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Executive summary

The removal of national curriculum levels in 2014 was designed to complement the
introduction of a revised, more challenging national curriculum. The Commission on
Assessment without Levels (CAWL) was set up to advise schools on the principles of
effective assessment and to support and guide schools in developing their assessment
policies and practice.

In their report (CAWL, 2015) the commission argued that the removal of levels would
provide an impetus for pedagogical change, increasing pupil motivation and engagement
and making better use of formative assessment in the classroom. By removing levels, the
intention was to reduce the time spent by teachers in recording and tracking progress
towards numerical targets and release time for more in-depth teaching and formative
assessment approaches that would support progress across the attainment spectrum.

This qualitative research set out to gather evidence on the types and range of non-
statutory assessment approaches in use in primary and secondary schools following the
removal of levels. It focused exclusively on non-statutory assessment and did not include
statutory assessment.

Key findings

Schools’ changes to assessment and their impact on teachers and
pupils

e Teachers and senior leaders said that they were focusing more on formative
assessment since the introduction of Assessment without Levels (AWL). This was
reported to be enabling teachers to differentiate activities, refine their planning and
provide support more effectively. Some interviewees (especially those using a
‘mastery’ approach) reported that pupils now had a deeper understanding of
topics, rather than focusing on progressing as quickly as possible through a series
of levels.

e Interviewees from all schools were able to identify at least one area of their
approach that they felt was working well, most commonly that their schools’ non-
statutory assessment approaches were more curriculum-led and effective than
before AWL.

¢ Interviewees reported both positive and negative impacts of AWL on teachers’
confidence in making summative judgements of pupils’ attainment. Some were
confident and felt that their schools’ approaches were working well, especially
those who had taken part in training and moderation. Others said that the lack of



national standards for non-statutory assessment had undermined teachers’
confidence.

Schools had commonly spent a great deal of time identifying and implementing
their new approach. Most interviewees reported that teachers were now spending
a similar amount of time on assessment as before AWL. A few reported an
increase in workload due to the requirements of their school’s new approach.

Only a minority of interviewees felt that their school’'s assessment approach
worked well for pupils with special educational needs (SEN). Others said that their
school’s approach did not adequately recognise the small steps of progress made
by pupils with SEN. This concern was typically, but not exclusively, mentioned by
interviewees from primary schools.

Communication with pupils and parents

Schools used a variety of methods to communicate assessment information to
pupils. Some interviewees reported a positive impact on pupils’ understanding of
what they needed to do in order to make progress. This was particularly the case
in schools which encouraged pupils to set their own learning objectives.

Generally, interviewees felt that the shift to providing pupils with more detailed
feedback was helping to reduce the ‘labelling’ effect of levels. However, some
teachers felt their school’s approach was too poorly differentiated to motivate

pupils.

Interviewees reported opposing impacts of their assessment approach on
communication with parents. Some found that parents welcomed the more
descriptive information, whereas others said that parents had understood the
previous system of levels and did not currently understand their new approach.

Schools’ use of information and support for AWL

Interviewees had commonly drawn on published information and taken part in
training when AWL was first introduced.

Schools were usually involved in collaboration with other schools, initially to
discuss the merits of different assessment approaches and subsequently to
provide ongoing information and moderation (especially among primary schools).

Generally, interviewees said the best way to share good practice on non-statutory
assessment was through collaboration with other schools and/or online resources.
They did not feel the need for any further support on AWL, apart from annotated
examples of students’ work representing different categories of achievement in
relation to national standards for non-statutory assessments (requested by a
substantial minority of interviewees).
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Current non-statutory assessment practice

e There are 4 main components to schools’ non-statutory assessment approaches —
formative assessment, summative assessment, moderation and tracking and
reporting systems. Primary schools tended to use external tests and moderation
more than secondary schools.

¢ Non-statutory assessment tended to focus on the core subjects of maths, English
and science. Assessment of non-core subjects was, comparatively speaking, less
frequent and rigorous in primary schools, whereas secondary schools tended to
use a similar approach across all subjects. Some schools also assessed pupils’
wider skills, attitudes and behaviour.

e Although there was a great deal of overlap, no 2 schools were using exactly the
same descriptive categories to assess pupils’ performance. Some were using the
same number of categories, but with different names.

e Interviewees said that the diversity of schools’ approaches made it difficult for
teachers to understand the non-statutory assessment information they received
when pupils transferred to their school, or when moderating work with teachers in
other schools.

Conclusion

The removal of levels has meant that schools participating in this research have re-
focused on formative assessment and interviewees attest to the positive impact of this.
On the whole, interviewees indicated that the quality of feedback and communication with
pupils had improved. However, the removal of national curriculum levels and the
encouragement for schools to develop their own approaches have led to a perceived lack
of common understanding between schools. The influence of statutory national
assessment is still clearly apparent in schools’ non-statutory assessment and continues
to be the main driver for formative and summative assessment.

This research suggested that schools would welcome a form of national standardisation
for non-statutory assessment guided by annotated exemplars of pupils’ work rather than
an item bank of questions (as recommended by the 2015 CAWL report), and there would
be potential interest in an online forum together with access to case studies of schools’
assessment approaches. The research also endorsed the need to address the issue of
how best to recognise pupils’ progress, especially for pupils with SEN.

10



Research methods

This report is based on 118 semi-structured qualitative telephone interviews (42 with
senior leaders and 76 with teachers) in 42 primary and secondary schools in England.
Interviews took place in October and November 2017. There were remarkably few
differences of view in relation to the role or phase of the interviewees. However, although
the research team approached schools with a wide range of assessment practices,
senior leaders who were not confident in their school’s approach to assessment tended
to decline the invitation to take part. For this reason, schools with less well-developed
approaches are likely to be under-represented in this research.

11



1. Policy context and research design

When national curriculum levels were originally introduced in the late 1980s, they were
intended for use in statutory assessment only and to report the outcomes of the key
stage tests and statutory teacher assessment judgements. However, over time levels and
sub-levels came to be used by schools for all forms of assessment, including in-school
formative assessment.

One of the main reasons for the removal of national curriculum levels in 2014 was the
introduction of a revised, more challenging national curriculum. The national curriculum
review expert panel (DfE, 2011) considered that levels inhibited teachers and pupils and
therefore recommended their removal. It was anticipated that removing levels would
encourage teachers to relate the assessment of pupils’ attainment and progress to the
curriculum (pupils’ knowledge and understanding), rather than focusing on numerical
outcomes or targets. Further, the expert panel argued that the removal of national
curriculum levels would eliminate other negative impacts on teaching that the use of
levels for formative assessment had created. In summary, changing the culture of levels
was considered to be fundamental to raising standards of attainment in England’s
schools.

The removal of levels required schools to develop bespoke assessment approaches to
support teaching and to facilitate dialogue between teachers, pupils and parents and
between schools and key stakeholders, such as governors, Ofsted inspectors and local
authorities. The Department for Education (DfE) therefore set up the CAWL to advise
schools on the principles of effective assessment and to support and guide schools in
developing their assessment policies and practice. The commission (CAWL, 2015)
agreed with the findings of the national curriculum review expert panel and concluded
that the use of levels for formative assessment had adversely affected teaching. For
example, rather than using assessments to identify gaps in understanding, teachers were
assessing pupils by ‘levelling’ pieces of work. Because levels used a ‘best-fit'' model, it
was often unclear which aspects of the curriculum pupils had fully consolidated. Levels
were also used in conversations between teachers and pupils and parents, resulting not
only in potentially meaningless dialogue, but also creating a culture of labelling pupils,
supporting a mind-set of fixed ability. Further, the DfE’s Workload Challenge Consultation
(DfE, 2015) reported that school data management systems were often complex and
unwieldy, and teachers spent too much time collecting and recording teacher

"In a best-fit model, teachers use a ‘compensatory’ approach in judging whether a piece of work has met a
set of criteria for the award of a particular level, grade or standard, for example, not all the criteria have to
be met. Weaknesses in one area can be made up with strengths in another. This can be contrasted to a
secure-fit model or ‘mastery’ approach, in which a pupil has to meet each and every criterion in order to
meet the standard.
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assessment data. This issue was considered in the CAWL report, which pointed out that
there was little need for teachers to record formative assessment or to provide extensive
collections of marked pupils’ work for inspection purposes.

According to the commission (CAWL, 2015), the removal of levels would provide an
impetus for pedagogical change, increasing pupil motivation and engagement; and
making better use of formative assessment in the classroom. It would reduce the time
spent by teachers recording and tracking progress towards numerical targets and release
time for more in-depth teaching and formative assessment approaches that would
support progress across the attainment spectrum.

In the commission’s report, evidence of successful transition to AWL was characterised
as:

o fostering in pupils a sense of responsibility for their own progress

e enabling more meaningful dialogue about attainment and progress between pupils
and teachers and between schools and parents/carers

e improving teacher confidence in using assessment to inform teaching

e providing strong integrated systems of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment
e encouraging greater professional expertise in assessment

e resulting in improved outcomes for pupils in the longer term.

However, the commission (CAWL, 2015, p.43) recognised that many schools were
reluctant to replace their level-based assessment systems and were ‘just beginning the
journey towards assessment without levels’. They acknowledged the considerable
challenges faced by schools in moving away from levels and raised a concern that new
systems being adopted by some schools were recreating levels by another name.

Since 2015, primary and secondary schools have experienced further changes to the
statutory assessment and accountability arrangements, including the introduction of new
floor standards for accountability. The implication for this research is that interviewees
were responding to more widespread changes to curriculum and assessment in addition
to the move away from levels.

In primary schools, the assessment arrangements for statutory end-of-key stage tests
changed in 2015 to 2016, with new tests aligned to the 2014 curriculum and the results
reported in the form of scaled scores (with 100 representing the expected standard).
Interim frameworks for statutory teacher assessment at the end of key stages 1 and 2
were introduced in the same year. In secondary schools, alongside the new key stage 3
(KS3) curriculum, there were changes to GCSEs — more rigorous content and a new
grading structure (A*-G being replaced by 9 to 1 over a three-year period from 2017 to
2020). Most significantly, Progress 8 was introduced in 2016 as the main indicator of
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school performance, replacing the previous 5 A*-C GCSEs attainment indicator.
Alongside these external changes, schools have been gradually developing their internal
assessment systems and practices.

In May 2017 the House of Commons Education Committee (GB, Parliament, HoC, 2017)
reported on its inquiry into assessment in primary schools. The committee expressed
concern about the number and speed of changes to primary assessment and
accountability arrangements, reporting that schools did not have sufficient time to
implement effective in-school assessment systems.

In 2017 DfE launched 2 consultations on the proposals for the future of primary
assessment — Primary assessment in England (DfE, 2017a) and Primary school pupil
assessment: Rochford Review recommendations (DfE, 2017b). The government
response to the first of these, published just prior to the fieldwork for this project,
signalled several changes to the primary assessment arrangements, including changes
to the assessment of progress (by means of a new baseline measure), the removal of
key stage 1 (KS1) statutory assessments and changes to statutory teacher assessment
requirements. In response to the second consultation, it was confirmed that the
requirement to assess pupils engaged in subject-specific study using P scales will be
removed and that the interim pre-key stage standards will be made permanent and
extended to include all pupils working below the standard of the national curriculum but
engaged in subject-specific study. Such changes may further affect primary schools’ non-
statutory assessment systems and practices.

1.1 Research aims, design and methods

The over-arching aim of the research was to gather evidence on the types and range of
non-statutory assessment approaches in use in schools following the removal of levels.

Specific objectives were to investigate:
a. current non-statutory assessment practice
b. impacts that have resulted from the removal of levels
c. challenges/barriers to the implementation of new systems and processes

d. sources of support accessed by schools, collaboration between schools and future
support needs.

The longer-term objective was to enable DfE to share examples of effective practice in
schools and to help develop further guidance and support for schools, where required.

14



DfE commissioned a qualitative study, designed to to gather rich, in-depth data from
schools with a range of different contexts and practices. The main method of data
collection was through telephone interviews with senior leaders and teachers.

NFER identified the sample of primary and secondary schools from 2 sources — NFER'’s
teacher voice panel and an ‘innovative practice’ sample. Teacher voice includes school
leaders2 from a nationally representative sample of schools who have expressed a
willingness to engage in research. The purpose of the ‘innovative’ sample was to ensure
that the research included sufficient examples of assessment practice that schools felt
were innovative and/or effective. The team identified these schools through web
searches of conferences and social media, looking for schools which felt sufficiently
confident to share their assessment practice with others. Other school details were also
considered, including school phase, type and Ofsted rating.

The research team contacted school leaders, seeking an interview with them (or an
appropriate senior colleague) and 2 classroom teachers. Interviews were requested with
teachers of key stages 1 and 2 in primary schools and of different subjects in secondary
schools (one from a core subject® and one from a non-core subject), focusing on KS3.

In order to obtain a good spread of schools with different assessment practices, we
asked senior leaders contacted via the teacher voice panel to provide some brief
information about their assessment approach in advance of the interview. Further
information about the sample characteristics and range of assessment approaches is
provided in the appendix.

The final achieved sample comprised 118 interviewees from 42 schools (27 primary and
15 secondary, 32 from the teacher voice sample and 10 from the ‘innovative practice’
sample — please see the appendix for further details). Interviews took place over a 6-
week period from October to early November 2017. The research team devised the
interview schedules in collaboration with DfE. There were slightly different versions for
senior leaders and classroom teachers, to reflect their different roles in relation to non-
statutory assessment. The interview schedules were piloted with senior leaders and
teachers and revised to take account of their comments.

Interviews typically lasted between 30 and 45 minutes and were audio-recorded (with the
interviewees’ permission) to ensure that quotes were accurately reported. Interviewers
wrote up their notes and also compiled a school summary, representing the information

2 For the purpose of this research we refer to headteachers, deputy heads and assistant heads as ‘senior
leaders’.
3 English, maths or science.
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from all 3 interviewees in each school. The research team analysed the school
summaries and interview notes using a qualitative data software package (MAXQDA).

The research team looked for differences in views expressed by senior leaders and
teachers and also in relation to whether they worked in primary or secondary schools. In
general, interviewees in different roles and phases expressed similar views, but we have
reported differences where these exist. lllustrative examples of practice have been
included in the report, but these are not necessarily intended to represent best practice.

Although the research team was keen to include schools with a wide range of
assessment approaches, senior leaders who were not confident in their school’s
approach to assessment tended to decline the invitation to take part. For this reason,
schools with less well-developed approaches are likely to be under-represented in this
research.
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2. Overview of non-statutory assessment practice

Key findings

There are 4 main components to schools’ non-statutory assessment approaches —
formative assessment (typically day-to-day), summative assessment (typically 2 to
3 times a year), moderation (typically at least annually, and tracking and reporting
systems (typically termly reporting).

Non-statutory assessment tended to focus on the core subjects of maths, English
and science. Assessment of non-core subjects was, comparatively speaking, less
frequent and rigorous in primary schools, whereas secondary schools tended to
use a similar approach across all subjects. Some schools also assessed pupils’
wider skills, attitudes and behaviour.

All participating schools used a tracking system, most of which were purchased
from an external provider.

Primary schools were commonly using a combination of teacher assessment and
testing using externally-developed tests, along with moderation of teacher
assessments with other schools.

Secondary schools were more varied in their approaches, typically using teacher
assessment and testing developed by staff. Few secondary interviewees said they
used external moderation.

Although there was a great deal of overlap, no 2 schools were using exactly the
same categories to assess pupils’ performance. Some were using the same
number of categories, but with different names.

Interviewees said that the diversity of schools’ approaches made it difficult for
teachers to understand the non-statutory assessment information they received
when pupils transferred to their school.

Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of schools’ current approaches to formative and
summative non-statutory assessment.

2.1 The main components of assessment

‘No one bases it [the judgement] on one thing or another, it has to be a
combination of all the evidence.’ (Primary senior leader)
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As illustrated in Figure 1, the main components common to schools’ assessment
approaches are formative assessment, summative assessment, moderation and tracking.

Figure 1 The main components of schools’ non-statutory assessment approaches

formative
teacher
assessment
(typically day-
to-day)

common
features of

entry of data
into tracking

summative

system and tests (typicall
>r/eporting AWL terml(yyoprlendy
(typically assessment of year)
termly)
approaches

moderation
(typically at

least
annually)

Interviewees described a range of assessment approaches designed to draw on the main
common components of formative and summative assessment, tracking pupils’ progress
and, in most cases, some form of moderation. Around half of these approaches were
developed by the schools themselves (this was particularly the case for schools in the
innovative practice sample). In other cases, schools had adopted an approach suggested
by other schools, for example those in their multi-academy trust (MAT) or local authority
(LA). Even where an assessment approach had been developed by their own school,
senior leaders recognised that their chosen approaches might have features in common
with assessment systems adopted by other schools.

It was common for interviewees to say that their schools’ approaches to non-statutory
assessment focused on the core subjects.* Particularly in the case of primary schools,
interviewees described the assessment of the non-core subjects as less frequent or

4 Comprising maths, English and in some schools, science.
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rigorous. In such cases, primary schools had typically prioritised the development of
assessment approaches of core subjects because these subjects contribute to their end-
of-key stage accountability measures. Some of these schools mentioned an intention to
roll out their assessment approach to non-core subjects, however at the time of this
research they were still refining their approach to assessing English and maths. Some
interviewees said that the focus on assessment of core subjects had led to a narrowing of
the curriculum because other subjects were receiving less attention and/or reduced class
time. This was less of an issue in secondary schools, which tended to use similar
formative and summative approaches for all subjects, although some schools prioritised
recording assessment data for EBacc subjects.

Primary and secondary schools had adopted slightly different models of assessment. The
most common approach used by almost all primary schools involved in this research was
a combination of teacher assessment and testing using externally-developed products,
along with moderation of teacher assessments with other schools. In contrast, secondary
schools were more varied in their approach to non-statutory assessment, typically using
combinations of teacher assessment and testing (which was more likely to be developed
in-house). Very few secondary interviewees reported using externally-developed tests.
Moderation was also much less commonly reported in secondary schools. Approaches to
tracking and reporting pupil performance data were similar in primary and secondary
schools.

Example 1 shows how staff in one secondary school revised their approach following the
change to AWL.

Example 1: one school’s response to AWL

A secondary academy developed its own bespoke assessment system which has
subsequently been adopted by other schools in the MAT. The approach is underpinned
by the school’s belief that assessment should be driven by curriculum design. Curriculum
leads began by devising key performance indicators (KPIs) based on their curriculum and
what they expected students to achieve by the end of year 11 (in their GCSESs). They
then worked backwards to identify what needed to be achieved at different points along
the way. The curriculum and KPIs focus on 3 key skill areas — knowledge, understanding
and literacy. Teachers devised their own summative tests to ensure that they related to
the school’s curriculum. A teacher explained how this prioritised high-quality teaching:
‘It's made us write the Scheme of Work first and think about the learning and the
assessment comes afterwards. Whereas before [we] would have written all the
assessments and then written the Scheme of Work around the assessment.’
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Staff set each student targets for KS3 and KS4 based on their KS2 grades. Throughout
KS3, students take the school-developed tests 6 times in EBacc subjects®, with their
performance considered in relation to their targets. The scores on each assessment are
accumulated to provide a total point score out of 600 at the end of year 8. This score
relates to a GCSE sub-grade, with grade 5 being the highest that can be achieved at
KS3. A teacher explained that the increased focus on target grades means — ‘it is much
easier to track individual pupil’s progress under the new system’. In vocational subjects,
students must achieve, attain and master certain skills to achieve a certain grade.

The school has also increased its focus on formative feedback. Teachers provide written
feedback to students on their test results. Students are given the opportunity to reflect on
their feedback and consider it in relation to their KPIs. The school has a policy to provide
students with a piece of marked work at least every 3 weeks for each subject. Teachers
provide feedback in the form of qualitative comments rather than a grade. A teacher
explained that following AWL ‘the feedback is very much about their individual targets.’

A senior leader said that the staff were pleased to remove levels, because they
considered them to be ‘meaningless’. Now the focus has moved towards students
learning the curriculum content and meeting individual targets, with assessment being
used to monitor and support this.

We now provide more detail on each of the assessment components in turn, starting with
common approaches to formative assessment.

2.1.1 Formative assessment

As set out in the CAWL report (2015, p.5) in-school formative assessment is used by
teachers to evaluate pupils’ knowledge and understanding on a day-to-day basis and to
tailor teaching accordingly. Formative assessment approaches were largely developed
in-house by schools and used across key stages and subjects, although in some cases
there had been a staggered roll-out (for example with core subjects implementing the
changes first) as explained by one primary school senior leader:

‘As there has been so much change in assessment we have had to prioritise
reading, writing, maths, science and SPAG [spelling, punctuation and grammarl]....
We have got a weakness [in assessing other subjects]. Whereas in the past, with
the levels, we knew exactly where we were, we could tick things off. With this one,

5 The EBacc is a school performance measure. It shows how many pupils study the core academic
subjects at key stage 4, comprising results in English, maths, science, a language and geography or
history.
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not so much work has been done on what ‘age appropriate’ is for history, for
example. In our area, it’s all very much English [and] maths.’

Formative assessment methods included quizzes, ‘low-stakes’ skills’lknowledge tests,
‘thumbs up or thumbs down’, questioning in class, pupil self-assessment, homework,
marking and ‘open-book’® tasks. Typically primary and secondary interviewees reported
using a combination of these methods, with classroom teachers able to decide which
methods would work best in their class.

Many interviewees mentioned that they had drawn on resources to support formative
teacher assessment from national or local partnerships with schools, or online networks
(also see chapter 5 for further information on schools’ use of support and guidance).

Teachers typically used formative assessment to inform their planning of the next few
lessons. For example, some teachers described using a ‘cold task’ before teaching a new
concept or module, to see what pupils already knew and could do. They used the results
to adjust their teaching (to cover certain aspects in greater depth), differentiate content
for individuals and/or to arrange additional support for pupils who had not grasped a
particular concept or skill.

2.1.2 Summative assessment

In-school summative assessment enables schools to evaluate how much a pupil has
learned at the end of a teaching period (CAWL, 2015, p.5). Interviewees reported that
summative assessment commonly took place 2 or 3 times a year, often in the form of a
baseline, follow-up and end-of-year assessment. In contrast to formative assessment,
which was used on a frequent basis to inform day-to-day planning and teaching, results
from the summative tests supported longer-term lesson and course planning.

Most schools were using externally produced tests for summative assessment,
particularly in the case of primary schools. Many of the interviewees from primary schools
said their schools used external summative assessment products for maths, reading and
spelling. However, some said they had been unable to find a suitable externally produced
assessment for writing, so schools had decided to develop their own assessment
instead.

Many primary school interviewees chose external summative tests in order to make
comparisons of their pupils’ performance to the national picture. Senior leaders said they
wanted to be able to predict the results pupils would achieve in the statutory tests at the
end of key stage 2 (KS2). When deciding which externally produced tests to use, one

6 Informal assessment tasks in which pupils have access to reference books.
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primary senior leader’s response was typical — ‘I’'m looking for something that’s robust
and objective in terms of how I'm going to get information out of it

It was more common for secondary interviewees to report that their schools had
developed their own summative assessments. Secondary school interviewees tended to
say that they used a similar approach for all subjects and year groups, although often
implementation had been rolled out subject-by-subject, starting with maths, English and
science. A few secondary interviewees mentioned the lack of published assessment
resources available for KS3 as a reason for developing their own tests.

2.1.3 Moderation

Senior leaders and teachers from both primary and secondary schools felt that
moderation was an important tool for quality assurance of their teacher assessments
(see chapter 5 for more information about working with other schools). In particular,
primary interviewees said this was helpful when assessing writing tasks because of the
inherent difficulty of assessing pupils’ written work. One primary teacher explained how
their school was using moderation, which was typical of interviewees’ responses:

‘[To make sure our expectations of pupils are comparable] we've worked with a
few other schools for moderation and we all come in and share the children’s
books and we [review] each other’s books, to double check that we are equal in
the way we are assessing.’

Moderation between schools was also valued as a way of giving teachers confidence in
their judgements because they could see how their marking related to that of teachers in
other schools.

Most commonly, interviewees reported participating in moderation with other schools for
a single subject at a time, often within existing school clusters or in the case of
academies, with other schools in their MAT. Interviewees typically described moderation
events as meetings of small groups of staff with similar roles in different schools, during
which teachers would look at each other’s judgements on ‘real’ pieces of pupils’ work,
see if they agreed and resolve any differences. Some interviewees from secondary
schools or large primary schools said that because of their size, the school engaged in
internal moderation. This tended to be of a single subject and was often conducted by a
senior leader to provide an indication of the consistency of marking across the school.

2.1.4 Tracking and reporting

All schools reported using some form of tracking system to understand how pupils were
attaining and progressing in relation to curriculum objectives. These systems were
generally used across the school. They were accompanied by targets based on pupils’
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prior attainment. Some interviewees described using modelling approaches (tracking
back from statutory assessment) to inform whether a pupil was making the expected
progress, or was above or below their target.

Interviewees said that teachers were typically expected to enter summative and in some
cases, formative, assessment data into tracking systems every term or half term.
However, some secondary schools had a requirement for data to be recorded after every
6 or 8 lessons, which meant that for subjects such as English and maths the recording
requirement could be as frequent as every 2 to 3 weeks. In most cases, the decision
about recording teachers’ own day-to-day formative assessment data (in addition to their
school’s requirement for formal recording of assessment data), was left to each teacher.

Senior leaders particularly valued the ability to extract data from tracking systems and
delve into the results of individuals or particular groups (for example, low or high
attaining, or those with SEN). One senior leader in a secondary school commented — 1/
would say the best thing about what we do is our ability to track individual students. It’s
quite fine-tuned in that respect.’ This interviewee went on to explain that the school’s
tracking system flags up problems immediately and ‘allows us to see if a student isn’t
performing as well as they should.’ This enabled staff to identify if the student was having
a difficulty in one subject or across multiple subjects and staff could decide how best to
respond (for example, through a combination of subject teachers and form tutors).

Example 2 shows how one school used its tracking system to support different pupils.

Example 2: ability to identify and track progress of individuals and key groups

Staff in this secondary school said that their approach to identifying and tracking the
progress of pupils is working particularly well. A senior leader explained that the new
system provides teachers with useful information on the progress of students at all levels
of attainment.

There are 2 whole-school reporting phases per academic year for each year group. In the
first phase, teachers give students a current grade and one of 3 different effort scores in
each subject. In the second reporting phase, teachers estimate an end of year grade,
and 3 effort scores, plus targets for improvement. At each reporting phase, the head of
each department looks at the data for every year group and identifies key pupil groups,
such as pupil premium and English as an Additional Language (EAL) students, examines
their progress and discusses the data with colleagues to decide what action is needed.

Any pupil who is working above their targets is identified so that they can be given
higher-level targets to support their continuing development. Pupils working below their
targets are identified for specific intervention support in order to help them progress.
According to a PE teacher, the monitoring of pupil progress has significantly improved
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with the new system — ‘In terms of knowing what stage pupils are at and what progress
they’ve made, | think it works much better now.’

A common approach in schools that took part in the research was to hold regular (termly
or half-termly) progress meetings with teachers to identify gaps in pupils’ knowledge. This
allowed them to identify pupils who had not made the expected progress against the
objectives for their age and make arrangements for interventions to be put in place for
such pupils. In some schools, progress meetings were also held with the pupils
themselves. A few schools had adopted an almost entirely online system comprising
electronic mark books which were completed and marked online, allowing data to be
drawn from the system on an almost continuous basis. The functionality of these
programs allowed senior leaders and in some cases, parents, to view the ‘live’ data. The
decision to move to a more online approach seemed to be linked to the school’s strategy
and a desire to aid the collection and analysis of pupil performance data, rather than any
specific school characteristics or features of their overall approach to assessment.

Most schools were using a tracking system developed by an external provider. Less
commonly, senior leaders said that their school had developed their own tracking system
(typically simple systems using spreadsheets) because they wanted a completely
bespoke approach. They said they had decided to develop their own systems because
the external products on offer were too time-consuming to complete, or did not offer the
nuance that they were seeking.

Many senior leaders said the reason they had chosen their externally produced tracking
system was because it gave them the flexibility that they required. One primary senior
leader described the benefits of amending an external product to meet the school’s
needs:

I think working through it has probably made it stronger, because we've had to
think about what we really want — what information do we need to give to parents,
what information do we need to give to governors — and then we created a system
that allowed us to do all those things.’

In some cases, schools were using the same product as before AWL because the
provider had adapted their products to reflect the removal of levels, for example by re-
programming the system to accommodate changes in language and assessment
categories. In a few schools, the senior leader said they had paid for a bespoke tracking
system because they had not been able to find an existing product which would split the
data by all of the different pupil characteristics that they wanted to consider.
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2.2. Describing pupils’ attainment and progress

The change mentioned most commonly by interviewees was the new language they had
developed to describe assessment outcomes. Although some were very similar, no 2
schools in our sample used exactly the same combination of categories and descriptors,
illustrating the challenge faced by many schools when collaborating with others on
assessment. Even though several schools in the sample were using the same externally
produced systems, they had customised them by changing the number or names of the
categories. However, several schools were using the same system as others outside of
the group we spoke to, for example schools that were part of a MAT.

Interviewees described a range of systems, typically using 3 or 4 descriptive categories
relating to a pupil’s performance to an expected standard. Less commonly, schools had
adopted a system based on colours (for example red/amber/green, or bronze/silver/gold).
In a few cases, schools were using alphabetical or numerical scales (mainly in secondary
schools, in line with GCSE grading structures). Some schools used a dual system, in
which teachers used numerical scales for monitoring within the school which were then
converted into descriptors or colour categories to be communicated with pupils and
parents.

Figure 2 shows 4 examples of descriptive assessment categories used by schools
participating in the research.

Figure 2 examples of schools’ descriptive assessment categories

> emerging >> expected >> exceeding
emerging >> developing >> securing >> mastering
working towards > met >> exceeding

below working exceptional
standard >> towards >>atstandard>> above >> standard

AVEAAVA VA V4
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The figure illustrates some of the differences between schools. For example, not all
pupils whose performance is described as ‘emerging’ in the first example would be
described similarly in the second example (because of the different number of
categories). A similar variation can be seen between the 2 schools using ‘working
towards’. In addition to the categories shown above, a few schools had introduced sub-
categories, for example, using plus and minus signs. In some schools this provided an
indication of direction travelled and in others it was used to provide more detailed
indicators of pupils’ attainment.

Due to the wide variation in language used by schools, both primary and secondary
interviewees said they found it difficult to compare results with other schools or
understand the assessment information they received when pupils transferred to their
school. This was an ongoing challenge, particularly for schools with a high rate of pupil
mobility. In some cases, interviewees said their schools had introduced their own
baseline assessments, rather than relying on the information provided by other schools.
Interviewees in secondary schools said that because the primary schools used different
assessment approaches and terminology, it was difficult to understand the attainment
data they provided and some questioned the reliability of the assessment data (especially
for subjects that had no statutory assessment). Variations in assessment language also
had implications for the success of school-to-school moderation exercises, as discussed
in chapter 5.

In addition to assessing subject-related skills, some interviewees said that their approach
included an assessment of other dimensions of learning, such as skills for learning, effort,
attitudes and behaviour. Schools had chosen to focus on these skills to increase pupils’
ownership of their education. Feedback on these other aspects of learning was usually
subject to the same categories and feedback process as academic attainment.
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3. Schools’ changes to assessment and their impact on
teachers and pupils

Key findings

Schools had commonly spent a great deal of time identifying and implementing
their new approach. Their key considerations were to devise a rigorous and robust
approach consistent with statutory assessment, because they were focused on
their performance in relation to national accountability measures. They also
wanted to provide more formative feedback to pupils and to minimise the impact
on teacher workload.

Interviewees from all schools were able to identify at least one area of their
approach that they felt was working well, most commonly that their schools’ non-
statutory approaches were more curriculum-led and effective than before AWL.

Most interviewees reported that teachers were now spending a similar amount of
time on assessment as before. A few reported a continuing increase in workload
due to the requirements of their school’s new approach.

Interviewees said that they were focusing more on formative assessment since
AWL. This was reported to be enabling teachers to differentiate activities, refine
their planning and provide support more effectively. Some interviewees (especially
those using a ‘mastery’ approach) reported that pupils now had a deeper
understanding of topics, rather than focusing on progressing as quickly as
possible through a series of levels.

Teachers reported both positive and negative impacts of AWL on teachers’
confidence in making summative judgements of pupils’ attainment. Some were
confident and felt that their schools’ approaches were working well, especially
those who had taken part in training and moderation. Others said that the lack of
national standards for non-statutory assessment had undermined teachers’
confidence in their own judgement.

Only a minority of interviewees felt that their school’s assessment approach
worked well for pupils with SEN. Others said that their school’s approach did not
adequately recognise the small steps of progress made by pupils with SEN. This
concern was typically, but not exclusively, mentioned by interviewees from primary
schools.
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Introduction

This chapter explains how schools have responded to the introduction of AWL, the
changes they made to their non-statutory assessment approaches and the reasons for
their decisions. It identifies what schools were looking for in their new approaches and
the implications for teachers and pupils.

3.1 How did schools respond to AWL?

When AWL was introduced, schools commonly worked back from statutory, end-of-key
stage expectations (in the case of primary schools) or the new GCSE requirements (for
secondary schools) to construct a set of objectives or expected standards for each year
group related to the national curriculum.

A few senior leaders reported that their assessment system was still evolving, or had only
recently been finalised after trialling different options. As one primary senior leader
explained:

‘Our assessment system is not the same system we started with when AWL first
came in; it has evolved and has become something that works for us... | feel it has
taken this long... to feel like we have really robust data that is meaningful, that we
can use to really know where our pupils have come from and are going to. It’s
been an evolving system and | now feel quite confident that we have a system that
works.’

3.1.1 How schools implemented the change

An intention of removing levels was to dispense with the practice of labelling pupils with a
numerical level, and this change had been widely adopted. As outlined in chapter 2,
interviewees commonly said they had developed a new language to describe
assessment outcomes. The change to assessment language was usually implemented
across the entire school, established through staff meetings and continuing professional
development (CPD). One primary senior leader explained that this was necessary
because everyone was using slightly different terms and they were not sure whether they
were referring to the same, or different constructs — ‘To combat that we all came together
as a staff to decide what language we would use.’

In a few cases, interviewees said that their new system was similar to the old system of
levels but using slightly different language. These schools had devised a set of grades
that was very similar to the age-related expectations in the former system of levels.
These interviewees argued that this was a positive feature of their approach because it
provided continuity and avoided adding to teachers’ workloads.
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3.2 Why did schools adopt their current approach?

Interviewees indicated that on the whole, their schools had spent a great deal of time and
effort on finding an approach to assessment after the removal of levels, commonly citing
a number of the important considerations outlined below. In order to identify and
implement the right approach, interviewees reported spending time on researching
assessment systems, mapping assessments to the curriculum, developing their own
tests, trialling approaches and training staff to use the new approaches.

3.2.1 The need for a rigorous and robust approach to monitor
performance and improve formative feedback

Senior leaders in primary and secondary schools said that they were looking for an
approach to assessment that was rigorous and robust. This was often the reason cited by
schools for using different assessment methods in combination (teacher assessment
combined with external tests and moderation), because they could be triangulated to
check consistency. As a primary senior leader explained -

‘Really we use [external tests]... to support the teacher assessment judgements
that are being made coming out of the classes. The way it works here is teachers
will assess... within books and within classroom in a very formative level |
suppose. And then we use the summative testing (a) to expose children to how a
test feels, and (b) to support the decisions and create numerical information to be
able to track children across from KS1 to KS2.’

It was important to schools that their new approach would provide suitable information for
accountability purposes, as one primary school senior leader explained — ‘The pressure
on us is that we need to be showing that our kids are making rapid progress.’

Despite the argument put forward in the 2015 CAWL report that non-statutory
assessment need not be driven by statutory assessment, interviewees felt strongly that
the 2 needed to be consistent with one another. Senior leaders emphasised it was
important for schools to understand how pupils (and the school as a whole) would be
likely to perform in the future. This junior school teacher explained:

‘The challenge is to try to find a system, summative and formative, that will match
what the national testing regime will throw up in terms of data, whether that is
coming to us in year 2 or as they leave in year 6.’

Several secondary school interviewees had created an assessment system for non-

statutory assessment aligned to the new 9 to 1 GCSE grading system, as one senior
leader explained:
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‘The first decision that we made was that all of our assessment relating to
attainment needs to be using the new [GCSE] numbered grade system and we
need to implement that from year 7 right through to year 11. There was no point in
having a kind of hybrid system... The second element was that, at all times, we
wanted to be able to report to parents and to students the level that their current
work is worth relative to GCSE standards.’

Challenges remained for secondary schools in relation to the introduction of new GCSEs.
Teachers said they were unsure how closely their assessments related to the new GCSE
criteria. This was because they had no past papers or other information to guide them, so
they had little to refer to when setting the criteria and standards that they expected pupils
to be working towards.

A further important consideration for interviewees when adopting their new approach was
to improve the quality and amount of formative feedback provided to pupils — this is
described in more detail in chapter 4.

3.2.2 Workload considerations

Senior leaders said that avoiding additional staff workload was an important
consideration when developing their new approach. As a secondary teacher explained,
the school had decided to avoid spending time on recording assessment data because:
‘We have placed a lot more importance on the idea that teachers’ verbal communication
with the pupils is more valuable.’

Most interviewees said that after an initial increase in work to identify, develop,
implement and refine their school’s new assessment system, teachers were now
spending a similar amount of time on assessment and recording using their new
approach as they had done previously. This is because schools had managed to identify
ways to streamline their approaches. For example, one senior leader explained that their
secondary school had tried several strategies before finding an approach that both met
their aims and was manageable for staff:

‘At the beginning when the levels first went we tried [a system with] statements for
each year group about what was expected or below. But that didn’t work out well,
that was quite a lot of workload for teachers and didn’t always match up and there
was less time spent on moderation and more time spent doing stuff that was kind
of unnecessary in some respects. We trialled other statements that another school
had recommended... [But] that was also based on statements... so giving children
labels. So then we just got rid of everything and for the past two years we've been
going with what’s expected and that’s it, for each year group we made a
curriculum so we know exactly how to measure. The assessments are very closely
linked to the curriculum.

30



A few interviewees said the increase in teacher workload had continued past the initial
implementation stage. This was because their new assessment approach required more
detailed and nuanced teacher judgements, more frequent reviews of pupil progress,
more regular assessment of pupils and/or more frequent recording of assessment
results. Interviewees from both primary and secondary schools identified increased
assessment workload as a result of the introduction of AWL, though it appeared to be a
slightly more prominent issue for interviewees in secondary schools.

Overall, very few senior leaders or teachers identified any reduction in their ongoing
assessment workload since the removal of levels. In the isolated cases where this was
reported, schools had reduced the amount of recording and/or simplified reporting to
parents. Example 3 describes the approach adopted in a secondary school where staff
had attempted to reduce the burden on teachers.

Example 3: reduced school-generated reporting

Interviewees in this secondary selective academy say that they have managed to reduce
teacher workloads by adopting a simplified assessment system mapping to GCSE
standards for all students in years 7 to 11. Students’ work is now graded against GCSE
grades 9 to 1 approximately once every 10 lessons. According to the teachers we
interviewed, removing national curriculum sub levels makes it quicker for them to grade
and moderate work — ‘As a classroom teacher it takes me 15 minutes to assess the
whole class just to translate what | have marked or looked at into their gradings.’

In order to simplify their annual reporting system and avoid unnecessary repetition, the
school also decided to remove teacher comments from their reports to parents. They
identified key indicators associated with behaviour for learning and teachers now assess
each student using a code for meeting expectation, below expectations or cause of
concern. As a result, staff feel the new reporting system provides a more efficient method
of communicating with parents.

Four times a year teachers submit a grade for every pupil to the centralised tracking
system, which also feeds into the reports for parents. Staff analyse summary data to
compare whether a year group is in line with, ahead or behind previous year groups at
the same point in time. End-of-year tests are used in most subjects and these form the
basis of the final grade at the end of the year. Parents receive formal reports 4 times a
year which provide a grade for each subject, a predicted GCSE grade based on current
performance and a score for their child’s behaviour for learning. However, if a pupil is not
making the expected amount of progress, subject teachers communicate with parents in
between the formal updates. Pupils also receive more feedback from teachers on their
performance in class work, homework and informal end of unit assessments using the
same grading system. The grade is accompanied by teacher comments or the teacher
may review work as a whole class activity to allow pupils to self-evaluate their work.
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According to the headteacher, the ability to maintain a robust approach to assessment
whilst reducing the amount of reporting required by staff has been one of the biggest
successes:

‘Without teachers having to write a lot and without having to explain a lot, the parent can
see what the student has got and what they are on track to achieve. | think what we have
managed to do is get high levels of communication and information into a low effort
system.’

3.2.3 Financial considerations

Although not a commonly mentioned issue, several senior leaders highlighted that cost of
changes had influenced their decision-making about their new assessment system. In
addition to the staff time involved in implementing new assessment approaches,
interviewees in both primary and secondary schools commented that the cost of external
products to support assessment can be prohibitive. For example, one teacher from a
primary school explained that — ‘Schools are finding their way through what works and
what doesn’t work well, probably spending money on things e.g. [name of product] that
we [subsequently] find doesn’t do what we want’.

In a few cases, staff said that they had continued to use a product, even if they were now
less convinced of its benefits. This included some ‘early adopters’ who had made
changes to their assessment approach soon after the removal of levels, and who had
selected providers when there were fewer to choose from. In such cases they felt that
moving to a different product would be expensive, not only because of the cost of
replacing the product, but because of the time and effort required to change to a new
system.

3.3 What schools say is working well

Interviewees from all schools were able to identify one area of their approach that they
felt was working well and a few identified more than one.” However, the information
presented in this section is based on self-report, and not all of the practices described in
positive terms were equally aligned with the principles of the CAWL report. For example,
as mentioned earlier, a few interviewees said that their approaches were similar to the
previous system of levels and argued that this was a positive feature as it provided
continuity and avoided adding to teachers’ workloads. On the other hand, a few

7 Note that this should not be interpreted as typical of all schools, given the inclusion of the ‘innovative
practice’ schools and the likelihood that schools with less developed assessment approaches are under-
represented in this research.
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described the benefits of approaches which entailed very detailed and frequent recording
of pupils’ progress, though they acknowledged that these changes had increased
teachers’ workload.

Generally, interviewees commented that their schools’ approaches had improved since
AWL, in the sense that they were more curriculum-led and effective. As one secondary
teacher said ‘We were previously not so mindful of assessment, whereas now it’s about
trying to intertwine subject knowledge and assessment all of the time.” The main features
of schools’ non-statutory assessment approaches that interviewees identified as working
well were that their approach was simple, consistent and efficient. It informed teaching,
provided useful data to track progress, encouraged staff to share good practice and
helped schools to communicate with parents. Interviewees in primary schools were more
likely to mention collaboration with other schools as a positive feature of their school’s
approach (see chapter 5 for more details). A few interviewees also mentioned that their
system enabled lower-attaining pupils and/or those with SEN to demonstrate progress.
(The impact of these features on teachers and pupils is described in detail below and
chapter 4 sets out schools’ communication with parents).

3.4 The impact of AWL on teachers and pupils

Some teachers said that because their assessment approaches were more in-depth and
detailed since AWL, they had a better understanding of the specific gaps in pupils’
knowledge and understanding. Improvements in their schools’ tracking process and
analysis of assessment data were helping them to target support and interventions more
effectively. One KS1 teacher explained how their school’s new approach was providing
more precise analysis of pupils’ learning needs:

It’'s so much better [than using level descriptors]... If you said ‘a child ‘isn’t strong
at writing’ then what did that mean really? Whereas, now it’'s ‘This child needs
more work on their spelling; this child needs more work on their pronouns.’ It's
really specific and it means you can target early intervention and | think they are
making better progress as a result.’

While interviewees from both secondary and primary schools discussed this type of
impact, the beneficial impact of AWL to inform teaching and planning featured more
strongly in primary teachers’ comments.

A less common, though important, perspective reported by interviewees in both primary
and secondary schools was that their school’s approach had resulted in pupils having a
deeper understanding of topics. This impact was commonly reported by teachers and
senior leaders who were using a ‘mastery learning’ approach. One senior leader of a
primary school explained:
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I think the best thing about the removal of levels is that now it very much
encourages people to deepen, and have that mastery curriculum, rather than
racing through the levels.’

Teachers in these schools said they now provided more opportunities for pupils to assess
their own progress and reflect on what they found difficult, what they had done well and
what they needed to do to develop their skills. A few interviewees commented that this
had resulted in increased teachers’ expectations and improved standards.

Interviewees from schools assessing broader aspects of learning (such as cross-cutting
skills, attitudes and behaviour) felt that this was helping to increase pupils’ wider learning
skills, such as independence and self-reflection.

3.5 How has the balance of informal assessment and formal
testing changed since AWL?

The most common view from senior leaders and teachers was that the amount of
informal assessment in relation to formal testing had remained about the same as before
the removal of levels. However, many of the interviewees reported that the focus had
changed to providing high-quality formative assessment, as one secondary senior leader
explained:

‘I would say that the quality of the formative testing has improved. [But] we've still
got the expectation on teachers that they need to be testing a certain amount of
times per year and they need to be tracking data because it’s important to us in
the school.’

Indeed, another smaller, group of teachers and senior leaders felt that the balance had
shifted in favour of formative assessment, with some reporting that their school had
reduced the amount of formal testing. One primary senior leader said:

‘Now there are fewer tests but more in-depth assessment going on which is
sometimes better because you get to know a lot more about the child than just
what’s in the test’

A less common view among both primary and secondary school interviewees was that
their school had moved towards a greater emphasis on formal testing. The reason for the
change in focus was perceived to be related to a lack of confidence in teacher
judgements and feeling the need to provide evidence for accountability purposes, as
reflected in the following comments from a primary school senior leader:
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‘I would say that we now have more testing put in place with the removal of levels
if 'm perfectly honest.... | think there is that additional requirement within
education to have that supporting evidence really.’

Interviewees from secondary schools tended to link an increase in testing to the changes
to GCSEs, rather than AWL, because of the slimmer national curriculum and the lack of
past exam papers to use as reference material to enable teachers to judge the
attainment of pupils in the year groups leading up to GCSE.

3.6 Has the amount of recording changed?

Most interviewees reported that there had been no change in the amount and frequency
of recording of assessment data onto their school’s central tracking system as a result of
the removal of levels. However, interviewees typically noted that what they were
recording, and how they were recording it, was now different. As one primary senior
leader explained — ‘It’s different but not less. The focus [now] is much more on what
pupils can and can’t do.’

Of the interviewees who said that there had been a change to the frequency of recording
assessment data, the more common view was that recording had increased since the
removal of levels. Typically, this related to more frequent uploading of teacher
assessment data and/or more detailed information. One explanation provided by a
secondary senior leader for the increase was that schools were tracking pupil progress
more closely because they felt that they could not easily judge how their pupils were
doing in relation to pupils in other schools.

A few interviewees argued that despite the CAWL recommendation, it was worth
teachers spending more time recording their assessments because the information was
being used to inform teaching. As this year 3 teacher said:

‘It’s worth it because it really focuses me in on what skills | have to teach and
where children have specific gaps | can target that either as a whole class or ask
those children specific questions or give them ‘prove it’ tasks for everybody but I'm
actually interested in certain children. It’'s so much better than what we had before
so it’s worth that investment [of time].’

A few primary school interviewees said that their school’s assessment approach felt like
a ‘tick-box’ exercise. For example, teachers felt they were no longer assessing a piece of
writing as a whole but were instead focusing attention on specific elements, such as
punctuation.
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One of the primary senior leaders speculated that some of the difference in perceptions
as to the value of recording formative assessments (which the school’s approach
required) was related to teachers’ level of experience:

I think my good-to-outstanding teachers would argue that it’s [recording and
tracking formative assessment] a chore because they knew that information
already and they knew that information without having to write it down and record
it and therefore got good outcomes for children. Whereas before NQT, people at
the beginning of their career, or less effective teachers, | think it’s raising their
effectiveness. But the balance or the challenge that we've got in school is that
those teachers who are strong and good are aggrieved that they've got yet
another admin task to do.’

3.7 Confidence in teachers’ judgements of pupil performance

Interviewees reported both positive and negative impacts of the removal of levels on
teacher confidence. Many interviewees, both teachers and senior leaders, said that AWL
had undermined teachers’ confidence in assessment judgements. This was mentioned
slightly more often by primary interviewees. It was a particular challenge for teachers who
were new to the profession or who had recently joined the school.

Teachers commonly said they knew their pupils well and felt able to identify their next
steps, but felt less certain in making summative judgements. Interviewees explained that
a lack of common national standards for non-statutory assessment had created concerns
about whether their interpretations were ‘correct’ and comparable to those of other
teachers. One KS2 teacher provided a typical example of this:

‘For me personally it is that feeling of being unsure. Am | assessing them the
same way as everyone else? | say that child is at the expected level, but would
someone else say they were? It’s a lot more postulating..., a lot more feelings of
confusion and frustration.’

Some interviewees said they had gradually grown more confident in judging pupils as
they became more familiar with their schools’ new approaches, and used moderation to
ensure greater reliability in their judgements. A few teachers described how the changes
to assessment had empowered them to feel more trusted and skilled to make their own
judgements of pupils’ abilities. One KS2 teacher said:

‘| think it’s the best thing that has ever happened. | think that teachers became
reliant on testing and some of us forgot about assessment, we forgot that we are
assessing all the time, and actually we don’t need a test... the devil is in the
detail... | think it’s been a liberation.’
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These teachers suggested that because their schools placed greater emphasis on
formative assessment this had raised the quality and depth of their understanding of pupil
performance in comparison to pupils’ performance in external tests. Teachers’
confidence in their judgements were aided by training on the new assessment approach,
as well as moderation and collaboration with colleagues to refine and ratify
interpretations of age-related expectations. Teachers mentioned the importance of close
alignment of curriculum and assessment criteria to specify and clarify what pupils needed
to demonstrate as the basis for their judgements.

However, some teachers felt that their school did not trust them to determine whether
their pupils were meeting age-related expectations without the use of standardised tests.
A few teachers were concerned that this lack of trust had led to an increase in formal
testing to provide the school with nationally standardised and comparable summative
assessments of pupil performance.

In addition, a few interviewees (mainly from primary schools) said they found it
challenging to accurately assess higher attainers and help them to develop further. They
specifically mentioned the challenge of when to classify a pupil as ‘working at greater
depth’ or showing evidence of ‘mastery’.

Recognising the progress of pupils with SEN

When asked how well their school’s assessment approach provided useful information on
the progress of pupils at all levels of attainment, interviewees from some schools said
that it was difficult to acknowledge the progress of pupils with SEN within their school’s
assessment approach. This response was more common in primary than secondary
schools. For example, a primary school teacher said:

It’s difficult to know how to assess them accurately and how to track their
progress through school and to show that they are making progress, when actually
their progress is so small. It’s very difficult.’

A year 2 class teacher explained that they would like to be able to record small steps of
progress, such as a pupil being able to put their shoes on, which could represent a big
improvement for an individual child.

Only a small minority of interviewees said they felt their school’s assessment approaches
worked well for these pupils. In these cases, staff had incorporated ways of assessing
pupils with SEN into their school’s assessment systems or developed additional methods
of recording their attainment, for example by having a separate set of categories, or using
their tracking system to be able to clearly identify these pupils and put interventions in
place. Aspects of practice they highlighted included early intervention (including using
diagnostic tests to identify specific needs), adopting a separate ‘small steps’ approach for
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children with SEN and entering ‘provision maps’ into the school’s tracking system to keep
a record of the interventions individuals had received. Example 4 describes the approach
to assessment adopted in one of these schools.

Example 4: assessing pupils with SEN

In devising their new approach to assessment, the philosophy of this primary maintained
school was to put assessment at the heart of children’s education. As the deputy head
teacher explained ‘We wanted children to have ownership of their learning which was
unique to them.’

Each child has their own bespoke bookmark for reading, writing and maths. The
bookmarks have 8 sections with accompanying learning statements in each. Once a child
has grasped the knowledge or skill described by a particular statement, the teacher adds
a date to the bookmark. Once a child has consolidated the knowledge or skill, that
statement is highlighted on their bookmark using a colour coded system. The children
look after their own bookmarks and 