framework set for national pay and conditions, head
teachers should make the decisions about who to
reward. I think that for the system to do that from
outside for individual teachers is complicated and
likely to be damaging. However—I think I am
agreeing with Peter here—whole-school rewards for
making real progress, particularly in disadvantaged
areas, would be wholly positive. Obviously, you
have to get the detail right of how that works. On
David’s question, I agree with Peter that the system
should get into measuring some of these wider
outcomes, including enjoyment, motivation, and so
on. I think that that is something that Ofsted
inspection could do better in future. Ofsted
inspection has been beneficial, but you could do
more of that and use it to get into some of those
issues, as indeed some systems are now thinking
about—for example, in Victoria, Australia. I have
written a book about Government targets called,
Instruction to Deliver. You could look at the
arguments for and against and the mistakes that
were made, but you could also look at the benefits
from really good targets that focus on the essence of
the business. So I will not go into that. A good target
can inject real ambition into a system. However, I
should really like to address the Level 4 question.
When I look at the 21st century, I see a labour
market that is going to demand very high skills, not
just in terms of reading, writing and mathematics,
but in respect of rounded human beings able to work
in teams and so on. I see a very demanding labour
market for the young people coming through. The
rest of their lives, too, will be very demanding: there
are a lot of challenges in the 2Ist century. It is
absolutely right that we are demanding more of our
system than when the levels in the national

curriculum were founded in 1988. Level 4 was
chosen for the end of primary school because it is for
reading and writing well, not just for basic reading
and writing. A child who gets Level 3 can read
perfectly well if you put a book in front of them, but
reading and writing well is what gives you access to
the secondary curriculum and that is what we have
got to keep focused on. Sometimes I have the feeling
that people believe—I know that some teachers and
heads feel like this, because we have had this
debate—that the Government imposed all these
targets. However, the truth is that the targets, in
effect, are the demands placed by the 21st century:
the Government are a mediator of those and
sometimes they get it right and sometimes they get it
wrong. But we would be betraying our young people
if we did not set out for them the demands of the
future that they are going into. Therefore, we should
be trying to get a school system that can match up to
and meet those standards.

Q29 Mr Chaytor: Looking at Key Stage 4, is
Warwick Mansell, in his book on testing and
assessment, right to be scandalised by the extent of
teacher intervention in the production of GCSE
coursework?

Professor Tymms: 1 do not know enough about this.
Sir Michael Barber: 1 have not read Warwick
Mansell’s book.

Chairman: We always like it when witnesses say, “I
don’t know.” It is the people who give us an opinion
on everything, even if they do not know it, that we do
not like. We are grateful for that. Stephen wants to
do a postscript on this section and move on to the
next section.

Q30 Stephen Williams: Perhaps our witnesses could
never be politicians. Just a quick supplementary to
David’s line of questions, particularly to Sir
Michael, who seems to be the main enthusiast for
league tables. Just to be clear, is it Sir Michael’s
preference that, if league tables are going to exist, it
would be better if the Government designed them,
included all the variables on the tables, and
published them like that? Is that basically what you
would recommend?

Sir Michael Barber: If 1 have understood the
question correctly—

Stephen Williams: At the moment, newspapers
create league tables. The Evening Standard printed a
league table, which I read on Thursday morning in
London, and the Bristol Evening Post, which I saw
when I got home in the afternoon, had a completely
different league table, which was much better
because it included free school meals, special
educational needs students, the number of people
entered and was measuring Level 4 rather than Level
5, which is what the Evening Standard seemed to be
concerned about. So we had two completely
different league tables at either end of the railway
line. Would it better if the Government said that
they were the league tables and that is what should
be published?
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Sir  Michael Barber: 1 apologise for my
misunderstanding. The Government should put the
data out in formats that vary over time, and that is
what has been happening. When the data is out
there, individual newspapers can vary it. I was
warning against the Government saying that they
would not publish league tables at all, but the data
getting out there and newspapers making up a set of
league tables as happens in some countries and,
indeed, in relation to higher education now. The fact
that the Government are debating what should be in
the league tables, which is after all public
information that sets the standard for the system
and gives parents information along with the various
stakeholders, is right. Once the information is out
there, newspapers can do what they choose.

Q31 Stephen Williams: I went to school in South
Wales and, even though I do not like league tables,
my natural curiosity leads me to want to know how
Mountain Ash comprehensive school does in the
league tables but I cannot find out. There are no
league tables in Wales, so even though pupils sit the
same public examinations as in England, there are
no league tables. Does it necessarily follow that
newspapers will create them if the data are not
published?

Sir Michael Barber: Obviously, we shall see over
time, but that is what has been happening around the
world. One of the things that the Programme for
International Student Assessment report says is that
there is trend towards published public information
about school performance. Indeed, that is associated
with positive things in the PISA results.

Chairman: Let us look at grade inflation.

Q32 Stephen Williams: Every August, we go
through the season of the three sets of SATs. Key
stage results are published, as are A-levels and
GCSEs. Different sections of the national media and
commentators bemoan the declining standards
compared with the time when they sat their
examinations and so on. Is it the opinion of either of
you that there really has been grade inflation at
GCSE and A-level?

Professor Tymms: 1 shall respond by quoting the
analysis of Dr Robert Coe of the data, which I can
provide for the Committee, if necessary. We used
our data in the Curriculum, Management and
Evaluation Centre to examine matters. The way in
which we analysed matters was to take data based on
general developed ability, say, two years before
GCSE and then look at the grades that the student
gained at GCSE.

Q33 Stephen Williams: Key Stage 3 through to
GCSE.

Professor Tymms: It was two years before. There is
an assessment at he beginning of year 10 and then we
look at the grades that were achieved. We can do
that over many years. We take pupils with a
particular level of ability and see what grades they
get. Generally, we find pretty flat lines at GCSE.
Standards appear to have been maintained at GCSE
over several years. There is a little fluctuation

according to some subjects, some of which
apparently get easier while some apparently get a bit
harder. However, the headline is pretty well
standard. A2-level tells us quite a different story. If
we use the same ability test, at the beginning of A2-
level, and look at the grades, we find that pupils of a
particular ability are getting higher and higher
grades and have been for many years. In fact, if we
went back some years, a D in mathematics might be
the equivalent of getting a B now. That is quite a big
jump. The biggest change is in mathematics, but it is
less in others and there is a big difference in different
subjects. It is complicated subject, but we were
talking about fit for purpose. If we consider the
purpose of A-level and selection for university, we
see that Durham University’s law department is
inundated by students with straight As. The position
is similar at Oxford and Cambridge, so to
distinguish between them we create a market for
producing tests for the selection of more students.
The A-levels should have been doing that. We have
a problem with the levels at A-level. So many
students are getting As that we now need to
distinguish between them.

Q34 Chairman: But only 20,000 students get three
straight As out of all the people who take A-level.
That must put matters into perspective.

Professor Tymms: Yes, but if you went back you
would find that 30% used to fail A-level and get
below an E. Now the number is down to just a few
per cent. with straight failed A-levels. There has been
a dramatic shift.

Stephen Williams: The 20,000 straight As would be
enough to fill up all the departments at the top
universities in the country.

Chairman: I am sorry, but it depends on what you
call top universities.

Q35 Stephen Williams: Professor Tymms is saying
that he accepts that there is grade inflation at A-
level. How many people got a 2.1 at Durham 20
years ago compared with how many people get a
2.1 now?

Professor Tymms: There has been grade inflation
there, but I do not know specifically about Durham
University. I know about Harvard University.

Q36 Stephen Williams: Universities moan about the
entry standards at A-level, but when I looked at it,
lo and behold, I saw that the number of people
getting 2.1 and firsts has gone up, because no one
wants a 2.2 any more.

Professor Tymms: 1 am not going to defend that.
Sir Michael Barber: Peter probably knows better
than me the data on A-levels. I just want to make one
general point at the beginning. I believe that the kids
coming out of our schools now are the best educated
generation in history, and that owes a lot to the
reforms and investment of the past 10 to 20 years.
The kids do not get the credit that they deserve for
that. They get run down a lot in the media, and that
is a big problem. I very strongly believe that today’s
kids are the best educated generation in history.
However, that is not to say that that is good or
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equitable enough; I would like it to be better. I talked
about the challenges of the 21st century, but I am
very pleased that this generation is the best educated
in history because of the problems facing not just
this country but the planet generally over the next 10
to 20 years. That requires a well educated
generation. My second point goes back to what we
were saying before. Having a new independent
exams regulator, as proposed by Ed Balls, will really
help in this area. I hope that that will come to pass.
Thirdly, the arrangements for doing A-level
exams—retaking modules and so on—enable more
young people to succeed. That may be one of the
factors why Peter—and he may want to comment on
this—sees what he is seeing. On GCSEs, I am glad to
hear what Peter has to say. I believe—and I got into
trouble for this in my first few months in the
Department in 1997—that in the very early years of
GCSEs, between 1988 and 1990, there was an
element of grade inflation. There is an account of
this debate in my book. The progressive changes in
the QCA since then have tightened it up and held the
standard rather well.

Q37 Stephen Williams: I was going to ask about the
variables. I am sure that the National Union of
Teachers and other teaching unions would say that
we have the best qualified teaching profession that
we have ever had, and that the quality of teaching is
very high. However, is it also because the structure
of the exams has changed? The modular system has
been mentioned and the fact that you can retake
modules. Therefore, can we really compare results
now with those 10, 15 or 20 years ago, which the
newspapers tend to do?

Professor Tymms: 1 recommend that the Committee
talks to Dr Robert Coe, who has specifically studied
the subject. I can just talk in general about it. There
are several factors why that might have happened.
Lots of things have changed here, so a direct
comparison is not straightforward. However,
modular has happened and there are more students.
If you have more students, you want to aim your
grades at the students in front of you; that is a
natural thing to do. Yes, we wanted more people to
go to university, so we have had to lower A-level
standards in order to get them there. So there is a
natural logic to this. I worry about the standards of
mathematics and physics for students at the top end.
I would look at the quality of syllabuses that are
being covered and talk to mathematicians, physicists
and chemists about what is actually happening. We
need more scientists, and more scientists at a very
high level. We need more people motivated to study
science. There is a tendency to think that if we make
those exams and give more grades, we will get more
people studying it. Actually, some of the bright kids
are challenged by really hard subjects and to make
them easier is not helpful. It is a complicated
situation, and attracting more people to science is
perhaps outside our scope here.

Q38 Stephen Williams: Given that grades have gone
up, and that is a given fact, does that mean that the
standards themselves have been debased?

Professor Tymms: No, it does not automatically
mean that. You need to look at this in more detail in
order to check that. I am telling you that students
with the same ability are getting higher grades, so
you could argue that there has been better teaching
between now and then, and that might indeed be the
case, but we need to look at the standard setting and
see what we mean by equivalent standards. This is a
complicated area which evolves. No doubt the
Committee will have heard of the Flynn effect. If you
take non-verbal ability measures across the western
world for the past 25 to 50 years, you will see that
they have been rising steadily. People appear to be
getting taller and cleverer. They are more able to do
things that they have never done before. The same is
not true for verbal skills. We also have the anti-
Flynn effect. You will see a decrease in Piagetian
levels of children just finishing primary school—
Michael Shayer’s work on that is very important.
Why has that happened? Is it because we are taking
away the Piagetian work in the early parts of
primary schools that are now not focusing on that
early development through play and so on? It is
difficult to know that, but these are general patterns
that we are seeing across the western world.

Sir Michael Barber: 1 can definitely say that my
memory is not improving over time, but I just want
to raise three general points. One is that I think that
the quality of teaching and the quality of the
teachers that we are recruiting have improved
significantly. 1 think that young people are more
motivated than they were 20 or 30 years ago. A lot
of people in those days expected to get jobs in
unskilled and semi-skilled work forces and did not
need to try hard in school. This is the challenge for
the future—we need to think about how we as a
culture prepare ourselves for the 21st century as I
described. There is an element in our culture that
assumes that, if more children are passing exams,
standards must have got worse. We must guard
against that. We need a culture from business,
universities, parents and the school system saying
that more and more children can achieve high
standards. That is what we need, and that is what we
want to see in the 21st century.

Q39 Stephen Williams: One final question. Is it the
Flynn or the Finn effect?
Professor Tymms: Flynn.

Q40 Stephen Williams: I heard about it on Start the
Week this morning, and someone was pouring cold
water on it, saying that factored backwards, it
implies the Victorians were stupid, when clearly they
were not. If grades have been inflated, and if it is
accepted that roughly 90% of those who pass A-
levels now go to university rather than straight into
work, as was the case when I took them, are A-levels
fit for purpose?

Professor Tymms: You really need to ask what the
purpose is. If the purpose is straight selection to
university, there is a problem at the top end with that
differentiation. We need more differentiation, and if
we do not get that right, other systems will come in—
people will produce their own American SATs for
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selection to university, or a new law test. That will
undermine the purpose of A-levels, which have been
a very good motivator in our colleges and sixth
forms. There are some great teachers working in that
area, and it would undermine that. There is another
question about whether A-levels are fit for purpose.
Do they prepare students well for their next stage of
study? Again, it is quite complicated. AQA’s
research committee has been investigating whether
that is the case. It has gone to the law departments
and psychology departments to find out whether
they believe that law and psychology A-levels and so
on are useful. There is another issue out there. There
are never straightforward answers, but we need to
ask the questions. Are the students going on to
university actually able to do those kinds of thing?
People are always complaining about maths and
reading, so we see four-year courses instead of three-
year courses because students apparently have not
done enough maths. If you are just asking straight
whether they are fit for purpose, I do not think that
they are fit for purpose at the top end for selection,
but for the rest they do pretty well. I should add one
other thing about A-level standards. It has to do
with the setting of standards over time. I talked
earlier about setting standards for key stage
assessments over time. The way that it is done for
Key Stage 2, for example, is multifarious. There are
lots of ways to maintain the standards over time, but
one way is to take the students who do the key stage
assessment this year and give a proportion of them
next year’s test secretly to see how they do—pre-
testing it with the next people and seeing what level
they were given last year. It is not a perfect system,
but it is an interesting way to do it. A-levels and
GCSEs get no pre-testing. All the standard-setting is
done afterwards on the basis of statistical
relationships and judgments. No items used last year
are used this year. In something like the programme
for international student assessment, they do the
tests, release half the items and keep some so they
can be used next year to standardise next year’s test.
It is the same with the progress in international
reading literacy study. A-levels and GCSEs do not
have any pre-testing, which may be an issue that
needs to be faced up. Most of the systems in the
world have pre-testing.

Chairman: I am aware that we have two sections to
complete this evening, and some of us want to hear
Ed Balls in another place later. Sir Michael.

Sir Michael Barber: 1 will be brief. In an era when we
are moving towards everybody staying compulsorily
in full-time or part-time education until 18, which I
believe to be absolutely right, A-levels are clearly not
the whole answer to the challenge. To pick up on the
point about fitness for purpose, we need to get
apprenticeships working well. I spent Friday
afternoon with some apprentices at the Rolls-Royce
plant in Derby—a fascinating conversation. We
need to get the new Diplomas to work well. We
should make the international baccalaureate
available. I am in favour of developing a range of
possible qualifications for young people, so that we
can have qualifications fit for the whole cohort, all of

them have something to aim for and all of them go
into the labour market with qualifications that have
real value.

Q41 Chairman: If we want young people to stay on
until 18, the natural school leaving age for learning
and skills progression, what is the point of having a
major exam at 16? Is it not becoming redundant?
Sir Michael Barber: When the full 14-19 programme
is working well, the debate will change. I do not
think that we are there yet, but I agree that that
might well be part of the debate, absolutely.

Q42 Mrs Hodgson: 1 would like to move on to
models of assessment, but I have a bit of a cold, so
you must excuse my deep voice. I understand that,
at the moment, the Government are doing about 500
pilots in schools on Making Good Progress. I
understand that currently the main purposes of
assessment are listed as points one to four. I just
wanted to say something about point four:
assessment for learning, improving both learning
and teaching. I know that this Committee has heard
my views on the personalised teaching agenda and I
know that it is making good progress, emphasising
more  informal  teacher  assessment and
personalisation in teaching. Regarding
personalisation of teaching, should it not be
specialisation in teaching? I say that because it
touches on one of the things that I am concerned
about, as the Chairman is well aware. Earlier, Sir
Michael, you said, “The sooner you know the
problem, the easier it is to fix it.” So you probably
can guess where I am going. I wonder why, when you
were advising the Department for Education and
Employment on the literacy hour and numeracy
hour, you did not suggest that, when children are
identified with, say, dyslexia, there should be
specialist dyslexia teachers in every school to work
with those children? So, getting back to the models
of assessment and bearing my particular interest in
mind, do you think that the current Key Stage tests
remain the appropriate model of assessment and, if
they are not, what alternatives would you suggest?

Sir Michael Barber: First of all, by the way, when 1
worked in the Department for Education and
Employment on the literacy and numeracy hours
and all of that, I had detailed conversations with the
Dyslexia Institute and the British Dyslexia
Association. Ken Follett, who is very actively
involved in that world, was somebody whom I
talked to often, and incidentally I still do talk to him.
I think that what you say is right, that once you get
really good teaching consistently across the cohort
of literacy, most children will make progress, and
then the ones that have a problem, whether it is
dyslexia or something else, will be easier to identify.
I think that the problem, if you go back before the
literacy and numeracy strategies, was that children
who had a problem got muddled up in the cohort,
because nobody had invested in the teacher’s skills
to teach reading, writing and mathematics in the way
that they are now generally able to do. So I
completely agree with your point. Whether you use
the word “personalisation” or “specialisation”, I
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believe very strongly that, as soon as a child is
identified as having a problem such as dyslexia, there
needs to be specialist people available to advise and
help. Importantly, they need to advise the child on
how to catch up with the cohort and not sink further
behind the cohort. That is really important. I think
that the progression pilots that you referred to,
which the Government are running now, will
effectively involve testing when ready; when the
teacher thinks that a child is ready to go to the next
level, they will use a single level test. That system has
a lot of potential and we talked about it earlier in the
Committee. I have been an advocate of just-in-time
testing since the mid-1990s, when I published a book
called The Learning Game, but they have to get the
detail right. That is why I think that it is important
that this type of testing is being piloted.

Professor Tymms: 1 have talked about the present
system, so I will not add to what I have said about
that. Let me just pick up on the teacher judgment
and the single level test, because I read about that in
The Times today and I had read some previous
material in tender documents finalising the test data.
I just wonder if T have got it right. Apparently, under
this system the teachers will make judgments, then
the pupils will do the tests and that information will
be used to feed in to the information going in to
league tables and so on. However, now we have cut
off the test, which is security, and we are relying on
the teacher judgment, but the teachers will be judged
by their judgments. Surely that cannot be the way
that the system will operate. That is one thing that
puzzles me here. The second thing is that, if we are
going to have a single test to do that, we know that,
at the moment, the tests, say at Key Stage 2, which I
regard as good, reliable, valid tests, have pretty big
margins of error when it comes to assessing a
particular level of a child. Therefore, by focusing on
a single level, they will be less accurate than that.
That will be worrying about the quality of the data,
so I would be keen to see the results of the trials that
are being done and whether that system is viable and
produces good, reliable data on those students. I
also noted that it suggests two tests a year for a pupil,
rather than one, which seems a strange route to take.
Thinking more broadly about the personalised and
specialised learning, I have some sympathy with
what you are saying about the specialised learning,
but I also have sympathy for the personalised
learning. With regard to the assessment that we use
currently for children just starting school, there are
some children whose vocabulary levels are extremely
low, most are pretty good for children of that age
and some children at the top are quite exceptional—
some of them start school with higher language
levels than some of the 11-year-olds leaving primary
school. The teacher of such a class has to deal with
that group year on year with that phenomenal range
in mathematics, language and reading, and that is
mixed-ability teaching, which means that you have
to do something different with different children in
the same class. There are other models: I mentioned
the computerised diagnostic assessment earlier. In
fact, in Northern Ireland, from this term, all 900
primary schools will not do SATs, but will do

computerised diagnostic assessments that will give
information to the teacher on the strengths and
weaknesses of individual children so that they can
improve that with the feedback. Therefore, there is a
different model operating there, and we could look
at how those things are operating differently.

Q43 Mrs Hodgson: With regard to what alternative
you would suggest, what jumped out at me was that
Making Good Progress has been called a one-way
ratchet because the teacher will decide when the
child is ready for that test. A child might consistently
get bad tests, but if they are re-tested on a good day
the ratchet will go up. There is never a chance,
however, for the child to be levelled down, so it could
just be that they have a good test on a good day. It
therefore produces high levels of certainty so that
misclassification is minimised, or re-testing of
doubtful cases does not happen. I have not got the
full details of Making Good Progress, but 1 do not
know if there are any alternatives available instead
of the new single level tests.

Professor Tymms: Yes, within our centre we run the
Performance Indicators in Primary Schools project
for schools. Many schools do the test with the
children every year, and we look at year on year
progress. They get flat graphs on that, or computer
diagnostic assessments would do that—there are
plenty of systems out there. This is just one system,
and I really think that we need to look at the trials
and the statistics on that to see how well they look.
We need to monitor the progress of children and
spot them when they are falling by the wayside.

Sir Michael Barber: Clearly, there are alternative
systems. The technical details of the progression
pilots need to be worked through to ensure that the
problems that you and Peter have drawn attention
to do not occur. I think that there is a lot of promise
in them, but the detail will be crucial, as I have said
consistently. I know that Committees are criticised
for travelling, so maybe you could do this by reading
papers or by video conference, but if I were you, I
would look at what is being done in New York City,
Hong Kong, where the secondary curriculum is
being completely reorganised, and Ontario, where
the literacy and numeracy programme, which was
originally modelled on ours, is being built on and
taken forward. These examples all have
implications.

Q44 Mrs Hodgson: You mentioned personalised
learning. I went on a delegation to Sweden that
looked at the free school model that is used there,
and I was very interested in how they really do focus
on personalised learning, as they stream the children
according to ability, not age. You might have one
nine-year-old who was in with 1l-year-olds for
numeracy, but in with seven-year-olds for literacy.
The children are mixed up according to their ability,
which is very interesting.

Professor Tymms: In Bob Slavin’s Success for All
programme, he points to the good research evidence
for bringing together children with the same reading
age some time in the week. So that is an interesting
way forward.
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Sir Michael Barber: 1 agree with that.
Chairman: Dawn has waited extremely patiently to
ask about the unintended consequences of testing.

Q45 Ms Butler: Sir Michael, you mentioned our
basically being future-proof, and I completely agree:
we have to make sure that we teach young people for
the future, and the Government are right still to
focus on maths, English and science as the core
subjects. My first question is about testing. Professor
Tymms, you said that it was not the testing, but the
pre-testing that was the problem for the younger
kids. You then said that there was no pre-testing for
GCSEs and A-levels. What are the effects of that
amount of testing on children, teachers and schools?
Professor Tymms: 1 am using “pre-testing” with two
different meanings, so I must clarify that. What I
meant in relation to setting standards was that the
exam-awarding bodies did not pre-test the GSCE
tests before they gave them out for real. What I
meant in relation to primary schools was that the
schools themselves take past papers and get their
kids to redo them. Of course, that happens at GCSE
as well—pupils will have mocks and practise this and
that. The teachers do lots of previous work, but the
pre-test is done at key stage assessments by QCA or
whoever is employed to do it; it does not happen at
A-level and the rest in the standard setting. That just
clarifies the point.

Q46 Ms Butler: Wonderful. So what do you think
the effects of that amount of testing are on children,
teachers and schools?

Professor Tymms: They are multifarious. When you
set up a system, you never quite know what is going
to happen, and there are lots of unexpected
consequences. We have to worry about the focus and
the narrowing of the curriculum. Of course, we want
to get reading, writing and maths right, but we also
want drama and physical activity—we want to keep
the children physically active—and there is evidence
that that has decreased. In fact, in 2002, with Andy
Wiggins, I did a survey comparing Scottish schools
and English schools and found evidence of the
narrowing of the curriculum, a blame culture in the
classroom and so on. We need to watch such things
to see what is happening—we need to track and
monitor the monitoring. There are unintended
consequences, including a focus on borderline
children, which is an unhealthy thing. There is a
focus on the ones who are likely to get the 4 A*s to
C or the children who are not going to get Level 4.
Little clubs are therefore set up to work on the
borderline children, rather than the child with
special needs. Lots of peculiar things go on as a
result.

Sir Michael Barber: When 1 worked in the delivery
unit, we looked at a lot of targets and data sets, and
people  predicted perverse or unintended
consequences. We used to say, “Obviously, you
should just predict the ones you think will happen
and then we’ll check.” If you focused on street crime,
for example, the police would predict that other
crimes would get worse. In fact, that is not what
happened, but it is always worth checking those

things. On the level boundaries, we found that
although the target was about Level 4, the
percentage achieving Level 5 rose very rapidly, even
though that was not the borderline at stake. Good
teaching is good teaching, just as good policing is
good policing. I would like to say two other things.
Literacy and numeracy underpin the whole
curriculum, and unless you get them right in primary
school, young people will be held back in all kinds of
ways, including in drama and all the other things
that really matter. The second thing that I want to
say is that, on the whole, the schools that do best
academically also do best in a wider set of outcomes,
because they are well-run institutions teaching well
and doing everything properly. That is not a perfect
fit, but it is generally the case. It is absolutely right to
focus on literacy and numeracy, but of course you
also want the wider curriculum for young people.

Q47 Ms Butler: That leads me to my next question.
Would the performance and so on of schools be
improved if we used a separate mechanism, such as
reforming Ofsted inspections? You talked about
Ofsted looking at all the different variations such as
the leadership of schools and so on. Would
improving Ofsted inspections improve schools and
their overall performance?

Sir Michael Barber: Peter may want to come in,
because he has had strong views for many years on
Ofsted, but I think that Ofsted should constantly
keep its inspection process under review. Since
Ofsted was set up in its current form, it has been a
positive influence on the schools system over the past
10 to 15 years, but it can always get better. As
implied in your question, it should be the institution
that looks at those wider things, including the ethos
of the school, which matters so much, and its
comments on them should get you in, beneath,
below and around the data from the tests. Ofsted
should constantly keep its processes under review.
My view is that all processes, including leadership
training, professional development for teachers and
Ofsted, should focus in the next decade on achieving
a consistent quality of classroom teaching. I quoted
Andreas Schleicher, who said we are doing more of
the right things than any other system in the world
in England, but we have not yet had the impact on
consistent classroom quality, so I should like to see
Ofsted, professional development and leadership
development all focusing on that, because it is the
central challenge for our schools system.

Professor Tymms: Just before Ofsted changed to its
present system, a paper was published by Newcastle
university—by Shaw, Doug Newton and others—in
which the authors compared the GCSE results of a
school shortly after an Ofsted inspection with what
it normally achieved. They showed that immediately
after the inspection, their results were worse, which
is interesting, considering the amount of money that
was spent just to frighten the teachers. After that,
Doug Newton was called in by Gordon Brown for
an interview, and shortly afterwards the money for
Ofsted was reduced and we went to the cheaper form
of inspection. We need a thorough examination of
Ofsted’s impact on schools. What is it actually
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doing? That is exactly your question, but rather than
give an opinion, we should deliberately examine it to
see what the impact is by looking at schools before
and after they have inspections, and tracking them
statistically across the country, because it is not clear
that inspections are improving schools, although
they might be. Neither is it clear that they are
damaging schools, but they might be. We need to see
that kind of evidence. It is a lot of money and there
is a particular theory behind it. Another point that
links into that is the view of what matters in the
educational system. Michael has been saying that
teachers matter, and I agree absolutely. He has also
emphasised the importance of heads, but it is not so
clear to me that heads are key with regard to reading
and maths. In fact, what we have in schools are
loosely coupled organisations: the head must
influence this or that, and there is the teacher in the
classroom. When I undertook a recent examination
of 600 secondary schools and 600 primary schools,
and looked at their value-addeds and how they
changed when the head changed, I could find no
evidence for such change at all. Actually, the teacher
is the key. The head is vital for other things, such as
the morale of staff, the building of new buildings and
the design of the curriculum—appointing good staff
is one vital thing that the head does—but we need to
think about structure. We need to monitor things
continuously and always ask what is the impact of
what we are paying our money for. Ofsted is one of
those things.

Sir Michael Barber: We can get caught up in
metaphors, but the way I see it is that the head
teacher’s role is like the conductor of an orchestra.
They do not play a single instrument, but if they do
their bit, everybody else plays better. That is
probably what we are trying to do with head
teachers, particularly in our devolved system in
which heads are given a lot of discretion.

Q48 Chairman: You have both been in this game for
quite some time. A week is a long time in politics,
and 10 years is an awfully long time in politics. If you
could go back to when you started, what would you
do differently, not only to drive up standards—one
of you said that the standards are in the heart, rather
than just the head—but to increase the ability of
children to excel within themselves?

Sir Michael Barber: In the book I mentioned earlier,
Instruction to Deliver, which was published in the
summer, I own up to a whole range of mistakes. One
reason for my looking slightly quizzical when you
asked that question, is that I was thinking, “How
long have you got?” I could spend the next hour or
so talking about this, but I know that you have other
things to do.

Chairman: We have the book to refer to.

Sir Michael Barber: First, something in which I was
personally involved that I would see as a mistake
took place in 2000. After the big jumps in numeracy
and literacy that we have been debating, there was a
general tendency, of which I was a part, to consider
that primary school improvement had happened
and that it was then all about secondary schools.
That took the focus off, but we were really only at

the beginning of seeing that improvement through.
Secondly—this is a detail, but it is important,
looking back—in the 2000 spending review, we set a
new target for primary school literacy, aiming to
raise it from 80 to 85%. I think that that was a
mistake because we had not reached the 80% target.
It was demoralising. I, personally, regret not
negotiating more vigorously at the time. If you look
in my book you will find a whole list of things that I
got wrong. Overall, I am very proud of the
contribution that I have been able to make to
improving the education system over the last decade.
While we could have been bolder and we could have
achieved more, I am absolutely confident—I think
the data confirm this—that we have the best-
educated generation in history. There is much more
to do to prepare for the 21st century, but it has been
a great experience.

Q49 Chairman: Something quite interesting that
you said earlier was that it is not we who are making
these demands—it is the world. It is the competitive
global economy and so on. Many countries seem to
be responding to that task, not by using testing and
assessment and the path that you or the Government
have chosen, but by choosing very different ways.
People tell the Committee that the curriculum is too
narrow, that people teach to the test and that
children no longer get the chance to explore a whole
range of activities and subjects as they used to do.
What do you say to people who say that?

Sir Michael Barber: Two things. One is that [ am
certainly not arguing, and that may now be my fate
in history, that testing and assessment are the single
lever to drive improving standards. They are part of
a whole system. The crucial elements are combining
the challenge that comes from the testing and
accountability system with serious support,
investment in teachers’ skills, and, as Peter said,
giving teachers the capacity to do the job. It is the
combination that I believe in. Systems that have
pressure without support generally do not succeed
and systems that have support without pressure do
not succeed either. Itis getting the combination right
that is the key, particularly when you want to change
things. Some systems—Finland is an example—
recruit good people into teaching, as they have a
high standard among their graduate distribution,
and they train them well. Their standards have been
established, and have got into teachers’ heads so
they need less testing as they are already established
at the top of the world league tables. If you are going
to try to change things, the combination of challenge
and support is most likely to get you there.

Q50 Chairman: Peter, what should they have done
that they did not do?

Professor Tymms: First, they should have taken
notice of the research evidence of what works. I do
not mean the survey, or what is associated with what
works, but what changes were made and where we
saw the difference. In particular, I would go for
randomised control trials. In reading, for example,
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there is a wealth of knowledge. We know more about
reading and how to help children with reading. That
knowledge was more or less ignored when we were
making changes, so evidence is importance, and
light of that I would go to the experts. When the
School Curriculum and Assessment Authority and
its precursor, the School Examinations and
Assessment Council, were set up, that was done
without any test experts at all. It is only now, after
the QCA has been put in place, that people are
available who really knew about tests and the way
forward. Now, the standard has been set properly.
When it was done earlier, they would buy some
people in and reckon that it could be sorted out. We
need experts. When Estelle Morris spoke to the
British Educational Research Association meeting a
little while ago, she said that while she was Secretary
of State she took almost no notice of the research
that was around. I find that extremely worrying. We
need to take notice of the research, rather than
surveys and statements such as “This person is doing
better,” or “My father said this and therefore it is
good forme.” We should look at what has been done
in randomised controlled trials that have been
shown to work. Before we put in new systems we
need to trial them and check that they work. When
the national literacy strategy was going to be rolled
out, a trial was running, which was stopped before
the strategy was ready. Everybody had to do
something that had not been trialled. Later, an
evaluation was made post hoc, when everybody was
doing the same thing and it was too late. We need to
compare this and compare that. That is really
important. There is real knowledge out there. We
can evaluate things, and when we put in new
systems, we need to track them over time. We need,
too, to get good experts. Above all, we need good
teachers. I absolutely agree: we need good teachers
and we need to trust them. Perhaps we need to free
up the curriculum, and perhaps teachers should
experiment with it. To find new ways of working, we
have to go outside England. Why cannot we allow in
people to look at new ways of working, assessment
and so on? They are pretty good people, those
teachers. We absolutely rely on them and we should
rely on them more.

Q51 Chairman: When the previous Committee
looked at the issue of teaching children to read, we
came up with two major recommendations. We tried
to check evidence-based policy, and the evidence
suggests that if you take any systematic way of
teaching children to read, it works. We also said that
it was to do with the quality of the teachers. We
found that there is very little evidence that anyone
ever trained our teachers to teach children to read on
any basis at all. The Government then rushed off—
influenced by a former member of this Committee, I
believe—to set up a Committee that recommended
synthetic phonics, which had been trialled only in
Clackmannanshire. We were a little disappointed
that our recommendations were not fully taken on
board.

Sir Michael Barber: Chairman, I cannot help
noticing the imbalance in your questions. You asked
me what mistakes I have made and then asked Peter
what mistakes I have made as well. I wish that you
had asked him what mistakes he has made, but since
you did not—

Q52 Chairman: What mistakes has he made?

Sir Michael Barber: Y ou should ask him. However,
since I have managed to get the floor, I think that
basing policy on evidence is very important. I talk a
lot about evidence-informed policy, and I believe
that the programmes that we have been talking
about are among the most evidence-informed
policies ever, and we have had better evidence on
which to base them. Another question that arises
when you are involved in government is “how long
you have got?” Looking at the data that we had on
primary reading standards prior to 1996 and looking
at the challenges of the 21st century—Peter and I are
broadly in agreement about this—something had to
be done urgently. We took the evidence that was
available. There is a great report by Professor Roger
Beard—he is now at the Institute of Education—
which summarises the evidence base for the literacy
strategy. We worked very hard to take all the
evidence into account. I have been honest about
mistakes that I made, but overall it was one of the
most  evidence-informed policies ever. Its
replications around the world demonstrate that it
can be replicated with variations with the same
results.

Q53 Mrs Hodgson: On the point about good
teachers, I have recently returned from Singapore
where, as in your example of Finland, teachers are
recruited from the top 10% of the cohort of
university graduates. The Government offer
whatever incentives they have to. They also
headhunt teachers—they spot them. The education
officers monitor graduates. They go up to them and
say, “Have you thought about becoming a teacher?”
The teaching profession is held in much higher
regard, and is revered as it was here 50 or 60 years
ago. The pay reflects that. Teachers are paid a lot
better. There is an incentive, because if students are
bright and go into teaching, they might be sent to the
UK, where their teaching is funded. They then go
back and teach in Singapore. It is interesting that we
are not at that stage.

Sir Michael Barber: That is one of the examples that
we use in our recently published report, How the
World’s Best-Performing School Systems Come Out
on Top. We looked at systems on several continents,
including the one in Singapore. What you say is
absolutely right, with the exception that they do not
pay teachers more than here. However, they pay
them reasonably well. If you talk to the Singaporean
Education Minister, as perhaps you did, you find
that they are constantly looking for ways to
motivate young people to go into teaching in the
future. We have done reasonably well on that over
the last few years, but we have a long way to go and
can never be complacent about ensuring that we
secure really good entrants into the teaching
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profession, both out of university, and among
mature people who have gone into other lines of
work and change to teaching.

Q54 Chairman: Thank you, Sir Michael and
Professor Tymms. It has been a really good sitting—
amarathon sitting. I am sorry that we have kept you
so long, but it has been so absorbing and interesting:
we have enjoyed it immensely. I am sorry that we
were not an all-party Committee today. It is a great

pity that you did not have a slightly broader range of
questions, but you did have a fair range. It was two-
party, but not all-party. Will you remain in contact
with us? If we want to come back and ask you some
other questions about the evidence that you have
given, will you be accessible?

Sir Michael Barber: Absolutely.

Professor Tymms: Sure.

Chairman: I am glad that we are not paying the full
consultancy fee for today. Thank you very much
for coming.
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Letter to the Education and Skills Committee from Dr Ken Boston, Chief Executive, Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority (QCA)

The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority welcomes the opportunity to present this submission to the
Select Committee.

The QCA is the statutory national authority for testing and assessment in England. It is responsible for
development and delivery of the national curriculum tests, and for provision of the national results to
Government. It regulates the market for delivery of nationally-accredited general qualifications and
vocational qualifications by awarding bodies. It is responsible for the maintenance of assessment standards
year on year. It is leading and managing current and projected reforms in the delivery and modernisation
of tests and examinations.

The QCA is thus at the fulcrum of the national testing and assessment programme. It delivers, promotes
and defends testing and assessment as a means for securing better teaching and learning, and for measuring
and reporting change in educational outcomes at individual, institutional and national level. This point is
important: the QCA is the guardian of standards, and its public contributions to the discussion of
assessment reform are entirely from that perspective.

It is also important to acknowledge the strengths of the current assessment system, and in particular those
of the national curriculum tests. Each national curriculum test is the product of a developmental process
extending over more than two years, during which the test items and mark schemes are rigorously pre-tested,
trialled and refined, and then pre-tested, trialled and refined again. The quality of these tests stands
comparison with any similar tests developed internationally. Further, the techniques developed by the DfES
to analyse change in educational performance at individual, school and local authority level over time, and
to plan and deliver strategic interventions in response, have now reached a level of sophistication and
practical utility which is world class. Such strengths are the product of well-managed and steady evolution,
which must be the process by which further development continues to occur.

Assessment is integral to good teaching and learning: if teachers understand assessment better,
performance will rise. Effective classroom assessment today will improve teaching and learning tomorrow.
Timely and effective assessment, which measures and supports their learning, should be an entitlement for
all young people. At the same time, the Government must have the most accurate and best possible measure
of educational performance at school, local authority and national level. The introduction of the new
secondary curriculum provides a timely opportunity to reflect on the best curriculum assessment
arrangements from 2011 onwards.

This submission consists of five papers.

Paper 1, Evaluating assessment systems, has been prepared to assist the Select Committee to identify and
consider the many complex questions that will arise during the course of the inquiry. It focuses on the key
issues of validity, reliability and purpose, which will be at the heart of the Select Committee’s deliberations.

Paper 2 is a summary of observations about the national curriculum testing programme, drawn from
systematic and formal consultation with schools over a long period. As with any testing system, there is
room for further development and extension: the present arrangements provide a foundation on which this
can occur.

Within the very foreseeable future, it will be possible for traditional pencil-and-paper assessment largely
to be replaced by on-line and even on-demand testing, should that be the desired policy direction.

Paper 3, Testing and assessment: the use of electronic media, describes the current status of these
developments and projected future directions.!

Paper 42, which has been published on the QCA website, sets out the regulatory regime to support the
development of e-assessment by awarding bodies, within a national framework which guarantees both
standards and security.

I Not printed. Available on Committee website: http://www.publications.parliament:uk/pa/cm200708/cmselect/cmchilsch/

memo/169/contents.htm
2 ibid
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Paper 5% is a comparative analysis of testing and assessment systems within a range of other countries.
Some of these are above us, and others below us, in terms of international indicators of educational and
economic performance.

This submission focuses largely on assessment in the primary and early secondary years of schooling,
although much is also relevant to the examinations for the GCSE and GCE qualifications. This has been in
response to the broad scope of the terms of reference of the Inquiry, and taking into account the recent
attention given by the Select Committee to 14-19 education and the adult skills agenda. There is much to
be said however about the assessment and reporting of practical competences and skills in the workplace,
and even remotely by the use of technology. Should this be an area the Select Committee wishes to explore,
QCA would be very willing to provide a further submission.

We look forward to offering oral evidence in support of the Select Committee Inquiry, and would value
the opportunity to respond to matters raised by other contributors.

June 2007
Paper 1

EVALUATING ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The following report highlights five common confusions related to the evaluation of educational
assessment systems:’

1. the difference between validation and evaluation, where validation (concerning the accuracy of
inferences from results) is merely one component of evaluation;

2. the meaning of “purpose” in “fitness-for-purpose”, which can be interpreted in a variety of
different ways, all of which are (differently) relevant to evaluation;

3. the number of purposes which can be identified, which is much higher than tends to be appreciated
(for example, national curriculum test results are probably used for at least 14 different purposes);

4. why it matters when results are used for many different purposes, which is because different uses
require that different kinds of inference be drawn from results, so results that warrant accurate
inferences for one purpose may not warrant accurate inferences for another; and

5. the many components of a rigorous evaluation, which include analysis from the perspectives of
technical accuracy, moral defensibility, social defensibility, legal acceptability, economic
manageability and political viability.

The report emphasises the importance of: distinguishing the different meanings of similar terms;
distinguishing logically separable evaluation questions; and distinguishing the many alternative perspectives
on evaluation.

EVALUATING ASSESSMENT SYSTEMS

1. Introduction

1.1 This report explores the concept of evaluation, as it applies to educational assessment systems; and
then presents a framework for evaluating them.’ It is intended as a tool for helping the Education and Skills
Select Committee to grapple with the many questions which comprise its New Inquiry into Testing and
Assessment, particularly the very broad ones, like:

— is the testing and assessment in “summative” tests (for example, GCSE, AS, A?2) fit for purpose?

— should the system of national tests be changed? If so, should the tests be modified or abolished?

1.2 This report does not offer a view on the legitimacy of our present national assessment systems.
Instead, it offers a way of organising evidence and argument in order to reach such a view. It helps to identify
what makes for a good evaluation question and what makes for a good evaluation conclusion: issues which
can seem deceptively straightforward at first glance. In particular, it aims to expose a number of common
confusions which can mislead the unwary inquirer.

1.3 This report offers generic insights, which apply in the same way across the spectrum of educational
assessment systems (occupational, vocational, general; tests, examinations, teacher assessments; on paper,
on-screen, online; etc.).

3 ibid
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2. What does evaluation entail?

2.1 The first confusion to confront is the nature of evaluation itself. An easy mistake to make is to reduce
the big programme of evaluation to the smaller programme of validation. The central question at the heart
of validation is this: are the inferences that we draw from our assessment results sufficiently accurate (for
the uses to which they will be put)? Or, less formally: are our results accurate or not? Although this is a
necessary and fundamental component of evaluation, it is still only one component. Evaluation requires the
inquirer to consider any question that might bear upon the legitimacy of the assessment system, such as:

— might the way in which test results are reported have positive or negative impacts (eg, is it better
simply to rank students or to tell them how much of a programme of study they have “mastered”)?

— might the fact of testing itself have positive or negative impacts (eg, does the inevitable “washback”
support or detract from good teaching and learning)?

2.2 Evaluation entails marshalling as much relevant evidence and argument as possible, to judge whether
systems work as they are intended to and in the best interests of participants, stakeholders and society. The
central question at the heart of evaluation is this: are our assessment systems fit-for-purpose?

3. What does “fit-for-purpose” mean?

3.1 A second confusion to confront is the meaning of fitness-for-purpose. Before exploring the concept
of “fitness” we need to work out what we mean by “purpose”. This is not as straightforward as it might
sound. Consider the following three interpretations.

1. The purpose of assessment is to generate a particular kind of result. For example, students sit an
exam in GCSE science to rank them in terms of their end-of-course level of attainment.

2. The purpose of assessment is to enable a particular kind of decision. For example, students sit an
exam in GCSE science so that we can decide whether they have learned enough of the basic
material to allow them to enrol on an A level science course.

3. The purpose of assessment is to bring about a particular kind of educational or social impact. For
example, students sit an exam in GCSE science to force them to learn the subject properly, and to
force their teachers to align their teaching of science with the national curriculum.

3.2 Obviously, to judge whether a system is fit-for-purpose, an evaluator needs to begin by identifying
the purpose, or purposes, for which the system is supposed to be fit. However, if the evaluator is confused
by the different possible meanings of “purpose”, no satisfactory conclusion will be reached. This is why it
is essential to distinguish these different interpretations; all of which are perfectly reasonable; and all of
which need to be considered in their own right when mounting an evaluation.

3.3 As it happens, there is yet another interpretation to be wary of:

4. The purpose of the qualification is to bring about a particular kind of educational or social impact.
For example, students study GCSE science to support progression to a higher level of study (for
those who wish to), and to equip all students with sufficient scientific literacy to function
adequately as 21st century citizens.

Again, this is a perfectly reasonable interpretation of “purpose”. However, strictly speaking, it is not
within the scope of an evaluation into the legitimacy of an assessment system. Instead, it implies a broader
evaluation remit, into the legitimacy of an educational programme. It would be perfectly possible to have
a legitimate educational programme with an illegitimate assessment system; and vice versa. The two
evaluation foci need to be kept quite separate.

4. How many purposes are there?

4.1 A third confusion concerns the number of purposes which need to be considered when evaluating an
assessment system. This is best illustrated by considering the uses to which assessment results are put
(interpretation 2 above). In England, we have become familiar with classification schemes such as that
presented in 1988 by the Task Group on Assessment and Testing:

— formative uses (assessment for learning)

— summative uses (assessment of learning)

— evaluative uses (assessment for accountability)

— diagnostic uses (assessment for special intervention).

4.2 Although this kind of scheme is useful, it fails to convey the full complexity of the situation. In fact,
there are many more categories of use to which educational assessment results might be put. Figure 1
illustrates 22. The categories presented in Figure 1 are quite loose—and occasionally shade into each other—
but the point isn’t to present a definitive taxonomy, merely to illustrate just how many possible kinds of use
there are. In fact, distinctions can often be made within categories, between uses which might recommend
quite differently designed assessment systems (eg, long-, medium- and short-term system monitoring).
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Figure 1

SOME EXAMPLES OF THE MANY KINDS OF USE TO WHICH ASSESSMENT RESULTS CAN
BE PUT

1. social evaluation (to judge the social or personal value of students’ achievements)
2. formative (to identify students’ proximal learning needs, guiding subsequent teaching)

3. student monitoring (to decide whether students are making sufficient progress in attainment in relation
to expectations or targets; and, potentially, to allocate rewards or sanctions)

4. diagnosis (to clarify the type and extent of students’ learning difficulties in light of well-established
criteria, for intervention)

5. provision eligibility (to determine whether students meet eligibility criteria for special educational
provision)
6. screening (to identify students who differ significantly from their peers, for further assessment)

7. segregation (to segregate students into homogeneous groups, on the basis of aptitudes or attainments,
to make the instructional process more straightforward)

8. guidance (to identify the most suitable courses, or vocations for students to pursue, given their
aptitudes)

9. transfer (to identify the general educational needs of students who transfer to new schools)

10. placement (to locate students with respect to their position in a specified learning sequence, to identify
the level of course which most closely reflects it)

11. qualification (to decide whether students are sufficiently qualified for a job, course or role in life—
that is, whether they are equipped to succeed in it—and whether to enrol them or to appoint them to it)

12. selection (to predict which students—all of whom might, in principle, be sufficiently qualified—will
be the most successful in a job, course or role in life, and to select between them)

13. licensing (to provide legal evidence—the licence—of minimum competence to practice a specialist
activity, to warrant stakeholder trust in the practitioner)

14. certification (to provide evidence—the certificate—of higher competence to practise a specialist
activity, or subset thereof, to warrant stakeholder trust in the practitioner)

15. school choice (to identify the most desirable school for a child to attend)

16. institution monitoring (to decide whether institutional performance—relating to individual teachers,
classes or schools—is rising or falling in relation to expectations or targets; and, potentially, to allocate
rewards or sanctions)

17. resource allocation (to identify institutional needs and, consequently, to allocate resources)
18. organisational intervention (to identify institutional failure and, consequently, to justify intervention)

19. programme evaluation (to evaluate the success of educational programmes or initiatives, nationally
or locally)

20. system monitoring (to decide whether system performance—relating to individual regions or the
nation—is rising or falling in relation to expectations or targets; and, potentially, to allocate rewards or
sanctions)

21. comparability (to guide decisions on comparability of examination standards for later assessments
on the basis of cohort performance in earlier ones)

22. national accounting (to “quality adjust” education output indicators)

5. Why does the large number of purposes matter?

5.1 Confusion number four concerns why it matters that results can, and often are, used for multiple
purposes. Surely, some would claim, as long as assessment results are accurate, then we ought to be able to
use them for any purpose we like? Unfortunately, it’s not quite as straightforward as that. The point is best
illustrated by considering what it might mean to explore validity for different uses of results.

5.2 As mentioned earlier, the central question at the heart of validation is this: are the inferences that we
draw from our assessment results sufficiently accurate (for the uses to which they will be put)? This has
become the standard technical definition, and the word “inference” is significant because different kinds of
inference may be drawn—from the same assessment result—to support different kinds of use. This is not at
all obvious, so it warrants a brief technical detour.

5.3 Assessment instruments are designed to support specific kinds of inference. So, an end-of-Key-Stage
test will be designed primarily to support an inference concerning a student’s “level of attainment at the time
of testing”. Let’s call this the primary design-inference. And let’s imagine, for the sake of illustration, that
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our assessment instrument—our Key Stage 2 science test—supports perfectly accurate design-inferences.
That is, a student who really is a Level X on the day of the test will definitely be awarded a Level X as an
outcome of testing.

5.4 In fact, when the test result is actually used, the user is likely to draw a slightly (or even radically)
different kind of inference, tailored to the specific context of use. Let’s call this a use-inference. Consider, by
way of example, some possible use-inferences associated with the following result-based decisions/actions.

1. A placement/segregation use. The inference made by a Key Stage 3 head of science—when
allocating a student to a particular set on the basis of a Key Stage 2 result—may concern “level of
attainment at the beginning of the autumn term”.

2. A student monitoring use. The inference made by a Key Stage 3 science teacher—when setting a
personal achievement target for a student on the basis of a Key Stage 2 result—may concern “level
of attainment at the end of Key Stage 3”.

3. A guidance use. The inference made by a personal tutor—when encouraging a student to take three
single sciences at GCSE on the basis of a Key Stage 2 result—may concern “general aptitude
for science”.

4. A school choice use. The inference made by parents—when deciding which primary school to send
their child to on the basis of its profile of aggregated results in English, maths and science—may
concern “general quality of teaching”.

5. A system monitoring use. The inference made by a politician—when judging the success of
educational policy over a period of time on the basis of national trends in aggregated results in
English, maths and science—may concern “overall quality of education”.

5.5 Each of these result-based decisions/actions is premised on the use of Key Stage 2 test results." Yet,
in each case, a slightly different kind of inference is drawn from them. None of these use-inferences are
precisely the same as the primary design-inference (the inference that the Key Stage 2 test result was
primarily designed to support). Indeed, some of the use-inferences are radically different in nature from the
design-inference.

5.6 So, when it comes to validation (establishing the accuracy of inferences from results for different
purposes) the implication should be clear: accuracy needs to be established independently for each different
use/inference. Results will inevitably be less accurate when used as indicators of future attainment than when
used as indicators of attainment at the time of testing. And results may be less accurate still when used as
indicators of general aptitude rather than as indicators of attainment. When it comes to using results as
indicators of quality of teaching, or quality of education, we should expect less accuracy still, since the
qualitative difference between the design-inference and the use-inference is so great.

5.7 This begins to ground the most important observation of the present report: an assessment system
which is fit for one purpose may be less fit for another and could, conceivably, be entirely unfit for yet
another.”

5.8 Recall that, for the sake of illustration, this section has focused purely upon the exploration of validity
for different uses of results. The full story of evaluation needs to be far more embracing.

6. Can we construct a framework for system-level evaluation?

6.1 The fifth and final confusion concerns what an overall evaluation ought to look like. This is where
we begin to explore the concept of “fitness™ in requisite detail. There are at least six more-or-less discrete
perspectives from which assessment systems need to be evaluated:

1. technical accuracy

2. moral defensibility

3. social defensibility

4. legal acceptability

5. economic manageability
6. political viability.

Each of these will be considered briefly below.

6.2 Technical accuracy

6.2.1 The first evaluation perspective is technical accuracy; essentially, the concept of validation. It poses
the question: overall, how accurate can we expect inferences from results to be? And, as explained
previously, this question needs to be explored independently, for each discrete use of results, ie, for each
discrete use-inference.
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6.2.2 Unfortunately, it isn’t always obvious which inference underlies (or ought to underlie) each use,
which complicates the matter greatly. An example from system monitoring is helpful here. When
considering trends in the percentage of students who attain at or above Level 4 in science at Key Stage 2,
are we (or ought we to be) drawing inferences concerning:

— thelevel of attainment of specific cohorts of students from one year to the next (where attainment
is defined in terms of an explicit programme of study in science)?

— the level of proficiency of the national cohort over time (where proficiency is defined in terms of
an implicit “fuzzy set” of essential core competencies in science)?

— the level of performance of teachers of science over time?

— the overall effectiveness of policy and practice related to the teaching of science over time?

6.2.3 The first of the above use-inferences will be closest to the design-inference (being defined in terms
of an explicit programme of study) and would, therefore, be likely to facilitate greatest accuracy. However,
it’s arguably of least interest as far as system monitoring goes, because it’s furthest away from the ultimate
system monitoring ideal of identifying whether “things are better now than before”. For instance, in the first
years of a new curriculum for science: we would expect average attainment to increase gradually as teachers
became better at delivering the new curriculum (with more practice and training in teaching the new
elements, with an improved selection of curriculum-specific text books and resources, and so on); and we
would expect average test performance to increase gradually as teachers became better at preparing students
for the specific form of assessment associated with the new curriculum. Such gradual increases would seem
to be inevitable." However, they would not necessarily imply that teachers were becoming better at teaching,
per se; nor even that they were necessarily becoming better at teaching science; nor would it necessarily mean
that students of the new curriculum were more accomplished than students of the old curriculum. As far as
system monitoring is concerned, we probably ought to be validating in terms of more distant use-inferences
(eg, inferences concerning the performance of teachers, or the overall effectiveness of the system), since these
have greater real-world significance. Unfortunately, these are correspondingly much harder to validate.

6.2.4 In theory, the analysis of accuracy is largely technical, using established methods for eliciting
evidence of content validity, predictive validity, reliability, and so on. However, in practice, exactly how the
various sources of evidence are synthesised into an overall judgement of accuracy is often not clear and,
consequently, not that technical after all.

6.2.5 The logic of this perspective is essentially that: all other things being equal, more accuracy is better;
and that accuracy must significantly exceed a threshold of chance.

6.3 Moral defensibility

6.3.1 The second evaluation perspective is moral defensibility. It poses the question: given the likelihood
of inaccurate inferences from results, and the severity of consequences of error for those assessed
inaccurately, is the specified use of results defensible?

6.3.2 This perspective starts by acknowledging that—within any assessment system—there will be a
proportion of students who get assessed incorrectly and, consequently, for whom incorrect decisions will be
made (be those selection decisions, provision eligibility decisions, placement decisions, and so on). It then
proposes that—even if the system is just as far as most students are concerned—if it is sufficiently unjust for
a sufficiently high number of students, then the system may have to be judged morally indefensible. This is
analogous to why many countries refrain from executing serial murderers. It’s not that execution, per se, is
necessarily judged to be morally indefensible; it’s the risk of executing even a small number of innocent
people. So the assessment parallel might be:

— when the stakes are low for students—as is often true of everyday formative assessment—it would
not matter too much if it were fairly error-prone (such errors can often be identified quickly
through ongoing dialogue)

— but when the stakes are high for students—as when examination results are used for selection—it
would matter (such errors can often negatively affect life chances time and time again).

6.3.3 This results in a utilitarian analysis (emphasising the minimisation of “horror” more than the
maximisation of “utility”) for which two kinds of evidence need to be taken into account:

— technical judgements—concerning the amount of inaccuracy that might be expected (stemming
from the analysis of technical accuracy)

— value judgements—concerning the severity of negative consequences for those students who are
assessed incorrectly.

6.3.4 This final point raises a fundamental question for the evaluator: whose value judgements ought to
be taken into account in this analysis, and how? The answer is far from clear, especially since different
stakeholders (eg, politicians, students, evaluators) are likely to have different values.
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6.4 Social defensibility

6.4.1 The third evaluation perspective is social defensibility. It poses the question: is the trade-off between
the positive and negative impacts from operating the assessment system sufficiently positive?

6.4.2 On the one hand, there will inevitably be a range of intended positive outcomes. In particular, the
assessment results ought to empower users to make important educational and social decisions
appropriately (such as selection decisions, placement decisions, school choices, and so on); to enable society
to function more fairly and effectively than it otherwise would. Although, in theory, it may be judged entirely
possible to draw sufficiently accurate inferences to support a range of important decisions; in practice, that
doesn’t guarantee that users will actually do so. So this needs to be investigated empirically. In addition,
features of the assessment system itself may well be designed to facilitate important educational and social
impacts (such as the improved attainment of students when assessed through modular rather than linear
schemes) and these impacts need to be investigated as well.

6.4.3 On the other hand, there will inevitably also be a range of unintended, and possibly unanticipated,
negative outcomes. In particular, features of the assessment system which appear to be innocuous may turn
out not to be so. Consider, for example, standards-referenced systems, which employ a single scale to report
absolute level of attainment at key stages of an educational experience that may span many years (eg, the
national curriculum assessment system). The theory is that this should be motivating for even the lowest-
attaining students; since it enables them to see that they are making progress as time goes by."i However,
such systems could conceivably turn out to be demotivating for precisely this group of students. Not only
does the assessment reveal them to have attained lower than their peers at each key stage; they also see the
gap between themselves and others widen on each assessment occasion.

6.4.4 The evaluator needs to be careful to distinguish those impacts which relate to the legitimacy of the
assessment system, per se, and those which relate primarily to broader evaluation questions; for example,
those concerning the legitimacy of educational or social policies or practices. School choice, for example,
(even if based upon entirely accurate inferences concerning the general quality of teaching at a school) could
conceivably result in a more socially divided society, which might be judged to be a bad thing. These are
obviously important issues to be evaluated. However, they are issues for an evaluation of the policy of school
choice, rather than for an evaluation of the assessment system which enables it. In practice, it is actually
quite complicated to judge which impacts bear primarily upon the legitimacy of an assessment system and
which relate primarily to broader evaluation questions; but it is useful to recognise the distinction and to
try to work towards separation where possible. A rough rule-of-thumb might be: would we expect a different
kind of impact if an alternative assessment system was in operation? If so, then the impact probably ought
to be considered. If not, then the impact is probably attributable primarily to a broader policy or practice
and, therefore, probably ought not to be considered. In the example above, relating to school choice, the
“divided society” impact might be expected to occur regardless of the system used to generate results; so this
impact might therefore not be relevant to scrutinise during an evaluation into the legitimacy of the
underlying assessment system.

6.4.5 As with the moral defensibility perspective, the social defensibility perspective requires that two
kinds of evidence be taken into account:

— empirical evidence—concerning the nature and prevalence of relevant intended and unintended
impacts; and

— value judgements—concerning the costs of the negative impacts and the benefits of the positive
impacts.

The synthesis of this evidence is based upon the utilitarian principle that: if, on balance, there appears to
be too little benefit, for too few individuals, then the system may have to be judged socially indefensible.

6.5 Legal acceptability

6.5.1 The legal acceptability perspective asks: can the assessment system be operated without
contravening the law?

6.5.2 This is becoming increasingly salient, both nationally and internationally. In England, the 1995
Disabilities Discrimination Act introduced legal rights for people with disabilities covering employment,
access to services, education, transport and housing. The 2005 version of the Act included a new chapter
which specifically covered qualification bodies; a provision which is intended to be extended to general
qualifications from 1 September 2007.

6.5.3 The new legislation raises questions such as whether it is legally acceptable, within high-stakes
general qualifications like GCSE English, to require specific forms of competence. For example, to be
competent in English, is it absolutely necessary to be able to speak and listen fluently? Might there be a legal
right for speaking- and hearing-impaired students to access this crucial “gatekeeper” qualification?
Nowadays, we routinely need to consider whether our systems can be designed to be more inclusive without
unduly compromising them.
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6.5.4 The analytical bases for evaluation, from this perspective, are the principles and precedents of law;
the basic premise being that contravention of the law is unacceptable. Significantly, judgements from the
legal acceptability perspective can, and sometimes will, contradict judgements from the perspective of
technical accuracy. Indeed, it may occasionally be necessary to make an assessment less valid in order for
it to comply with the law. This is because technical analyses typically elevate the majority (sometimes at the
expense of minorities) while legal analyses often elevate minorities (sometimes at the expense of the
majority)."ii Legal experts and assessment experts do not always share the same concept of fairness.

6.6 Economic manageability

6.6.1 From the perspective of economic manageability, the evaluator asks: is the burden of the assessment
system upon society manageable?

6.6.2 The idea of burden does not reduce simply to financial cost, but also extends to issues such as:
human resources (eg, the availability of skilled examiners); workload (eg, the time spent by students and
teachers in preparing coursework); processing infrastructure (eg, the demands made of the postal system
when delivering scripts); and even ecological impact (eg, the “rainforest cost” of the paper which flows
through the system each year).

6.6.3 The analytic basis for answering this kind of evaluation question is economic, grounded in the
principles that: all other things being equal, less expense and consumption is better; and that there will be
a threshold of expense and consumption which cannot reasonably be exceeded.

6.7 Political viability

6.7.1 The final perspective is political viability, which poses the question: is society prepared to buy into
the assessment system?

6.7.2 Clearly, if society is not prepared to buy into the system then—no matter how good it might seem
to be from the other perspectives—it will remain unviable. Unfortunately, such failures are not uncommon
in the world of educational assessment. In England, the following might be mooted as examples: S papers;
Records of Achievement; the Certificate of Pre-Vocational Education; parity of esteem between academic
and vocational qualifications.

6.7.3 Unlike the other perspectives, the underlying principle here is essentially arational. It is best
illustrated by platitudes of folk psychology such as: the customer is always right; or, you can lead a horse
to water but you can’t make it drink.

7. How should we conduct system-level evaluation?

7.1 Turning the framework for system-level evaluation into a real-life evaluation is far from
straightforward. As noted, each discrete use of results ought to be evaluated, independently, from each of
the six perspectives. This clearly implies a very large amount of research; and the more uses to which results
are put, the more research is required. Moreover, it ought not to be restricted to the intended or “official”
uses either, since the unintended uses and even the proscribed ones are important too.

7.2 The example of national curriculum testing is useful here. Certainly, test results are not used for
licensing nor for the certification of higher professional skills. Diagnosis and provision eligibility probably
require results from more specialist tests; while selection and qualification would typically be based upon
results from exams taken later in an educational career. Whether test results have (or ought to have) a role
in guidance and national accounting is less clear. What does seem likely, though, is that results from national
curriculum tests are used for the remaining 14 purposes, whether legitimately or not. Again, the question of
legitimacy would need to be explored independently for each use.

7.3 At some point, evidence and argument from the independent analysis of specific uses, and specific
impacts, needs to be brought together into an overall evaluation argument. This will require judgements
concerning the acceptability of compromises and trade-offs, with reasoning along the lines of: “the system
may not be particularly good for this use, but it’s probably better than nothing; admittedly it does have a
big negative impact for a small number of students, but perhaps not too many; and, ultimately, the system
is quite good for that purpose, and that’s the principal purpose, after all . . .” (obviously, this is simply a
caricatured microcosm of an overall evaluation argument).

7.4 The previous paragraph hints at another important point: to reach overall evaluation conclusions, it
is necessary somehow to weight the importance of alternative uses and impacts. There needs to be some
indication of which are the most valued uses of results, and impacts of system operation, and which are more
like fringe benefits. This might be a problem if there is neither any consensus among stakeholders nor formal
specification from policy makers. Again, whose value judgements ought to be taken into account in this
analysis, and how?
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7.5 Ultimately, the legitimacy of the assessment system cannot be judged in isolation, but only in
relation to:

1. anew-improved version of the same assessment system; or
2. an entirely different assessment system; or

3. asuite of more tailored systems, operating in parallel; or
4

no assessment system at all (which, admittedly, would be unlikely ever to triumph as an evaluation
conclusion, but which is still useful as an anchor point).

7.6 This raises yet another complication: that each alternative will need to be put through the evaluation
mill in its own right. That is, an overall evaluation argument will need to be constructed for each of the
alternatives, to pit them against the present state of affairs. Unfortunately, since these are likely to be largely
hypothetical at this stage, the construction of evidence and argument will inevitably be patchy and indirect.

7.7 Finally, it is worth emphasising that the aspiration of system evaluation is not perfection, but
legitimacy; and this is also true for the flip side of evaluation, design. This legitimacy is a real-world,
pragmatic aspiration, which might be characterised as: “overall, at least satisfactory, and preferably good,
but inevitably not perfect”. So, for example, whereas the principle of maximising validity (from a technical
accuracy perspective) might go so far as to recommend a separate system for each discrete use of results, the
principle of minimising burden (from an economic manageability perspective) might recommend just one.
The overall evaluation conclusion (bearing in mind all perspectives) might recommend something in-
between; say, two or three separate systems, operating in parallel, each supporting a distinct set of three or
four different uses of results, and each with its own particular impacts. Compromise and trade-off are
fundamental to the design and evaluation of assessment systems.

8. Is system-level evaluation feasible?

8.1 Given all of the above, is it humanly possible to undertake a rational and rigorous system-level
evaluation? Is it possible to reach a straightforward conclusion to a straightforward question like “should
the system of national tests be changed?” This is a challenging issue. It’s probably true to say that no
educational assessment system has ever been evaluated quite as rigorously as recommended above. Indeed,
it’s an inevitability of real life that decisions are generally made in the absence of complete evidence and
argument; and the world of educational assessment is no different in that respect. Having said that, the
inevitability of falling short of the ideal evaluation does not detract from the importance of constructing as
rigorous an evaluation as is possible.

8.2 Frameworks like the one presented above can help inquirers to scaffold useful answers to thorny
evaluation questions. They can be particularly helpful for identifying holes in the overall evaluation
argument: where research still needs to be undertaken; and where argument still needs to be constructed.
And they can also help stakeholders to reflect upon, to clarify and to articulate their different priorities for
national assessment; to distinguish between the crucial uses and impacts and those which are more like
fringe benefits.

9. Using the framework to identify common limitations

9.1 Finally, frameworks like the one presented above can also help inquirers to identify limitations in
evaluation arguments presented to them by others. In this last section, a few common limitations will be
illustrated.

9.2 The conflation of different evaluation questions

9.2.1 Inconstructing a robust evaluation argument, it is important to put to one side issues which appear
to be relevant, but which actually fall under a broader evaluation remit. For example, when evaluating the
use of test results for school choice purposes, it is clearly relevant whether the system supports sufficiently
accurate inferences concerning differences in the general quality of teaching between institutions. However,
as suggested earlier, the positive and negative impacts arising from school choice, per se, are probably not
directly relevant and, as such, should not enter into the evaluation argument.* Of course, they are crucial
to evaluating the policy of school choice, and this evaluation needs to happen independently.

9.2.2 A particularly common limitation of many formal and informal evaluation arguments is the failure
to distinguish between the impacts attributable to testing, per se, and the impacts attributable to the high-
stakes uses of results which the testing is designed to support. So, for example, to the extent that high stakes
can trigger behaviour which corrupts the validity of test results and the effectiveness of teaching, high stakes
can similarly trigger behaviour which corrupts the validity of teacher assessment results and the effectiveness
of teaching. In short, it may not be the operation of the assessment system, per se, which is problematic, but
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the policies or culture underlying those high-stakes uses. Having said that, there are important differences
in this situation from the one described above. First, although the impacts might be primarily attributable
to the high-stakes uses, they directly affect the accuracy of results from the system; which thereby renders
those impacts directly relevant to the evaluation. Second, the impacts upon teaching and learning, even if
primarily attributable to the high-stakes uses, are likely to be different across different assessment systems;
which again recommends that they enter into the evaluation.

9.2.3 When there is a range of equally valid, although logically separable, evaluation questions to ask,
then these ought somehow to be arranged within a meta-framework. For example, it makes sense to
interrogate the purposes of curriculum and qualification, before interrogating the purposes of assessment.
Or, to put it less formally: the assessment-tail should not wag the curriculum-dog. At least, not too much;
where the rider ‘too much’ is essential. In fact, the process of meta-evaluation needs to be iterative and will
necessitate inevitable trade-offs and compromises. By way of extreme example, it would not be legitimate
to promulgate a radically new curriculum for school-leaving examinations, if the learning outcomes which
were elevated could not be assessed with sufficient accuracy: we need to remember that the examination
results have important functions in their own right, as the basis for making the kind of qualification and
selection decisions that are necessary to support a fair society.

9.3 The lack of a specified alternative

9.3.1 A common limitation of evaluation arguments is the lack of a specified alternative system. It is not
foreseeable that society would tolerate the rejection of educational assessment entirely. So it would seem to
be incumbent upon any critic of present arrangements to explain, in some detail, how an alternative system
would, on balance, be more legitimate. The key issue, here, is one of detail. For instance, the “test versus
teacher assessment” debate is literally meaningless unless the detail of the alternative system is spelled out.

9.4 Too incomplete an analysis of uses and impacts

9.4.1 Even when two or more systems are specified in sufficient detail, and pitted against each other, it is
often the case that the evaluation argument remains incomplete, through omission of central components.
This frequently occurs when an alternative system is proposed which is particularly effective in relation to
certain uses and impacts—perhaps genuinely more so than the present system—Dbut which leaves crucial
other uses or impacts unaddressed. In England, numerous protagonists have argued recently for employing
moderated teacher assessment (for certain uses and impacts) alongside a national monitoring unit (for
others); instead of the present system of national curriculum testing. Few protagonists, though, have also
grappled effectively with how best to support uses which require the comparison of teachers and schools in
a high-stakes context. This particular debate is very important—because the arguments in favour of certain
forms of teacher assessment alongside a national monitoring unit are persuasive. However, due attention
also needs to be paid to satisfying the demand for trustworthy data on school effectiveness.

9.4.2 Another limitation of many evaluation arguments is the lack of available evidence, or a reliance
upon evidence which is easy to challenge. A particular example of this at present is the impact of national
curriculum testing upon teaching and learning, especially at Key Stage 2. Despite the system having been
in operation for over a decade, and despite considerable anecdotal evidence of negative washback, there is
remarkably little systematically documented evidence. This greatly hinders effective evaluation.

9.5 The gulf between real and hypothetical

9.5.1 Finally, while extant systems must inevitably be evaluated in the context of real-world operation—
mired in the kind of intricate relationships which give rise to unforeseen problems—alternative systems will
typically be evaluated as promising-hypothetical. In this context, it is easy to give the alternative system
undue benefit of the doubt, without recognising that its implementation will inevitably necessitate certain
compromises and will result in its own unforeseen problems. At the very least, the root cause of the problems
which beset the extant system need to be extrapolated to the promising-hypothetical.

ENDNOTES

1 The term “assessment” is used generically, to refer to any instrument or process through which student
competence or attainment is evaluated (eg, test, teacher assessment, examination, etc). The term “system”
is used to encapsulate, in a broader sense, the detail of the structure and mechanism through which students
are assessed. In relation to national curriculum testing, for instance, this detail would include procedures
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for test development, distribution, administration, marking, reporting, evaluating (and so on), as well as
the technical, professional, managerial and administrative employees required to develop and operate those
procedures.

ii It is based upon insights from the international literature on validation and evaluation, although
references to specific sources have not been included (further information can be provided on request).

iii Although there is a huge debate in the technical literature on the precise extension of the term
“validation”, this does not significantly affect the tenor of the argument developed in this report.

iv In reality, it would be advisable to use more than one source of evidence to support important decisions
(such as placement, monitoring, guidance and so on). Indeed, assessment professionals are increasingly
preaching this dictum. However, that does not change the basic principle that, when results are used to
support different purposes—whether alone or in combination with other sources of evidence—different
kinds of inference are drawn from them.

v There are different ways of emphasising the point that results which are fit for one purpose may not be
fit for another. The approach in the text is to focus upon the different inferences which need to be drawn
from results. Another approach would be to stress that systems need to be designed differently for different
purposes and different design compromises will be made. (Compromises are made so as not to over-engineer
the system, because increased accuracy comes at a price; assessment design aspires to sufficient accuracy,
for a specific purpose, rather than maximum accuracy.) Ultimately, design characteristics and compromises
which are legitimate for one use may be illegitimate for another.

vi Note that this is not to implicate the phenomenon of “teaching-the-test” (whereby, over time, teachers
reduce the scope of their teaching, excluding those aspects of the curriculum that the tests tend not to cover).
This practice is neither appropriate nor inevitable. Were it to occur, it would occur in addition to the impact
of practice, training and improved resources (described in the text).

vii This contrast with norm- or cohort-referenced systems, in which the lowest-attaining students may be
awarded the same very low rank at every stage of their educational career, despite making real progress in
learning and despite achieving respectably given their particular situations.

viii Any technical analysis which is based upon an average (which is frequently the case for large-scale
educational assessments) thereby tends to elevate the majority.

ix Other than when considering the negative impacts which arise from inappropriate school choices,
consequent upon inaccurate results data (the moral defensibility perspective).

Paul E Newton
Head of Assessment Research, Regulation and Standards Division, QCA

June 2007
Paper 2

NATIONAL CURRICULUM TESTS

BUILDING EFFECTIVE ASSESSMENT
ANALYSIS AND MONITORING OF CURRENT PRACTICE AND ITS IMPACT IN ENGLAND

1. Current national curriculum assessment arrangements

1.1 Very close contact with schools is essential for QCA to carry out its work effectively. QCA regularly
monitors the nature and development of curriculum and assessment in schools in England. The outcomes
of monitoring are reported annually, and used to shape directions for the future. The key element of this
contact is regular and frequent reference on a broad range of issues to a network of more than 1,000 schools
that work in partnership with us, and represent a cross-section of school types nationally. The following
observations are drawn by QCA on the basis of systematic and formal consultation with this network.

— The national curriculum tests do a very good job in doing what they are designed to do—measure
pupils’ performance in reading, writing, mathematics and science. They stand comparison with
any similar large-scale assessment tool across the world for reliability and validity.

— The tests provide an objective, nationally comparable snapshot of pupil performance in key areas
of learning on an annual basis, and have been the foundation of statistical analyses of pupil and
school performance over a number of years.

— The design of the tests encourages teachers to cover a broad curriculum within the areas being
tested (for example, requiring pupils to respond to a range of different written texts to assess their
reading; to produce two different kinds of writing without any prior notice of the form, purpose
or audience; and to apply mathematical and scientific skills and knowledge).
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— At Key Stages 2 and 3, large groups of markers have been trained, many of whom are practising
teachers. Marking refines their understanding of national standards, and the insights gained from
this experience are taken back into their schools and classrooms to further improve curriculum,
teaching and assessment.

— At Key Stage 1, where since 2004 the tests have been used more flexibly to inform teachers’ overall
assessment of pupils at the age of seven, there has been a stronger and very beneficial focus on
teachers’ ongoing observations and on assessment directly influencing future planning, teaching
and learning.

— The high profile of the tests has focused the attention of schools on maximising pupil attainment
at key points in their educational progress. Evidence confirms that they have contributed to a
significant rise in pupil attainment over the last 15 years.

— Like any tests, however well designed, they can measure only a relatively narrow range of
achievement in certain subjects on a single occasion and they cannot adequately cover some key
aspects of learning.

— The focus on the core subjects leads to comparative neglect of the full range of the national
curriculum. Ninety per cent of primary and 79% of secondary schools report that the testing has
led to pupils being offered a narrower curriculum.

— Although both teacher assessment and test outcomes are reported at Key Stages 2 and 3 it is the
test results which are given greater public attention and which form the basis for judgements about
school performance and effectiveness.

— Most schools prepare pupils extensively before they undertake the tests. To prepare for the Key
Stage 2 tests, 68% of primary schools employ additional staff, 78% set additional homework, and
more than 80% have revision classes and use commercial or QCA practice tests. In 80% of primary
schools, the amount of time spent on test preparation has increased over the past 10 years, and in
the second half of the spring term 70% of schools spend more than three hours per week on test
preparation. There is a similar pattern of responses from secondary schools in terms of time spent
in preparing for the tests.

— Ofsted reports that schools often deploy their most effective teachers in the particular year groups
at the end of a key stage (years 2, 6 and 9), and that teachers in other year groups feel less
responsibility for assessing pupils’ progress.

— Investment needs to continue to be made into strengthening teachers’ ongoing assessment skills.
With an increasing focus on personalised learning and monitoring individual pupil progress,
teachers’ professional judgements about the achievements of their pupils are the most fruitful
source of information when identifying targets for improvement and providing feedback for pupils
and their parents/carers.

— Schools’ perceptions of the accuracy of teacher assessment and national curriculum tests vary
between primary and secondary schools. At Key Stage 2, 64% believe that teacher assessments are
more accurate than tests and 9% say that teachers’ judgments need to be supported by test results.
At Key Stage 3, the figures are 37% favouring teacher assessments, with a further 41% believing
that teacher assessments are as accurate as tests. Twenty per cent see value in tests to support
teacher judgement.

— Schools report that they often mistrust the results from the previous key stage and re-test using
different measures.

2. Building effective assessment

2.1 The strengths of the current arrangements provide a sound foundation on which to build. The
following graphics show the directions of travel in supporting teachers and schools (Graphic 1),
personalising assessment (Graphic 2) and making assessment more effective (Graphic 3).

June 2007
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Graphic 3
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Witness: Dr Ken Boston, Chief Executive, Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA), gave evidence.

Q55 Chairman: I welcome you, Dr Ken Boston, to
our deliberations. It is the first time that you have
appeared before this Committee—we saw you in a
previous Committee on a reasonably regular basis.
It was good of you to come here at short notice,
given that people—certainly those in Parliament—
are close to the time when they disappear from
London for their Christmas break. You were good
enough to enable us to keep the momentum of our
inquiry this side of Christmas, so that we can reach a
conclusion early in the new year. We appreciate your
taking the trouble to do that. This is an historic day
for testing and assessment, although we did not plan
it that way. We usually give witnesses a chance to say
something at the start, after which we ask questions.
Would you like to make a brief statement?

Dr Boston: 1 should like to take a couple of minutes
to make a statement. Thank you for giving me the
opportunity to give evidence to the Select
Committee. I shall give a brief preface on standards
and national performance. In its regulatory
capacity, it is the job of the Qualifications and
Curriculum Authority to ensure that assessment
standards are maintained year on year for national
curriculum tests, GCSEs, GCEs and other
qualifications. The assessment standard is the height
of the hurdle that is to be jumped in any examination
or test—it is the degree of difficulty. Our regulatory
task and the task of our division, the National

Assessment Agency, which delivers the national
curriculum tests, and the task of the awarding
bodies, which deliver the general qualifications, is to
keep the hurdle at the same height year on
year. The performance standard is different. It is
the number of students who clear the hurdle in a
particular year. When we say that standards are
rising—as they are—we mean that increasing
numbers are clearing the hurdle.  make that point at
the start because the two uses of the word
“standards” are critically important and have been
the source of much confusion. In areas other than
regulation—the areas of curriculum, assessment and
qualifications development—our role is to work
with the Government to drive up performance
standards and increase the number of those who
clear the various hurdles. We are partners with the
Government and other bodies in the national
enterprise of raising performance standards overall.
The QCA has been absolutely scrupulous in
ensuring that our regulatory decisions are not
influenced by political considerations. In my time in
the job, at least, Ministers and civil servants have
been similarly principled in ensuring that they
remain totally disengaged from the QCA’s
regulatory functions. However, there has always
been a logical inconsistency in the body accountable
for maintaining assessment standards reporting to
Ministers whose job is to drive up performance
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standards. The Government’s decision announced
this morning to establish a new body from within the
QCA to take over its regulatory responsibilities and
report to Parliament, not Ministers, will resolve that
difficulty and is therefore very welcome. At the same
time, it will allow the QCA to become, in due course,
anew organisation to focus on the role of curriculum
and assessment, and qualifications, in raising
national performance standards. I would like to say
a couple of words about national performance
standards and how to drive them up. Performance
standards are rising, but in England, as in school
systems across much of the western world, the rate
of improvement in educational performance has
slowed in recent years. If you look at the graph of
our performance and those of many other western
nations, you will see that the lines are not moving up
as steeply as they were a few years ago. In some
counties, the graph has virtually reached a plateau.
There seems to be, internationally, a glass ceiling at
about the 80% competence level: that is, at the level
at which about eight in every 10 young people reach
the agreed national bench marks, such as Level 4 at
Key Stage 2. However, we are by no means unique.
Fullan, Hill and others have shown that the
conditions for breaking through that glass ceiling
already exist and the difficulty here and elsewhere
has not been in finding what to do, but in bringing
together in the country’s classrooms the things that
need to be done. There are three approaches to
teaching and learning that, if brought together
effectively within classrooms, will cause individual,
school and national performances to move upwards
more sharply, with national performance standards
potentially rising to the 90% competence level and
perhaps above that. The first of those is personalised
learning, which is a term that I quite dislike, because
itis commonly characterised as putting the learner in
charge of the learning, with all the implications of
the secret garden of curriculum that we have heard
in the past, without the edge of challenge and
discipline in grappling with difficulty, which are
fundamental to all real learning. Personalised
learning is better described as highly focused
teaching, where the teacher is firmly in charge of the
process of instruction and designs it to stretch the
individual beyond the level of what we might call the
comfort zone. There is an educational theory of 30
years’ standing underpinning that, which focuses on
drawing the learner into new areas of learning that
are beyond his reach at that point, but which, with
effort and application, are achievable. As I have
said, there is ample evidence over the past 30 years
to show that that works. Personalised learning is
deeply rooted in curriculum, but requires a three-
dimensional curriculum that has depth, rather than
a two-dimensional curriculum. It should be a deep,
rich resource from which a teacher can draw
bespoke material to take each young person to their
next level of knowledge, skill and understanding.
The second component is systematic and precise
measurement in the classroom of the current stage of
learning to enable the teacher to shape the next stage
for each child. If personalised learning is to drive up
performance at individual, school and national

levels, it needs to stand on a foundation of frequent,
low-stakes assessment of individual performance.
That testing needs to happen routinely and
incidentally within the classroom as a matter of
course. Some of it can be supported by technology,
such as a child taking a 10-minute task on a
computer to prove for himself and the teacher
whether he has yet mastered, for example,
percentages and can be challenged with something
more demanding, or whether more work on
percentages is needed to make him secure. We need
to enable teachers to use more of that sort of
assessment in schools. There is an immense
professional thirst for it and, because youngsters
come to see frequent and incidental assessment as
integral to their learning and as hurdles to train for
and take pleasure in leaping, in that sense they do
take charge of their own learning. The third and final
component is professional learning for teachers to
enable them to assess teacher performance better
and to use the assessment information on each
student to design and implement personalised
instruction. Teachers need to be able to convert the
formative assessment data into information that will
enable them to make instructional decisions not at
some time in the future—nor at the start of next year
or at the end of the key stage—but tomorrow. That
is when decisions on intervention need to be
implemented. In England, significant progress has
been made on each of those three essential
prerequisites, achieving further improvement in
school and system performance by bringing them
together in classrooms. The new secondary
curriculum has been designed to support highly
focused teaching in the sense that I have described.
That will also be an objective of the forthcoming
review of the primary curriculum and of our work
with Sir Jim Rose in the context of the broad view of
the curriculum in the Children’s Plan. The
Children’s Plan puts £1.2 billion into supporting the
personalisation of learning over the next three years.
The pilot single-level tests are also a significant step
forward in providing information that has the
additional potential to provide summative data on
school and system performance. The tests represent
a substantial investment in addition to the current,
Key Stage tests, which they are expected to replace in
due course. There are also, of course, growing data
banks of test items produced by the QCA at the
request of Government, such as the Key Stage 3 ICT
test, and other assessment instruments developed by
the private sector, which will support assessment of
separate components for programmes of study. The
assessment of pupil performance programme, which
is now being rolled out nationally in both primary
and secondary schools, goes to the heart of the
teachers’ professional learning in making
instructional decisions based on assessment
information. The Government is committing £150
million over the next three years for the development
of staff in assessment for learning. To conclude those
initial remarks, let me say that at the moment I am
pretty optimistic about the future. There seems to be
a willingness across Government, the teaching
profession and the broader public to engage in
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genuine discussion about the future of testing and
assessment and to come out of the trenches to some
extent. There seems also to be a real recognition of
the importance of three things—personalised
learning, formative assessment, and professional
development for teachers—which are the essential
keys to raising performance standards and the only
way in which this country will drive itself through
the glass ceiling at around 80%.

Q56 Chairman: Thank you for that introduction,
which was a pretty thorough look at the whole field.
If we are going to get through all our questions in the
time available, the question and answers will have to
be quick-fire. I want to start by asking why all that
was necessary? You gave evidence to the Committee
not very long ago, when you seemed to be an
extremely happy chairman of the QCA. You did not
say to us that there is a fundamental problem with
the QCA structure and that if only the Government
would listen there should be some fundamental
changes. Nevertheless, fundamental changes are
what we have here. Some of us who know the history
and the origins of the changes, over the past 10 or 15
years, feel that we have kind of been here before.
Why do you think that the changes have come
about now?

Dr Boston: Our private, but consistent, advice to
Government has been that there is a perception that
the regulatory decisions could be manipulated by
Government, given the way in which we report to
Ministers rather than to Parliament. That argument
is strong, and we have made it again and again. The
Government have accepted the argument in so far as
it relates to the regulatory side of our work. The
other side of our work will continue much as it is. I
believe that that is a step forward.

Q57 Chairman: Do you understand that the
regulatory part will be in parallel to what has been
established as the relationship of Ofsted to
Parliament?

Dr Boston: 1 am not precisely sure what the
governance arrangements will be, except that it will
have its own board, its own chairman and its own
chief executive—I do not think that anyone is sure
yet and lawyers are looking at the matter. The issue
of whether it is a non-ministerial department, or
reports to Parliament in some other way, still needs
to be worked through as part of the consultation
process.

Q58 Chairman: When it was believed that Ofsted
was responsible to and answerable to Parliament,
there was a hard-fought battle to ensure that it did
so through this Committee, or its predecessor
Committee.

Dr Boston: Yes.

Q59 Chairman: So, I assume that constitutionally,
the parliamentary relationship will be mediated
through a Select Committee.

Dr Boston: That would be my assumption, but those
matters are being considered within the
Department, not the QCA.

Q60 Chairman: In broad terms, do you think that
this morning’s proposals are to be welcomed?
Dr Boston: Yes.

Q61 Chairman: In their entirety—there is no
hesitation, qualification? I won’t say the Australian
equivalent of welcome, but you know what I mean.
Dr Boston: With a modest, restrained British
approach to things, Mr Chairman, yes, these
proposals are to be welcomed.

Q62 Chairman: Let us drill down a little. In this
Committee, and the previous one, we did not see
great public demand for these changes. Do you
believe that the public were knocking on people’s
doors—they were certainly not knocking on my
door—saying that they wanted a more independent
relationship? Or is it that they were worried about
standards? There was always a fuss in August when
the results came out—the Daily Mail would always
tell us that standards were going down and that there
was grade inflation and much else. Is that what
people are responding to? Is that what the
Government have responded to—the furore that
goes on in August?

Dr Boston: Certainly, the Government have listened
to and heard our concerns about the ambiguity
present where there is a body that, among other
things, is responsible for regulation and reports on
the maintenance of assessment standards to a
Government who are committed to driving up
standards to meet particular targets. As I said, in
reality, we have not been troubled by this. I do not
think that anyone could point to an occasion when
pressure has been put on the organisation by the
Government or civil servants with regard to
standards— certainly, I am totally unaware of it,
and T am certain that it has never happened.
However, if we consider one of the causes of the
August debate to be that the separation of the
regulator from Government is not perfectly clear,
then that August debate might be diminished if the
separation were made more apparent. Of course,
there may be other issues in the August debate that
are not resolved by that situation.

Q63 Chairman: As you know, August is a slow news
time. They always bring the education
correspondents back for August, so if they have to
write about something, I am sure that they will do so.
What is your view of the balance between the agency
and the other body? How will it be handled, and how
will the two organisations develop?

Dr Boston: The Secretary of State has asked us to set
up an interim regulatory authority. That should be
done virtually immediately, and there should be as
much distance between the regulatory body and the
parent body—the QCA-—as is possible by the
summer examinations. Of course, the legislation will
not be passed and take effect until 2009.The way we
are looking at setting up the interim arrangements is
for the QCA board, which cannot be discharged of
its regulatory responsibilities without a change in the
Act, nevertheless carrying out those responsibilities,
not through me as Chief Executive, but through
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Isabel Nisbet, the Head of Regulation and
Standards, who, it has been announced today, will
be the Acting Chief Executive of the new regulatory
authority—Ofqual, or whatever shorthand we
might finally use to describe it. That organisation
will be operating in shadow form from April. I will
not be dealing personally with the awarding body
chiefs on matters of standards and I will not be
setting levels in relation to national curriculum tests,
as I do at the moment. That will be done by David
Gee as head of the NAA. I will be responsible for
managing the affairs of the board. I will remain the
accounting officer for the entire organisation, but
the shadow regulator’s funds will be ring-fenced. An
interim board with an interim chairman will be
established for the shadow regulator, and the
proposal s that, to all intents and purposes, it should
function as a separate body from about April. Not
only will it function separately, but it will do so from
Coventry, because many of them would otherwise be
moving to our temporary premises in the old Adult
Learning Inspectorate.

Q64 Chairman: We must get on to the last thing. We
have dipped our toe into the area of testing and
assessment. We have already had a lot of written
evidence and we have had a seminar. People mostly
wanted to talk about, not the constitutional role of
the two organisations, or the split between the roles
of the organisations—that was hardly mentioned—
but too much testing, grade inflation, and a range of
things that concern parents, students and
commentators. It seems that this is to take our eye
off the ball, so that we can say, “Look, this is all
alright. We are making some big, grand, but
complex changes out there,” whereas most parents
and students are worried about other things entirely,
such as too much testing. Everywhere in the world
they say that there are too many tests. Academics
come before us and tell us that we test the wrong
things or too many things. Those are the real issues,
are they not?

Dr Boston: Yes, they are. Certainly, during the
interim period, we will not be taking our eyes off
those balls.

Chairman: Let us get drilling now with David.

Q65 Mr Chaytor: To pursue today’s announcement
a little further. What will it cost?

Dr Boston: 1 do not have an answer to that, but we
will be meeting to establish the shadow regulatory
authority for which we will need completely new
front-of-house facilities. From April, if you ring the
regulatory authority, you will not want someone
from the QCA answering the phone. The media will
need to be different, as will the presentation and
delivery. We are looking at that, with a view to
presenting a budget bid to the DCSF for putting it
in place.

Q66 Mr Chaytor: Do you know at what stage your
budget bid will be presented?

Dr Boston: 1t will be presented within the next few
weeks; by early January.

Q67 Mr Chaytor: In your opening presentation,
you put a lot of emphasis on the distinction between
assessment standards and performance standards.
In 1996, the QCA’s predecessor and Ofsted
published a report on assessment standards, saying
that there had been no weakening in the previous 20
years. In 2007, can the QCA say that there has been
no weakening in assessment standards in the
previous 11 years?

Dr Boston: Yes. I would also have to say that being
able to say that is the product of vigilance and
monitoring. Of course, when looking at standards,
which are made by humans, and evidence produced
by full-cohort papers—a new, different paper each
year—judgments have to be made about the way in
which one paper and performance equates with
previous papers and performance, and so
on. Much of our work on maintenance of
standards is looking back over a period of time. The
reviews that we undertake of groups of subjects over
a period of time indicate, from time to time, that in
one area there might have been a drift, and that
needs to be corrected. In a report earlier this year we
looked at music, including elements of the music
curriculum and music performance, and there
appeared to have been a drift there over five years.
That then needs to be corrected by altering criteria
with awarding bodies. It is a process of
monitoring, review and adjustment, but taken in
balance as a whole—as an overview of the
situation—my answer clearly and unambiguously
is yes.

Q68 Mr Chaytor: But will today’s announcement
about the split of the QCA’s functions in any way
reduce the likelihood of drift in assessment
standards over the next 10 or 20 years? Your
argument seems to be that there has been some drift
here and there, which is largely the inevitable result
of human error and weakness of human judgment
that has been corrected. But is there anything in the
new structure that will stop that happening?

Dr Boston: No. The new body—the regulatory
authority—will use codes of practice similar to those
we have used in the past. It will use monitoring
processes with awarding bodies. It may choose to
extend its work beyond the work we fundamentally
do, which is at the front end of the qualification,
developing the criteria and then accrediting the
qualification submitted to meet those criteria, and at
the end of the process, after the examination is
running, looking at whether the code of practice has
been applied in the awarding process. As we move
forward with regulation—since Isabel Nisbet! has
been with the organisation, she has driven this very
hard—we need to be regulating more on the basis of
the assessment of risk and going into particular
points through the process, rather than focusing
initially at the start and, finally, at the end.

! Tsabel Nisbet, Acting Chief Executive of the new interim
regulatory body which will begin operations next year.
Isabel is currently the Director of Regulation and Standards
at QCA.
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Q69 Mr Chaytor: But none of those issues could not
be grasped by the QCA in its present format. Is not
that the case?

Dr Boston: That is true.

Q70 Mr Chaytor: There is nothing about the new
form of regulator that will give an enhanced
guarantee of no reduction in assessment standards.
Dr Boston: 1t is precisely the same style.

Q71 Mr Chaytor: What I am trying to get at is this:
is the conclusion, therefore, that the only argument
for change is to somehow deal with the annual two-
weeks-in-August hysteria in the tabloid press?

Dr Boston: Well, I would not describe it as dealing
with the two weeks of hysteria, because while the
basis for that might be diminished I am not sure that
it is going to go away. The basis of the separation
that is occurring is, as I see it, the logical one: a
regulatory authority should not be reporting to the
political party that is currently trying to drive up
standards.

Q72 Mr Chaytor: In terms of structural change
within the QCA, will the existing structure of the
organisation adapt itself neatly to a division into the
two new functions or will this require a major
overhaul?

Dr Boston: No. This will require some major
separation of the organisation. The regulation and
standards division is clearly at the core of regulation,
although not all that it does will go to the new
regulatory authority. There are other elements in
our curriculum division and in the qualifications and
skills division, where regulatory work is done. The
re-accreditation of A-levels, for example, which is
essentially regulatory, is done through the
qualifications division as a 14-19 qualification. We
have to unpick those functions and make provision
for that work to transfer to the regulator.

Q73 Mr Chaytor: Within the QCA as it stands,
there are three main divisions. The structure of the
organisation is based on three main areas.

Dr Boston: There are four: regulation, qualifications
and skills, curriculum and the NAA, which is the
operational arm that delivers the national
curriculum tests and the modernisation agenda.

Q74 Mr Chaytor: In terms of assessment standards
and performance, this is a blurring of these two
functions across the four divisions.

Dr Boston: Yes, organisationally there is a bit of a
blurring. This is meant to clarify it. Regulations and
standards or Ofqual—or whatever we end up calling
it in shorthand—sitting at Coventry, will be purely
to do with assessment standards and nothing else.

Q75 Chairman: We have a QCA. You are the
experts on the curriculum. The Government have
just announced yet another inquiry into curriculum,
not by you, but by Jim Rose. What is he doing being
pulled into that? You are the competent body. You
know more about this than Jim Rose. Why are you
not doing it? I would be sulking if T were you.

Dr  Boston: The intention announced by
Government is that the inquiry will be led by Jim
Rose, but that we will work with him as the chief
source of advice on evidence and as the body
organising and managing a consultation, which
presumably will be very widespread. We need to take
this out and get genuine consultation with the
professionals.

Q76 Chairman: Have they appointed Jim Rose
because he is more of a political fixer than you?

Dr Boston: 1 have no comment on that, Mr
Chairman.

Q77 Chairman: Some of us on the predecessor
Committee were not too keen on the Rose report. He
went totally overboard on synthetic phonics, but we
hope that he will do a better job with you on the
curriculum.

Dr Boston: He is certainly a very valued member of
our board, and I believe that we will be able to work
together very effectively to achieve this. Finally, of
course, it will be his advice that goes to the
Government. There is no question about that, but
we will provide the horsepower in shaping that
advice and carrying out the consultation.

Q78 Ms Butler: We are all aiming for the same goal:
to ensure that our children are very well educated.
We also want to ensure that schools are properly
evaluated. In your opinion, are there any other ways
in which the effects of national policy on the state
schooling system could be effectively evaluated? Do
you have any ideas or opinions on how it could be
further improved?

Dr Boston: 1 am not quite sure that I get the
question. Do you mean methods other than the
current assessment system?

Q79 Ms Butler: Other than the current system and
how it works.

Dr Boston: That question takes us fundamentally to
the issue of the fitness for purpose of assessments.
What are we assessing and why? That is the area in
which the paper that Paul Newton from the QCA
prepared for the Select Committee is very helpful.
The current Key Stage tests are absolutely fit for the
purpose for which they were designed. That is full
cohort testing in reading, writing, maths and science
for our children at two points in their careers and for
reporting on the levels of achievement. They are
assessments that are developed over two and a
quarter years, and are pre-tested. They are run
through teacher panels, pre-tested again, and run
through teacher panels again. The marks scheme is
developed over a period of time. In terms of the way
in which they are put together, if your purpose is full
cohort testing, in these dimensions, these are the
Rolls-Royce. You are not going to get better; they
are fit for purpose. The issue arises with any
assessment when, having achieved an assessment
that is fit for one purpose, you strap other purposes
ontoit. As Paul’s paper shows, there are 22 purposes
currently being served by current assessments, and
14 of those are in some way being served by Key
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Stage test assessments. Some of those purposes are
very close to what is the design purpose, the essential
function—the design inference, as Paul calls it. Some
of the user inferences—the purposes to which they
are put—are much more distant. One of the things
that attracts me to the single level tests is that the
Government are now looking at a new suite of tests
that will have, not only the summative role—
potentially when you add up what children have
achieved at the end of the Key Stage, to get similar
data to the summative data that you get now—but
potentially a formative and development role
because they are taken during the Key Stage test,
and will potentially have less impact on preparation
for the test because you are not preparing everyone
to take the test at a particular time. You are building
children up to take the test when they are ready. My
judgment is that, given that there are so many
legitimate purposes of testing, and Paul Newton lists
22, it would be absurd to have 22 different sorts of
tests in our schools. However, one serving 14
purposes is stretching it too far. Three or four
serving three or four purposes each might get the
tests closer to what they were designed to do. To take
a very simple analogy, Barry, if you want to cut
paper or cloth, you have scissors; if you want to slice
an apple up, you have a knife; if you want to turn a
screw, you have a screwdriver; if you want to open a
bottle, you have a corkscrew. To some extent, we are
not building tests, we are building Swiss army knives
here, and when you put all of these functions on one
test, there is the risk that you do not perform any of
those functions as perfectly as you might. What we
need to do is not to batten on a whole lot of functions
to a test, but restrict it to three or four prime
functions that we believe are capable of delivering
well.

Q80 Ms Butler: Do I take it that you believe that the
Government’s direction of travel in stage not age is
the right direction to be travelling in?

Dr Boston: Yes. That is a very important step
forward, and I think that the single level tests that
are still in pilot stage have the prospect of combining
both a summative assessment and a formative
assessment. They are across a whole programme of
study; it is not simply like my example of testing a
youngster on percentages and moving along. It will
provide us with progress data—summative data as
they go through it—as well as formative data as they
go through the key stage itself.

Chairman: Annette will lead us through the next
section on the purpose of testing figures for purpose,
which we have started, but we are going to continue.

Q81 Annette Brooke: Can we backtrack slightly and
look at degrees of error, certainly in validation? We
had the statistic in an earlier sitting that up to 30%
of candidates in public examinations are awarded
the wrong grade. We can touch on the issues of
consistency of marking and actual mistakes in
adding scores together, but what sort of percentage
error are we looking at that is due simply to the
nature of the design of the test? It may be that a
student hits a whole set of questions and does not

know the answer to those particular questions. In
other words, what aspects are there other than the
obvious mis-marking and adding-up errors?

Dr Boston: 1 cannot say that in any test there will be
this percentage of error, but there are sources of
error. The figure of 30%. is a very high figure, which
I have heard before and it certainly pulls you up.
What are the controls we have over this? We have the
nature of the mark scheme and how precise and
definitive that is, in terms of allocating scores. We
have performance around grade boundaries, where
a score might be just above or below a grade
boundary. More and more information is now being
given by awarding bodies to candidates, including
the return of scripts at GCSE and A-level, if you
want them, and there is greater diagnosis of
performance, particularly from Edexcel. If there is
error, the objective is to detect it and then resolve it.
The process of lodging an appeal after a result and
having that heard and the paper re-examined is a
legitimate and important part of the whole thing. We
cannot say that the system works impeccably unless
there are such robust appeal processes and they are
seen to work.

Q82 Annette Brooke: Given that the 30% figure has
been mentioned, surely that is something that you
have investigated fully and looked at the evidence
for? Can we really say that the Government are quite
justified in being confident in the test results that are
finally published?

Dr Boston: Yes, 1 can certainly say that we are
confident in being published. However, it must be
said that there are various views of comparability
which compound all of this, and make people
wonder whether the standards or grades are being
met. One of the most recent arguments about grade
inflation has been the work that Robert Coe has run
from Durham, which has been interesting work to
look at. He has taken what he called the test of
developed ability, which was a notion of innate
ability—developed ability—in an individual, and he
took the example of the person getting A-levels and
said that A-levels had become two grades easier over
the last 20 years, and that that was a problem.

Q83 Annette Brooke: I am not really talking about
grade inflation at the moment. I am actually talking
about fundamental errors and confidence in the
system. I agree that grade inflation is undermining
confidence, but in this sitting we are not
concentrating on that.

Dr Boston: Error exists. As I said before, this a
process of judgment. Error exists, and error needs to
be identified and rectified where it occurs. I am
surprised at the figure of 30%. We have been looking
at the range of tests and examinations for some time.
We think that is a very high figure, but whatever it is
it needs to be capable of being identified and
corrected.

Q84 Annette Brooke: What is the primary purpose
for which Key Stage tests are designed? We were
talking about a variety of purposes. What is the No.
1 purpose?
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Dr Boston: The No. 1 purpose is to decide the level
that a child has reached at the end of a key stage.

Q85 Annette Brooke: Given that the tests are also
used for the purpose of assessing a school’s
performance by parents, local authorities and the
Government, and that we want more teacher
assessment—you said that yourself—and full
professional development, do you think it is
reasonable to ask teachers to judge pupils’
performance when they themselves and their schools
are being judged by the results? Is there not a major
conflict here?

Dr Boston: The use of diagnostic assessment and
assessment of pupil performance, and training
teachers to have an understanding of standards and
to be able to decide where their children rest, where
their achievement is, is very sound. I have talked
about teacher assessment before and see immense
value in it, and in the Institute of Educational
Assessors in moderation, but I am not signed up to
the abolition of external tests and to the elimination
of external marking. I certainly think that it has a
place and that in any assessment system a balance is
needed between internal and external, but I certainly
would not sign up for a summative assessment
process that did not include a significant component
of external marking.

Q86 Mr Chaytor: Of the 22 purposes to which the
assessment results can be put, you stressed what you
think are the most effective purposes, which are best
served by the current system. Which of the 22 are
least well served by the current arrangements?

Dr Boston: With regard to the personal value of
students’ achievements and the formative
assessment to identify students’ proximal learning
needs and guide subsequent teaching, the national
curriculum tests are less effective than the new
tests—the single-level tests—will be. In respect of
student monitoring to decide whether students are
making sufficient progress in attainment in relation
to targets, the single-level tests will do that better;
and no, these are not the tests to deliver the diagnosis
of learning difficulties. We could develop better and
simpler tests to identify the general educational
needs of students to transfer to new schools. We can
use Key Stage tests to segregate students into
homogeneous groups or screening to identify
youngsters who differ significantly from their peers,
but we could simply design better ones as well. I will
not go through the 14; it is a matter of stripping
down. The tests are good at assessing institution
performance; a standard test is applied to all schools
in the country to children of the same age and it will
give you at one level a measure of the performance
of that institution. You might want to moderate that
when you to come to setting targets for that
institution in terms of its intake, but they are pretty
good at that.

Q87 Mr Chaytor: In terms of institutional
performance, does it follow that the function of
school choice is effectively served by the current
tests?

Dr Boston: It could be served by a better test.

Q88 Mr Chaytor: You have been very strong on the
effectiveness of the tests and the importance of full
cohort testing. But full cohort testing is not the only
way of getting the information that the Government
and the public require. Why has the QCA been so
resistant to techniques of light sampling?

Dr Boston: 1 do not think that we have been resistant
to it. In fact I think we were the first people to start
talking about it publicly. We offered advice to the
Government and the Government were not at that
stage heading in that direction. They were heading in
the direction of the progress tests, as they were then
called, or the single level test, which I think is fine.
But one of the issues with the Key Stage tests is that
they are a full cohort test. There is a new test each
year. They take a long time to develop and then all
the test items can no longer be used again. The
Government set great store by sample tests such as
PIRLS, PISA and TIMSS. In other countries such as
America, for example, the national assessment of
educational progress is a test of a statistically valid
sample, which takes the same test items each year. It
is slightly changed, but it is basically the same thing.
It will give you an absolute measure of whether
standards on that test are rising or falling. It is horses
for courses. There are ways in which this can be
organised. The way that the Government are
moving is to go for the single level tests, which I
strongly support. But we need to be wary, if we are
to have single level tests but phase out Key Stage
tests, that we do not saddle the single level tests with
these 14 functions. We should use the single level
tests for some of the functions and have other sorts
of tests for other functions.

Q89 Chairman: If we have been using all these tests
for 14 different things all this time, is it legitimate for
people like us to say to you, well where was the
QCA? Have you been telling Ministers over all these
years that this is a ridiculous system of testing and
that it is so wide that we are picking out 14 different
outcomes and that you need to divide into four very
specific groups—your corkscrew, your screwdriver
and so on? Where have you been? Have you been
telling the Government this for a long time and they
just would not listen?

Dr Boston: No. I do not think that that would be fair
for you to say. The discourse on what assessment is
about and how we do it is a public debate.

Q90 Chairman: I am sorry, but most of my
constituents do not believe that. Parents of children
taking tests believe that you are the person who
looks after this sort of stuff, and that if you do not
like what is going on, you should tell the
Government that they should do something about it,
and, if it really came to it, that you would come out
from your corner and say that tests are not fair.

Dr Boston: 1 am certainly not saying that the key
stage tests are not fit for purpose. I am saying that
there are some purposes for which they are far fitter
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than others. They can be used for these purposes.
There is no question about that. But for many of
them there is a better way to do it.

Q91 Chairman: That is what our expert witnesses
have been saying: there are too many tests. You have
not really answered that. We went to New Zealand
and they said that they would like to know more
about our students, but that to test at 7, 11, 14, 16,
17 and 18 we must be crazy. Why does the QCA
never seem to say anything about the number of tests
and the fact that the other expert witnesses say that
those tests are not fit for purpose?

Dr Boston: 1 do not believe that there are too many
tests, particularly in primary education. There is
undue pressure on preparation for the tests, but if we
consider the amount of time that is actually taken up
by the testing process, it is not high, and it is certainly
higher in some other countries. In secondary
education it is far more intense. There is no question
about that. Our concern—or my concern—has not
been with the burden of assessment, as people
sometimes refer to it, but with the high stakes put on
the assessments because, in the case of Key Stage
tests, they carry 14 different functions.

Q92 Chairman: That is what we keep coming back
to. Why have you not blown the whistle on those 14
different functions and said that they should not be
used in that way?

Dr Boston: 1 provide advice to Government. I am
not out there as an independent commentator.

Q93 Chairman: Are you saying that you have told
the Government that they are not fit for purpose for
a long time and they have not reacted to that?

Dr Boston: No. I have never told the Government
that these tests are not fit for purpose because I do
not think that that is the case. I think that they are fit
for purpose. I have certainly said that there are many
purposes that would be served better by different
sorts of tests. Indeed, as you know, some time ago I
raised the issue of sample testing, on which the
Government were not keen for other reasons.

Q94 Chairman: What about the other point that we
picked up on in the evidence—that people said that
because you have not blown the whistle on the tests,
they drive out the ability to teach a decent
curriculum; that the teachers are just teaching to the
test and cannot explore the curriculum?

Dr Boston: Fundamentally, our task has been to
develop, deliver and build these tests and to make
sure that the results from them are valid. Although
I admit that there are some errors in them, we make
sure that there are processes for that error to be
identified and for the problem to be resolved. We
have been extraordinarily forward in pushing for the
introduction of more technology and scanning,
precisely for reasons of improving the quality of
marking.

Q95 Chairman: We visit examining boards and
often the progress and innovation comes from them,
not from you. I get the impression that you are
running behind Cambridge Assessment and
Edexcel. They are teaching you how to do that stuff.
Dr Boston: Edexcel, which was the first to get into
online scanning and marking in this country, would
not have got there without the very strong support
that it had from QCA, both publicly and through the
Government. The fundamental argument related to
improvements in the quality of marking. You will
remember the fuss that occurred at the time when the
contract went to Edexcel—or Pearson—about
bringing in a private, overseas company to run
marking when previously it had been done by
charities. The argument that we publicly and
strongly ran then was that that was the way forward.
It was the way to guarantee quality in marking and
to eliminate problems because second marking
would take place alongside first marking with the
material coming up on the computer screen.
Chairman: We will drill down on that in a minute if
you do not mind. I want to call Stephen now to talk
about test targets and tables.

Q96 Stephen Williams: How do you go about
deciding what a child should know at each particular
stage in their life? Ten days ago we had the Key Stage
2 league tables reporting that children by age 11 are
meant to reach Level 4 across the subjects. How was
it decided what the content of Level 4 is and what the
target is for an 11-year-old to get to that level? What
process is gone through to reach those two things?
Dr Boston: That is a very technical question that I
am sure someone behind me could answer if you
were prepared to let them, or they could slip me
notes and I would attempt to make a fist of it.
Chairman: It must be the latter and not the former,
otherwise Hansard will be driven up the wall, so if
you do not mind, we will be happy to give you some
time for someone to supply a note. Stephen, do you
want to change the drift of your questions until you
get an answer on that?

Q97 Stephen Williams: I will ask the question in
broader terms because, in the introductory session,
Ken basically said that there was a constitutional
nicety, a separation of powers between a regulator of
standards which ensured that everyone had
confidence that nothing was being politically
manipulated. Is it the QCA, all the advisers sitting
behind you and those behind them back at
headquarters who decide what Level 4 is and how
many children should reach it by a given age, or is
that box-ticking mentality started in the Department
and you are told to design a curriculum to deliver
that?

Dr Boston: 1 understand the question, but I know
that the experts sitting behind me will give a better
answer than I could, so can we move on and I shall
take the question in a moment?

Chairman: Lynda, did you want to come in on that
point?
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Lynda Waltho: No, I wanted to follow on later.
Chairman: Carry on, Stephen.

Q98 Stephen Williams: Ken, you said that the
primary purpose of all Key Stage tests was to assess
the individual performance of a child, yet what gets
all the attention—I refer to the August media
frenzy—is the performance of a school, which is an
aggregation of the performance of all the individual
children. Do you think a fair outcome of the tests is
that schools should be held to account or do you
think that is a minor delivery of the system?

Dr Boston: No, I am firmly of the view that schools
should be held to account. I believe in full cohort
testing. 1 believe that full cohort testing and
summative assessment have a place and that holding
schools to account for what they achieve is
important.

Q99 Stephen Williams: When you say that you
believe in full cohort testing, I can see that means
that you believe in testing every child, but do you
also believe that the publication of the aggregate
results for every child is fair on the school, or would
a national sample be a better way of measuring
standards across the country?

Dr Boston: Yes, I certainly believe in reporting the
achievements of that school. These are the other
schools.

Q100 Stephen Williams: That is based on the
aggregate of the results for each child in the school,
so would you reject alternatives completely?

Dr Boston: 1t depends on the purpose. If your
purpose is to find out whether children are writing
and reading as well as they did 10 years ago
nationally, the best test is to give a sample of them
virtually the same test as was given to a sample of
them 10 years ago. That will tell you whether we
have gone up or down. If you want to report on the
performance of a school this year in relation to the
school next door, the sample will clearly not do that,
but the full cohort test will. It is again about purpose.
Both purposes are legitimate and some of the
difficulties with the testing programme or the
examination programme when looking at whether
standards have changed significantly year on year or
over a 20-year period, are that the curriculum,
teaching methods and other things such as class size
have changed. If you really want to know whether
people are better at reading than they were 20 years
ago, give them the same test.

Q101 Stephen Williams: I see that you have had
time to look at the note that has been passed to you.
Dr Boston: This is Dr Horner’s contribution in
handwriting. The report of the task group on
assessment and testing in 1989—while I was still
elsewhere, Barry—decided on a 10-point scale and
proposed a graph of progress that identified Level 4
at age 11. That report was then published,
presumably. We are now on an eight-point scale—
aren’t we?—so that 10-point scale has been reduced.
That does not fully answer your question, Stephen.

Q102 Stephen Williams: No, four out of 10 is 40%
and, on the same scale, four out of eight is 50%, so it
seems to be a completely different target. Perhaps we
are getting a bit too technical. I was trying to get at
whether the Government were feeling the QCA’s
collar in respect of how we set the standards for
children. Therefore, is it right that we have a
separate regulator of standards for the future?

Dr Boston: Barry, I should very much like to give
you a written statement tomorrow in answer to this
question.?

Chairman: Okay.

Q103 Stephen Williams: Before the note, I was
going to mention the difference between how a
child’s performance is assessed and how a school’s
performance is assessed. You were going into how
children’s performance was assessed over time. Is
there another way in which you can assess a school’s
effectiveness apart from the league table mentality
that we have at the moment? Is there an alternative?
After all, they do not have league tables in Wales or
Scotland.

Dr Boston: Y ou can certainly assess the performance
on the basis of teacher reporting, as against the
school reporting its performance against a template
of benchmarks, perhaps, as occurs in some other
countries, and reporting its testing of its students
against national averages in literacy, numeracy and
so on. I know of cases where that occurs.

Q104 Stephen Williams: You are a man of
international experience. Do you think that
anywhere else does it better than England—whether
a state in Australia or anywhere else—without this
sort of national frenzy every August, with people
wondering whether things are going down the pan or
the Government saying, “No, things have only ever
got better”?

Dr Boston: 1 think England is pretty rare in the way
it does this in August, although I would not say
unique.

Q105 Chairman: Is that good or bad?

Dr Boston: The annual debate about whether too
many have passed and whether standards must have
fallen is a very sterile debate and I would be glad to
see the back of it. If it is right that this new regulator
will lead to the end of that, it is a good thing. We are
not so sure that it will. There are other, better, ways
of celebrating success and achievement—not
questioning it.

Q106 Stephen Williams: Do you think that any
particular country does it a lot better than England?

Dr Boston: No. I think that in other countries where
the results come out there is less public criticism of
youngsters on the basis that, because they have three

2 Note by witness: In 1988 the Task Group on Assessment and
Testing (TGAT) designed the assessment system for the
national curriculum. This included the development of a
then 10 level scale to cover the years of compulsory
schooling. Level 4 was pitched as the reasonable expectation
for the end of the primary phase, to ensure pupils could
move on with confidence in their skills to tackle the
secondary curriculum.
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A grades, the result must be worthless. Such criticism
is a very bad thing. From my previous experience, I
have a great interest in Aboriginal education. There
was 200 years of Aboriginal education in Australia
with absolutely no impact on the performance of
Aboriginal kids until we introduced full cohort
testing and reporting at school level. Then, suddenly,
people took Aboriginal education seriously and it
began to improve.

Q107 Stephen Williams: If nobody else wants to
come in on this section, I should like to ask one last
question, going back to the start, about introducing
the new regulator. We have only had the report,
Confidence in Standards, from the Secretary of State
today, and we have not been able to digest it fully yet.
When were you consulted about the split in the
QCA’s responsibilities? Was it before, during or after
the August round of exam results that we had a few
months ago?

Dr Boston: 1t was after.

Q108 Fiona Mactaggart: You have been talking
clearly about the difficulty of tests fulfilling 14
different purposes. The fact is that they fulfil some of
those inadequately. You suggested that the best way
toseeifchildren over time are able to achieve the same
standard is through sampled testing. Do we do very
much of that, and if not, why not?

Dr Boston: Those tests will tell you whether
performance on a particular task has improved over
time. We do not do that as a country. We pay a lot of
attention to PIRLS and PISA and the national maths
and science study. In developing its Key Stage tests
from year to year, the QCA does pre-test. Part of
those pre-tests in schools, which youngsters think are
just more practice tests, are pre-tests for what we will
use in 18 months’ time. In them we often use anchor
questions, which are the same questions that have
been asked a few years before or in consecutive years.
They might be only slightly disguised or might not be
changed at all. That is to help develop tests that
maintain standards so that Level 4 is Level 4 year on
year. The boundary between the levels is set by the
examiners. It might be 59 in one year and 61 in
another, but they know thatin their judgment thatisa
Level4. Theydraw onthosetests. Wehavenotused
the tests systematically enough to say, “Weused these
six questions for the past eight yearsand we know that
students are getting better at reading or worse at
writing,” but that is the basis on which we develop
and pre-test those emerging assessments.

Q109 Fiona Mactaggart: I am struck by this. Youare
saying that we do it a bit to ensure the comparability
of tests over time. We all accept that some of that kind
of work is a necessary function of getting accurate
summative tests, but there is a constant threat in
debate in assessment about whether standards have
changed over time. I do not think that I properly
understand why we have not bothered to invest what
does not strike me as a very large amount of resource
in producing that kind of sampling over time to see
whether standards are improving or weakening, and
where. We would then have a national formative

assessment about where the strengths and
weaknesses of our education system are over time. Do
we have a mechanism that is designed to do that? If
not, why not?

Dr Boston: No, we do not. We use PIRLS and PISA
and in the recent results, they confirmed what we
already know; for example, at PIRLS level, the line I
talked about is not as steep as it was before. It has
flattened off, but has not come to a plateau. The
notion of a sampling programme is something that
we have raised with Government. Some years ago,
before I came into this job, there was the Assessment
of Performance Unit, which did some of that work.
That is no more. I do not know the background and
the reasons why the work was not pursued, but it was
work of this sort. It would seem to me that we need to
be thinking not of either/or. That is the message that I
really want to get across. We are not thinking of Key
Stage tests or single level tests or sample tests. If we
want to serve those 22 legitimate purposes of
testing—I am sure there are more—we need a number
of tests that will deliver between them all those things,
but which are designed so that they are very close to
what Paul Newton calls the design inference, where
the user inference and the design inference are very
close indeed.

Q110 Fiona Mactaggart: What I do not understand
aboutthe proposed new systemis thatif we developed
a wider range of tests to separate some of these
functions more precisely so that we get more accurate
information rather than trying to infer information
from tests that are designed to do something else,
which is what we do at present, who would take the
lead in developing the sample tests and introducing
them? Would it be the QCA or the new regulatory
authority? I have not had time to read through the
document, but I do notunderstand whosejobis what.
Dr Boston: 1t would be the QCA, and it would do its
work partly through stimulating the private sector
market and the awarding bodies to work with it.
Presumably the QCA would take the initiative on
remit from the Government. That would be critical:
the Government would decide that they wanted a set
of new tests. We did not go out and invent single level
tests. We were remitted to do them. We produced
them at Government request, and with our very
strong support. So the initiative would rest
fundamentally with the Government, but the body
that would lead on it would be the QCA, or whatever
the QCA might end up being called some time in the
future. The regulatory authority is to ensure that,
once the product—the assessment—is there, it
delivers on standards and maintains standards. The
regulator is not a development authority; it is an
authority to regulate products and ensure their
quality once they are there.

Q111 Fiona Mactaggart: When you were remitted to
develop the concept of single level tests, were you
remitted to develop a test that was a one-way street,
rather than a test that could be re-administered? I
gather that the National Foundation for Educational
Research is concerned about the fact that thisisjusta
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single pass test and that someone who chooses when
they do it might pass then but might not necessarily
pass it a month later.

Dr Boston: We were remitted to produce a test which
would be taken as a one-off. Further down the track if
we get to a point, as I think we might, where single
level tests are available virtually on line, on demand,
wewould need to go toadata bank of testitems. What
we have at the moment is a Level 3 test or a Level 4
test. A judgment is then made on the score you get
about whether you are secure in Level 4. That test is
then finished with. The time may come in the future,
as with Key Stage 3 ICT tests, where there is a
computer in the corner on which you can take at any
stage your Level 4 or Level 5 reading test. That would
depend on a data bank. In that sense it is constantly
renewable, if  understand the question correctly.

Q112 Fiona Mactaggart: It was not so much about
whether it was renewable. If the teacher of the child
can choose the moment at which the child takes a
single level test and it is a propitious day for that
particular child, the child may do well in the test and
succeed, but it might still be rather a frail attainment.
There is anxiety about whether that is a fully accurate
picture of the child’scapacity and the general learning
level even though they can do it on a fair day with
wind behind them.

Dr Boston: 1 am remiss in that I have not fully
explained the relationship between the Assessment of
Pupil Performance and the tests. The APP
programme is designed essentially to produce greater
understanding among teachers about what is
represented by a level—the profile of a Level 4 in
reading, the profile of a Level 5 in reading and the
difference between them. It represents the different
indicators that show a child is either at Level 4 or
Level 5, and the child is then entered for the test. The
test is meant to be confirmation that the teacher has
made the judgment correctly.

Sitting suspended for fire evacuation.

On resuming—

Chairman: Dr Boston, we are back in business,
although only briefly. I suspect that we will have to
call you or your team back at some stage, because this
has been unfortunate. I will give a question to each
member of the team, and you will answer speedily. I
will start with David, followed by Stephen, then
Fiona, and I will finish.

Q113 Mr Chaytor: On maintenance of standards,
will the new A* grade at A-level have the same pass
rate in all subjects across all examining boards?

Dr Boston: No.

Q114 Mr Chaytor: Does the existing A-level
threshold have the same pass rate in all subjects?
Dr Boston: No.

Q115 Mr Chaytor: Does that cause a problem?
Dr Boston: No.

Q116 Mr Chaytor: Will there not be a huge
discrepancy between different subjects in different
boards?

Dr Boston: The A/B boundary is set by professional
judgment. The reality is that subjects are different;
thereis no attempt to say that, for example, 10% must
pass or have an A grade in every subject. No country
in the world achieves precise comparability between
subjectsin terms of standards. Australia triestodo so:
it takes all the youngsters who get a certain grade in,
forexample, English, geography, and art, and, if they
find that a lot of the youngsters who are taking those
three are getting higher grades in geography than in
the other two subjects, then they deflate the mean of
geography. Some pretty hairy assumptions underlie
that. Here, an A/B boundary is set by professional
examiners broadly at the level that a hard-working,
well-taught, student who has applied himself or
herself fully would achieve on a syllabus or
specification.

Q117 Mr Chaytor: Are the thresholds for subjects on
examining boards matters of public record? That s, is
the percentage score that triggers a B, an A or an A*
on the record and available to pupils and parents?
Dr Boston: The answer is no, I believe.

Q118 Mr Chaytor: My next question is, should it be?
Dr Boston: 1 would think not.

Q119 Mr Chaytor: Why not?

Dr Boston: The essential point is that you might have
a harder paper one year than another, in which case
the boundaries might change significantly. The point
is not the numerical score where the boundary is
drawn. The fundamental point is the professional
judgment of the examiners, who decide where the A/
B boundary is and where the E/U boundary is. They
do that on the basis of their experience and past
statistical evidence using papers of similar demand.

Q120 Fiona Mactaggart: Does the fact that schools
are held accountable through tests that are really
designed to be summative tests of children’s
achievement mean that teachers teach a less-rounded
curriculum?

Dr Boston: My only reaction to that is absolutely
anecdotal. We have a network of 1,000 schools to
which we relate intensively, and I have been told by
people at the QCA who work closely with schools,
and from what I hear from professional bodies, head
teachers and so on, that their answer to that question
is frequently yes. I do not run a school, and I do not
have first-hand evidence of that, but all the evidence
that I hear in my position is about the narrowing of
the curriculum that results from these tests.
Presumably, there may be some better approach to
that with the single-level tests. I have also spoken to
many head teachers who are probably the exception
to the rule and say, basically, the objective is good
educational nutrition for these youngsters, and if
they have got that they will pass the tests. That is a
better way than simply narrowly training them to
take the assessment.

Q121 Fiona Mactaggart: I am sure that they are
right. However, because of lack of self-confidence
and other things among many teachers, such teachers
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arenot in the majority, I suspect. Would it be possible
for you to devise a test? I have listened to you speak
about testing. Your commitment is to using testing to
improve the quality of education for children, yet
here seems to be some evidence that in one respect
testing in Britain is narrowing the quality of
education for our children. Could you devise a
separate way of holding schools accountable, which
could avoid that difficulty so that that function is
dealt with differently from the way in which we were
assessing children’s attainment?

Dr Boston: Holding them accountable for what?

Q122 Fiona Mactaggart: For the quality of teaching.
At the moment, they are held accountable by the
attainments of the children through examinations.
Dr Boston: 1 see the desirability of the aim, but at the
moment I cannot neatly and glibly say, “Yes, we
could do this, this and this.” I see the point of the
question.

Q123 Fiona Mactaggart: In the meantime, is there
anything you can do to reduce the burden of testing in
terms of the rest of the curriculum?

Dr Boston: Apart from providing advice to
Government on assessment reform, I cannot see a
way in which, within the ambit of the QCA itself, we
could be catalytic in producing that change.

Q124 Stephen Williams: Perhaps I can go back to the
subject of what was called the historic day—I assume
that that reference was to the announcement on
Confidence in Standards that was made earlier today.
In my earlier question to Ken, I asked him when he
was consulted about the split, and about the setting
up of the new organisation. Have you been consulted
on thestructure? [ have been reading chapter 2 during
oursitting, whichdoesnot makeitclear whether there
will be a sort of Ofsted, with a chief inspector and a
board. I think that I heard you refer to a board—is
that right?

Dr Boston: We have certainly been consulted, and our
advice has been sought on where we might go from
here now that the Government have made the
decision to go ahead and now that consultation has
happened. The intention, as I understand it—I
thought that it was set out in the document—was that
there should be a non-departmental body with its
own board and its own chief executive. I have no
detail beyond that at this stage. We have been
consulted and have been asked for quite detailed
advice on how we might set up shadow
arrangements—I described our proposals on that
earlier. They havestill to be accepted by Government,
but they seem to be an intelligent way forward.

Q125 Stephen Williams: If we assume that there will
be a board—1I cannot see that in the document, but I
have only skim read it so far—what sort of people
should be on it? In relation to A-levels, do you agree
that it would be sensible for universities to be
represented on the board, given that roughly 90% of
children who achieve A-level standards now continue
to higher education?

Dr Boston: Theregulator will of course be responsible
for all qualifications—not just the general ones but
vocational and adult ones, too. The regulator will
clearly have a role in devising new approaches to the
recognition of awarding bodies, including the post-
Leitch recognition of employers as both awarding
bodies and training providers. The board of the new
body would, T think, need to consist of higher
education representatives, business representatives
and teaching profession representatives. It would
probably be pretty similar in composition to the
current QCA board.

Q126 Chairman: We shall have to finishnow, butisit
right that you have a choice as to which way you
jump? Can you choose which organisation you opt
for?

Dr Boston: No, I will continue as Chief Executive of
the QCA.

Q127 Chairman: I have one last question. When we
pushed you today, you tended to say, “But I'm a
regulator.” In a sense, therefore, some of your
answers have persuaded me that the reforms are
right. When I asked you why you did not push for the
reforms or take a certain course in advising the
Government, youshowed a certain unhappiness. The
indication was that there was a functional stress
between the two roles. Is that right?

Dr Boston: There is a stress, yes. I am not an
independent commentator on education. I certainly
have a responsibility under the current legislation to
be absolutely separate from the Government and
from everyone on maintenance and regulation of
standards. My position has always been that the
minute any Government attempted to interfere with
that, I would be the first to declare it publicly. On
issues such as the curriculum and provision of
qualifications, the current role is to advise the
Government. We do not have the capacity to go out
and say that we are simply going to introduce a new
form of testing in two years’ time. Those decisions are
for the Government—they always have been, and
they always will be. There has been tension, and you
have exposed it cleverly in our discussion.

Chairman: Ken Boston, it has been a pleasure to have
you here. I am sorry that we were disrupted and that
there is unfinished business that perhaps, when you
return from Australia, we can revisit with you. Thank
you to all those who have attended. I wish a happy
Christmas to everyone.
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Memorandum submitted by Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL)

A. THE PRESENT SITUATION

Assessment in Britain requires a radical review

1. In England, young people take externally set and marked examinations at the ages of 7, 11, 14, 16, 17
and 18. The system is at breaking point as more and more examinations have been added to an already over-
examined system. The total number of examination papers sat by young people in schools and colleges each
year in national curriculum tests at 7, 11 and 14, GCSE examinations, GNVQs, AS and A2 examinations
and key skills tests is over 30 million. No other country has so many examinations, taking place so frequently
in the life of a young person. Whilst Wales and Scotland are in a slightly better position than England, their
examination and assessment systems are also heavily over loaded.

2. The ASCL paper Examinations and Assessment (SHA, 2002), stated:

We do not argue against assessment. Far from it. High quality assessment is an important part of
good teaching. [ But] the purposes of assessment have become confused. This has happened largely
because external examinations have assumed too much importance in the system. Examinations have
become the master of education, not the servant.

3. The Tomlinson report, published in 2005, recognised the problem of too many examinations and
advocated greater reliance on in-course assessment by teachers, recommending the use of chartered
assessors, as proposed by ASCL [SHA] since 2002. The Daugherty report on assessment in Wales also
advocated a reduction in assessment and the Wales Assembly Government has put this into place, although
the replacement system is proving unnecessarily bureaucratic.

4. The current problems on assessment may be summarised as follows:

— Young people are subjected to far too many external examinations. These take place more
frequently than in other countries. The relentless pressure of external examinations can interfere
with the enjoyment young people take in learning, can lead to excessive levels of stress, and in
extreme cases to mental health problems.

— Schools and colleges spend too much valuable curriculum time in directly preparing for, and
conducting, external examinations.

— The purpose of external examinations is confused between diagnostic, summative and
qualification (for the examinee), component of performance management (for the teacher),
accountability (for the school) and indicator of national achievement (for the nation).

— The examination system is very costly (see paragraphs 5-12 below).

— The complexity of the examination system has led to concerns about the accuracy and consistency
of marking and results, with increasing numbers of re-marks being sought at GCSE, AS and A
levels.

— It is becoming very difficult to find sufficiently qualified and experienced staff to be the markers,
moderators and examiners of the external examination system. As a result, some papers are being
marked abroad.

— There is a lack of trust in the professional ability of teachers to carry out rigorous internal
assessment.

5. The cost of external examinations is excessive and uses too high a proportion of school and college
budgets. The cost comprises three elements:

— Examination fees.
— Administration time (carried out by support staff since September 2003).
— Invigilation (carried out by support staff since September 2005).
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6. The PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) report on examination costs, commissioned by QCA in 2003,
published in 2005 a figure of £610 million as the cost of the examination system. ASCL has carried out its
own surveys from time to time and our figures suggest that the cost is at least that figure. The costs are
broadly consistent between institutions of comparable size.

Table

THE COST OF THE ENGLISH EXAMINATION SYSTEM

Direct Costs  Time Costs Total

QCA Core costs 8 — 8
QCA NCT costs 37 — 37
Awarding body costs 264 — 264
Exam Centres—Invigilation — 97 97
Exam Centres—Support & Sundries 61 9 70
Exam Centres—Exams Officers — 134 134
Total costs (£m) 370 240 610

Source: PricewaterhouseCoopers

7. Since the PwC survey costs have risen further. ASCL does not have aggregated figures (though these
may be available from the DfES) but it is clear from a small sample of schools and colleges that the direct
cost to institutions has increased. Some examples are:

8. An average sized sixth form college in the West Midlands with roughly 1300 full time students spends
£300,000 on examination fees, invigilation, and administrative staff employed solely for examinations work.
In larger sixth form colleges, the cost of external examinations is now well in excess of £400,000—often the
second highest item on the college budget after staffing.

9. A large tertiary FE college in the North West has an annual expenditure for examination fees alone
of approximately £650,000, and employs three dedicated staff at a cost of £75,000. The principal estimates
that about 4% of the college annual budget of £20million goes on external assessment.

10. In a 1,500-pupil comprehensive school with a sixth form in Wales, the cost of examination fees is
approximately £100,000. The cost of administration of the external examinations is over £17,000, and the
cost of support staff for invigilation is approximately £13,000. A total of £130,000.

11. The cost of examination fees in a typical 11-16 school of 960 students in the Home Counties is
£60,000.

12. None of these figures includes the opportunity cost of the time of staff whose main responsibilities lie
elsewhere, though teachers, heads of department, and senior leaders all devote a proportion of their time to
setting up, supervising and analysing external examinations, and supporting students through them.

B. TEests, EXAMINATIONS AND THEIR PURPOSE
13. The purpose of tests and examinations has become confused with school accountability and the
performance management of teachers. The same assessments are used for the following purposes:
— Diagnostic assessment.
— Formative assessment.
— Summative assessment.
— Evaluative assessment.
— Ipsative assessment.
They are also used for:
— acomponent of the qualifications structure;
— monitoring progress;
— teachers’ performance-related pay;
— performance management of teachers;
— school and college performance tables;

— accountability of schools, colleges, local authorities, the Learning and Skills Council and the
DfES; and

— meeting national targets.

14. Of the last group of seven purposes, five are evaluative, demonstrating how the Government has
skewed the assessment system from its prime purposes of diagnostic and formative towards the evaluative.
The assessment of the work of young people has become primarily for the accountability of schools and
colleges, rather than to be of value to the students themselves.
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15. The use of assessment for learning has improved the quality and extent of formative assessment,
encouraging students to think more about their own learning and helping teachers to mould their teaching
style more effectively to the needs of the students. Assessment for learning has become an important element
in student voice, in that it provides students with a structure in which to feed back to their teachers
information on the effectiveness of their learning. It is therefore a major contributor to personalising
learning.

16. Teachers have been criticised for teaching to the test but, if the system is geared to constantly
monitoring progress and judging teachers and institutions by outcomes, it is hardly surprising that the focus
is on ensuring that students produce the best results. Particularly at Key Stage 2, this results in over-
preparation for the tests in May of year 6, followed by a period with much less emphasis on the tested
subjects. By September, when the children enter year 7, they have had four months of this post-test phase—
hardly the best preparation for the start of secondary education. Many secondary school leaders believe that
this is a major contributory factor in the so-called Key Stage 3 dip in performance.

17. Intelligent accountability for schools and colleges is not helped by the use of test scores to produce
league tables, nor by the way in which the Government is trying to produce a single measure of
accountability—the contextualized value added measure—as a precise indicator of the effectiveness of a
complex institution such as a school or college. Schools and colleges expect to be held to account for their
performance, but measures should not claim greater rigour than they can stand and confidence intervals
should always be included.

18. By producing league tables of performance at age 14 and by using Key Stage 3 test results as an
indicator for Ofsted inspections, the importance of Key Stage 3 tests is magnified unnecessarily. The critical
test results in secondary education are at age 16 and 18—no employer or university has ever asked an
applicant what they scored in Key Stage 3 tests. A check on the progress of 14 year olds in the major subjects
is necessary for schools’ planning and self-evaluation, but this could be achieved without the use of an
elaborate series of external tests.

19. In a 14 to 19 qualifications system, the importance of GCSE at age 16 will also be played down from
the huge external examination industry that it has become. In its early papers on 14 to 19, the Government
itself described the future role of the GCSE as a progress check and we agree with this as the 14 to 19
system matures.

20. Nobody criticises A level teachers for teaching to the test, because the test is widely respected and the
syllabus provides an excellent education for the students following it. Schools want to focus on developing
deep and sustained learning with assessment systems supporting that process and this is possible at A level.

21. ASCL does not support the introduction of the A* grade at A level, believing that there is adequate
information available to highly selective universities to distinguish between the best candidates on the basis
of their module grades, their raw marks and their wider achievements, information on all of which is
available to admissions tutors.

22. The progress of the education system as a whole could be monitored more efficiently and effectively.
The aggregation of individual test scores creates a high-stakes testing system in which the pressure is bound
to create a false picture of progress. National curriculum testing should not therefore be used to monitor
progress towards the achievement of national targets. Instead, random sampling tests should be carried out
by a new body, similar to the former Assessment of Performance Unit (APU). Monitoring of progress
should be by national sampling, not by national saturation, as we have at present.

C. CHARTERED ASSESSORS: USING THE PROFESSIONAL JUDGEMENT OF TEACHERS

23. At all levels of external assessment, greater trust should be placed in the professionalism of teachers
who have, in recent years, become more rigorous and skilful at assessment. Internal summative assessment
should play a greater part in the examination system.

24. National curriculum tests at 11 and 14, GCSE, AS and A level examinations should rely more on in-
course assessment through the professional judgement of teachers.

25. A problem with relying more on internal assessment by teachers is that there is a lack of public trust in
the professional ability of teachers to carry out such assessment rigorously. A change in the balance between
external and internal assessment must take place in a way that maintains public confidence in the
qualifications system.

26. ASCL has proposed the establishment of a cohort of chartered assessors, a system of in-course
assessment that will produce no loss of rigour in examining and will thus secure public confidence. Chartered
assessors will be experienced teachers, externally accredited to carry out in-course assessment to external
standards. The chartered assessors will be responsible for carrying out or overseeing rigorous in-course
assessment that will form a substantial proportion of externally awarded qualifications. It will be the
responsibility of the chartered examiner to mark and grade work at the standard of the external qualification
to which it contributes.
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27. Chartered assessors would develop expertise in formative assessment and assessment for learning, as
well as understanding and enforcing rigorous standards in tests leading to the award of qualifications.
Assessors from one school might also support another school where colleagues were inexperienced in
assessment or where there were problems in teacher recruitment and retention.

28. ASCL proposals for chartered assessors are being taken forward by the Institute of Educational
Assessors (IEA) and the use of chartered assessors is envisaged in the current development of 14-19
diplomas.

29. Precedents exist for the role of chartered assessors, both in the qualifications for teachers who assess
vocational courses, and in the accreditation awarded to modern languages teachers to carry out A level and
GCSE speaking tests. Teachers apply for accreditation and undergo training before they carry out oral
examinations or in-course assessment to external standards.

30. In-course assessment, if carried out rigorously and to external standards, gives a truer picture of a
student’s standard of attainment than an external examination taken on a particular day. A combination
of externally set tests and internally set work would form the basis for the assessment.

31. One way in which chartered assessors could be deployed has been described by the chief executive of
the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA). In a speech in May 2006, Dr Ken Boston stated,!
“no other country devotes as much time and expertise to developing measures of student progress”. He went
on to outline ways in which the system could be re-balanced to rely less on external testing without sacrificing
rigour in the assessment process:

“If teacher assessment were taken to mean that teachers should set their own tests, and decide on that
basis whether a child is, say, a Level 4 in KS2 English or a C in GCSE Maths, then I personally would
reject such a proposition—not because of any lack of faith in the professionalism of teachers, but
because of the impossibility of being able to strike a common standard nationally across all the
classrooms in this country.

“If teacher assessment meant, however, that teachers in primary schools and in the early years of
secondary education had access to a national bank of standard-referenced tests and examinations
which had been trialled and piloted by test developers and awarding bodies under QCA regulation;
that the tests and examinations were administered within a specific window of time, that the papers
were marked using a mark scheme on which teachers had been trained; that their marks were
externally and independently audited by chartered assessors belonging to the Institute of Educational
Assessors; and that the system for doing so was demonstrably as rigorous and robust as the current
system in maintaining standards nationally and producing valid and reliable data on national
performance—then it might well be a better process than the current one, and something which the
QCA could recommend to Government”.

32. ASCL strongly supports the approach being recommended by Dr Boston. Furthermore ASCL
believes that unless there is recognition of the role that chartered assessors can play, the delivery of the
proposed 14 to 19 qualifications framework will not be viable.

33. The proposal to create chartered assessors will raise the status of teachers and of in-course assessment
in schools and colleges. It will improve the quality of school- and college-based assessment and thus
contribute to the raising of standards in schools and colleges. It will provide a new step on the continuum
of professional development for teachers. It will provide important professional development opportunities
for aspiring classroom teachers. It will make just-in-time testing more viable and reduce the length of the
examination period each summer. Above all, it will make the examinations system more manageable whilst
retaining the credibility and standards of the external examination system.

D. PROGRESS MEASURES

34. The use of pupil progress measures, as proposed by the Secretary of State in 2007, is in principle a
move in the right direction of intelligent accountability for schools. Good teachers measure the performance
of individual pupils on progress made and it is right that the same principle should be used to measure the
performance of schools. However, the proposals as set out in the consultation paper will not have the desired
effect. There are several specific aspects about which ASCL has major concerns. The response of ASCL to
the consultation is appended at Annex A, which includes an alternative proposal from ASCL for the
operation of the progress measure so that it acts as an incentive to schools to raise the achievement of all
pupils and not just the group of pupils defined by the threshold measure in the consultation paper.

I Speech by Ken Boston at the launch of the Institute of Educational Assessors, 9 May 2006.
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E. KEY STAGE 3 REVIEW

35. ASCL strongly supports the Key Stage 3 review proposals from the QCA, but believes that the
purposes of the review in re-thinking and broadening the curriculum may be threatened by the continuing
narrowness of the Key Stage 3 tests.

F. DipLOMAS

36. The assessment systems of the proposed diplomas are as yet not fully defined. Experience of previous
attempts to introduce quasi-vocational qualifications, for example GNVQ, lead ASCL members to be
concerned that the assessment of the diplomas may be too much like those of GCSE and A level. Effective
vocationally-oriented courses cannot be assessed in the same way as academic courses. Much of their
purpose and value is lost if they are forced to be so assessed. The diplomas should be different from GCSE
and A levels and their assessment should fit the purposes of the qualification, not a pre-determined single
view of external testing. Parts of a diploma course, such as functional skills, may be most appropriately
tested by external tests (quite likely using ICT). But most other aspects should rely on teacher assessment,
using chartered assessors as outlined above.

G. SYSTEMIC REFORM

37. ASCL welcomes the effect of the workforce reform agreement in transferring examination
invigilation from teachers to support staff. This is having a beneficial effect in reducing the burdens on
teachers.

38. ASCL also welcomes the modernization agenda being carried out by the National Assessment
Authority (NAA), which is seeking to streamline the work of the examinations office and reduce the
bureaucratic burden in that area.

H. UN1versITY ENTRANCE TESTS

39. ASCL is concerned at the proliferation of university entrance tests. It is extremely difficult, especially
for maintained schools and colleges, to prepare students for the many tests that now exist and thus we believe
that these tests discriminate against some students and act against the policy of widening participation in
higher education.

June 2007

Annex A

Making Good Progress
RESPONSE OF THE ASSOCIATION OF SCHOOL AND COLLEGE LEADERS

A. INTRODUCTION

1. The Association of School and College Leaders represents 13,000 members of the leadership teams of
colleges, maintained and independent schools throughout the UK. This places the association in a unique
position to see the progress measure from the viewpoint of the leaders of both secondary schools and
colleges.

2. ASCL welcomes the opening of a debate by the Secretary of State on progress measures. Helping every
student to make good progress is the function of the education system and so consideration of policies aimed
specifically at supporting that is long overdue.

3. The use of pupil progress measures is in principle a move in the right direction of intelligent
accountability for schools. Good teachers measure the performance of individual pupils on progress made
and it is right that the same principle should be used to measure the performance of schools.

4. However, the proposals as set out will not have the desired effect. There are several specific aspects
about which ASCL has major concerns. The association looks forward to a period of consultation and
piloting in which the best features of the proposals can be developed and the worst amended or dropped.

5. To support such a process an alternative measure is proposed in section E of this document which the
association believes would command much greater support, avoid the faults of the measure proposed in
Making Good Progress, and would better lend itself to target-setting at all levels.



Children, Schools and Families Committee: Evidence Ev 51

B. ASSESSMENT AND TESTING

6. The document’s clear statement of assessment for learning and endorsement of it is welcome. ASCL
shares the belief that this approach, always used by good teachers to some extent and in some form, can be
usefully extended; and has for some time championed it. However, it should be remembered that high-
stakes, externally marked tests are antipathetic to assessment for learning. For testing to be supportive of
learning it must be kept closer to home, with frequent assessments (of all kinds) devised or chosen by the
teacher and marked by the teacher.

7. The association welcomes a move away from age-linked testing. The further idea of “testing when
ready” is also welcome. Sadly, what the paper sets out is not that but rather a proliferation of the existing
testing regime. Modern technology can surely lead us to aspire to forms of testing that enable students to
be tested whenever they are ready, not on a given day in an examination hall in six months time. To propose
tests on the current model, but more often, is to miss an opportunity to devise something better for our
children, and potentially to exaggerate the faults and costs of the present system.

8. In both of these areas the paper is hidebound by the prevailing orthodoxy of testing, which has
prevented any genuinely creative ideas.

C. PERSONALISED LEARNING

9. ASCL also welcomes the renewed emphasis on personalised learning. It is closely bound to assessment
for learning, and is again not new; good teachers, and good schools and colleges, have always tried to
personalise their offering to students.

10. This is recognised in Making Good Progress and in the 2020 Vision report, one of the good features
of which was its recognition of the good practice already in the current education system. The present
document somewhat loses sight of that by extracting (on page 14) a list of approaches that schools “will need
to adopt” as if they were not all in the usual repertoire of school behaviour. Some may need more emphasis
in some schools.

11. The “personalised classroom” as set out in the first paragraph of page 16 is an attractive prospect,
but for it to be realised it is imperative that the teacher not only has ready access to the necessary data but
also can rely on it. The present high-stakes testing regime and the weakness of the national curriculum tests
prevent any such reliance. Many schools make use of CAT, Midyis or other diagnostic tests for example
because they do not feel able to rely on the National Curriculum tests, which were devised as summative
tests, as a good baseline for predicting the future performance of each pupil.

12. A more rapid response to pupils who are falling behind is clearly welcome, provided that that does
not translate into ever more frequent, stress-inducing, external tests. Our young people have become the
most tested in the world, and their stress levels have risen markedly as that has happened. There is now a
need to take greater care with their mental health and normal development.

13. The document does recognise at this point that teachers are already skilled at discovering the progress
of their individual pupils and tailoring their courses to their needs.

14. ASCL welcomes the clear statement that personalisation does not mean devising a separate plan for
each student, and the renewed promise of greater flexibility in the secondary curriculum to allow schools
room to be more creative in devising programmes suited to their particular students.

15. There is a contradiction between the idea of personalised learning, which recognises the different
needs and abilities of each person, and the setting of systemic targets, which presupposes that all young
people should ideally travel the same path at the same rate.

16. The suggestion in the 2020 Vision report that students from disadvantaged backgrounds should
receive additional support is welcome, and the document does no more than reiterate this. However, at one
of the DfES presentations to stakeholders this was extended to an intention to provide 10 hours of individual
tuition to students not “on trajectory”, possibly at home, at weekends or in the school holidays—provided
by local authorities. ASCL cannot welcome this interpretation of the 2020 suggestion. It would be very
expensive, costing far too much to administer as well as overlooking the possibility of joint work with small
groups of students in similar states of learning and with similar needs. It would be very unlikely to be good
value for money.

17. If additional funds are available for this type of support they should be delegated to schools, which
are closer to the individual students and will be better able to apply them than local authorities.
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D. MEASURES AND TARGETS

18.ASCL strongly opposes the proposals in section five of the document. In this section the proposals go
badly wrong in ways that would ensure that the good intentions of the earlier sections could not be realised.

19. First, measures framed as “the percentage of children who . . .” are bad measures of progress. They
concentrate the attention of teachers, schools, partnerships, local authorities, inspectors, government and
the media on those children on the borderline of making the grade when we should all be interested in the
progress of all children.

20. Sensible measures in this area should look at the distance travelled by each child related to how far
we might reasonably expect a child with that starting point and that set of attributes (disadvantages for
example) to travel in the time.

21. Secondly, the proposal that every child should be measured against an improvement of two national
curriculum levels is absurdly crude. It may be easy to understand, but will mislead most of those who see
it, and will create new perverse incentives as damaging as those caused by the some of the present measures.
For every complex and difficult problem there is a simple and straightforward solution . . . that is wrong.

22. That a child who is badly behind at the start of a key stage, a child who is a high flyer, a child with
a strong leaning towards or away from a particular subject, a child with every sort of support, a child with
a profound disability, a child with severe social disadvantage, a child simultaneously learning English, a
child who learnt English at a previous stage should all somehow move on two levels bears no examination.
In fact, any research that has been done into these and other interrelated factors is ignored here.

23. Theinformation that is set out in Making Good Progress points to a further weakness in the proposals;
that they would systematically favour selective schools and other schools that have a more able than average
intake. This is illustrated clearly by looking at Key Stage 2 to Key Stage 3 mathematics:

NC level

7 J

6 J

11 14 age

This diagram is highly simplified, some children make greater or less progress than indicated, but the
arrows show the most common movements during Key Stage 3. Note that on the whole those children who
start at lower levels mostly do not make two NC levels of progress, whilst those who start at higher levels
mostly do. The effect at school level would be to create a measure that would imply that a school with a
“good” intake is doing better than a less favoured school, almost independently of the excellence of the
schools themselves.

24. Thirdly, the key stages are of different lengths, and the national curriculum levels not designed to be
of equal size. So it is inevitable that, quite apart from the many individual differences between children, a
target of two levels per key stage will be much harder to reach at some stages than at others. Figures in the
document itself make it quite clear that this is the case. Adopting such a set of measures would therefore
invite media attention of the most unwelcome and ill-informed kind: “only 30% of children make acceptable
progress in English between age 11 and 147, for example.

25. Encouraging such misunderstanding cannot be to the advantage of children, schools or the
Government itself. Many children will be given the false impression that they have “failed”, when in fact
they have made perfectly normal progress. Secondary schools will be painted as failing their pupils even
when they have made above average progress. And the Government will be accused of allowing a systematic
failure of education at Key Stage 3.
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26. Targets framed in this way will set up new perverse incentives. Students who part-way through a key
stage have already clearly made their two level improvement, or who clearly cannot do so, will not be
targeted as intensively as those who may or may not make that improvement.

27. A two key stage improvement may be an appropriate aspirational target for many individual
students, but it is not appropriate for all, and it is certainly not appropriate as an accountability measure
for teachers, schools or Government at Key Stage 3.

28. Fourthly, the relationship between the national curriculum tests and GCSEs is not close and not well
understood. The document seeks views as to how a measure based on a percentage of those moving up two
levels on these two incommensurable scales should be formulated. It should not be formulated at all. Any
such formulation will fail to measure anything meaningful and will create perverse incentives of the worst
kind.

29. Fifthly, this whole section is predicated on the national curriculum tests as robust and reliable
measures of attainment. These tests are better now than in their early days but are still not capable of bearing
the weight of all the many uses to which they are already put. It is not sensible to erect a further edifice of
measures and targets on them.

30. Finally, this section asserts that these new measures should be added to all the existing measures and
not replace anything. This is simply wrong. The English education system already has more tests and
measures than any comparable system, a larger proportion of scarce resources is diverted from actual
learning into setting tests, preparing for them, administering them, analysing the results, reporting the
results, and dealing with the inevitable misunderstanding of them by children, parents, governors, the media
and others.

31. The assertion that nothing can ever be removed from a bureaucratic system does not sit well with
recent attempts by Government to reduce bureaucracy and improve the intelligence of accountability
systems. In this case it rests upon a separate assertion, made at page two, that it is the elaborate system of
tests, targets and performance tables that has driven up standards in recent years. No evidence is brought
to support that idea, which has taken on the aspect of a dogma. Indeed, on the very same page of the
document it is undermined by the assertion that it is the Government’s increased investment in education
that has had the beneficial effect. This seems a more likely explanation: our schools are better led, are better
staffed, have better facilities and are better resourced than before, and this has been reflected in better
progress. Pupils and teachers are also more experienced at the tests, which is bound to have had a beneficial
effect on scores nationally.

32. ASCL urges as a matter of general principle that initiatives should not be taken, in a system already
at full stretch, without indicating what it is that they should replace. In this case progress measures are
welcome but must replace some of the alternative measures that have now had their day, and done whatever
good they may have been able to do. There are plenty of candidates . . .

E. AN ALTERNATIVE MEASURE

33. As already stated ASCL welcomes the idea of a measure of progress. As a constructive response to
Making Good Progress what is set out in this section is an outline of such a measure that would command
the support of school leaders.

34. Any such measure should avoid the perverse incentives inherent in “the percentage of students
who . . .” but should depend on the progress made by all students. It should also intelligently reflect the
starting point of the student in question.

35. Whatis needed as a first step is a more complete and careful analysis of a cohort of students, say those
that took the various tests in 2005 that will give an expected outcome for each student based upon the
starting point. This will also answer the question, left open in Making Good Progress, of what progress can
be expected between Key Stage 3 and GCSE. What ASCL proposes is the use of this statistical relationship
as a baseline for expected performance against which performance in future years can be judged.

36. Thus each student’s result can be compared to the expected outcome and a positive or negative
“residual” determined. These residuals can readily be aggregated to give an average for a class, school, local
authority and the country as a whole.

37. This should be familiar as the approach taken by value-added measures. Like them it would avoid
perverse incentives and be based upon careful research into the actual performance of real students.

38. Traditional value-added measures have the drawback that they are cohort referenced*, meaning that
they relate an individual or a group with the averages for the year group to which they belong. This has
some disadvantages. The individual’s score is partly determined by the performance of the peer group. Such
measures do not really reflect change from year to year; a teacher, department, school, partnership or local
authority can improve in performance but find that that is not reflected because others have improved too.
And in particular they hide improvement in the system as a whole—the average residual for the whole group
must by definition be zero.
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39. So what ASCL proposes is different in a crucial respect: the performance of future students should
be compared not to their own peers in their own year-group, but to the fixed 2005 reference group. In the
sense in which we are using the term here this would make the measure norm referenced* rather than cohort
referenced and therefore avoid the drawbacks outlined in the previous paragraph. It would allow for year
to year comparison of the performance at all scales from the departmental to the national.

40. In particular any improvement would be reflected in the measure which could thus be used for any
target-setting. The average residual for the nation as a whole would no longer necessarily be zero; if the
education system improves new cohorts of students will do better than the 2005 group and this will be
reflected in a positive residual. These residuals are expressed as fractions of a National Curriculum level (or
GCSE grade) and are therefore relatively easy to understand if not to calculate.

41. There is at least one precedent for such an approach in the SAT (formerly Scholastic Aptitude Test),
widely used and respected in the USA. Before 1941 this test was cohort referenced but after that date
comparison was made each year with the cohort of 1941 thus making the test norm referenced.*

42. It is not likely that in the more rapidly changing modern world a reference group could be retained
for more than sixty years, and the measure could be rebased from time to time, but it is envisaged that the
same base should be used for, say, a decade at a time in order for systemic progress to be observed.

43. As far as the secondary phase of education is concerned ASCL suggests that the main measure of
progress should be that between Key Stage 2 and GCSE. This reflects the most common patterns of
secondary organisation with 11-16 and 11-18 schools. In such schools measures involving Key Stage 3 are
clearly subsidiary and should be primarily for internal use rather than used to rate the school as a whole.

44. ASCL will be pleased to help develop these ideas further as part of its commitment to more intelligent
accountability.

F. PROGRESSION PREMIUM

45. This idea is particularly unwelcome. Teachers and their leaders are motivated by a desire to do right
by those in their charge, not by a desire for a bonus. Such a premium, especially one built upon a measure
that lacks full professional confidence, would either reward in a capricious fashion or would systematically
reward those that need no such reward (ie those schools teaching the best supported pupils with the fewest
disadvantages).

46. ASCL would remind ministers that the School Achievement Award was scrapped for very good
reasons. They should not seek to reintroduce a similar, but equally flawed, reward.

47. ASCL strongly suggests that this idea be dropped forthwith.

G. CONCLUSION

48. ASCL welcomes the basic idea of Making Good Progress and its aspirations. School and college
leaders have always striven to help all their students achieve as much as they can.

49. However, the actual proposals contained in the document, especially those in section five, would not
help in any way to do this, and would in fact do far more harm than good.

50. ASCL would strongly suggest that the whole of sections five and six, and some of section three as
outlined above, should be set aside. There is a need for some genuinely new thinking about these important
matters so that the whole system of assessment, testing, reporting and accountability can be amended to
better serve the worthy aims of Making Good Progress.

51. ASCL stands ready to contribute to such thinking and trusts that the major amendments proposed
above should be made before the pilot begins.

January 2007

* Thanks to Professor Dylan Wiliam, Deputy Director of the London Institute of Education for the explication
of the difference between cohort referenced and norm referenced, and for drawing attention to the norm
referenced nature of the SAT. Norm referenced is often used as opposed to criterion referenced to describe
measures that would more properly be called cohort referenced. To be clear: in this paper norm referenced
means comparing the performance of a child or group of children with a fixed reference group (say those that
took tests in 2005 ) whilst cohort referenced means comparing a child or group of children with those taking the
tests in that year.
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Supplementary memorandum submitted by the Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL)
Further to its previous submission, ASCL would like to make the following points:

1. The over-assessment of young people in England is causing them considerable stress and this is
incompatible with the first outcome of Every Child Matters (being healthy). The stress is evidenced by
international comparisons (for example, by UNESCO) of the happiness and wellbeing of young people, in
which England has not featured at all well.

2. Many of the costs of external examinations were highlighted in our original submission. We would like
to add further that the supervision of the large number of additional support staff required to make the
current examination systems work has fallen upon senior staff. This is an additional load in itself and an
indirect cost not included in our previous paper.

3. The cost of the national testing regime is wholly disproportionate to the gains made at intermediate
key stages, most especially (in secondary schools) at Key Stage 3. In looking for efficiency savings, the
Government should be aware that there is an obvious return to be had in streamlining over-costly and only
marginally useful tests at this stage.

4. Age-related tests are also antagonistic to the personalisation “test when ready” philosophy
underpinning Making Good Progress.

5. We would like to see the development of student portfolios of work in which objective e-testing
components are a part. The e-testing would happen when an individual is ready, so would be spread across
aschool year and not prove unmanageable (as the earlier ICT e-Tests at KS3 proved to be for many schools).

6. The portfolios should be moderated by accredited Chartered Assessors, as suggested in our original
paper.

7. Chartered Assessors should have an obligation to moderate other schools and, in turn, be moderated
by others of their rank (thereby avoiding any conflict of interest).

8. There are current and successful role models for this approach—most obviously BTEC at all levels
post-14 and is, we understand, to be QCA’s recommended assessment regime for the new Diplomas.

9. The implication of this is that a Chartered Assessor would be required in each school for each of the
core subjects currently tested at Key Stage 3 (English, maths and science). Such a less costly system could
further be extended to ICT, thereby helping to ensure that 14-year olds reached functionality in the four
major areas of the curriculum.

10. Functional skills should be a subsumed part of GCSEs. Functionality should be assumed to be
achieved by an individual securing a GCSE grade C or better on papers that have been designed to include
that as an objective. They should also be available as stand-alone qualifications for those not expected, or
subsequently proven unable, to reach that level in the standard school examination. We understand this to
be the intention for English, maths and science but, as ICT GCSE is generally an optional subject in KS4,
functional skills must be tested in some other way. The portfolio approach would lend itself to this
assessment, particularly in the many schools in which ICT is consciously taught as an embedded part of the
whole curriculum.

December 2007

Memorandum submitted by Association of Teachers and Lecturers (ATL)

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

ATL outlines the current excessive burden imposed by the current assessment and examination system
particularly under the yoke of performance league tables, and gives a brief history of the system’s
development.

Using research evidence, ATL finds:

— That the data provided by the testing and examination system is compromised by the number of
purposes for which it is used.

— That these purposes can be met through a system of cohort sampling, with evidence that this works
in other countries.

— That the current high-stakes national assessment and testing system:
— narrows the curriculum and reduces flexibility in curriculum coverage;

— undermines the Every Child Matters agenda;
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— has a negative impact on pupil attitude; and
— depresses staff morale and leads to “teaching to the test”.
— That the current system of Key Stage tests:
— leads to duplication of testing between stages, particularly between Key Stages 2 and 3;
— provides data which is not used by teachers upon which to build further learning;
— does not accurately reflect changes in performance over time;
— does not provide valid information about students’ attainment;
— undermines Assessment for Learning approaches;
— produces performance levels that are not sustained;
— assesses a limited range of skills;
— measures schools on indicators that are not only too narrow but are damaging to learning;
— leads to a narrow teaching focus; “teaching to the test”;
— excludes many higher-level cognitive skills; and

— produces simplistic grades which often of little value in diagnosing learner needs.

ATL proposes a fundamental change to the assessment system, where we propose assessment for learning
as the primary method of assessment throughout pupils’ learning careers in a league-table free environment
that uses cohort sampling to provide data for national monitoring purposes.

ATL believes that there should be no national assessment system prior to a terminal stage and
international evidence links high pupil achievement to such systems which postpone national assessment
and selection.

ATL outlines the need for schools to provide their students with the skills, understanding and desire for
lifelong learning, something which the narrowness and high-pressure of the current assessment system
may prevent.

ATL believes that assessment for learning principles and practice should underpin teacher assessment
which should be, in the main, formative. This submission provides a wealth of research evidence about
assessment for learning (AfL) and teacher assessment in the following areas:

— the positive impact of AfL on standards;

— the tension between AfL and summative assessment;

— personalised learning and AfL;

— AfL and the measuring of achievement;

— how AfL’s vision of learning and ability is undermined by age-dependent levels;
— teacher assessment and the needs of a diverse school population;

— perceptions of bias in teacher assessment;

— resource needs of AfL; and

— workload implications of teacher assessment and AfL.

ATL strongly believes that this proposed system cannot exist alongside performance tables which already
have a pernicious effect on the current national testing system.

ATL’s recommendations for action are for the Government to do the following:
Initially:

— Review the current assessment system with urgency in light of its impact on curriculum coverage
and on teaching and learning.

— Investigate the purposes applied to the present national assessment system.

— Develop AfL pilots in schools exempt from national testing during the pilot period.
— Prioritise CPD for teachers in assessment, particularly AfL techniques and strategies.
— End the use of national testing as market information and accountability mechanisms.
— Explore options of cohort sampling to meet national monitoring needs.

—  Work with awarding bodies to produce a national bank of test materials as resources for teachers.
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— Abolish school performance league tables.
— Explore alternative options to age-dependent levels.

And ultimately:

— Postpone national testing until a terminal stage.

ATL—LEADING EDUCATION UNION

1. ATL, as a leading education union, recognises the link between education policy and our members’
conditions of employment. Our evidence-based policy making enables us to campaign and negotiate from
a position of strength. We champion good practice and achieve better working lives for our members. We
help our members, as their careers develop, through first-rate research, advice, information and legal
support. Our 160,000 members—teachers, lecturers, headteachers and support staff—are empowered to get
active locally and nationally. We are affiliated to the TUC, and work with Government and employers by
lobbying and through social partnership.

2. ATL has recently produced Subject to Change: New Thinking on the Curriculum which questions
whether our current curriculum and assessment systems are fit for purpose for the needs of society and our
young people in the 21st century. This submission is based on these very arguments and we strongly welcome
this Inquiry into testing and assessment, particularly around areas which challenge the efficacy of current
national arrangements such as Key Stage testing.

CURRENT EXCESSIVE ASSESSMENT— THE HISTORICAL PICTURE

3. Our current pupil cohorts experience years of national assessment and testing; if you count foundation
stage assessment, a pupil who goes on to take A-levels will have undergone national assessments and tests
in seven of their 13 years of schooling. Yet prior to 1988, pupils faced only two external national tests—
GCSEs and A-Levels—and a system of sample testing existed, which was overseen by the Assessment
Performance Unit (APU). During that time, teachers had the power to design and carry out assessment for
pupils not yet undertaking GCSE or A-level exams.

4. New arrangements for testing and league tables, including the assessment of all pupils by statutory
assessment tasks and tests in core subjects at the ages of seven, 11 and 14 (at the end of Key Stages 1, 2 and
3 respectively) set up by the 1988 Education Reform Act have had, and continue to have, a huge impact on
the primary and early secondary curricula as taught in schools.

5. 14-19 debates around curriculum and assessment have often concentrated on the issues of GCSE and
AS/A2 provision with a resulting focus on the tensions between academic and vocational qualifications and
the demands of external examination processes. The focus on difficulties of delivery has narrowed the debate
and future thinking. For example, the 14-19 Diplomas, currently in development, from starting with a vision
of integrating academic and vocational strands is becoming increasingly mooted as a vocational-only
learning route due to the requirements of most stakeholders bar one, the learner.

6. The introduction of league tables of school exam and national test results through legislation in the
1990s has had an enormous and detrimental impact on the effects of the national testing regime in schools
and has encouraged a risk-averse culture there. By placing such emphasis on “standards” as evinced through
test results, league tables have encouraged “teaching to the test” and the regurgitation by learners of key
“facts” leading to “surface” or “shallow” learning.

7. These measures represent a significant increase in the accountability to government of schools,
teachers and learners concerning their performance, creating an imbalance between professional autonomy,
professional judgement and accountability where the latter has assumed a disproportionate part of the
experience of being a teacher.

THE DATA MACHINE—A CENTRALLY RUN SYSTEM OF TESTING AND ASSESSMENT

8. What the current centrally run assessment and testing system does give us is a large amount of data
on pupil attainment and school performance; indeed at times, this seems to be its primary raison d’étre.
However, ATL questions whether that data in itself is helpful or useful enough to offset the detrimental effect
it is widely acknowledged to have on the teaching of the current curriculum. The Daugherty Assessment
Review Group in Wales, reviewing assessment arrangements at Key Stages 2 and 3, considered whether the
“hard data . . . on pupil attainments and the targets it gives some pupils to aspire to, is of sufficient value to
compensate for the evident impoverishment of pupils’ learning that is occurring at a critical stage in their
educational development”.! Their conclusion can be inferred by their recommendation to the Welsh
Assembly that statutory National Curriculum testing of 11 year olds at Key Stage 2 and 14 year olds at Key
Stage 3 should be discontinued.
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9. “While the concept of summative assessment may be simple, the uses of data from summative assessment
are varied and the requirements of different uses make varying demands in relation to reliability and validity of
the assessment .

As outlined above by the Assessment Reform Group, the different uses of summative assessment data
has a significant impact on its rigour and its fitness for purpose. Newton (2006) lists 18 uses for this data,
currently:

1. Social evaluation 7. Life choice 13. Resource allocation

2. Formative 8. Qualification 14. Organisational intervention
3. Student monitoring 9. Selection 15. Programme evaluation

4. Transfer 10. Licensing 16. System monitoring

5. Placement 11. School choice 17. Comparability

6. Diagnosis 12. Institution monitoring 18. National accounting?

10. ATL questions whether one system can be fit for all these purposes. In terms of assessment, we
understand validity to be the extent to which any assessment succeeds in measuring what it originally set
out to measure. However, a plethora of purposes means that in fact we are measuring many other things in
addition to the original focus of that assessment; for example, the aggregation of pupil’s grades into broad
level for the purposes of monitoring pupils, schools and systems will impact on the formative purpose of the
assessment, making the outcome far less meaningful. Swaffield (2003) relates this to the notion of
consequential validity: “This means that even a well-constructed test is not valid if the results are used
inappropriately—which moves the idea of validity on from something which is the concern of test writers
to something which is the responsibility of everyone who interprets and uses assessment results”.*

11. ATL believes that clearer distinctions need to be made between the respective uses and purposes of
assessment. Other countries’ systems make this distinction clearer; strategies used include those which
combine teacher led formative assessment with the utilisation of a national bank of tests applied for
summative purposes when learners are ready. National monitoring needs are met through a system of
sampling pupils’ performance (eg cohort sampling), thus reducing the overall test burden whilst increasing
the relevance and breadth of the learner evidence. While there is an economic advantage of collecting
readily-available achievement data, eg the results of end-of-Key-Stage tests, we will demonstrate,
throughout this submission, the lack of useful and relevant information it provides. If monitoring was
separated from the performance of individual pupils, there would be no need for the central collection of
individual pupil assessment data. As the Assessment Reform Group conclude, “this would remove the ‘need’
for high stakes testing and would ensure that assessment—and, more importantly, what is taught—was no
longer restricted to what can be tested. The continuation in several countries of regular surveys of small
random samples of pupils indicates the value of this approach”.’ In addition to the US National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP), there is New Zealand’s National Education Monitoring Project (NEMP)
and nearer to home, the Scottish Survey of Achievement (SSA).

LESSONS FROM ACROSS UK AND THE INTERNATIONAL SCENE

12. The Scottish Survey of Achievement could provide a useful model for further investigation into
restoring the place of teachers to the heart of curriculum and assessment. From the end of 2002-03, a new
system of assessment in Scotland has been introduced. Teachers there have been provided with an online
bank of assessment materials, based on the Scottish Survey of Achievement. The aim of these tests is to
confirm the teachers’ assessments of their pupils’ attainment. These are to be administered to pupils when
teachers deem they are ready to take them, rather than at a pre-determined time, making testing far more
manageable within the school system and less likely to distort teaching and learning. Teachers have been
supported in this process by the Assessment is for Learning (AiFL) programme. This has not led to any lack
of accountability in the system; HMIE produce full reports on schools, based around a set of 33 quality
indicators in seven key areas and the system strongly encourages schools to continually self-evaluate and
assess achievements using these quality indicators. The Scottish Survey of Achievement also provides
national figures, thus offering a way of measuring national progress over time without testing every child.
The AiFL programme is being fully integrated into the national assessment system. In England, Assessment
for Learning (AfL) still appears to be a separate strand from the national testing system, rather than an
integrated part of a coherent whole.

13. International comparisons prove particularly interesting when we constantly hear of rising standards.
Indeed, test results are improving, yet our international standing is falling in terms of our place on
international league tables as evidenced by trends demonstrated in the PISA/OECD surveys. The UK’s
standing on international league tables for 15 year olds has slipped; although the UK’s response rate to the
2003 PISA/OECD survey was too low to ensure comparability, the mean score that was produced was far
lower than that achieved in the 2000 survey, leading to a fall in ranking within the OECD countries alone,
a drop in place further increased by the inclusion of non-OECD countries within the survey.®
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IMPACT OF HIGH-STAKES NATIONAL TESTING AND ASSESSMENT

14. A central proposition to the introduction of the national curriculum in 1988 was the entitlement of
pupils to access a broad and balanced curriculum. However, the amount of high-stakes testing has had a
well-documented narrowing effect on the curriculum, undermining this entitlement for many pupils,
particularly in schools fearful of low scores on the league tables.

15. Narrowing curriculum and reducing flexibility

Webb and Vulliamy, carrying out research commissioned by ATL, document this effect in the primary
sector; the standards agenda, through national curriculum testing in English, Maths and Science at various
key stages and related performance league tables, “focused teachers’ attention on curriculum coverage in
literacy, numeracy and science to the detriment of the rest of the primary curriculum”.” However, it is not
just teachers and their representatives who are expressing this concern; Ofsted state in their 2005 evaluation
of the impact of the Primary National Strategy in schools that the raising standards agenda has been the
primary concern of most headteachers and subject leaders coupled with a far more cautionary approach in
promoting greater flexibility within the curriculum. Ofsted also recognises the narrowing effect which Key
Stage 2 tests have on teaching of the curriculum, in terms of time and also in terms of support for earlier
year groups.?

16. Undermining the Every Child Matters agenda

The negative impact of current assessment mechanisms is not only diluting the principles of the
curriculum vision of 1988, it is undermining the current Every Child Matters agenda. The longitudinal
PACE project in primary schools in England observed that curriculum and testing pressures appeared to
be “diminishing the opportunities for teachers to work in a way that enables them to ‘develop the whole
child’ and address the social concerns of the wider society”.’ The Assessment Reform Group notes the lack
of correlation between “the narrow range of learning outcomes assessed by tests . . . with the broad view of
learning goals reflected in the DfES Every Child Matters policy document”.!® This tension at school level
between narrow standards and school goals of engendering pupil enjoyment and creativity was strongly
expressed by the headteachers who took part in ATL’s research by Webb and Vulliamy.

17. Impact on pupil attitude

And what effect does this “tension” have on our pupils? A view across schools and colleges, observed by
researchers, is that pupils have become very utilitarian in their views of what is “worthwhile to pursue”;
Ecclestone and Hall (1999) call this a “ . . . strategic and cynical compliance with assessment requirements”
where passing tests is the primary focus and learning is “marginalised”.!! This is hardly surprising when we
consider the high-stakes purposes of individual assessment data in our current system and the sheer volume
of assessment which each pupil will face. But there are other pupils for whom such a utilitarian approach
is not a possibility; for lower-achieving pupils, research has shown that the experience of frequently failing
tests is demoralising, reducing self-esteem, including their belief in their ability to succeed with other tasks.!?
Thus, the gap between higher and lower achieving pupils widens, exacerbated by the fact that focus on test
outcomes reduces the levels of early identification of under-achievement and appropriate interventions as
noted by Ofsted in relation to the impact of Key Stage 2 testing.!3

18. Impact on education staff

ATL’s members, teachers and support staff, with pupils, are bearing the brunt of the testing overload and
the high-stakes pressure. They are frustrated by the narrowing of the curriculum and the need to ready pupils
for ever-increasing numbers of tests. This pressure encourages/drives many teachers to be complicit with the
“strategic and cynical compliance” of students mentioned earlier and to be “presenters of content” to ensure
that their pupils succeed in the narrow focus of the tests and that the school receives a good ranking on the
performance tables. This process is ultimately de-skilling; an enforced focus on performance outcomes
lessens and undermines richer assessment skills and feedback and will ultimately weaken these skills within
the profession.

How EFFECTIVE ARE THE CURRENT KEY STAGE TESTS?

19. Key Stage tests are effective in producing a vast quantity of data on pupil performance as defined by
the tests. However, we have earlier addressed the issues of validity around this data, particularly in regards
to the myriad of uses to which it is put. Research has shown that Key Stage tests lead to a narrowing of
curriculum, and within high-stakes frameworks which include school performance league tables, to
“teaching to the test” and a destructive emphasis on testing rather than learning. To further explore the
question, it is necessary to address the following issues which investigate this notion of their effectiveness.
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20. Limited value of test result data for further stages of learning

An issue with the testing system currently in use is the limited value of its data for further stages of
learning. The evidence for this is particularly strong in the transition between Key Stages 2 and 3. Many
secondary schools carry out their own testing of Year 7 pupils in the autumn term, “a considerable
duplication when pupils have already been assessed in most aspects of the core subjects at the end of Key
Stage 2. (Ofsted)'* It was also one of the main findings of the PPI survey, commissioned by ACCAC in
2002, that secondary schools did not make extensive use of the statutory assessment data available to them.!?

21. Do they adequately reflect levels of performance in children and schools, and changes in performance
over time?

Many of the purposes of assessment data can be linked to the standards agenda. Government is
particularly concerned with proving through that agenda that their emphasis on, and investment in,
education is resulting in rising standards over time. Pupils’ grades in national curriculum tests and exams
are, indeed, improving over time. However, Wiliam (2001) argues that any attempt to measure standards
of achievement over time is “doomed” as we are not comparing like with like; what is taught in schools
changes even if the official curriculum does not. We have already observed the evidence of growing focus
on test-preparation and on teaching those subjects, or indeed aspects of subjects, which are tested to the
detriment of untested aspects or subjects. Wiliam argues that the idea of measuring standards over time “in
any real sense is nonsense” and that “while reported standards may rise, actual level of achievement could
be falling—tests are no longer an adequate proxy for achievement across the whole domain”. 16

22. Itis particularly those purposes which add high-stakes contexts to assessment that limit the value of
achievement data. Tests do not usually test the full range of what is taught and in low-stakes contexts that
limited range of achievement can indicate achievement across the whole subject.!” Yet we know that once
assessment occurs within high-stakes contexts, there is pressure on the school and the teacher to focus on
the student’s performance on the aspects of the subject likely to be tested—within an overburdened
curriculum, those aspects will, inevitably, be given more time. Any such concentration of resources will
inevitably mean that breadth, and indeed depth, of subject coverage will be sacrificed to the relentless
pressure of targets, standards, tests and league tables. The purpose of assessment as an aid to the
development of learning is shunted into second place.

23. Harlen and Deakin-Crick (2003) concluded from their research that current high-stakes testing does
not provide valid information about students’ attainment due to the narrow focus of tests and the
consequences of being taught to the test leading to many students not actually possessing the skills or
understanding which the test is designed to assess; the focus of teaching in this environment is to teach
students to pass tests even where they do not have the skills or understanding.'®

24. Do they provide assessment for learning (enabling teachers to concentrate on areas of a pupil’s
performance that needs improvement)?

A definition of assessment for learning which centres around its purpose and focus describes it thus;
“assessment for learning is any assessment for which the first priority in its design and practice is to serve
the purpose of promoting pupils” learning. It thus differs from assessment designed primarily to serve the
purposes of accountability, or of ranking, or of certifying competence”.!” This definition demonstrates that
Key Stage tests with their current emphasis on ranking, certification and accountability do not provide
assessment for learning. Many good teachers use an assessment for learning approach working with learners
to gather and interpret evidence to use to discover “where the learners are in their learning, where they need
to go and how best to get there”.?? However, the pressures of test preparation and the importance of grade
achievement have made it a secondary or “add-on” practice in many schools and classrooms.

25. Does testing help to improve levels of attainment? Fall-off in pupil performance from Y6 to Y8 due to
“hot housing”

We hear all the time that standards are improving; ATL questions whether this means that our pupils
are learning more and better. Research would suggest otherwise. Durham University carried out research,
commissioned by the DfES, which noted the lack of evidence to show that pupils reaching Level 4 at Key
Stage 2 will retain their learning, let alone progress to higher learning. They cite a study by Watson (2002)
which showed how a “level focus” and booster classes temporarily raised pupils to mathematics Level 4 but
that was not sustained over a period of six months to a year. Not only were learning outcomes not sustained
but the Durham university report also details how high stakes assessment encourages a more rigid teaching
style which disadvantages and lowers the self-esteem “of those who prefer more active and creative ways of
learning”.?!
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26. The current system is perceived as a selection system by pupils. The totemic importance of Level 4 at
Key Stage 2 is now so huge that pupils who fail to achieve it cannot be blamed for feeling just that—failures.
And we know that this is just how many of them do feel. We also know the effect this has on their future
attitudes to learning. It is therefore no surprise that there is a dip in performance between Year 6 and 7. The
policy of a differentiated offer post age-14 makes the Key Stage 3 tests an even clearer selection mechanism,
determining how pupils’ “choice” is to be “guided”.

27. Are they effective in holding schools accountable for their performance?

Whilst ATL must again question the notion of effectiveness in this context, we acknowledge that Key
Stage tests are “effective” in holding schools accountable for aspects of their performance, ie the
performance of pupils in Key Stage tests. However, the cost of this excessive accountability is high. An
IPSOS Mori poll in October 2006 found that the current target-driven culture was one of the top factors to
demotivate teachers. Also, Key Stage tests are holding schools accountable for their performance across
only a part of the curriculum; we have already documented research evidence around curriculum narrowing,
the lack of sustainability of learning into subsequent key stages, the negative impact on attitudes towards
learning amongst students and the lack of evidence of real attainment across the whole subject or
curriculum.

»

28. “Teaching to the test’

the high-stakes nature of test results leads to narrow teaching focus

Despite the earlier mentioned demotivating effects of working within the current national assessment
system, teachers are working so that their pupils have the opportunity to succeed within those same systems.
There is strong evidence that rising test scores are not caused by rising standards of achievement but are
rather the effect of growing familiarity amongst teachers and students with test requirements; research shows
that changes in the tests are accompanied by a sudden fall in achievement, followed by a rise as teachers
begin “teaching to the new test”.?

29. National curriculum tests and exams as assessment measures

National curriculum tests and exams have long struggled to produce assessment instruments of high
validity with optimum reliability and coursework and teacher assessment are examples of their attempts to
ensure greater validity. However, these were add-ons, expected to fit in around the testing/examination
system and thus were compromised in value and in practice. We have already noted that the limited coverage
possible in tests combined with a high-stakes environment has a corresponding curtailing effect on the
taught curriculum in schools. However, the format of the national tests which are written tests of limited
duration also “excludes many of the higher-level cognitive and communication skills and the ability to learn
both independently and collaboratively”.?

30. Proponents for exams cite their objectivity, an assertion which needs to be briefly examined before
we move onto a viable alternative. Public examination grades are not exact measures; they are approximate
with known margins for error. These grades depend upon the judgements of examiners, who though very
often highly professional, skilled and experienced people are also fallible human beings. Grades depend on
snapshots of student performance under very particular conditions, at a certain point of time and in response
to a certain set of assessment tasks. And e-assessment will not remove these features—it may bring many
advantages of efficiency but “it won’t by itself eliminate grade uncertainties”.>*

31. In addition, the needs of many of the assessment purposes outlined in paragraph 9 for simplistic
grades mean that that much useful information about actual performance is lost. Sue Swaffield warns of the
limitations of this data: “Summary statistics are often used to compare individual pupils or schools. In doing
s0, it is important to remember that any single score or level could have been arrived at from a wide variety
of individual judgements, and so a level or grade gives no specific information about a pupil’s performance.
Much more information is needed if teachers in the next year group or school are to build upon pupils’ prior
attainment”.? Furthermore, there is a danger that we “fail to appreciate the impact of test unreliability” (it
is likely that the proportion of students awarded a level higher or lower than they should be because of test
unreliability is at least 30% at KS2, for example) on the “reliability of change scores for individuals”?
hindering diagnosis of a learning problem, should one exist.

32. Standardised tests can also obfuscate the meaning of pupil performance. For example, many tests
offer multiple choice options to the pupil but these can confuse a reader who understood the text perfectly
but was confused by the similarity of the choices offered—not by the text.?” Without the teacher there to
mediate, clarify and feedback the learning to the pupil, we, and they, lose the meaning and ultimately, it is
the learner who loses out.
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ATL VISION FOR THE FUTURE

33. Change at a fundamental level

ATL is arguing for a fundamental change in the assessment system; it is not enough to hand over the
administration of summative assessment to teachers within a high stakes context and expect real advances
in pupil achievement and engagement. Otherwise we are in danger of merely adding workload to teachers
with no real addition in terms of professional autonomy nor a move to assessment which puts learning in
first place. This fundamental change means that we are proposing assessment for learning as the primary
method of assessment throughout the career of pupils in a league-table free environment that uses cohort
sampling to provide data for national monitoring purposes.

34. No national assessment system prior to terminal stage

Due to the here- and elsewhere-documented detrimental effect of national curriculum testing on teaching
and learning, ATL believes that there should be no national assessment system prior to a terminal stage. We
believe that the present and future needs of our society requires an assessment system which focuses learners
on learning rather than tests, maintains the breadth which was part of the vision of the National Curriculum
in 1988 and which encapsulates part of the current vision for Every Child Matters, and which engages
learners as participants in their learning and progress.

35. Tt can be argued that a system which postpones summative assessment at a national level fits within
the earlier recommendations of the Task Group on Assessment and Testing (TGAT). The original vision
of TGAT was for “an assessment system designed for formative purposes” which “can meet all the needs
of national assessment at ages before 16 . . . only at 16 does it seem appropriate for assessment components
to be designed specifically for summative purposes (paragraph 26)”.2

36. International evidence now clearly links high pupil achievement with systems which postpone
national assessment and selection. Finland’s education system is a strong example of this as it is one which
has gained it a high (often first) place on the OECD Programme for International Student Achievement
(PISA) surveys of 2000 and 2003 with top ranking scores in mathematics, problem solving, science and
reading and it defers national testing until a terminal stage. In fact, not only did Finland’s students score
highly in terms of performance and proficiency, but they demonstrated positive attitudes towards learning
as this excerpt from the Executive Summary of the 2003 survey indicates: “For example, more than half of
the students in France and Japan report that they get very tense when they have to do mathematics
homework, but only 7% of students in Finland and the Netherlands report this. It is noteworthy that Finland

and the Netherlands are also two of the top performing countries”.?

37. Focus on learning

Across subjects, there are two key sets of goals: that pupils learn with understanding (develop
understanding of concepts which can be applied in different contexts, identifying the links between different
situations, applying the learning); and, understanding learning (that learners develop awareness of the
process of learning). ATL has argued, and indeed it is widely recognised, that “students cannot learn in
school everything they will need to know in adult life” [OECD, 1999]** and therefore, schools must provide
“the skills, understanding and desire needed for lifelong learning”. This means that we need to look critically
at our assessment systems, which have a huge influence on what is taught in the classroom and as we have
demonstrated earlier in this submission, our current assessment system produces “strategic and cynical”
test-takers rather than engaged and questioning lifelong learners with the flexibility needed for a rapidly
changing society.

38. Formative assessment, assessment for learning (AfL) and personalised learning

ATL believes that assessment for learning principles and practices should underpin teacher assessment in
schools and colleges. When assessment for learning (AfL) is talked of as a strong assessment model to
support pupil learning and engagement, the formative aspects of assessment are highlighted, when evidence
of pupil learning is used to identify learning needs and to adapt teaching work accordingly to meet them. The
education community are fortunate to have an abundance of evidence to demonstrate the positive effects of
formative assessment, even within the current system. Black ez al (2002) answer the question, “Is there
evidence that improving formative assessment raises standards?” with “an unequivocal yes, a conclusion based
on a review, by Black and Wiliam (1998a), of evidence published in over 250 articles by researchers from
several countries. There have been few initiatives in education with such a strong body of evidence to support
a claim to raise standards”.3! They found that an increased focus on using formative assessment as principle
and practice within the classroom produced gains in pupil achievement, even when measured in narrow
terms such as national curriculum tests and examinations.

39. Research by the Assessment Reform Group endorses this finding regarding the weight of evidence
that assessment for learning, with its formative assessment focus, has a positive impact on summative
results, citing a quarter to a half GCSE grade improvement per student. However, their research does point
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to the tension between assessment for learning and summative assessment which clouds the “improvement”
focus of AfL, subsumed by information about successes and failures.’? This argues for ATL’s proposition
that assessment for learning becomes the norm for teachers and pupils throughout the school careers of
learners; it cannot fully realise its potential and vision within a system which has summative national tests
and examinations at its core.

40. The advent of “personalised learning” on the horizon has brought AfL to the fore. This is
unsurprising as assessment for learning is an approach which has the learning needs of individual students
at its heart and is one which involves students far more directly in the assessment process. The DfES rightly
sees the assessment for learning model as being school-based, collaborative, whole-school enquiry and yet
this model cannot fit within a high-stakes assessment system which adds huge time and focus pressures to
schools, creating a risk-averse school culture and through league tables, pits school against school. This is
a fundamental flaw with the assessment for learning focus within the Making Good Progress project which
will be hampered by its having to develop alongside more frequent national testing and targets.

41. AfL requires a fundamental re-think in how we measure achievement

This will require a culture change in schools and indeed, the wider community, about how we see
achievement in schools. Many pupils and their parents will see learning tasks as competitions, achievement
marked by a grade or a ranking within the class. One of the key problems with this “win/lose” view is that
those who often lose no longer even try; better to switch off rather than risk “failure”. Teachers working
with researchers on formative assessment methods have found that “whilst pupils’ learning can be advanced
by feedback through comments, the giving of marks—or grades—has a negative effect in that pupils ignore
comments when marks are also given”.33 Once grades were removed, pupils concentrated on the feedback
given by the teacher and on how it could help them improve.

42. Research shows that grading and feedback have a big impact on pupil motivation and resulting
willingness to engage in tasks and learning. Black et a/ detail key research findings on these effects:

“Pupils told that feedback “ . . . will help you to learn’ learn more than those told that how you
do tells us how smart you are and what grades you’ll get’; the difference is greatest for low attainers
(Newman & Schwager, 1995);

— Those given feedback as marks are likely to see it as a way of comparing themselves with others
(ego-involvement), those given only comments see it as helping them to improve (task-
involvement): the latter group out-performs the former (Butler, 1987); and

— Inacompetitive system, low attainers attribute their performance to lack of ‘ability’, high attainers
to their effort; in a task-oriented system, all attribute to effort, and learning is improved,
particularly amongst low attainers (Craven et al, 1991)”.34

This evidence shows that the returns for making this kind of change to how we assess learning will be
significant, particularly amongst those who are currently losing out under the current system.

43. Move away from age-dependent levels

Target-setting, within the standards agenda, has led to a system of age-dependent levels. Again,
researchers have argued that these mitigate against learning through an erroneous and demotivating belief
about the nature of ability. Wiliam highlights the work of Dweck and her colleagues on students’ views of
the nature of ability and how that has a profound impact on how they react to challenging tasks. Those who
see ability as a fixed entity, “how clever you are is how clever you stay” will tackle a challenging task if they
believe their chance of success is high but will not engage if they believe that their chance of success is low.
Those who see ability as incremental will see a challenging task as offering a chance to “get cleverer”, ie to
improve ability. As Wiliam observes, “in order to optimise the conditions for learning, it is therefore
necessary for students to believe that ability is incremental, rather than fixed. A system of age-dependent
levels would lead to a situation in which many students would get the same grade or level at ages 7, 11 and
14, thus potentially reinforcing a belief in ability as being fixed”.?

44. Teacher-led assessment and the needs of a diverse school population

Our current curriculum and assessment models are based on the idea of “homogeneous knowledge to be
owned by all”. Shohamy (2000) observes this emphasis on homogeneous knowledge: “This is even more
apparent in educational assessment. In a number of situations there is a gap between curricula and
assessment as curricula may, at times, contain statements and intentions for the recognition of diverse
knowledge, yet the tests are based on homogeneous knowledge”.3¢ It is not possible to de-contextualise
assessment but ATL believes that local teacher-led assessment makes it possible to minimise the use of
contexts which will have a detrimental effect on pupils’ opportunities for achievement.

45. ATL believes that a fair assessment system is one which “elicit[s] an individual’s best performance”
and Gipps details the factors that need to be in place for assessment tasks or tests for this to occur: “This
involves tasks that are concrete and within the experience of the pupil (an equal access issue) presented
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clearly (the pupil must understand what is required of her if she is to perform well) relevant to the current
concerns of the pupil (to engender motivation and engagement) and in conditions that are not threatening
(to reduce stress and enhance performance) (Gipps, 1994). This is where teacher assessment can be more
equitable since it is under the teacher’s control (Gipps, 1994)”.3" Teachers are one of the parties who are in
the best place to ensure that these conditions are in place and therefore teacher assessment is the method
through which pupils have the opportunity to achieve to the best of their ability.

46. Popular concerns regarding teacher bias: the evidence

ATL acknowledges, in proposing a teacher-assessment focus using AfL, that there is a hurdle to be tackled
in perceptions about teachers assessments. Harlen (2004) documents the “widespread assumptions that
teachers’ assessments are unreliable and subject to bias—despite their use in some countries as a main feature
of national and state systems”.’® But Harlen goes on to pose ways in which that unreliability can be
addressed; through provision of training around identification and understanding of assessment criteria by
teachers and training which highlights sources of potential bias, as revealed through research.® Studies in
Australia have shown that finer specification of criteria, describing progressive levels of competency, can
lead to increased reliability of teacher assessment using assessment evidence from the full range of
classroom activity.

47. The extent of evidence base for this perception regarding unreliability and bias is open to challenge.
Harlen (2004) highlights a key concern with the process through which such a judgement has been reached
in the past: “It should be noted that much of the evidence of bias in teachers’ assessment comes mainly from
studies where TA is compared with another measure and based on the questionable assumption that the
benchmark measure is unbiased and is measuring the same thing as the teachers’ assessment. So, whilst it
has been reported that teachers under-rate boys more than girls in mathematics and science as compared
with their performance in tests (Reeves ef al, 2001), the conclusion might equally be that boys perform above
expectation on mathematics and science tests”.*? Researchers have concluded that TA is prone to bias due
to systematic variations between TA and standards task/test performance judgements, based on the
assumption that the latter measures are unbiased. Yet bias in terms of gender, first language and SEN has
also been found in the results of these standard tasks and tests so their original conclusion must be called
into question. However, as we propose that teacher assessment, through assessment for learning, should be
the only form of assessment throughout pupils’ school careers, we acknowledge that bias and its effects must
be a key part of training for teachers so that non-relevant assessment factors such as pupil behaviour and
gender are recognised as potential sources of bias and influence and guarded against by teacher and
moderators. The bias of unfamiliar situations is one which is a risk in national standard tasks and tests, a
risk which lessens with teacher assessment.

48. Resource needs of AfL

Literature and research around assessment for learning yield a rich source of support, information and
advice to teachers, through research observations, case studies and exemplifications of good practice. And
much of that relates to involving the pupils to a far greater degree with their own learning in a conscious
fashion combining subject/focussed skill learning with cognitive skills’ learning. Teachers have access to
examples of AfL techniques such as comment-only marking, peer and self-assessment, open questions that
engage pupils and the promotion by the teacher of the liberating notion that wrong answers can as useful
as right answers for learning, particularly with the exploration of ideas and concepts.

49. Tt is crucial that teachers are supported by training and resources. These resources can include
exemplifications, concrete examples of good practice, diagnostic instruments, even task banks. Possibly
most importantly, is the need for teachers to have space and time to collaborate to share examples of positive
classroom experience (or perhaps examples of where/when things did not go so well), growing experience
leading to fluency and efficiency with methods and to exploration of new ways of working with students.
Students who are skilled and equipped to be self- and peer-assessors can check straightforward tasks.
Sensitive and robust moderation procedures are a key part of this vision and here we can envisage a role for
LEAs, consortia, clusters or networks of schools. Indeed each school needs to be an assessment community
where assessment is something at the heart of each pupil’s, each class’s and each department’s curriculum.

50. Workload implications of AfL

ATL is aware of the implications of this proposed assessment system in terms of new demands and
workload. However, ATL believes that workload is not merely an issue of work level, it is also an issue of
responsibility, autonomy, and professional satisfaction. It is important to remember that teachers already
spend a large proportion of their time on assessment. Saving half of that time by removing or reducing the
burden of national testing would more than compensate for the extra time needed for the embedding of
assessment for learning practices and the process of moderation which is a vital component of it.



Children, Schools and Families Committee: Evidence Ev 65

51. Performance tables

Assessment for learning does not lend itself to the narrow forms of data which currently feed performance
league tables and ATL wishes to make it clear that the system which we have outlined would be negatively
impacted by the continuation of these instruments of high-stakes pressure, particularly on schools and
LEAs. Any such focus on narrow, hard data will undermine the learning focus of schools, and inevitably
some schools will succumb to the pressure to conform to the rigid measures of the standards agenda. League
tables also undercut any notion of collaboration between schools and yet any system which hopes to offer
full and broad curricula and personalised learning, needs to promote cost-effective ways for schools to meet
those needs through the sharing of resources, expertise and knowledge. This is not a form of accountability
which promotes equitable access of opportunity to all and ATL has no hesitation in calling for its
abolition—there are other, far more meaningful, forms of accountability and of school information.

CONCLUSION: RECOMMENDATIONS FOR ACTION

52. ATL’s vision is for a system where assessment is a key part of learning, a central activity for teacher
and pupil within a low-stakes context which does not create a culture of competition in which “losers”
become demotivated or disengaged and in which teachers become empowered, further skilled and re-
motivated.

53. ATL calls on the Government to:
Initially:

Review the current assessment system with urgency in light of its impact on curriculum coverage
and on teaching and learning.

— Investigate the purposes applied to the present national assessment system.

Develop AfL pilots in schools exempt from national testing during the pilot period.

Prioritise CPD for teachers in assessment, particularly AfL techniques and strategies.

End the use of national testing as market information and accountability mechanisms.

— Explore options of cohort sampling to meet national monitoring needs.

—  Work with awarding bodies to produce a national bank of test materials as resources for teachers.
Abolish school performance league tables.

Explore alternative options to age-dependent levels.

And ultimately:
— Postpone national testing until a terminal stage.

June 2007
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GENERAL ISSUES

Why do we have a centrally run system of testing and assessment?

It is essential, first of all, to make the key distinction between assessment and testing:

Assessment lies at the heart of all reaching and learning and is the fundamental professional
activity of any teacher. It enables them to establish the performance and understanding of their
students, to assist with ongoing learning and development.

Testing covers the final, standardised awarding of an agreed qualification or level at a particular
point. This applies to the SATs as well as to such qualifications as GCSEs, A levels etc.

It is where these two activities are not distinguished from each other that confusion and difficulties arise.

It must be recognised that the British centrally-run system of testing and qualifications at the end of

compulsory education and beyond is respected internationally. Although there are ongoing difficulties in
the way in which these qualifications evolve over time, there is no-one calling for the wholesale abolition
of this highly valued system. However, the rationale for the current centrally-run test system stems for the
Government’s standards agenda, with its associated regime of targets, tests and league tables.
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The current arrangements by which children are tested according to national tests are viewed as
burdensome and damaging. A review of this system and of the narrow rationale securing it is of paramount
importance.

What other systems are in place both internationally and across the UK?

Every school has its own arrangements for internal assessment, many highly praised during Ofsted
inspections and many reflecting the skills of the teaching workforce. As part of the National Strategies, a
focus on “Assessment for Learning” has proved to be of great value in enabling teachers to track and
support students through their learning journey.

It is where these activities become directed solely to successful “passing the SATs” that they become
weakened and potentially damaging.

In many of the countries who have been rated highly through such international projects as PISA, formal
education begins later than in the UK, and there is no such systemised arrangement for formal tests. More
recent information from countries such as Holland, Finland and Denmark suggests that there is a greater
emphasis upon play and creativity at younger ages, formal schooling begins later, teachers have greater
autonomy and the system of national testing and assessment is far less draconian, if it exists at all. Certainly
there is no high stakes testing or publication of league tables and there is an acceptance that children develop
in different ways and at different rates.

It is also worth noting that, in Wales, a decision was taken in 2005 to make Key Stage 2 tests optional
and abolish league tables. Instead, the system is predicated on assessment of an individual’s attainment and
progress, rather than on accountability within the system, as in England.

Does a focus on national testing and assessment reduce the scope for creativity in the curriculum?

At its best, creativity releases the child from the rigid, formal framework of the national curriculum, to
be able to explore and investigate in a holistic and practical mode, the wonders of the world around him or
her. This approach, however, has to be extremely well structured and organised by the teacher and the
school, as a framework of essential skills and knowledge, needs to underpin the curriculum so that the child
is able to develop his or her creativity. The professional activity of ongoing assessment and understanding
of a child’s development will never reduce the scope for creativity. Rather, the encouragement by a skilled
adult will nurture creative development of children through the early years.

If the time and energies of teachers, parents, and children are dominated by a narrow syllabus and a
narrow range of activities which will be the subject of high stakes testing, we run the risk of this dominating
the curriculum and this may well lead to a narrowing of opportunity. If children are straitjacketed by
“teaching to the tests”, whether this be at KS1, KS2 or KS3, there will not be time for the normal, essential
creative development which needs to be a part of the whole educational experience.

Who is the QCA accountable to and is this accountability effective?

The brief of QCA is “to regulate, develop and modernise the curriculum, assessments, examinations and
qualifications”. It is described as “a non-departmental public body, sponsored by the Department for
Education and Skills (DfES). It is governed by a board, whose members are appointed by the Secretary of
State for Education, and managed on a day to day basis by an Executive Team”.

In its regulatory capacity, its role is to ensure that the Awarding Bodies adhere to the clear rules relating
to their examinations and, from time to time, conduct appropriate reviews of this work. It is for QCA to
take on this role, to ensure that the trust which has built over time can continue. In this capacity, QCA is
highly effective.

In terms of its role as developer and moderniser of the curriculum, QCA is extremely careful to involve
all key stakeholders in its reviews and to use the expertise of the teaching profession, through a wide range
of organisations. The integrity and skill of QCA officials is generally appreciated and respected by the
education professionals.

The QCA is given clear remits relating to aspects of its work by the DfES and, where there can be
frustrations expressed, it is largely because the remit does not necessarily give QCA sufficient freedom in
aspects of its work. QCA offers sound professional advice to the DfES but the Secretary of State for
Education is not bound to listen and follow this advice. However, there have been circumstances where QCA
has offered strong recommendations for caution (eg over the abolition of coursework in GCSE) and the
DfES has asked QCA to undertake further work.

QCA is generally effective but there are potential dangers in that it is so strictly controlled by the DfES
that all it is empowered to do is offer advice.
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What roles should exam boards have in assessment and testing?

The Awarding Bodies are highly respected for their work in ensuring that standards are maintained in
external qualifications over time. In spite of recurrent negative publicity each August, there is evidence that
employers, teachers, parents and pupils have great confidence in the qualifications that are offered and
awarded. Even the GCE “A” levels have returned to their former status following the debacle of
Curriculum 2000.

The ongoing development of e-testing, the development of the new diplomas, the support for teachers and
students in working through the new GCSEs and other qualifications are aspects for which the Awarding
Bodies are given due credit.

Questions about the role of coursework, the viability of the new Diplomas, the risks inherent in the greater
use of the Internet for research and risks of plagiarism and the issues relating to the increased costs of
examination entries for schools and colleges, all need to be viewed in the context of general recognition that
the Awarding Bodies are successful as providers of a tried and tested system.

NATIONAL KEY STAGE TESTS
CURRENT SITUATION

How effective are the current key stage tests?

The current Key Stage tests dominate the work of Primary schools and, for Secondary schools, during
Key Stage 3. This is not healthy. As with any summative assessment system, the Key Stage tests only give
a snapshot of a pupil’s ability at a specific time and in a relatively narrow field.

The programmes of study and the range of the curriculum are not, in themselves, damaging, but the
emphasis on the outcome of the tests means that the focus of much of the teaching, in particular in year 6
and in year 9 is on test performance and likely content. This is clearly insufficient and narrows the range of
what is offered.

The current Key Stage tests are effective in testing the prescribed content and the schools’ effectiveness in
preparing children to undertake these tests. They are not effective in testing either pupils’ broader range of
educational achievement nor in testing the success of a school (except in its success in preparing pupils for
the tests!) There is also a growing body of evidence that the plethora of testing “windows” is having a
detrimental effect on individual children’s health and well-being.

Do they adequately reflect levels of performance of children and schools, and changes in performance over time?

The Key Stage tests provide one source of helpful performance data for both students and teachers.
Because the NAA draw on long-term, tried and tested skills which ensure that standards are maintained
over time, the tests could be used as one broad indicator but it is hazardous to draw too many conclusions
from the minutiae of the detail. A teacher’s professional knowledge of the pupil is vital—statistics are no
substitute for professional judgement.

As an overall national standard, statistically the tests are valid. Because of the small size of many of the
individual school cohorts, where a single pupil may count for more than 15% of the overall score, the
statistical validity of this data is severely limited. The tests only test one aspect of educational performance
and need to be recognised as a single item of data, to be taken professionally alongside many other elements.
Care needs to be taken over the interpretation of data—over-simplified interpretation can lead to flawed
conclusions. Any use of data should be as an indicator, rather than a determinator.

Do they provide Assessment for Learning (enabling teachers to concentrate on areas of a pupil’s performance
that needs improvement)?

The Key Stage tests do have a value in giving teachers an indication of pupil performance and will provide
some of the data which is helpful in enabling a teacher to understand the performance of the students.
However, they only provide one measure and need to be treated in this respect.

Assessment for Learning is far broader than the Key Stage tests and information must be gleaned on an
ongoing basis, from day to day course and schoolwork, and not from one measure, operated at identifiable
points in a child’s career, for which they may well have been overprepared. Assessment in the normal process
presupposes the collection of information over a period of time rather than relying upon a snapshot of
attainment, in order to ascertain where pupils are and plan where they need to go. Assessment for Learning
is a broad principle, far wider than feedback from snapshot national tests and countless schools have
developed sophisticated pupil tracking systems through it.
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Are they effective in holding schools accountable for their performance?

The Key Stage tests represent only one measure of performance. Schools have a wide range of
accountability measures, ranging from financial benchmarking through to full Ofsted inspections.

The development of the self-evaluation systems which take account of Key Stage test results, alongside
other professional educational data, is far more reliable than the one-dimensional picture which is offered
by the SATs. Schools now have the tools and are continuing to develop expertise and experience in self-
evaluation and they need to be trusted to get on with the job.

How effective are performance measures such as value added scores for schools?

Value added measures are part of the rich array of professional data available to schools, local authorities,
SIPs and Ofsted. To some extent they help to provide a context within which the narrow SAT information
can be viewed. All elements of professional educational data has its place, but it is to be used in conjunction
with other information, to pose hypotheses and lead to professional discussion about school improvement,
rather than to make rigid judgements or be used to draw simplistic and potentially inaccurate conclusions.
Whilst the principle behind value-added scores is reasonable, there is still disquiet about the validity of data
in different contexts. Although the value-added data is in the public domain, its complexity is such that, at
best, it remains meaningless to the majority of its readers. At worst, it is open to misuse and abuse.

Are league tables, based on test results, an accurate reflection of how well schools are performing?

League tables are hugely damaging to the educational system. They only use one of the many types of
measures which should inform understanding of the context and the success of a school and its pupils. They
should never be used to make simplistic comparisons between different schools, in different areas, teaching
a different cohort of pupils. They should never be viewed as a total measure of any school.

League tables based on test results will only ever indicate how a school has enabled its pupils to perform
in those particular tests and this can never give a full indication of how effective the organisation is in offering
a wide, broad and approp