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Introduction

A lot of school improvement focus is on results,
particularly SATs and GCSEs. Secondary schools
are ranked on the basis of attainment and
progress 8 measures, primary schools on
progress measures that are a type of ‘value
added’ measure. As a consequence, many school
leaders spend a lot of time collecting and
analysing data in a bid to identify areas of
weakness and direct strategic improvement. The
difficulty is that the validity of the inferences that
can be made from such summative data, is
limited.

“Look, we would all love
our numbers to be smooth
lines up into the light... but

that’s not how it works ...
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Those numbers are output
measures ... I think that if
you focus on the inputs...
in the long term you get
better results.” (Business
Insider, 2014)

Essentially, assessment has been side-tracked by
external demands, and its true purpose lost in
spreadsheets and accountability measures.

This research review explores the available

research around the purpose and design of
assessment.
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The purpose of assessment

Assessment needs to be reclaimed as a tool to be
used by teachers in the classroom, as an aspect
of subject-specific pedagogy. Rather than just a
simple measurement tool, it can also be a means
of growth and progress. Assessment helps
determine what is considered valuable in terms of
subject/topic choices, and therefore influences the
decisions made about time allocation in the
curriculum. Historical decisions around
assessment have driven changes in teaching and
learning, and vice versa. The centrality of GCSEs
and the abolition of KS3 SATs can be seen in
continued debates over the apportioning of time
between KS3 and KS4. The alignment of
assessment and teaching and learning, however,
should not be taken for granted (James, 2006).

Assessments are used to generate information on
which to make decisions about student learning.
However, too often information collected for one
purpose is also used to measure something
entirely different. For example, assessments that
only test a certain number of components of a
subject may be used to measure overall
attainment in that subject (Kime, 2017a).
Assessment shapes the culture of schools as well
as determining what is taught and how,
influencing how both teachers and pupils think
about learning (Earle, 2021).

Evidence Based Education outlines the four pillars
of assessment as:

e purpose
e value

o validity

o reliability

and suggests three steps for robust assessment:

1. The construct: what is the specific skill,
knowledge or understanding that we
intend to assess?

2. The end use: what do we want to do with
the information generated?

3. The best tool: what and when is the most
appropriate, effective and efficient way to
assess? (Kime, 2017a)
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The effective use of assessment
provides both the means to
identify whether students have
succeeded and the information to
help teachers to support those
who have not yet ‘got there’.

(Earle, 2021)

Newton lists 18 categories of purpose for
educational assessment judgements:

1. social evaluation uses

2. formative uses

3. student monitoring uses

4. transfer uses

5. placement uses

6. diagnosis uses

7. guidance uses

8. qualification uses

9. selection uses

10. licensing uses

11. school choice uses

12. institution monitoring uses

13. resource allocation uses

14. organisational intervention uses
15. programme evaluation uses

16. system monitoring uses

17. comparability uses

18. national accounting uses

He also indicates the possibility of a longer list as
well as identifying different sub-purposes
(Newton, 2007, pp.161-162).

Validity and reliability

There is no such thing as a ‘valid assessment’,
only one that is valid for a specific purpose. We
are referring to the ability of the assessment to
test what it intends to measure, and to provide
information which is both valuable and appropriate
for the intended purpose. Validity is about the
inferences you make based on the information
generated (Kime, 2017¢).

When we talk of validity
and great assessments, we
are referring to the
assessment’s ability to
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support the claims we
want to make based on the
information generated.

(Kime, 2017¢)

Reliability in the assessment of student learning
relates to accuracy and consistency over time,
and context. The two most important factors in the
reliability of assessments are the precision of the
tasks and questions used to prompt student
responses, and the accuracy and consistency of
the interpretations derived from the responses.
Fundamentally, assessment is a proxy for
something that can’t be seen, meaning no
assessment is 100% reliable or valid. There is
always ‘noise’ (Kime, 2017b).

Any assessment involves a balance between
validity and reliability, and the choices we make in
the classroom are both determined and affected
by this balance. With all students sitting the same
test under the same conditions we improve
reliability, but if we look to assess what the
students already know we might increase validity.
Converting outcomes into numerical data that can
be entered into a tracker may define progress in
percentages, but these may reflect coverage
rather than representing a valid assessment of an
individual’s attainment (Earle, 2017)

Value

Given the challenges and workload associated
with assessment, it carries a high opportunity
cost. The value of investing time and effort in
carrying out assessment must be reflected in how
well it fulfils its intended purpose. Assessment can
have both positive and negative effects: pupils
studying more or high-quality feedback are
positive ‘washback’, but unintended negatives can
include workload increases, teaching to the test
and decreased time for other activities (Kime,
2017d).

Moderation

Moderation is intended to develop a shared
understanding around assessment decisions
related to student outcomes, but also offers an
opportunity for professional learning about both
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the subject and assessment itself. This can
ensure teacher assessment is ‘reliable enough’.
Greater shared understanding will also improve
validity. The implication is that assessment must
be part of professional learning discussions, and
not be considered separately (Earle, 2017).

Formative and summative

In 1989 the British Educational Research
Association (BERA) formed the Assessment
Reform Group (ARG) as a voluntary group of
researchers to ensure assessment policy and
practice took account of relevant research. It was
dissolved in 2010 after two key studies: Inside the
Black Box (Black and Wiliam, 1998) and Beyond
the Black Box (Broadfoot et al., 1999). An
additional publication was published independent
of the ARG with advice for improving classroom
assessment: Working inside the Black Box (Black
et al., 2004). The project aimed to understand
how formative assessment could improve learning
in the classroom.

In seeking to define assessment for learning in
practice, the ARG identified some key
characteristics which it contrasted with those that
added tests or procedures, or those that simply
reported grades or marks to pupils:

e |tis embedded in a view of teaching and
learning of which it is an essential part.

e ltinvolves sharing learning goals with
pupils.

e It aims to help pupils to know and to
recognise the standards they are aiming
for.

e ltinvolves pupils in self-assessment.

e |t provides feedback which leads to pupils
recognising their next steps and how to
take them.

e |tis underpinned by confidence that every
student can improve.

e ltinvolves both teacher and pupils
reviewing and reflecting on assessment
data (Broadfoot ef al., 1999, p. 7).

Earle reminds us that it is important to consider
the use, rather than the activity in determining
whether assessment is formative or summative.
Most assessment can be utilised for both
purposes (Earle, 2021).
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Newton argues that the distinction between the
two is ‘spurious’ and may actually hinder the
development of assessment practice. The lack of
precision in definitions can lead to confusion, for
example in viewing formative assessment as an
event rather than assessment with a particular
purpose, i.e. as a judgement rather than the use
to which an assessment judgement can be put
(Newton, 2007b). Work by Brookhart also
suggests that students don’t make a clear
distinction between summative and formative
assessment, and higher achieving students also
make use of formative assessment even in
summative situations (Brookhart, 2001).

Wiliam identifies five key strategies of formative
assessment:
1. clarifying, sharing and understanding
learning intentions and success criteria
2. eliciting evidence of learning
3. providing feedback that moves learning
forward
4. activating learners as instructional
resources for one another (cf. peer
assessment)
5. activating learners as owners of their own
learning (cf. self-assessment)

(Wiliam, 2018, p. 2)

A randomised controlled trial project into the
effectiveness of embedding formative assessment
by the EEF found students in the schools
participating made the equivalent of two additional
months’ progress in their attainment 8 GCSE
score (using EEF’s conversion tool). There was
greater additional progress for those children in
the lowest third for prior attainment. Whilst the
formative assessment content was considered
similar to existing approaches being implemented
in schools, the sustained focus on reinforcing
those practices was considered to set the
intervention apart (Speckesser et al., 2018).

Aside from the issues raised by Newton and
others relating to attempts to distinguish between
formative and summative assessment, there has
been other criticism of formative assessment, or
assessment for learning (AfL). One systematic
review argues that the vast majority of AfL studies
are small-scale action research designs.
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Definitions are wide and research designs may
lack an action theory or lack systematic data
collection. This leads them to conclude that claims
relating to the effects of AfL have been over-sold
by some authors, though they also acknowledge a
modest impact on teaching and learning (Baird et
al., 2014).

There is some criticism of formative assessment.
In particular, the concerns are that large effect
sizes are not replicable, there is under-
representation of measurement principles and
unclear impact on the education system. Robust
empirical studies on formative assessment are
lacking in the literature according to Baird ef al.,
2014.

In Making Good Progress, Christodoulou points
out that despite decades during which
assessment for learning has been a focus of
national policy and widely supported by teachers
and educators, it has not had the kind of success
expected (Christodoulou, 2016). Coe also
expresses this belief that AfL has not delivered
the impact it promised (Coe, 2013). Much of the
criticism is about how the idea has been
implemented, but it has also been suggested that
government support has been counter-productive
and encouraged a summative approach by linking
it to monitoring pupils’ progress. The two
purposes of formative and summative assessment
are essentially competing within assessment
systems (Christodoulou, 2016).

Early years

The early years foundation stage profile is not
mandatory. In the early years assessment is done
formatively in the three prime areas of learning:
personal, social and emotional development
(PSED), communication and language, and
physical development. Additional areas of learning
are literacy development, mathematics,
understanding the world and expressive arts and
design. Profile judgements should be made by
cumulative observational evidence recorded
throughout the year (Standards and Testing
Agency, 2020a). The early learning goals that set
out the expected level of development attained by
the end of the EYFS should be assessed with a

Registered charity, no. 1098294


http://www.teachfirst.org.uk/

holistic, best-fit judgement based on their own
knowledge of the child and own expert
professional judgement (DfE, 2021b).

Assessment as proxy for learning

Both descriptor-based and task-based
assessment systems describe performance but
don’t analyse it. Christodoulou identifies a number
of flaws with these approaches to measuring
progress:
o they expect two different inferences from
the same assessment
e can lead to overgrading and overtesting
e unhelpful feedback
e leads to the measurement of formative
progress with summative grades
e inadvertently encourages a focus on
short-term performance over long-term
learning (Christodoulou, 2016).

Whilst assessment can help us focus on learning
rather than engagement, it may still be a poor
proxy for progress.

Robert Bjork talked about the importance of
dissociating performance from learning, with the
former something that is easier to measure but
can only be used to infer learning indirectly."

High stakes assessment

High stakes assessment has two main potential
pitfalls: increased levels of stress and anxiety for
both pupils and staff, and pressure to adopt
morally dubious practices in a culture of
performativity (Meadows and Black, 2018).

In the aftermath of cancelled exams due to
COVID-19, there has been increased scrutiny of
centre-assessed grades (2020) and teacher-
assessed grades (2021), with many accusations
of grade inflation. In 2022, Ofqual confirmed some
adaptations to make exams fairer for those
students who have experienced significant
absence from school. Grades will be based on an

1 Robert Bjork discussing performance and learning posted by
gocognitive in 2012
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MMixjUDJVIw [accessed
04/03/2022]
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average taken of 2019 and 2021 with 2023 similar
to 2019 — intending to return to the pre-pandemic
grade distribution over two cohorts.?

Teaching to the test

One of the unintended consequences of
assessment can be that of ‘teaching to the test’.
The teacher narrows their approach to the topics
expected to be assessed, or schools restrict their
curriculum to core subjects that contribute to
accountability measures. Ofsted’s research into
the curriculum that influenced the new Education
Inspection Framework of 2019 (Ofsted, 2019)
found that the consequence of over focus on
exams led to a narrowing of the curriculum in
primary and a reduction of Key Stage 3 in many
schools (Spielman, 2018).

As Christodoulou says, exams are only samples
from the wider domain, so ‘the moment we start to
target the exam, then the exam will stop being a
valid measure’ (Christodoulou, 2016, p. 145).
Threats to the validity of the inferences we can
make from exams come from actions such as
cramming, boosting short-term performance
rather than long-term learning. But also focusing
heavily on preparing pupils to answer particular
types of exam question, which may seem like
good practice, actually may compromise the
validity of the results. Excessive focus can inflate
scores on high-stakes tests that are not reflected
in other tests which draw from the same domain.
Improvements in exam performance can therefore
reflect more successful coaching rather than
actual improvement in learning, as this success is
not matched elsewhere (Koretz, 2008)

Counsell also talks about the damage of teaching
to the test which misses the point of the
curriculum entirely and may limit success for
many (Counsell, 2018).

2 https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/09/what-impact-will-
ofquals-chosen-grading-system-in-2022-have/ [01/03/2022]

Registered charity, no. 1098294


http://www.teachfirst.org.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MMixjUDJVlw
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/09/what-impact-will-ofquals-chosen-grading-system-in-2022-have/
https://ffteducationdatalab.org.uk/2021/09/what-impact-will-ofquals-chosen-grading-system-in-2022-have/

Measuring progress

Measuring pupil progress is problematic (CEM,
2019), making it an uncertain method of evidence
to measure teacher effectiveness. David Didau
challenges the very concept of progress in terms
of an implicit belief that results should always be
improving, arguing that it is not possible for
student learning to progress in a short time, or at
a great rate, and continued for an extended period
(Didau, 2015).

Learning progressions such as those espoused in
KS3 levels or Assessing Pupil Progress (APP)
were abandoned as it was recognised that huge
lists of descriptors assigned a linear progression
which did not match the progression of most
students (Ashman, 2019). Evaluating teachers by
tracking pupil progress may have a negative
impact by distorting pedagogy (Gibbons, 2019)
and Ofsted has stated that internal school data
will no longer be used as evidence relating to
progress (Harford, 2018).

In the absence of levels, many secondary schools
have adopted flight paths that reduce GCSE
grades to a linear progression. As GCSE grades
are summative and norm-referenced, and
grounded in the curriculum, applying a grade to a
Year 7 or suggesting they move from a grade 2 to
3 in Year 8, just replaces one inaccurate and
vague system with another (Ford, 2016a). We
need to understand what it means for a student to
get better at a subject without the use of
meaningless grades (Ford, 2016b), before we can
even begin to think about using pupil progress
across a one-year period as being a valid means
of evaluating teacher effectiveness.

A good assessment system
must not only clarify the
current state and the goal
state... but it must also
establish a path between
the two.

(Christodoulou, 2016, p. 142)
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Defining and communicating the model of
progression in different subjects is the first step.
Prose statements or exam specifications and past
papers are the dominant methods, but they are
not specific or detailed enough. An alternative is
the textbook which offers curriculum coherence,
but this has tended to fall out of favour in England
according to Oates in (Christodoulou, 2016).

Developing a progression model requires clarity
on the end goal. Exams are only a sample of a
wider domain and so the end goal must be wider
than this for exams to be a valid measure of the
goal of mastery of a particular domain. Research
to support the development of progression models
exists in some subjects and not others, for
example in reading. This enables us to identify the
fundamental building blocks which enable further
learning. Christodoulou also suggests however
that a progression model might be better thought
of in terms of important concepts and
achievements rather than individual subjects
(Christodoulou, 2016).

In terms of measuring progress in learning, this
has traditionally been done primarily through ever
finer grades, much like a measuring tape to
measure height. However, learning isn’t linear. A
suggested alternative metaphor is a marathon
runner where the desired outcome is measured in
time, but to improve at running the coach might
suggest short runs, or interval training, or even
strength training rather than running. This
approach in education might be seen through a
variety of classroom exercises used to develop
skill — used to support rather than measure
progress (Christodoulou, 2016).

Curriculum as progress model

Christodoulou highlights the problem of drawing
different inferences from the same assessment, or
relying on one type of assessment to gives us all
the information we need. There is a link between
formative and summative assessment in that the
formative assessments should assess tasks that
support the final performance. This link is
described as the model of progression by Wiliam
(Christodoulou, 2016).
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Christodoulou offers the textbook as a specific
and detailed communication of the model of
progression. The format creates curriculum
coherence, but they have fallen out of use in
England to a lesser or greater degree. She
suggests we begin with the curriculum aims when
planning a progression model so that we focus on
teaching to the domain rather than the exam
(Christodoulou, 2016).

The curriculum as progress model tells us how
well students have learned a particular aspect of
the curriculum. According to Didau, it should be
seen primarily as a statement of competence
rather than be used to discriminate between
students to rank or assign summative statements
of progression. This means that over the long
term, student performance is a good tool to
enable us to consider the design of the curriculum
or its teaching. For example, if the majority fail to
reach the threshold test score (say 80%), then this
would suggest a problem with the instruction or
content design. What we can’t or shouldn’t do with
this model is compare the % achieved by a
student in term 1, with the % achieved in term 6 —
we cannot measure progress, only performance.
We can compare lateral performance but not
longitudinal.

Tests are very useful for
assessing how well
students have learned
particular curriculum
content, but cannot be
used to measure the rate
at which students are
progressing towards better
future test performance.

(Didau, 2021)
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Methods of assessment

Exam-based assessment

Exams assess a sample of the domain. Currently
this is the national standardised system used at
the end of KS2 (Year 6 SATs), at the end of KS4
(GCSEs/BTECSs), and KS5 (A-levels, BTECs).
This model works by isolating the task that is to be
used to make the summative inference. Exams
based on a difficulty model, where questions
increase in difficulty, can generate a significant
level of detail at question level — this is often
referred to as question-level analysis (QLA).
Exams based on the quality model are more
difficult as they generally have fewer questions
and require marker judgement supported by
rubric. This means that exams in different subjects
may vary significantly (Christodoulou, 2016).

Rubrics

Rubrics are descriptive statements that articulate
the expectations for an assignment or task. They
list assessment criteria and describe levels of
quality or marks in relation to each of these
criteria.

The use of rubrics in summative assessment has
received more attention than for formative
purposes. Research suggests that rubrics have
the potential to enhance student performance but
it remains inconclusive, with mixed results. When
used by teachers, rubrics can enhance the
alignment of assessment and instruction. In a
student-centred approach, at least one study
demonstrated significant positive impacts when
students used rubrics for self-assessment
(Panadero and Jonsson, 2013).

Some of the ways in which the use of rubrics may
facilitate student performance:
e increased transparency in terms of
expectations
e reduced anxiety around assessment
e aid the feedback process
e improved student self-efficacy (e.g.
generating criteria for a model essay and
using it for self-assessment of drafts)
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However, other factors moderate these effects.
Rubrics may be combined with other instructional
interventions, such as metacognitive activities.
Results are more positive in older students and
therefore longer and larger interventions are
needed in schools to produce similar results
(Panadero and Jonsson, 2013).

Multiple choice questions (MCQ)

MCQs offer a low stake, effective means of
retrieval practice. An experimental study by Smith
and Karpicke (2014) indicated that there is little
advantage in answering short-answer questions
over MCQs in terms of achieving the best learning
(Smith and Karpicke, 2014).

This study considers the risks of ‘lures’, where
students may learn false facts from MCQ tests.
However, the positive effects outweigh this cost,
with the benefits to performance being not simply
in simple definitional questions, but also for higher
level concept questions (Marsh et al., 2007).

Paul Moss draws on the research to outline the
key characteristics of effective use of MCQs:

1. Build the level of difficulty gradually —
understand the schema.

2. Master specific knowledge first.

3. Actively engage retrieval, e.g. avoiding
‘none of the above’, including at least 2
plausible answers.

4. Mitigate guessing, e.g. asking several
questions about the same topic or having
4 options.

5. Include mastery pathways (most useful
online where error can lead to a different
set of questions to address the gap in
core knowledge) (Moss, 2020).

A further consideration is the use of weighted
MCQs. These ask test-takers to indicate their
level of confidence in the correctness of one
alternative compared with the others. In
experiments, this confidence-weighted approach
led to greater benefits in the ability of test-takers
to answer new but related questions (Sparck,
Ligon Bjork and Bjork, 2016).
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Confidence in understanding is an important
element in learning and self-assessment of
confidence. MCQ answers can lead to improved
performance as the format encourages
considered rejection and selection of answers
rather than guessing.

In summary:

¢ Confidence assessments can help both
teachers and pupils in the learning
process.

¢ Giving a confidence rating on individual
questions can aid retention and improve
performance, as well as incentivising
knowing-not-guessing.

e The current evidence that confidence
assessments are effective is mostly
limited to multiple-choice tests.

e Confidence assessments are most
effective when completed privately
(Cambridge Mathematics, 2016).

Cynthia Brame at Vanderbilt University authored a
guide to writing good multiple choice questions
based on the research by Haladyna, Downing and
Rodriguez, 2010:

e constructing an effective stem

e constructing effective alternatives

e additional guidelines

(Brame, 2013)

Quizzing

The ‘testing effect’ is where long-term retention
in the memory results from taking a memory test.
Roediger and Karpicke’s experiments
demonstrated that this testing effect was not a
result of an opportunity to re-study material and
that prior testing produced greater retention than
studying on delayed tests. Whilst students felt
more confidence in repeated studying, testing is a
more powerful means of improving learning and
not just assessing it (Roediger and Karpicke,
2006).

teachfirst.org.uk
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resent standard errors of the means.

(source: Roediger and Karpicke, 2006, p.250)

There is lots of evidence that testing previously
studied information enhances long-term memory.
However, there is also some research that
suggests pretesting enhances learning, even
where initial retrieval is unsuccessful. In this
manner, testing or quizzing can be seen as a
learning event rather than solely a means of
assessment. This direct impact on memory from
pretesting is in addition to affecting the attention
and intentions of learners (Richland et al., 2009).

Yang et al. looked at the factors that modulated
the magnitude of the effects found from quizzing
on student academic achievement. Their meta-
analysis found that testing had an advantage over
other learning strategies for learning factual
knowledge, concept comprehension and
knowledge application. Overall they suggest
testing is not only an assessment of learning but
also for learning (Yang et al., 2020).

High confidence errors are actually more easily
corrected than low confidence errors, a
phenomenon known as hypercorrection.
However, a delay in testing may result in these
errors recurring. Testing immediately after
corrective feedback can enhance memory for not
only the correct answers, but also block the return
of errors (Metcalfe and Miele, 2014).

Further work on retrieval practice suggests that it
offers benefits for memory precision, not just
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discrete right-or-wrong answers (Schuetze,
Eglington and Kang, 2019).

A well-designed test will have items that get
progressively more difficult, giving a better
measure of individual students’ performances. So
if one student achieves 70% on a test, and
another achieves 35%, this does not mean the
first student has done twice as well. It is far easier
to get less than 35% than it is to get more than
70%. To establish item difficulty, you can see
which questions are answered correctly by more
students — thereby indicating that it is an easier
question (Didau, 2021).

Peer and self-assessment

One meta-analysis of peer assessment found
mixed results on student learning, despite a
prevailing positive view. Their findings suggested
a positive increase in performance for those
students participating in peer assessment but that
this was substantially larger when the students
received rater training (Li et al., 2020).

Another meta-analysis of experimental and quasi-
experimental studies found an overall small to
medium effect of peer assessment on academic
performance. This suggests it improves
performance compared with no assessment or
teacher assessment, but not significantly
differently from self-assessment. Importantly, they
found that performing both the role of assessor
and being assessed themselves, potentially
benefitted students’ learning more than just being
assessed. However, the efficacy of peer
assessment is likely to be modified by factors
relating to the student and the assessment itself,
as well as the nature of the learning environment
(Double, McGrane and Hopfenbeck, 2020).

An integrated assessment system
Christodoulou considers how to improve
assessments by bringing together different
considerations around summative and formative
assessment and progression models. She argues
that an accurate and useful progression model is
the foundation of any assessment system
because it explains how students improve. She
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suggests the most effective method of bringing
the required resources together is a textbook. The
system would include formative and summative
item banks to provide coherence, pupil ownership,
and data that supports a self-improving system
(Christodoulou, 2016).
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Formative feedback

Recognition of the importance of feedback for a
time resulted in fashionable practices such as
deep written marking and triple marking.
Unsurprisingly this led to a frightening workload
burden without any clear evidence of impact on
learning, and the beginning of a new debate
around effective approaches to assessment,
marking and feedback (DfE, 2016a).

Feedback done well can support pupil progress
and address misconceptions. However, done
poorly, it can even harm progress. Getting
feedback right is therefore crucial. Part of the
focus historically has been on how feedback is
delivered — debates between written or verbal —
rather than the principles of effective feedback.

Feedback has to be part of
a system that is set up in
such a way that the
information can actually
be used to improve it.

(Dylan Wiliam, EEF, 2021, p. 5)

As with many aspects of teaching, a teacher’s
engagement feedback comes with an ‘opportunity
cost’ — it can take up a large amount of teacher
time, thereby reducing the time they can give to
other tasks (EEF, 2021).

Hattie and Timperley’s work on feedback
emphasises its powerful influence, both positive
and negative. The type of feedback and how it is
given makes a significant difference to its
effectiveness. They focus on three important
questions: where am | going? How am | going?
and Where to next? A key theme is ensuring that
feedback is targeted at the appropriate level for
the student in order to reduce the discrepancy
between current understanding and the desired
level of understanding (Hattie and Timperley,
2007).

Another important element of feedback is
ensuring that the student trusts the feedback
given. They describe ‘wise feedback’ as critical
feedback that assuages mistrust by emphasising
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two things: the high standards expected by the
teacher alongside the belief that the student was
capable of meeting those standards (Yeager et
al., 2014).

Written vs verbal

An EEF review of the evidence on written marking
highlights how this central feature of teaching has
long driven high teacher workloads, despite a lack
of high-quality evidence of its efficacy. The
findings they highlight suggest that:

o Careless mistakes are best marked as
incorrect, without giving the correction.

e Errors resulting from misunderstanding
are best addressed with hints and
questions that lead to underlying
principles.

e The use of specific and actionable targets
is most likely to increase pupil progress.

e Some forms of marking, e.g.
acknowledgement marking, are unlikely to
enhance progress (Elliott et al., 2016).

A small scale Randomised Control Trial (RCT)
carried out in three secondary schools to replace
written feedback with alternative approaches
found a positive effect on the reduction of teacher
workload and perception of their work, a sense of
frustration amongst students, and no detectable
impact (positive or negative) on student outcomes
(Kime, 2018).

An action research project carried out by teachers
in conjunction with UCL also explored verbal
feedback as an alternative to written marking
(McGill and Quinn, 2019).

Grades

Butler (1988) claims that awarding grades skews
interest away from learning and progress. She
found that grades and grades with comments
generally undermined both interest and
performance although high achievers were likely
to maintain their interest and motivation in
anticipation of further grades (Butler, 1988).
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A systematic review looking at the impact of
summative assessment and tests on students’
motivation for learning suggests that high stakes
tests lower the self-esteem of low-achieving
pupils, an effect reinforced by repeated testing
(Assessment and Learning Research Synthesis
Group, 2002).

A study from Sweden found that the introduction
of grades and increased testing increased school-
related stress and reduced academic self-esteem.
It also had an indirect effect on psychosomatic
symptoms and life satisfaction. The negative
effects were stronger for girls (Hégberg et al.,
2021).

Comparative judgement

Research suggests that it is possible to judge
pupil responses accurately and quickly through a
process known as comparative judgement. This
approach is growing in interest due to the
reduction of workload for teachers without loss of
validity if well implemented.

Some of the key advantages of comparative
judgement:
e greater reliability
o efficiency
¢ reduces bias (through anonymising
responses and multiple viewings by
multiple assessors)
e robust data trail

(No More Marking, 2020)

Jones and Wheadon explored the use of
comparative judgement for peer assessment.
Comparative judgement does not require explicit,
detailed criteria and therefore offers advantages
for peer assessment in a number of ways: firstly
for judging ‘creativity’ and other skills not easily
operationalised in rubrics; secondly for
unpredictable responses which are hard to
anticipate in rubrics; and finally it doesn’t require
training in the way that rubric judgements do
(Jones and Wheadon, 2015).
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Technology

A number of methods of digital or online
assessment exist currently, from self-marking
quizzes on platforms such as Google classroom
or Microsoft forms, to more comprehensive
assessment packages such as Cognitive Ability
Tests (CATs). Some of these technologies reduce
workload for teachers and have specific benefits
for students, such as supporting retrieval practice.
However, others require more research or are
more controversial.

Algorithms

The use of algorithms has been explored to
improve the consistency of marking essays in
humanities subjects. This involved identifying
indicators that account for scores and turning
them into an algorithm that can be used to assess
new essays. Unfortunately, this creates a risk that
if the teachers and students know that the
algorithm rewards length for example, they are
encouraged to write more at the potential expense
of quality. Studies demonstrated a number of
ways that this system could be ‘gamed’, for
example by repeating paragraphs (Christodoulou,
2020). More recently the proposed use of an
algorithm to award grades in Summer 2020
exams generated significant issues. Concerns
regarding algorithms may raise an interesting
paradox, according to one study, as people
believe that they understand human decision
making better than algorithmic decision making,
despite this understanding being illusory. In fact,
we don’t understand human decision-making
processes (Bonezzi, Ostinelli and Melzner, 2022).
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Accountability

Most of the variation between student scores
occurs within schools, rather than between
schools. The use of standardised tests in high-
stakes accountability regimes may therefore have
shortcomings that undermine the interpretations
routinely drawn from the grades generated. The
key assumption in using testing for accountability
is that student outcomes can be attributed
primarily to differences in the quality of education
received. However, only a small proportion of
variation in outcomes (as little as 10%) can be
attributed to the quality of schooling, making
inferences from such scores about the quality of
education problematic. Wiliam recounts a long
history of concerns relating to high stakes
accountability measures and how these may
incentivise narrower or mechanistic teaching, or
even dishonesty. Further research in the US
revealed that between-school variance was
largely accounted for by differences in the social
class of individual students, rather than
differences in school quality. In England, value-
added measures were introduced to try to mitigate
the influence of this factor, at a school-level rather
than individual teacher-level. (Wiliam, 2010).

Wiliam explores the nature of testing in detail to
support the conclusion that the progress of
individual students is slow compared to the
variability of achievement within the age cohort.
As a result it is factors over which schools have
little influence, for example prior achievement, that
determine variance in students’ scores rather than
the quality of the education provided by the
school. Therefore such test scores do not
successfully support inferences about the quality
of education provided by a school (Wiliam, 2010).

Nevertheless, there is evidence that when test
results as a performance indicator are the focus of
public policy, then performance (as measured by
that test) improves — an effect known as
Goodhart’s Law (Kellner, 1997 in (Wiliam, 2010)).

NFER'’s review of accountability gives
international comparisons. Some of the findings
echo those from elsewhere including the use of
pupil performance as a high stakes accountability
measure leading to privileging certain aspects of
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the curriculum over others, or ‘teaching to the
test’. The application of accountability measures
can lead to an increase in the achievement gap
through, for example, an over-focus on the
performance of ‘borderline’ pupils, though they
can also be used to decrease the gap (Brill et al.,
2018).

Secondary schools

Accountability measures 2019
e progress 8
e EBacc entry
e pupil destinations
e attainment in English and mathematics
e attainment 8
e EBacc APS (average point score)

The DfE states that the aim of these measures is
to encourage schools to offer a broad and
balanced curriculum with a focus on an academic
core at KS4, and to reward schools for the
teaching of all their pupils (DfE, 2020b)

Attainment and progress 8

Progress 8 was introduced as a performance
measure in 2016 to capture the progress a
student makes from the end of primary school
(KS2) to the end of secondary school
(KS4/GCSE). It is based upon an average of
maths and English at KS2 and individual points
are used to calculate a school’s score (DfE,
2016c¢). As a measure of total achievement across
all subjects, KS2 can be a good indicator of GCSE
success, but it is less convincing at subject level
(Benton and Sutch, 2014). More importantly for
schools, progress scores are not directly
comparable from year to year, only a change in
progress banding indicates a change in
performance (DfE, 2020a). If you combine this
with the evidence pointing to the variable
probability of receiving the ‘definitive’ mark and
therefore grade at GCSE across difference
subjects (0.96 in mathematics but only 0.52 in
English language and literature) it is clear that
progress 8 is a problematic measure at best
(Black, Rhead and Pinot de Moira, 2018).
Progress 8 is also highly influenced by the
percentage of EAL students whose progress is
often underestimated as a result of KS2
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assessments being taken before they reach
fluency in English (Hazel, 2018).

Progress 8 is a measure of attainment net of the
effect of prior attainment — it is not a measure of
school effectiveness. Value added models of
attainment, such as Progress 8, tend to show that
differences in attainment between schools are
small. There is substantial variation in pupil
performance in all schools, with relatively little
being between schools (FFT Education Datalab,
2021).

National reference tests

National reference tests are designed to monitor
pupil performance over time and inform GCSE
grades in English and maths. The 2021 tests
show that maths performance is closer to 2017
when GCSEs were reformed, but English
performance shows no statistical difference
(Ofqual, 2021).

Primary schools

Year 6 progress measures

Progress measures introduced in 2016 seek to
compare pupil results to those of pupils nationally
with similar prior attainment. Much like P8, it is
intended to reflect a value-added dimension to the
measure of how well a school is doing. They are
therefore intended to be fairer to schools in
challenging circumstances as they recognise both
the start and end point. The progress measure is
based on an average score based on
performance in KS1 across reading, writing and
mathematics weighted 50:50 for English and
maths. The school level progress score is
calculated from an average of the individual
progress scores of each pupil in Year 6.
Confidence intervals are given to account for the
uncertainty of the effectiveness of a school based
on a single cohort of pupils (DfE, 2016b).
Technical guidance is available (DfE, 2019).

3 https://www.gov.uk/quidance/primary-
assessments-future-dates
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In KS2 for the academic year 2021/2022, tests
were timetabled from 9 May to 12 May 2022.3

KS1 assessments

National curriculum assessments at KS1 were
cancelled for the 2020/2021 academic year.
Guidance for the testing periods in 2021/2022 was
published in October 2021 (Standards and
Testing Agency, 2021).

Teachers must assess English reading, writing
and mathematics, for those pupils that have
completed the KS1 programmes of study and are
working at the standard of national curriculum
assessment, using the TA frameworks. For those
working below this standard, the pre-key stage
standards should be used.

Teacher assessments must be based on sound
and demonstrable evidence as well as the
teacher’s knowledge of pupils. (Standards and
Testing Agency, 2020c).

Phonics assessments

The phonics check is designed to confirm that a
pupil has learnt phonic decoding. It consists of
twenty real words, and twenty pseudo words that
pupils read aloud. The test is taken by pupils who
will be age 6 by the end of the academic year
(Year 1). It is also taken by those who will be age
7 (Year 2) if they did not meet the expected
standard previously, with some specific
exemptions. School-level results are not published
(Standards and Testing Agency, 2021).

Early years

In the early years foundation stage (EYFS), there
are three statutory assessments, the progress
check at age 2, the reception baseline
assessment and the early years foundation stage
profile. This latter assessment is a summative
assessment designed to check they are
progressing well and meeting national
requirements and provides a report sent home to
parents.
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Reception baseline

The new reception baseline assessment became
statutory in September 2021. Schools must
administer the reception baseline assessment for
each child in the first 6 weeks after they enter
reception.

The purpose of the assessment is to provide on-
entry assessment of pupil attainment as a starting
point in order to generate a cohort-level progress
measure to the end of KS2. It is not intended to
provide formative information for practitioners, to
be used to measure performance in early years,
or provide diagnostic information about pupils’
areas for development.

The assessment consists of age appropriate tasks
in mathematics, literacy, communication and

4

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coron

avirus-covid-19-school-and-college-performance-
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language (Standards and Testing Agency,
2020Db).

Further statutory guidance is available (DfE,
2021a).

COVID-19 note

Due to the cancellation of statutory KS1, KS2,
GCSE, AS, A-level, and other vocational and
technical qualifications in 2020 and 2021, the DfE
has announced that grades based on alternative
assessment arrangements will not be used to
produce the usual performance measures.*

measures/coronavirus-covid-19-school-and-
college-accountability-2020-t0-2021 [accessed
26/01/2022]
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