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Recommendations

The APPG for School Learning and Assessment considered a wide range of written and

oral evidence from those concerned with assessment reform. Submissions came from
leading academics, educational think tanks, consultants and educationalists (school

heads and teachers), as well as a sample of post-16 students and parents. Based on the
evidence, we are able to make the following recommendations. Of these, the following three
recommendations are considered urgent:

At primary level:

e An alternative to SATs should be looked at.

This could be based on pupil sample data with national standards but not high stakes tests.
School heads and teachers should be trained to evaluate pupil sample data so that they
understand the areas in which their school is doing well compared to other local schools and
schools nationally, and where their school may need additional support to improve.

At secondary level:

* A consultation is launched with the objective of designing a
secondary baccalaureate.

The baccalaureate should include academic, vocational/technical and creative subjects. The
consultation should also consider different methods of assessment best suited to the new
baccalaureate.

* A new qualification in English and maths designed for those not taking
maths and English as main subjects.

The new qualifications should be designed to qualify all learners, up to the age of 18 and who
are not otherwise studying for a qualification in English and maths, in essential literacy and
numeracy skills in preparation for further study or employment.
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In addition, we recommend that:

¢ School league tables should be replaced by a new system of school accountability
to include broader information about a school, including its strengths and areas for
improvement.

e Further research should be undertaken into the potential benefits and risks of the use
of technology for assessment to ensure that newly emerging assessment methods are
equitable, valid and reliable.

e Astudy of digital learner profiles is conducted to evaluate their use at both primary and
secondary level. Populated throughout the learner’s school journey, digital learner profiles
should be transferable.

Educational assessment has become divorced from learning, and the huge
contribution that assessment can make to learning has been largely lost.
Furthermore, as a result of this separation, formal assessment has focused just on
the outcomes of learning, and because of the limited amount of time that can be
justified for assessments that do not contribute to learning, this formal assessment
has assessed only a narrow part of those outcomes. The predictability of these
assessments allows teachers and learners to focus on only what is assessed, and the
high stakes attached to the results create an incentive to do so. This creates a vicious
spiral in which only those aspects of learning that are easily measured are regarded as
important, and even these narrow outcomes are not achieved as easily as they could
be, or by as many learners, were assessment to be regarded as an integral part of
teaching.

(Dylan Wiliam, Paper presented at the 9th International Congress on Mathematics
Education in Tokyo 2000; Wiliam'’s italics).
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Introduction

The APPG for Schools, Learning and Assessment (the APPQC), chaired by Flick Drummond
MP (Conservative) and Emma Hardy MP (Labour), launched its inquiry into assessment
reform on 30 November 2022. The group currently has seven officers.' It considered a vast
range of evidence for its inquiry into assessment reform with submissions from university-
based academics who reported on their recent findings on England’s assessment systems
as well as education campaign groups, think tanks and education consultants. Evidence was
also heard from academics with expertise in assessment reform taking place in Australia,
Norway and Singapore. The inquiry also received oral and written submissions from primary
and secondary school heads and teachers, parents, and post-16 students, all with first-hand
experience of current assessment systems in England.

In her opening words at the group’s first meeting in January 2023, Flick Drummond stressed
the importance of the cross-party character of the APPG, explaining that its key aim was

to produce a report that could be used by every political party to guide their thinking on
assessment ahead of a forthcoming general election.

This report provides an overview of the evidence gathered by the APPG and concludes with
a set of recommendations drawn up in consultation with the officers of the APPG.

1See Appendix 1 for the members of the APPG for Schools Learning and Assessment.
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The structure of
the report

The report is structured around the key areas of concern which emerged from the oral and
written submissions of evidence to the inquiry. There are three sections:

e The first section

focuses on evidence submitted to the inquiry concerning the impact of the high-stakes
testing. This section is divided into two key sections: (I) the narrowing of the curriculum,

with further sub-sections devoted to i) secondary, ii) students’ experiences, iii) post-16 English
and maths, and iv) primary; and (ll) the mental health and wellbeing of children and young
people.

e The second section

discusses the evidence submitted concerning the role assessment should play in school
accountability. This section is divided into three sub-sections which discuss the evidence
submitted on (l) the role of exams, (Il) Ofsted and (IIl) SATs.

e The third section

focuses on alternative approaches to assessment and is divided into two major sections:

(1) international perspectives and (ll) national perspectives, each with the following sub-sections:
(I) International perspectives

i) Professor Ng Pak Tee's evidence on Singapore's post-Covid reforms aimed at reducing
the focus on exams and competition between students.

ii) Evidence heard from Professor Siv Gamlem on Norway’s use of assessment for
learning and the role of teachers' reports in formal assessments.

i) Professor Bill Lucas’'s evidence on the global movement away from end-point
assessments towards digital learner profiles.
(I) National perspectives
i) Secondary — proposals for a baccalaureate-type qualification and digital learner profiles.
ii) A new qualification in English and maths.
iii) Greater use of technology.
iv) Primary — assessment to develop learning and pupil sampling.
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The impact of high
stakes assessment

Narrowing of the
curriculum

All the evidence received by the APPG
made clear the belief that assessment

in its current forms causes widespread
damage to the curriculum at both primary
and secondary. Anxiety was also expressed
over the way in which assessment and its
inextricable link to school performance has
resulted in the narrowing of the curriculum
and ‘teaching to the test'. At secondary
level, the higher value attached to subjects
which make up the English Baccalaureate
(EBacc) and boost Progress 8 scores has
resulted in schools dropping lower-valued,
creative and applied subjects and modern
foreign languages.® At primary, concerns
were raised over the excessive testing of
children. There was particular concern over
the stultifying effect of being taught little
else but English and maths in preparation
for the key stage 2 (KS2) Standardised
Assessment Tests, or SATSs, for year 6 pupils.

Secondary — the damaging effects
of the EBacc and Progress 8

In her presentation to the first APPG
meeting, Sian Lewis, head of parent
participation of the charity Parentkind,
drew on a 2022 Parentkind report based
on a survey of 3,750 parents. Ms Lewis told
the meeting that only half of the number
of parents surveyed felt that GCSEs were
“a meaningful measure of young peoples’
skills, knowledge and capabilities”, and
that most felt there was too much focus
on academic rather than vocational
gualifications. Parents surveyed said they
wanted their children to leave secondary
school with skills and competencies such
as self-confidence, resilience and problem-
solving as well as preparedness for the
world of work and future study. Seventy-five
per cent of parents supported the idea of
a learner profile, described by others who
submitted to the APPG as a digital learner
profile which records a young person’s wider
skills, academic qualifications and other

3 The EBacc comprises five GCSEs - English language and literature, maths, the sciences, geography or history, a language
which every student must take. Secondary schools are measured on the number of pupils that take GCSEs in these core
subjects. Schools are also measured on how well their pupils do in these subjects (gov.uk/government/publications/english-
baccalaureate-ebacc/english-baccalaureate-ebacc). Progress 8 is a type of ‘value-added’ measure that indicates how much

a secondary school has helped pupils improve (or progress) over a five-year period. It is calculated by adding together pupils’
highest scores across eight GCSEs. While these numbers are not made publicly available on a pupil-by-pupil basis, scores taken
from across a school year group are averaged to produce a school’s overall score (goodschoolsguide.co.uk/curricula-and-exams/

progress-8-attainment-8).
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achievements and travels with them as they
move through school. Ms Lewis explained:

Parents feel that current assessment
is not capturing all the important skills
children and young people require.
They want to see assessment reflect
their child’'s growth as a well-rounded
and balanced human being.

Proposals for a broad curriculum, usually
described as a ‘type of baccalaureate’
through which learners could develop a
wide set of academic, applied and ‘soft’
skills (eg problem-solving, teamwork,
creative thinking and communication
skills) were made for learning at both
primary and secondary level in written
submissions to the APPG made by Bedales
independent school, the Edge Foundation,
the educational think tank EDSK, More
Than A Score, the New School, Pearson,
the Royal Society and by Al McConville, co-
founder of Rethinking Assessment.*

Edge argues that the method used to
assess young people should be designed

to help students recognise and develop
their skills and capabilities, rather than a
judgement of academic merit. In its written
submission, Edge points out that a system
into which we build more opportunities for
formative assessment would offer learners
opportunities to reflect on their learning
and build on feedback.

Formative assessment does not have
a tightly defined and widely accepted
meaning... it encompass|es] all those
activities undertaken by teachers,
and/or by their students, which provide

information to be used as feedback
to modify the teaching and learning
activities in which they are engaged.

(Black and Wiliam 1998:7)

In his presentation to the APPG,

Al McConville quoted from an Edge report
which found that 75 per cent of employers
say they prefer a mix of academic and
technical qualifications. A further 92 per
cent of those surveyed said soft skills were
as or more important than hard skills.®

Mr McConville argued that “contrary to
employers’ needs, our current curriculum
and assessment system test only
knowledge retention and obedience to
fixed rubrics in timed conditions”.

He added:

Most schools do not feel free to offer
a broad and balanced curriculum

in case it damages their EBacc and
Progress 8 scores with a particular
emphasis on certain subjects in the
Progress 8 and the EBacc ‘buckets’.
This has led to a dramatic decline in

the breadth of the curriculum being
pursued. There has been a 50 per cent
decline in [students studying] Design
and Technology and 20 per cent
decline in creative subjects since 2010.

(Al McConville,
Rethinking Assessment)

In their written submission to the inquiry,
EDSK points out that academic GCSE
subjects are being “explicitly prioritised”
over subjects such as art, music and design
and technology. Citing research carried out
by the Department for Education (DfE),
EDSK describes how rises in exam entries
for academic GCSEs appeared to have been
achieved in some schools by downgrading
non-academic subjects. In some cases,
these subjects were being taught as

‘as optional extras’ after the school day.
EDSK makes a point of highlighting the
diminishing value attributed to vocational
qualifications in particular, and the

4 Rethinking Assessment — a coalition of state and independent sector school leaders who have joined academic researchers,
policy-makers, employers and higher education representatives in order “to broaden and modernise assessment to fully and
fairly prepare young people for a dynamic world (rethinkingassessment.com/about-us/). 5 See Skills Shortage Bulletin in the UK
Economy (2023) (edge.co.uk/research/projects/skills-shortages-uk-economy/Skills-Shortages-Bulletin-Summary/)

5 See Skills Shortage Bulletin in the UK Economy (2023) (edge.co.uk/research/projects/skills-shortages-uk-economy/Skills-

Shortages-Bulletin-Summary/)
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problematic consequences of removing
them from school league tables: in 2018,
only five per cent of the formal exams sat
by 16-year-olds were Technical Awards
(approved vocational qualifications for

14- to 16-year-olds). A particularly worrying
fact highlighted by EDSK is that the
number of 16- to 18-year-olds starting an
apprenticeship today is roughly the same
now as it was in 2002 (ibid), suggesting a
lack of impartial careers advice in schools.

Students' experiences -
one size doesn't fit all

The inquiry received overwhelming
evidence of the negative impact of
assessment on the secondary curriculum.
As the Independent Assessment
Commission (IAC) argues in its 2022 report,
accountability measures such as Progress
8 and the EBacc have “undoubtedly”
narrowed the range of qualifications
students take at 16 (IAC 2022:16). The
domination of GCSEs at 14-16 years was

felt to exclude those students whose
aptitudes and interests lie elsewhere. Rylig,
a young apprentice construction manager
addressed the second meeting of the APPG
which considered evidence on the kind of
knowledge and skills young people need
for the 21st century. Her moving account
told of her experiences in mainstream
secondary school followed by two years in a
university technical college (UTC):

Before joining UTC my educational
journey was very different. | struggled
massively and | found school a really
negative environment. | was expected
to fit into a mould the school wanted
me to fit rather than be who | wanted
to be. | was failed in that | was not
supported, and | failed to engage,
and then | was labelled ‘troubled’.

Everything changed for Rylie when she
moved to a UTC where the focus was
on STEM subjects — science, technology,
engineering and maths —and career
education. She flourished in a ‘career-

focused’ learning environment which
nurtured her interest in applied subjects:

My time at UTC was filled with
employer engagements and [learning]
with a focus on six core skills -
communication, collaboration, respect,
reflect, organisation and perseverance
—which where embedded into
everything | did. We worked with lots
of different business partners who
helped us develop these skills which
are vital for the world of work... | was
given great opportunities. | took part in
industry projects with a local company,
which was my first real taste of working
with an employer. | also took part in
thirteen different work experience
programmes. During my two years at
UTC, | also created a student leaver
profile [which | completed] as | gained
experience and skills that would equip
me with everything | needed once | left
school. It looked great when applying
for apprenticeships, because | had real
working examples of applying the six
core skills.

Rylie went on to land an apprenticeship
with a construction company and is living
proof of the kind of success young people
can find when given access to a broad
curriculum and the choice of academic

or technical/vocational routes. Finding an
alternative post-16 route transformed Rylie
from a ‘troubled’ GCSE student to one
visibly happy and proud of her status as an
apprentice.

Alison, an A-level student, also presented to
the APPG. Although a young woman who
enjoyed academic work, Alison believed
that the secondary curriculum was failing
young people and that it needed to be
broader, to include the kind of experience
and skills which Rylie described having at
her UTC. Alison told the meeting:

| believe curricula and modes of
assessment should be reflecting

the world of work. Ensuring that
students are equipped and assessed
on numerical, digital and financial
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literacy, along with being literate, will
ensure my generation and future

ones are at the minimum standards

for employability and have the skills
needed for life... The conventional
system doesn’t teach qualities students
need [for] the future.

Alison went on to describe the limitations
of the kind of learning encouraged by an
exam-focused curriculum. She argued
that the majority of her GCSEs and A-levels
“are largely assessments that pursue
rote-learning”. She explained that there
“was no room for creativity... the stakes

of examinations are so high, memorising
and regurgitating has to take precedence”.
Alison also pointed out that the kind of
in-depth learning undertaken for A-levels
is advantageous only for those who are
confident about the area in which they
want to specialise:

However, for the vast majority of us
who have no clue what we want to
pursue at 15/16 years of age,
whittling down to three or four
options is daunting and cuts off
bounds of potential.

Although well-equipped in academic
subjects to study at university, Alison was
frustrated that her choices meant she
lacked “evidence for vocational skills and
professional qualities to show employers”
when applying for a longed-for internship
in film production.

Failure of the GCSE English and
maths resit policy

A number of the submissions to the APPG
called for a review of the GCSE resit policy
whereby learners without a minimum
pass (grade 4) in English and maths are
required to resit as a condition of funding
for all full-time post-16 programmes.® In its
written evidence, the Association of School
and College Leaders (ASCL) points out the

6 All students under 19 who have not achieved a GCSE pass (grade 4) in English and/or maths are required to resit. This is also a

The APPG'’s
recommendation:

a consultation is
launched with the
objective of designing
a secondary
baccalaureate

An education system which forces
students into narrow pathways

is failing a very large number of
students whose aptitudes and
interests include a much broader
range of interests than the current
secondary curriculum allows.

The experiences of post-16 students
Rylie and Alison point to the
limitations of both the current
assessment system and its failure
to accommodate the diverse ways
in which students learn. Evidence
submitted to the APPG suggests the
need for a consultation to investigate
the design of a new baccalaureate-
type qualification at secondary level
to include academic, vocational/
technical and creative subjects.
The consultation should also
investigate the use of multi-modal
assessments which evidence also
submitted to the APPG suggests
would be a better way to assess the
new secondary baccalaureate.

The APPG therefore recommends
that a consultation is launched

with the objective of designing a
secondary baccalaureate which
includes academic, vocational/
technical and creative subjects.

The consultation should also
consider methods of assessment
best suited to the new baccalaureate.

condition of funding for post-16 programmes, although those with GCSE grade 2 may study for Functional Skills level 2
(gov.uk/guidance/16-to-19-funding-maths-and-english-condition-of-funding).
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importance attributed to GCSE English
and maths as ‘passport’ qualifications and
a requirement for future study, funding or
employment. Nonetheless, the ASCL does
not believe GSCE English and mathsin
their current form are fit-for-purpose:

The fact that roughly a third of
candidates do not achieve a ‘pass’ (in
the government’s own language) in
these crucial subjects says less about
the quality of teaching and learning,
and more about the content of these
GCSEs, and whether they really tell us
whether young people are literate or
numerate.

(ASCL, written submission to
the inquiry)

In addition, Edge warns of the “downward
spiral” of post-16 English and maths resits
for young people, with repeated failure
leaving learners “demoralised”. Referring to
its report on 14-19 education (Newton 2020),
Edge points out that even Ofsted’s Chief
Inspector, Amanda Spielman, described
the GCSE resit policy as causing “significant
problems” and questioned whether it is
the “right way forward” (Spielman 2017,
cited in Newton 2020: 29). In 2018, Ofsted'’s
annual report expressed concern “over the
effectiveness of the government's policy”
on GCSE resits, adding that “the impact of
repeated ‘failure’ on students should not be
underestimated” (Ofsted 2018:10-11). EDSK
draws attention to a Cambridge Assessment
report which describes “concerns that the
mandatory requirement to study English
and mathematics creates resentment and
demotivates students” as well as impacting
students’ mental health (Ireland 2019: 27).
As EDSK points out, all stakeholders accept
the importance of young people achieving
a good standard of literacy and numeracy.
However, making thousands of students
repeatedly fail GCSEs achieves very little.

Pearson also expresses concerns about the
failure of post-16 English and maths. Based
on a recent survey it conducted of 6,000
stakeholders (learners, parents, teachers,
employers, policymakers, and politicians)
about the future of qualifications and
assessments for 14- to 19-year-olds,
Pearson concludes:

A ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach fails

too many learners with respect to
Mathematics and English. Learners
need to acquire the numeracy and
literacy skills required to access higher
technical education, and beyond that,
into work. GCSEs are only one lens
through which numeracy and literacy
can be judged... a significant number
of life chances are impacted by the
belief that only a GCSE qualification
can evidence the Mathematics

and English capabilities needed to
progress.

(Pearson, written submission to
the inquiry)

Pearson argues that there is a need for
new ‘passport’ qualifications in English and
maths. These should signal proficiency in
numeracy and literacy, and be recognised
by further and higher education
institutions and employers.

Owing to pressure of time and the vast
range of issues covered, the APPG was
unable to hear oral evidence on the issue
of post-16 English and maths. Nonetheless,
the sample of written submissions
discussed is indicative of the very real
concerns. In addition to the written
evidence submitted to the inquiry, the
Association of Colleges and the
educational press have also raised concerns
over the failure of the GCSE resit policy
and called for a review of post-16 English
and maths.”

7 Eg Belgutay (TES 2018); Sezen (TES 2019); Hazell (iNews.co.uk 2022); Noble (FEWeek 2022).

Towards a fairer, more useful and fit-for-purpose way to assess children and young people in the 21st century 13



Primary —the damaging effects
of SATs

SATs are standardised assessment
tests taken by children in year 2

and year 6 which are used by the
Government to assess the quality of
the education at a school. The setting
and marking of SATs are carried out
in UK schools by the Standards &
Testing Agency.

e KSISATs in year 2 — tests taken in
reading and maths (KS1 SATs will
be non-statutory from the 2023/24
academic year).t

* KS2 SATs are a more formal
process of testing. Children
sit tests under formal exam
conditions in: English reading;
English grammar punctuation
and spelling; maths.

The SATs pass mark, or expected
standard, is 100. If a child scores below
85 (KSI) or 80 (KS2), it means they have
not reached the expected standard.

(thirdspacelearning.com)

The overwhelming consensus of those who
provided evidence to the inquiry is that

the intensity with which primary schools
prepared children for KS1 and KS2 SATs
coupled with the impact of SATs on the
primary curriculum is damaging pupils’
learning. The More Than a Score (MTAS)
coalition reports that primary school heads
and teachers have

significant concerns about the impact
on the curriculum being narrowed

to focus on English and mathsin
preparation for the tests at the cost of
the opportunity for children to access
subjects such as history, geography
and arts subjects in any real depth.

Evidence submitted by MTAS makes clear
teachers’ concern that seven-year-olds
are being taught a severely scaled-down
version of English and maths in preparation
for their KS1 SATs. For example, in her
presentation at an APPG meeting which
heard evidence on the narrowness of
primary school testing, Alison Ali of MTAS
described the “absurdity” of teaching
children of seven to identify aspects

of technical grammmar such as fronted
adverbials for their KS1 SATs.?

The need to ensure children are ‘exam
ready’ for the four days in the summer
term when they take KS2 SATs means

that much of year 6 is also spent focused
on a restricted diet of English and maths
and sitting SATs practice papers. MTAS's
conclusive findings on the many problems
with SATs are based on a number of
surveys. Of these, a 2022 YouGov survey of
1,059 parents found that 83 per cent did
not believe that SATs captured all that their
children are capable of achieving, while a
survey of 230 school heads showed that 95
per cent believed too much time was spent
preparing for SATs. In his presentation to
the APPG, Matt Morden, head of a south
London primary school, expressed serious
misgivings over the amount of time lost
learning as a result of preparing children for
statutory tests. He pointed out that children
currently sit five statutory tests during their

8 Although no longer statutory, guidance on KS1 SATs for the academic years 2023/24 from the Standards and Testing
Agency reads: “It is recommended that the key stage 1tests (optional) are administered during May 2024"; and for 2024/25,
the guidance reads: “Key stage 1test recommended period (optional)”. (gov.uk/guidance/primary-assessments-future-
datest#tacademic-year-1) and KS1 SATs tests will continue to be authored, published, printed and distributed by the Standards
and Testing Agency (STA). The website, SATs-papers.co.uk states: “It is likely (following STA recommendation) that all schools
across England will continue to administer these tests” (sats-papers.co.uk/2024-sats-papers/#2024-ksl-sats).

9 In July 2022, the DfE announced that KS1 assessments would become non-statutory from the 2023/24 academic year

(Standards and Testing Agency 2023).
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seven years of primary education and that
they did very little to develop children’s
learning in any meaningful way.

MTAS also questions the value of the
multiplication tables check (MTC) test
taken by year 4 children (ages 8-9). To
support its concerns, MTAS cites the joint
response made by the Mathematical
Association (MA) and the Association of
Teachers of Mathematics (ATM) to the
Government Consultation on Primary
Assessment in England (June 2017).
Highlighting the limitations of the MTC
test, the two maths associations argue it
“emphasises rote learning and rapid recall
over understanding of mathematical
structures”. They argue further that
subjecting children to a test focused on
“multiplication facts” risks highlighting one
aspect of mathematics “over many other
important ones”. Both associations had
serious misgivings about a test devoted to
multiplication skills in isolation.

Many who contributed to the inquiry pointed
out that the purpose of current assessments
is to generate data for measuring school
performance and that testing at primary
level did not develop children’s learning.
For example, the comparison carried out of
children’s Baseline tests, taken in reception,
with the results for their KS2 SATs taken

in the final term of primary, is done for

the express purpose of judging a school's
performance. As EDSK argues, the results
“come too late to provide useful feedback
to schools on how to improve literacy and
numeracy standards”. Further evidence that
SATs are of little use except as instruments
of accountability, is the fact that many
secondary schools do not use SATs grades,

preferring to retest children using CAT tests

to set initial academic grouping and targets.”©"

The APPG'’s
recommendation:
an alternative to SATs
should be looked at

The strength of feeling about the
negative impact of SATs expressed
by academics, parent groups and
educationalists, suggests that
finding an alternative way to hold
schools accountable is a matter of
urgency. Such an alternative should
be designed to avoid negatively
impacting on the primary curriculum
and children’s experience of learning
and without increasing teacher
workload. The APPG recommends
that an alternative to SATs be piloted
that is based on a system of pupil
sampling recommended by Moss

et al (2021) in their report High
Standards Not High Stakes.

The APPG therefore recommends that
alternative to SATs should be looked at.
This could be based on pupil sample
data with national standards but not
high-stakes tests. School heads and
teachers should be trained to evaluate
pupil sample data so that they
understand the areas in which their
school is doing well compared to other
local schools and schools nationally,
and where their school may need
additional support to improve.

10 CAT stands for cognitive abilities test. CATs assess pupils in four areas: i) verbal reasoning (thinking and problem-solving with
words); ii) non-verbal reasoning (thinking and problem-solving with shapes and space); iii) quantitative reasoning (thinking
and problem-solving with numbers); iv) spatial reasoning (visualising, picturing and moving shapes around) (Pretest Plus

pretestplus.co.uk/about/).

11 The problems with using learners’ academic attainment to hold primary and secondary schools to account is discussed more

fully in the section devoted to accountability (Section 2).
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The impact of
assessment on mental
wellbeing

Professor Alice Bradbury, chair of the
Independent Commission on Assessment
in Primary Education (ICAPE), told the
APPG that responses to surveys conducted
as part of the commission’s research “were
notable in the strength of feeling relating to
stress for children”. Outlining the findings
of the ICAPE report, Professor Bradbury
described as “a worrying finding” that over
three quarters of the 1,124 teachers and 536
parents surveyed felt the current system
adds to children’s stress (Wyse, Bradbury
and Trollope 2022:24). The level of concern
expressed by parents and educators
indicates that “reducing children’s stress
[is] a priority for reforms” (Wyse, Bradbury
and Trollope 2022:26). A similar finding
appears in the widely-applauded 2022
Times Education Commission’s report
which found that parents “overwhelmingly
prioritise their child’'s wellbeing over
academic attainment - by ten to one —and
they feel that schools focus too narrowly
on exams” (Times Education Commission
2022:8).1?

MTAS draws on numerous surveys of
parents and teachers to illustrate the level
of concern about the stress and anxiety
caused in particular by SATs. Citing a 2022
Parentkind survey, MTAS write that 95

per cent of the 1,756 parents of school-
age children surveyed felt that SATs have
a negative impact on their children’s
wellbeing. In another 2022 survey of year
6 pupils conducted for MTAS by YouGoyv,
60 per cent of the children surveyed
reported being “worried about SATs". In yet
another report, members of the National
Association of Head Teachers (NAHT)
describe some primary school children
being “very stressed” when sitting SATs

tests while some “panicked” (NAHT 2019).
MTAS's extensive review of studies into
the impact of SATs on children’s wellbeing
leads them to conclude:

Unnecessary pressure is created by
school performance being based on
the results of a narrow set of tests
taken by 10- and 11-year-olds under
exam conditions. This is leading to an
unprecedented rise in mental health
issues of not only headteachers and
teachers but also young children, who
struggle to cope with the stress.

Exam-related stress is also a major

concern raised by secondary students.
Edge describes the findings of a youth
roundtable meeting hosted in March 2022
during which teenagers said they felt that
there were “too many exams” and that they
were “unfair” and “too narrow”. The current
exam system is also felt to be “unhelpful

in providing motivation to learn” (Edge
2022). A 2022 Youth Voice Census showed
that 49 per cent of the 4,000 young

people (11-30 years) thought that exams
and assessments impacted their mental
health negatively (Youth Voice Census 2022:
10). In her foreword to the Youth Census
report, Laura-Jane Rawlings, CEO of Youth
Employment UK, describes the “escalating
mental health emergency” among young
people. In his own foreword, Olly Newton,
executive director of the Edge Foundation,
refers to the “growing mental health crisis”
and highlights the fact that 49.1 per cent of
those who took part in the Youth Census
felt “that exams impact their mental

health negatively”. Mr Newton said that an
additional stress for many young people is
that they “feel underprepared for the world
of work" (Youth Voice Census 2022:6).

ASCL also highlights the stress of national
assessments, arguing that the current
system puts teachers and leaders, as well
as young people, “under considerable

12 2022 Times Education Commission’s report Bringing out the Best was the result of a year-long project chaired by the
renowned Times journalist Rachel Sylvester and supported by a team of 22 commissioners with backgrounds in business,

education, science, the arts and government.
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stress”. ASCL explains “the sheer weight of
assessment” felt by 16-year-olds who can
find themselves undergoing over 30 hours
of assessment for their GCSEs over a four-
week period. ASCL argues that the root
cause of such stress is:

The emphasis placed on national
assessments and qualifications in our
accountability system, with its reliance
on performance tables which are
heavily weighted towards students’
performance in these assessments.

The kinds of pressures teachers felt by
teachers are described in Education
Support’s (2023) report 1970s working
conditions in the 2020s. This teacher’s
first-hand account graphically
illustrates the stress of preparing
students for their GCSEs:

At the moment, we've been marking
mock exams... for Year 11s you teach
biology, chemistry and physics, you've
got about 90 papers. My school wants
you to write down exactly how many
marks each student has got for every
single question. So, just marking a set
of papers will take about three hours.
But then the QLA analysis, where
you're writing down how many marks
students have got in every single
guestion... Each question has got
another five sub questions. It adds an
extra two hours on! That's five hours
marking biology. Five hours marking
chemistry. Five hours marking
physics. | only have three [free
periods] a week. So, | was never going
to get that done on top of [other]
marking... And some of the deadlines
they gave us for most of these papers
was about two days. So, it was about
six hours after school each day.

(Education Support 2023:35)

ASCL points out that preparation for formal
gualifications also impacts negatively on
the mental health of teachers and heads.
Research commissioned by Education
Support, which describes itself as “the only
UK charity dedicated to supporting the
mental health and wellbeing of teachers”
found that 78 per cent of 1,004 teachers
surveyed said they were likely to leave the
profession if offered a job which promised a
better work/life balance (Education Support
2023:29).

Sara Tomlinson, teacher member of MTAS,
also links issues of children’s mental
wellbeing and teacher stress to testing and
school accountability:

Parents want to be reassured

about the quality of their children’s
education. They want a broad
curriculum and inspiring teaching.
They do not want their children to
be subjected to unnecessary testing
purely for the purposes of gathering
data to create league tables.

Even before the pandemic, expertsin

child psychology and mental health
expressed their concerns. In its evidence
submitted to a House of Commmons
Education and Health Committees Inquiry,
the Association of Directors of Public
Health (ADPH) warned:

If the pressure to promote academic
excellence is detrimentally affecting
pupils, it becomes self-defeating.
Government and schools must be
conscious of the stress and anxiety
that they are placing on pupils and
ensure that sufficient time is allowed
for activities which develop life-long
skills for well-being.

(House of Commons Education and
Health Committees 2017:8)
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This report cannot stress strongly enough
the level of concern expressed to the
inquiry about the impact of what Professor
Pak Tee (see above) describes as the

“high stakes high pressure” character of
competitive education systems on the
mental health of young people. Calls for
assessment reform, both to the inquiry
and beyond, come from a very large cross
section of people including school heads,
teachers, parents, child and educational
psychologists, all of whom deal with
children and young people on an everyday
basis, and who witness the impact of

our current assessment systems on their
mental health and wellbeing. Last, but not
least, is the evidence, from Youth Surveys
and Edge roundtables where young people
themselves describe the detrimental
impact of formal exams on their motivation
to study and performance.
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Accountability

In England, assessment and academic
performance are inextricably linked to
school accountability with pupils’ academic
attainment, reflected in grades awarded
for SATs and GCSEs, determining the
position of every primary and secondary
school in school league tables.® League
tables, designed to hold schools publicly
accountable and to facilitate parental
choice (Burgess et al 2019), are published
by the Government and in the national
media."* Several of the contributions

to APPG meetings and submissions of
written evidence expressed concerns

that institutional accountability now
supersedes children and young people’s
educational needs. What follows considers
the challenges of using assessment —
specifically the grades achieved by children
and young people in formal tests —as a
means of assessing school performance.

The Association of School and College
Leaders (ASCL) argue that results in national
assessments should play only “a proportionate
role” in how schools and colleges are held
to account. Referring to its report A Great
Education for Every Child (ASCL 2021),

ASCL points out the intrinsic unfairness of
England’s accountability system:

Our accountability system actively
rewards teachers and leaders
working in more advantaged areas
and penalises those working in

more deprived areas. This makes it
harder to recruit teachers and leaders
in disadvantaged areas, meaning

disadvantaged children are more
likely to be taught by less experienced
teachers, or teachers who aren't
specialists in the subject taught, or in
larger classes.

(ASCL 2021:13)

Equally unfair is an accountability system
which rewards institutional performance in
some subjects but not others. Edge argues
that accountability measures such as the
EBacc and Progress 8 encourage schools to
prioritise academic subjects over creative
and technical ones. As evidence of this, Edge
cites the 40 per cent decline in students
studying GCSE art and a 71 per cent decline
in students of GCSE design and technology
over the last decade. As Edge points out, the
effects of the EBacc and Progress 8 mean
that students who learn differently are

13 Scotland and Wales have their own type of leagues tables. In Scotland, it is the Scottish media who collate exam data and
publish school league tables. In Wales, league tables are compiled using a range of indicators and contextual information as

well as exam results (see Bhattacharya 2021).

14 League tables are published by Gov.UK (https://mwww.gov.uk/school-performance-tables).
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disadvantaged, and that an accountability
system reliant on formal exams overlooks
the range of important skills many young
people need post-school:

Exams don't credit thoughtful team
players, creative problem-solvers or
excellent communicators, even though
these are skills that help young people
thrive, and that employers also call for.

Ofsted

Edge’s written submission to the inquiry
also proposes a “review of the role of

Ofsted to ensure that the inspection and
accountability regime moves from an
adversarial to a performance improvement
role”. In a study commissioned by Edge,
conducted by academics based at University
of London’s Institute of Education (UCL IoE)
(Munoz and Erhen 2021), Ofsted'’s policies
and procedures are compared with those
of Education Scotland (ES), the inspectorate
system in Scotland, Estyn in Wales and the
Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI)

in Northern Ireland.” The research found
significant differences in approach:

Whilst Ofsted appeared to be more
oriented to promote social mobility,
the other regimes put more emphasis
on equity of all learners. Regarding
the intended mechanisms for school
improvement, Ofsted put more

emphasis on the feedback provided
to schools derived from inspection,
whereas Estyn, ETl and ES put a
stronger emphasis on the alignment
between inspection and self-evaluation.

(Munoz and Erhen 2021: 21)

15 Estyn is Welsh for both ‘to reach out’ and ‘to stretch’.

The report concludes by proposing a
review of Ofsted with arguments in favour
of an alternative, more collaborative

and supportive approach to school
accountability and inspection. Edge’s
submission to the inquiry came at a time
when educators' feelings towards Ofsted’s
‘adversarial’ approach to school inspection
were especially high and Ofsted’s refusal
to review its one-word grading system for
school performance widely criticised.'®

In addition to Edge's arguments for an
inspection system which encourages
improvement rather than casting
judgement, the Times Education
Commission’s (2021) 12-point plan for
education calls for:

A reformed Ofsted that works
collaboratively with schools to secure
sustained improvement, rather than
operating through fear, and a new
“school report card” with a wider range

of metrics including wellbeing, school
culture, inclusion and attendance to
unleash the potential of schools.

(Times Education Commission 2021:5)"”

SATs — measuring for
accountability,
not for learning

There was great strength of feeling
about the way that primary education
has become dominated by SATs, and
hard-to-find evidence of wide support for
the Government's claim “that statutory
assessments give teachers, parents and

16 Ofsted’s refusal to review its one-word grading system was publicly criticised in the national media by its former Chief
Inspector, Sir Michael Wilshaw (Adams, 2023) and Paul Whiteman, the general secretary of the National Association of Head
Teachers (Wadley & PA Media, BBC News). Ofsted’s decision also prompted a Coommons Education Select Committee inquiry
into the impact of inspection on teacher workload and wellbeing (UK Parliament, Committees, 13 June 2023).

17 For more on attitudes towards Ofsted and “an almost total breakdown of trust between Ofsted and the schools it is supposed
to be holding to account” see The Times Education Commission 2002:44.
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pupils vital information on pupil attainment
and progression” (Standards and Testing
Agency, Gov.UK 2023). MTAS's extensive
research into SATs draws on an academic
report on the attitudes of parents, primary
school heads and teachers on primary
school testing (Clark et al 2020), surveys of
1,059 primary school parents conducted by
YouGov and 1,756 primary and secondary
school children parents conducted by
Parentkind. Based on their data, MTAS

is able to conclude that only one in ten
parents believe government tests are an
accurate measure of school performance.

In addition to the wealth of statistics
provided by MTAS which show that
parents do not believe SATs “capture all
that their children are capable of", a 2022
Parentkind survey of 1,727 parents found
that 80 per cent disagreed that “SATs
provide parents with useful information
about their child’'s achievement/progress
in school” (Parentkind 2022). A recent
survey conducted by the NAHT of 230
school heads found that only eight per cent
believe SATs results “provide meaningful
data about a school's performance”.
Likewise, written submissions challenged
claims that SATs results and school
league tables are essential for helping
parents choose a school for their child. A
2022 Parentkind survey of 1,756 parents
revealed that 86 per cent “did not consider
SATs results [an] important factor when
choosing a school” and that “70 per cent
said they did not take into account a
prospective school's SATs results” when
making their school choice (Parentkind
2022).

Addressing one of the two APPG meetings
which examined evidence on the impact of
high-stakes testing on primary education

and children’s learning, Professor Bradbury
explained that research undertaken as part
of the ICAPE study into primary assessment
showed that:

The high stakes nature of the tests,
particularly SATs, means that practice
responds to the priorities designated
by the tests, so that the results are
often a reflection of how well the
school has learnt to prepare.

As one school head told the ICAPE research
team, SATs “are a test of how well the
school games the system, not what the
children can do". Professor Bradbury said
that there is a need to return to thinking
about why we assess children and what
assessment is for. She argued that
assessment “should be for children, and
their learning, not for government”. One of
the key recommendations to come out of
the ICAPE study, which included responses
from both educators and parents, is that
the assessment of pupils should be “clearly
separated from the means to hold schools
and teachers to account”®

Professor Gemma Moss, who chaired the
British Educational Research Association
(BERA) expert panel on primary
assessment from 2017-22, submitted both
written and oral evidence to the APPG.?
Basing her evidence on the expert panel’s
report High Standards, Not High Stakes,
Professor Moss proposes a new system of
testing and accountability using nationally
representative samples of pupils within
schools, recruited and followed up at
regular intervals. The approach would
involve “collecting richer information

from a smaller number of pupils, for the
express purpose of building knowledge for
intelligent and democratic accountability”
(Moss et al, 2021: 5). Instead of annual tests

18 ICAPE involved collaboration between teachers and researchers and analysed responses from 1,124 educators and 536

responses from parents (Wyse et al 2022).

19 The British Educational Research Association (BERA) is the leading authority on educational research in the UK, supporting
and representing the community of scholars, practitioners and everyone engaged in and with educational research both
nationally and internationally. BERA is a membership association and learned society committed to advancing research quality,
building research capacity and fostering research engagement. We aim to inform the development of policy and practice by
promoting the best quality evidence produced by educational research (Moss et al 2021:2).
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for all pupils, the nationally representative
sample would be tested using...

new and broader types of assessment
designed to capture a wider range of
competencies and understand pupils’
educational development over time.

In addition to the data gathered from

this new type of assessment, data from
pupil, teacher and parent surveys would
collect information on a wider range of
contextual factors that may be related

to student outcomes; for example,

factors such as pupil wellbeing, parental
engagement, teaching environment and
other indicators of education quality.
Professor Moss and her colleagues argue
that their approach would allow schools to
be held accountable while also avoiding
“the unintended impacts that high stakes
assessment has had on English primary
schools”. As Professor Moss explains,

the new approach would allow for an
“integrated accountability system” using
guantitative pupil assessment data taken
from nationally representative samples of
pupils, as well as a school inspection system
linked to school-based self-evaluation
and peer-review. As Professor Moss and
her colleagues argue, a combination of
data would provide “a richer exploration
of educational processes and outcomes
than the current system allows (Moss et al
2021:5).

Our proposal would improve
understanding of a broader range

of factors that impact on pupils’
attainment and wellbeing, and system
equity, while continuing to inform

the general public and policymakers
about the strengths and limitations of
the education system as a whole.

(Moss et al 2021:5)

Much of the evidence submitted to the
inquiry concerning primary assessment
focused on the inherent wrongs using
primary school tests for the purposes of
school accountability. The BERA research
led by Professor Moss is significant
because it tempers criticism of SATs with a
constructive suggestion for an alternative
approach to holding schools to account. As
well as an approach which would move our
accountability system away “from simplistic
retrospective comparisons and narrow,
performance-driven league tables of
schools” towards more nuanced reporting
(Moss et al 2021:11), she and her colleagues
offer a kinder and fairer way to assess
children’s learning and development.

The APPG’s
recommendation:

a new system of
school accountability

The detrimental impact that SATs

is having on teaching and learning
at primary level emerged as a key
area of concern. The inquiry received
a wealth of evidence to show
widespread concern from school
heads, teachers, parents and leading
academics over the use of children’s
test results as a measure of primary
school performance. Similarly, the
inquiry heard from numerous bodies
concerned with the impact that the
EBacc and Progress 8 were having
on GCSE subject choice and who
called for the end of the use of GCSE
results as a measure of secondary
school performance.

The APPG therefore recormmends
that school league tables should be
replaced by a new system of school
accountability to include broader
information about a school, including its
strengths and areas for improvement.
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Alternative approaches
to assessment

International
perspectives

Singapore - reducing the focus
on exams

The inquiry dedicated one meeting to
evidence from academics with expertise in
international education systems and heard
evidence of approaches to assessment
reform being developed or implemented in
countries such as Singapore, Norway and
Australia. Professor Ng Pak Tee of Nanyang
Technological University in Singapore
explained that in his country, the Covid
pandemic was a “wake-up call™

Covid showed us that qualifications are
no guarantee of a job and that lifelong
learning and adaptability — real skills — are
much more important in the long run.

Professor Pak Tee explained that one of the key
functions of Singapore's national examination
system was as “a sort of quality control point
for learning and a sorting mechanism of
young people's future education pathways”.
Post Covid, however, efforts were being
made to reduce the focus on exams and the
“high stakes high pressure” of an assessment
system characterised by competition between
students. In order to do this, he explained:

Singapore has created more
pathways for different types of students
to find success in their own way,

and [we are] broadening the definition
and understanding of ‘success’.

We try hard to highlight students’
success in areas beyond the traditional
mathematics, science and languages.

Professor Pak Tee warned that successful
change takes time, and that a long and
patient strategy of ‘push and nudge’ was
needed in order to change the mindset of a
general public used to an education system
validated by exams grades. Once public
opinion has changed, however, he felt that
politicians and policy-makers would follow.

Norway — assessment for learning

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 verifying competence.
An assessment activity can help learning
if it provides information to be used as
feedback, by teachers, and their pupils,
in assessing themselves and each other,
to modify the teaching and learning
activities in which they are engaged.
Such assessment becomes ‘formative
assessment’ when the evidence

is actually designed to adapt the
teaching work to meet learning needs.
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In her presentation on assessment reform
in Norway, Professor Siv Gamlem, of

Volda University College, explained her
country’s focus on encouraging students to
become active learners rather than passive
recipients of grades. Professor Gamlem
stressed “good assessment means for
learning not only of learning”. She pointed
out that “teachers are really trusted in
Norway" and explained that assessment for
learning, where the focus is on constructive
teacher feedback, is now mandatory.
Professor Gamlem explained that Norway's
assessment system is under constant
review since teachers were found to need
regular support to fully understand and
implement what assessment for learning
involves. Outlining Norway'’s formal
assessment systems, Professor Gamlem
explained that teachers provide regular
summative assessments of every student’s
learning and wellbeing and report twice

a year on achievement and improvement
with recommendations for further work.

At primary (ages 6-12), no work is graded,
while at lower secondary (ages 13-15),
teachers only give final grades at the end
of tenth year (15 years). Students are also
given a final report, based on ‘holistic
judgements’, for every subject. In addition,
lower secondary students sit only one or
two external exams in subjects chosen

by the district. At upper secondary (16-18
years), students follow either a vocational
or academic route. Teachers award final
grades accompanied by a holistic report,
based on a range of achievements, for every
student and a small number of mandatory
exams are sat by all students.

In addition, 20 per cent of students are
blindly selected to sit an additional set

of exams. Significantly, exams form only

20 per cent of a student’s end-of-school
diploma with teacher assessments forming
80 per cent.

Global interest in digital
learner profiles

Professor Bill Lucas of Winchester
University and a co-founder of Rethinking

Assessment, presented evidence based

on his extensive research of international
education and assessment systems.

He told the meeting that there is now
“global interest” in reducing end-point
assessments and in adopting digital learner
profiles. It is now policy for every student

in Australia to have “an end leaver digital
profile”. Outlining their research in this
area, Professor Lucas told the meeting that
Rethinking Assessment had developed

its own version of a digital learner profile
which was being piloted in schools in
Doncaster and Hertfordshire. He referred
the meeting to the Times Education
Commission’s strong support for digital
learner profiles. Based on the Rethinking
Assessment’'s model, these would include:

Academic qualifications alongside a
record of other achievements:
video footage of a pupil playing a
musical instrument, photographs
of projects they have worked on or

details of expeditions, volunteering
and work experience.

(Times Education Commission
2022:40)

The commission’s report Bringing Out the
Best enthusiasm for digital learner profiles
is reflected in the fact that they are now
being considered as a part of students’
Universities and Colleges Admissions
Service (UCAS) applications, with UCAS
believing that in a few years learner profiles
will replace personal statements: “a digital
portfolio is absolutely the way to go” (Times
Education Commission 2022:40).

As the next section makes clear, the
international perspectives on assessment
reform presented to the APPG echo
proposals made to the inquiry by
educators, academic researchers and think
tanks working within England’s education
system. It seems clear that those who press
for an alternative approach to assessment
are part of an international movement
away from a one-size-fits-all approach.
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As Professor Lucas reminds us:

There is a glorious bio-diversity out
there of testing, and we don't need

to do them all, but there are so many
different opportunities — and we have
ended up with a mono-culture largely
of end-point paper and pencil tests... |
think we can do better at being more
multi-modal.

National perspectives
on reform

The point was made in several oral and
written contributions to the inquiry that
England’s assessment system, because it
relies on examined end-point assessments,
failed during the Covid-19 pandemic.
England was not alone in this. As the
International Educational Assessment
Network argue:

Perhaps the greatest obstacle within
education for developing more nimble
and versatile learners is our historic
and continued reliance on testing

and examination, which, in itself,
requires and perpetuates controlled
conditions, replicability, and certainty...

the disruptions to large-scale
examinations raise questions about the
sustainability of this approach and the
capacity of systems to put alternative
arrangements in place at speed.

(DulLuca et al 2022: 3)

Last minute decisions and confusing
advice on the administration of Centre and
Teacher Assessed Grades (CAGCs and TAGs,
respectively) meant that schools, teachers
and students were ill-prepared when the
decision was made to use CAGs and TAGs
in lieu of formal tests and examinations.
During the first APPG meeting, Ms Lewis
of Parentkind explained that although
TAGs “had their problems, Covid showed us
things could be done differently,

and the world didn't fall apart”. She added
that Parentkind surveys showed that the
option of “going back” to a system of formal
end-point assessments “was not welcomed
by parents” with many preferring the idea
of teachers assessing children and young
people.

The inquiry received several constructive
proposals for assessment reform. The
majority of these expressed a strong
desire for a broader curriculum and

for less emphasis on formal tests and
examinations. Contributions to APPG
meetings pointed out that England is the
only country in Europe to have high-stakes
testing at primary and at 16. The overall
consensus to emerge from the evidence
submitted is that England’s education
system should offer a broader curriculum
of academic, creative and technical/
vocational subjects, coupled with muilti-
modal assessment. Such an education
system would better prepare young people
with the necessary academic, applied and
creative skills to equip them for further
and higher education, and the world of
work. The sections that follow outline

the specific proposals for assessment
reform, all of which are research informed.
They include proposals of alternative
approaches to assessment which are both
well-established or being currently piloted
in schools, as well as proposals based

on academic research and/or informed

by findings from surveys conducted by
reputable organisations and/or as part of
academic research.

Baccalaureates and digital learner
profiles for secondary students

At secondary level, there was strong
support for a baccalaureate-type
qgualification and multi-modal assessment.
Although bodies such as Edge, Rethinking
Assessment and EDSK had different ideas
about how this baccalaureate might

look, their proposals had in common a
qualification which would include:
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* acombination of academic and applied
subjects to allow for

*  the development of broad range skills
assessed by

¢ multi-modal assessment recorded in
* adigital learner profile.

Rethinking Assessment's digital learner
profile, summarised by Al McConville, would
be populated throughout lower and upper
secondary, and record a range of academic,
technical and ‘soft’ skills right up to the

end of schooling. Edge proposes a slightly
richer digital learner profile: as well as
formal qualifications, personal interests and
independent projects. The Edge model would
include work experience, and evidence of
creativity, collaboration and achievements
both within and outside of school.

Bedales independent school also favours
a type of baccalaureate. In its written
submission it outlines its offer of Bedales
Assessed Courses (BACs), the school's
in-house, post-16 baccalaureate-type
gualification. Developed with Southampton
University, BACs have a grading system
with ‘rough equivalence’ to GCSE grading.
However, BACs offer a much deeper type
of learning than is possible with the GCSE
curriculum, as well as the opportunity to
develop critical and creative thinking and
applied skills. Students study five out of 14
BAC programmes in areas ranging from
outdoor work and digital game design to
global awareness and philosophy, religion
and ethics, art or sports science.?®

As well being formally examined,

BACs are assessed using a combination
of any of the following:

e controlled assessment
» coursework essay
«  sketchbook/portfolio/social media portfolio

* artefact (artwork; garment; furniture;
building; short story; collection of poetry;
computer program; website; blog etc)

20 For a full list of the 14 BACs courses, see Appendix 4.

¢ performance

» viva voce/presentation

e composition

e collaborative project-based learning.

Bedales explains that all the BAC courses
involve collaboration, research, creative
thought and problem-solving, and are a
natural progression to A-level study. BACs
are externally moderated and recognised
by UCAS, universities and employers.

EDSK's proposal for a three-year
baccalaureate-type qualification with
courses at foundation, standard and higher
level is designed to promote progression for
all learners throughout upper secondary.
Students would be able to complete each
level at their own pace with the help of
online adaptive assessments. Subjects
with a significant practical element (eg

art, PE) would continue to use practical
assessments alongside the new computer-
based tests, and levels reached for individual
subjects logged in a record of achievement.
EDSK points out that lower-stakes tests
would reduce the number of hours of
assessments required compared to GCSEs.
In addition, each pupil would earn two
scores, rather than a single letter or number-
based grade: i) an overall score in a subject,
expressed as a percentage score; and ii) a
‘percentile rank’ that shows the proportion
of pupils who achieved a lower overall
percentage score. As EDSK explains:

These new assessments are low-stakes
and designed to help guide pupils’
decisions about their future pathway
through secondary education instead of

passing judgement on their abilities at
age 15 when almost half of their secondary
education journey is yet to come.

(Richmond 2021: 37-8)
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The role played by formal exams

All evidence submitted to the inquiry
which included proposals for assessment
reform at secondary level were in favour

of the inclusion of formal examinations,
provided these formed part of a broader
holistic assessment model. Nonetheless,

a minority position, supported by two
written submissions in favour of online
examinations, was presented in oral
evidence given by Tim Oates, director of
assessment and research at Cambridge
Assessment. In his presentation to the APPG,
Mr Oates argued that exams are the only
form of assessment which offer “reliability,
validity and utility”. In written evidence
sent in support of his oral contribution,

Mr Oates explained that formal tests and
examinations are “a fair and dependable
from of assessment (reliability) which
assess what we want to assess (validity) for
progression”; in addition, formal assessments
are also “efficient, cost-effective, easy to
administer and complete (utility)”. He added
that continuous assessments “mean a lot of
extra work for teachers”. Although a strong
advocate of formal tests and exams, Mr
Oates's presentation to the APPG suggested
that he did not believe exam preparation
should be prioritised over the development
of learning. He stressed that he is in favour
of formative assessment; for example,
when preparing children and young people
for their summative assessments.

Stage not age?

Arguing that all learners learn differently,
Edge proposes an approach which would
reduce the high stakes nature of formal
exams. In a report for Edge, Newton (2020)
explains that this approach moves away

from one determined by age to one that is
more responsive to the ‘stage’ that individual
learners have reached. Newton argues for the

need “to smooth the unnecessary cliff edge
at 16" so that those who are ready may “press
on with level 4 qualifications and those who
require additional support [able] to take more
time without feeling like they have failed”
(Newton 2020: 25). Using online adaptive
assessments, GCSEs would be taken at any
point during the 14-19 phase of education.

In this way, rather than formal ‘make or
break points’, GCSE /level 2 assessments
would serve as progress checks of learning
development with students acquiring
different levels for their various subjects as
they travel through upper secondary. As
Newton explains, this kind of system means
there would be no pass/fail assessment.
Every student would leave education with

a digital learner profile comyprising a holistic
record of their academic levels and wider
achievements.? As Edge argues in its written
submission, a ‘stage not age’ approach to
assessment would also support those from
deprived and lower income backgrounds
who may need more time and resources to
realise their potential.?

Edge’s proposals for other ways to assess
students’ learning, which could be used
in conjunction with progress check-

style GCSEs, are based on Professor Bill
Lucas's report Rethinking Assessment in
Education: The case for change (2021). As
well as digital learner profiles (see earlier,
International Perspectives) which would
allow students to showcase a portfolio of
achievements beyond but also including,
academic qualifications, Professor Lucas'’s
proposals include a host of imaginative
ways to assess learning. For example:

*  Performance-based assessment -
to allow students to show how they
apply their learning in a meaningful way.
An example is the online test developed
by the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) which
assesses collaborative problem-solving
and creative thinking.

21 A discussion with Newton during the writing of the report helped to clarify aspects of the ‘stage not age’ approach.

22 Many of the recommmendations made by Newton (2020) for 14-19 education are echoed in the final report produced by the
Independent Assessment Commission (IAC) based on its review of assessment and qualifications in England for learners aged

14-19 (Independent Assessment Commission 2022).
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* Extended investigations - to allow
students to be assessed over a length
of time, removing the stress of time-
bound exams. Examples include the
Extended Project Qualification (EPQ)
and the extended essay element of the
International Baccalaureate.

¢ On-demand and online testing - to
allow students to take assessments
when ready, and which provide the
opportunity to deepen learning by
applying rather than summarising
knowledge. Standardised online
assessments are already being used in
Australia, Norway and Denmark.

e Psychometric tests — often favoured by
employers in the recruitment process
over traditional qualifications, these
comprise self-reported online tests
which measure ability, aptitude and
metacognition.

*  Smart multiple-choice tests - to allow
for the measuring of a wider set of
constructs beyond just memory recall,
such as critical thinking skills.

¢ Comparative judgement - to allow
teachers to assess students’ work by
comparing it to others, rather than
making absolute judgements.

As Professor Lucas stressed in his
presentation to the APPG, these proposals
are only a part of a ‘bio-diversity’ of testing
and should be thought of in terms of ‘and’
options, not ‘either/or choices'. In addition,
they may be used as well as or, where
appropriate, instead of formal tests and
exams.

A new qualification in English
and maths

As Edge argues, the assumption “that
everyone should be ready for the same

exam at the same age” coupled with the
requirement to stay on in education or
training until 18 has led to a “downward
spiral of English and maths resits” (Newton
2020: 29). ASCL's proposal is a reform of the
GCSE resit policy (see earlier) and for a new
type of universal, high quality ‘passport’
qualification in English and maths. As well
as allowing all learners to demonstrate
competence in literacy and numeracy, this
new qualification would ensure all students,
regardless of future study, leave school with a
high quality, well-understood standard. ASCL
explains that its proposal for a ‘passport’
qualification in literacy and numeracy
would not comprise pass/fail examinations
but would “assess a basic standard of
performance through a range of different
assessment methodologies... undertaken
at the point of readiness” (ASCL 2019:6).2*
The qualifications would be “certificated

by a body with international standing, with
employer approval and branding” (ASCL
2019:7). Outlining what a ‘passport’ English
and maths qualifications might include,
ASCL argues that they should be based on
teaching which uses contextualised English
and maths, so that they are

grounded in real-world application,
to ensure it reflects the need for the
literacy and numeracy which most
people will come across in their day-
to-day lives and employment.

Edge also advocates greater use of
contextualisation “so that young people
can see the relevance and practical
application of English and maths” (Newton
2020: 29). Similarly, Pearson is in favour

of contextualised learning, although its
submission focuses exclusively on English.
Pearson explains that its GCSE English
language 2.0, which is offered alongside
GCSE English, uses question styles, text
types and “a real-world focus”. Arguing that
a one-size-fits-all approach leaves many
learners at a disadvantage, Pearson says

24 EDSK also favour a ‘passport’ qualification in ‘core’ English and maths (i.e. literacy and numeracy skills) alongside a three-
year baccalaureate-type qualification. This would be studied irrespective of students’ subject choices and qualifications and

assessed using online adaptive testing.
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that its English language 2.0 provides “a
different experience of the subject, enabling
learners to engage and feel motivated”.
Pearson does not offer a maths 2.0 but
suggests that new ways to test in maths
would come with the use of technology and
flexible assessment approaches.

As well as echoing research findings

on the many advantages of teaching
contextualised and embedded English
and maths (eg Casey et al 2006; Dalby

and Noyes 2015; Education and Training
Foundation 2015; Ireland 2019), ASCL and
Edge’s proposals, and Pearson’s English
language 2.0, suggest more inclusive
approaches to post-16 English and maths
gualifications. ASCL stresses that there
would still be a role for GCSE English

and maths but that these, as with other
GCSEs, would “demonstrate mastery in the
discipline — rather than also trying to act as
a proxy for literacy and numeracy”.

Greater use of technology

ASCL, Edge, EDSK and Pearson all argue
for greater use of technology in the testing
of learners, at both secondary and primary
level, and particularly adaptive testing,
where online testing adjusts to suit a
student’s ability. Although the Assessment
and Qualifications Alliance (AQA) does

not specify adaptive testing, its written
submission outlines the many benefits

of online onscreen examinations (OSE),
including students with additional needs.
For example, students with dyslexia can be
supported with the aid of speech-to-text
and coloured backgrounds.

Andreas Schleicher, director for education
and skills at the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD),
however, adds a note of caution to temper
the enthusiasm for technology as an
expedient approach to assessment:

The APPG'’s
recommendation:

a hew post-16
qualification in English
and maths

Evidence submitted to the APPG
suggests there is an urgent need for
a new type of post-16 qualification
in English and maths. It welcomes
Prime Minister Rishi Sunak’s recent
announcement outlining his
ambition that every young person
studies some form of maths up to
the age of 18 (Sunak 2023), and fully
supports the plan for an advisory
group of experts in maths, education
and business to advise on the type
of maths and numeracy skills that
young people need to succeed in
future. The APPG recommends a
similar advisory group for English
and literacy skills. The APPG feels
strongly that every young person
should leave school or college with
the necessary functional skills

and knowledge in both English
and maths to equip them for
employment or further study.

The APPG therefore recommends
that a new qualification in English
and maths is designed for those not
taking maths and English as main
subjects. The new qualifications
should be designed to qualify all
learners, up the age of 18 and who
are not otherwise studying for a
qualification in English and maths, in
essential literacy and numeracy skKills
in preparation for further study or
employment.
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Technology can make learning more
interactive, more granular, more
adaptive to different learning styles,
more interesting but it's not a magic
power. It depends on the teacher.
Technology can amplify great teaching
but it will not replace poor teaching.

Education is not a transactional
business, it's a social and relational
enterprise so great teachers and
great technology, that's the right
combination.

(Andreas Schleicher, cited in the Times
Education Commission report 2022:58)

As Schleicher’s words make clear,
technology may be used to support
learning but it is not a substitute for
teachers' decision-making and student
engagement. Nonetheless, as part of multi-
modal assessment, adaptive testing has
its supporters and, because it involves an
approach which is encouraging rather
than discouraging, would be less stressful
for many students, especially those with
additional learning needs. It would also
seem a kinder approach to assess primary
school learning, discussed next.

Assessment to develop learning
for primary children

Proposals for assessment reform at primary
level produced overwhelming support
for the abolition of SATs. There was great
concern over the number of tests taken
by children and the unimaginative and
unproductive ways in which children are
tested. Educators who contributed to the
APPG meetings pointed out that most
teachers have no objection to testing
children, and that tests are essential for
checking comprehension and progress.
However, the overwhelming objection to

The APPG’s
recommendation:
further research into the
use of adaptive testing

Proposals for the use of online
adaptive assessment suggest some
forms of online assessment could be
helpful for some learners. However, in
view of the uncertainties of the role
artificial intelligence (Al) should play
in education, the APPG feels further
research needs to be done into this
form of assessment and its use of Al.

The APPG therefore recommends that
further research should be undertaken
into the potential benefits and risks
of the use of online technology for
assessment to ensure that newly
emerging assessment methods are
equitable, valid and reliable.

SATs is that they are of little educational
value and are used only to produce data to
judge school performance.

ASCL's written submission proposes
replacing SATs with two tests at two key
points during primary: a phonics check in
year 1 and an end-of-primary assessment
to replace KS2 SATs using online adaptive
assessments.?> Not only would such tests be
relatively easy to administer and therefore
cost-effective, but the use of technology,
ASCL argues, would ensure “tests are more
intelligent and personalised, to enable all
children to demonstrate what they can do”.

EDSK argues that teaching and learning
at primary level are being challenged by
the many assessments currently taken
by children. It is also in favour of adaptive
testing and propose a move from one-off

25 The computerised adaptive testing (CAT) (also referred to as personalised learning) involves modifying the assessment to
take account of a pupil’s ability. As pupils do well, the questions get harder; if they do less well, the questions get easier. At some
point, the pupil’s level settles out, and a test outcome is decided. One of the advantages of this type of testing is that it can
potentially measure a very broad range of skills (e-assessment.com/news/adaptive-testing/).
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high-stakes tests to a system of regular,
shorter assessments in three subjects:
reading; mathematics; and spelling,
punctuation and grammar (SPAQG)
approximately once every two years.

The value of these lower-stakes tests is that
they would provide regular updates on how
pupils are performing, and therefore provide
better diagnostic information for teachers
and parents (see Richmond and Regan
2021a). EDSK also points out that because
adaptive tests are personalised, using

easier or harder questions depending on a
how a pupil performs, they provide a more
accurate reflection of a pupil’'s performance
and are more motivating for pupils.

Primary school head Matt Morden told the
APPG that although children in his school
will take the SATSs tests for the foreseeable
future, his school wanted to mitigate some
of the negative impacts of year 6 SATs by
offering an enriched curriculum using the
Primary Extended Project Award (PEPA).2¢
His enthusiasm for this new way to assess
children was because it promises to help
develop skills for life and to help children
to become intellectually curious in a way
that is exciting and rewarding. As Matt
explained, the disproportionate influence
of SATs means that much of year 6 is
spent focused on literacy and numeracy.
This leaves little opportunity for pupils to
undertake in-depth learning in other areas,
to develop a range of other dispositions or
to identify and pursue individual talents
and passions. The intensive training for
SATs means that children are also denied
opportunities for collaborative work.

Explaining that his school will be piloting the
PEPA in the next academic year, Matt said:

We feel that this is a critical award
which will give all pupils an opportunity
to learn and build skills that SATs do

not develop or measure. They will be
able to delve into a real-world topic that
they feel passionate about, developing
independence and reflection. The
PEPA will enable them to learn what
successful collaboration looks like as
well as developing presentation and
oracy skKills. These are all the kind of
skills that we know will help children to
thrive in the world, whatever path they
choose for themselves.

Professor Bradbury's presentation to the
inquiry proposed a complete rethink of
how we assess primary school children,
and one without SATs. Outlining the
recommendations made in the ICAPE
report (2022), Professor Bradbury explained
ICAPE's proposals for an alternative
assessment system would be based on a
set of key principles, the most important
of which separates how children are
assessed from school accountability.
ICAPE's proposals for school accountability
draw on Moss et al's (2021) model, which
uses a combination of information from
sampling scores, teacher, pupil and parent
guestionnaires, and information from

the National Pupil Database.?” Professor
Bradbury explained that such a system
would be more nuanced, take contextual
variables into account and provide richer
data (see Wyse et al 2022:18).28

Explaining ICAPE's proposals for
assessment reform, Professor Bradbury
said their recommendations are based
on the premise that “the main purpose of
primary school assessments is to improve
pupils’ learning and progress during their
primary school years” and that for this,
the emphasis should be on formative
assessment (Wyse et al 2022:34). Key
summative assessments would occur

in years1and 4 to allow more time for

26 The Primary Extended Project Award (PEPA) was co-designed by think tank CfEY and Big Education Academy Trust, with
support from NCFE, and in collaboration with a group of primary school teachers and leaders from seven schools across

England and Wales.

27 For ICAPE's proposals for making schools accountable, see earlier, Section 2 on SATs.

28 Professor Bradbury’'s comments are expanded on in the ICAPE report (2023) Assessment for Children’s Learning: A new

future for primary education, to which all the citations refer.

Towards a fairer, more useful and fit-for-purpose way to assess children and young people in the 21st century 3]



teachers to use the diagnostic information
provided by testing to support children’s

learning prior to year 6 (Wyse et al 2022: 35).

Echoing proposals made for assessment
reform at secondary level, Professor
Bradbury and her ICAPE colleagues also
recommend an approach to assessment
to provide “a holistic picture” of pupils’
learning, with achievements for every
aspect of the curriculum captured in a
digital learner profile (Wyse et al 2022:34).
Professor Bradbury concluded by stressing
that changes to national curriculum

and assessment policies must be given
sufficient time to be developed properly.
As the ICAPE report states, changes should
also be “carried out democratically and
collaboratively including through sustained
involvement of educators, educational
researchers and policy-makers” (Wyse et al
2022:34).

The APPG's
recommendation:

a study to evaluate the
use of digital learner
profiles

A consultation into types of digital
learner profiles suitable for use at
both primary and secondary level
should be carried out. The design

of learner profiles should serve as

a record of children’s and young
people’s achievements in academic,
applied and creative subjects as
well as a record of transferable skills.
Populated throughout the school
journey, learner profiles should be
designed to travel with pupils and
young people to their next stage of
learning, be this secondary school,
further or higher education, or work.

The design of learner profiles
should be done in consultation with
Rethinking Assessment, whose own
design of digital learner profiles is
currently being piloted in schools in
Doncaster and Hertfordshire.

The APPG therefore recommends
that further research should be
undertaken into the use of digital
learner profiles and should be
conducted in consultation with
Rethinking Assessment which has
established expertise in digital
learner profile design. Building on
the work of Rethinking Assessment,
the piloting of learner profiles
should be extended to include a
diverse range of school types and
geographical areas.
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Types of evidence

considered

Interested parties were invited to submit
written evidence over a period of four
months ending in March 2023. Seventeen
submissions of written evidence were
made to the APPG. In addition, a series
of five meetings, during which oral
presentations were heard, was held
between January and June 2023.

APPG meetings

Each of the five APPG meetings was
addressed by a panel of speakers with
expertise in educational assessment
systems or first-hand experience of
assessment at primary or secondary level.
As well as national and internationally
renowned academics, contributions were
made by school heads, post-16 school

and college students, an apprentice,
representatives of both national and local
parent-led campaign groups, a university
admissions and outreach officer, and a
successful businessman with experiencing
of working with schools and young people
on work experience.

Attendance at the meetings suggested

a very high level of interest in the area of
assessment reform. Each of the meetings
addressed specific areas of interest
relating to assessment reform including:

i) the impact of assessment; ii) the types
of knowledge, skills and competencies
considered to be the most important

for life and work in the 21st century; iii)
international perspectives on assessment
reform; iv) the role of statutory assessment
in primary education and a final meeting
which considered v) whether it is possible
to maintain high standards without high
stakes assessment in primary education.

Written submissions

There were 17 submissions of written
evidence. These came from a wide range
of interested parties which included
education think tanks and consultancies,
and awarding bodies, among others.
Contributions reflected a wide range

of expertise and interest, ranging from
those with first-hand experience of the
education system to those whose evidence
on assessment reform was informed by
extensive research. While most of the
submissions offered a critique of current
modes of formal assessment, some

also provided proposals for alternative
ways to assess the learning and wider
achievements of children and young

people.?

1See Appendix 2 for a list of panel members for each of the five APPG meetings.

2 See Appendix 3 for details of interested parties who submitted written evidence to the APPG.
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The outliers

The report is intended to be as inclusive
as possible to reflect the very broad

range of presentations made at meetings
and written submissions to the APPC.
Less attention has been paid to obvious
outliers. For example, two of the 17 written
submissions were strongly in favour of
maintaining end-point exams at 16 and
18 years as the sole means of assessment.
One written submission focused on the
inaccuracy of exam grades and another
exclusively on the importance of oracy in
education and oral assessments. These
contributions were out of step with a
widespread desire to see formal tests and
examinations included in multi-modal
assessment, and for assessment to cover a
range of academic, applied and soft skills
(eg oral communication, team working,
problem solving and presentation skills
(Donnelly et al 2019)) at both primary and
secondary level. Contributions supported
by academic research and/or supported
by statistical evidence from parent and
other education stakeholder surveys
carried more weight with the APPG than
anecdotal evidence, and the report reflects
this. Exceptions have been made for the
contributions made by post-16 students
who spoke at two of the APPG meetings
and whose experiences of academic and
technical education were felt to represent
an important type of evidence.

The current context

Several contributions at the APPG
meetings pointed out that the cancellation
of formal examinations and the use of
teacher assessed grades during the Covid
pandemic years 2020 and 2021, showed
that alternative ways of assessing at
primary and secondary were possible.
While an Ofqual survey of teachers and
students’ experiences of Teacher Assessed
Grades (TAGs) found concerns about the
lack of consistency in approach used by
different schools and colleges (Case et al
2022: 69 -70), follow-up interviews revealed
that concerns were largely attributable to
confusion over the employment of TAGs.
For example, concerns were raised over
the delays in the decision-making about
how to implement TAGs with teachers
feeling there was insufficient support and
guidance from external agencies (Holmes
et al 2022: 146).

Contributions made to the APPG point

to a widespread desire that assessment
reform should be the one good thing to
emerge from the pandemic. The single
issue on which all the written submissions
and presentations were agreed was that
change in how we assess children and
young people is desperately needed. Even
outliers who advocated the retention of
exams as the sole means of assessment
wanted change, proposing reforms to
make the examination system fairer.
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