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1. The NASUWT welcomes the opportunity to submit comments to the Department for Education (DfE) on the report of the Key Stage 2 Testing and Accountability Review led by Lord Bew.
2. The NASUWT is the largest teachers’ union in the UK representing teachers and school leaders.
GENERAL COMMENTS
3. The NASUWT draws the attention of the DfE to the written evidence the Union submitted to the Review Panel on 17 February 2011. In its evidence, the NASUWT set out a clear rationale for the maintenance of a nationally managed and regulated system of statutory assessment with national tests being set, marked and moderated externally. The Union made clear its view that such a system ensures that transparent national expectations in relation to assessment and learning can be set and provides the basis for a common learning and assessment entitlement for all pupils while also minimising workload and bureaucratic burdens on teachers and school leaders.
4. The NASUWT’s submission to the Review established that the use of externally marked testing is not, of itself, responsible for the skewing the curriculum, the culture of teaching to the test and the disproportionate targeting of resources on borderline achievers described in the Review’s remit from the Secretary of State. Instead, the NASUWT’s evidence confirmed that these issues result directly from the relationship between testing and school accountability and how testing and assessment are connected to and integrated within the curriculum.  In short, it is the way the test results are used and not the tests themselves which are the issue.
5. Submissions received by the Review advocating the replacement of externally marked tests with a system of moderated teacher assessment are therefore based on a fundamental misunderstanding of the causes of many of the concerns identified in the Review’s remit. Not only would the introduction of such a system result merely in the replacement of one high stakes form of assessment with another but it would also generate unacceptable workload burdens on teachers and school leaders, distracting them from their core responsibilities for teaching and leading and managing teaching and learning and thereby undermining the ability of schools to raise standards of educational achievement.
6. In light of the importance of the NASUWT’s evidence in putting this commentary into its appropriate context, a copy of the Union’s submission to the Panel is appended to this document.
7. In light of the evidence set out in the NASUWT’s submission to the Panel, on the impact of the school accountability regime and the role of testing within it, the Union welcomes the Panel’s proposal that external marking should be retained for assessment in mathematics, reading and some aspects of written English. It also notes positively the Panel’s proposal that further work should be undertaken to explore the merits of forms of single level testing within which assessment takes place on the basis of teachers’ professional judgements of pupils’ stage of educational development rather than, as at present, their chronological age.
8. However, key aspects of the Panel’s Report give rise to serious grounds for concern. In summary these relate to:
· the justification advanced by the Panel for the introduction of teacher assessment for the statutory assessment of writing;

· the increased levels teacher and school leader workload that would result from this proposal;

· recommendations on reforms to school performance tables;

· proposed arrangements for increased collaboration between primary and secondary schools; and

· the Panel’s suggestion that increased flexibility should be introduced with regard to the dates on which tests can be undertaken.
9. These issues are explored in further detail below. However, the Union must express its disappointment that at the launch of the Panel’s Report, the statement issued by the Secretary of State appeared to suggest that the DfE would accept the Panel’s main recommendations, undermining Ministers’ formal commitment to ‘consider the report and its recommendations in full, and to ‘take into account the views of the teaching profession’ in doing so. The NASUWT must, therefore, insist that, notwithstanding the Secretary of State’s initial response, the issues highlighted in this commentary are taken into effective account by the DfE in formulating its response to the Review and looks forward to receiving a clear assurance from the DfE to this effect.

SPECIFIC COMMENTS

The use of teacher assessment in the statutory assessment of writing

10. The Panel’s Report confirms the clear importance of external marking with regard to the extent to which it serves to secure public confidence in the assessment system. Specifically, the Report further states:
‘External marking gives greater confidence that mark schemes are applied fairly and consistently, which is crucial to the reliability of the results.’ (p.10)

11. It is, therefore, difficult to reconcile this view with the recommendation of the Panel that it would be appropriate for statutory assessment of the composition of writing to be undertaken through use of externally moderated teacher assessment. 
12. This recommendation is justified on the basis that the composition of writing represents such an important part of the learning of primary pupils that it ‘should always form the greater part of the overall writing statutory assessment result.’ With due respect to the Panel, this position cannot be regarded as a credible or coherent. It is not possible to hold that the importance of statutory assessment in a subject is reflected in the fact that it is externally marked while also maintaining, as in the case of writing composition, that its importance also means that it should no longer be externally marked. 
13. It is also not clear why external moderation is identified by the Panel as appropriate with regard to writing composition, while other aspects of English, including reading, spelling and punctuation are not. No meaningful justification is set out in the Report in relation to the basis upon which this conclusion has been reached.

14. It is the case that the marking of writing composition is more labour intensive than in mathematics and other areas of the current English programmes of study, given that relatively more complex assessments must be made in the former case about the extent to which pupils have demonstrated features of writing at particular National Curriculum levels. Other aspects of learning can be marked more readily by electronic means, at significantly lower unit costs than is possible in the case of writing composition through, for example, increased use of multiple choice questions. Adoption by the DfE of the Panel’s recommendations in this regard could therefore lead to concerns among teachers, school leaders, parents and the wider public that a key motivation behind such a decision would be to secure a reduction in the costs associated with the national assessment system rather than to institute reforms designed to serve the best interests of pupils and public accountability.
15. The Panel’s Report acknowledges explicitly that externally moderated teacher assessment is workload intensive. It refers specifically in this regard to the written and oral evidence submitted by the NASUWT on the impact on workload of the abolition of statutory assessment in Wales and its replacement by teacher assessment.
16. However, in formulating its recommendations, the Panel appears to have failed to take its acknowledgement of evidence on the relationship between teacher assessment in the context of a high-stakes accountability regime and the workload impacts into effective consideration. Its Report asserts that because its proposals would involve teachers having to make use of a range of writing that pupils would have undertaken during the normal course of their learning in the classroom, they would avoid the imposition of excessive workload burdens, presumably on the basis that teachers would not be required to set pupils additional writing tasks for the purposes of assessment.
17. The point at issue in this regard is that it is not the use of work undertaken by pupils during the course of their normal learning that is problematic but is instead the fact that this work has to be subject to an extensive process of external moderation. Experience of comparable revisions to systems of statutory assessment in Wales and at Key Stages 1 and 3 in England highlights the fact that it is the collation of pupils’ work, the provision of evidence to justify the National Curriculum levels that teachers have ascribed to it and the need to engage with others both within and beyond their schools to moderate their assessments, that drives increased workload burdens.

18. Indeed, the proposal in the Report to increase the rigour of teacher assessment at Key Stage 1 suggests that the workload increases that would be associated with any implementation of this proposal would be even greater in scale than those evident in 2005 when teacher assessment became the primary source of assessment data at Key Stage 1.
19. With specific regard to the moderation process, the NASUWT is clear that excessive workload burdens are an inevitable consequence of arrangements that deploy teacher assessment to generate data used to make system-wide judgements about the reported performance of schools, particularly in the context of a high stakes school accountability regime. In order for assessment data to be used for this purpose, it is necessary for the moderation process to be extensive in nature to make certain that assessment judgements are reliable, comparable and valid. In practice, moderation must work in a way that ensures that every school across the country has the same understanding of the range of features of writing that have to be present in order for a pupil to be awarded a particular level and is, therefore, an unavaoidably complex and burdensome process.
20. It is also not clear how the costs of supporting increased use of moderation would be met. As the DfE has confirmed to the NASUWT, no additional resources would be made available to allow teachers to be released from timetabled teaching time to undertake moderation were this recommendation to be adopted. If the assumption is that moderation would take place predominantly outside normal school hours this would be contested strongly by the NASUWT on the basis of the significant increase in workload and working hours this would represent.  Excessive workload is already the major concern of teachers as recent research evidence demonstrates.
21. For these reasons, there is a clear and well evidenced case for the DfE to reject this recommendation and to continue with a statutory assessment at Key Stage 2 based on the use of externally marked tests.
Performance tables and accountability

22. The NASUWT notes the recommendation of the Panel that while three-year rolling averages should be introduced into performance tables to give a ‘rounded picture of a school’s performance’, the publication of annual performance data should also continue. In its Report, the Panel emphasises its claim that the introduction of three-year rolling average results for each school would help prevent some of the distorting effects of the current school accountability regime as it would permit a more accurate focus on the identification of longer term trends in pupil performance.
23. While this view may be tenable in principle, any advantages that might arise from the introduction of such rolling averages would be inevitably be undermined by the proposals in the Report that annual performance data based on pupils’ raw assessment scores should continue to be used. It is, therefore, reasonable to conclude that schools would, in such circumstances, remain as concerned as they are at present to focus on the accountability implications of the results of each cohort of pupils at the end of Key Stage 2.
24. The Panel’s recommendations in this regard, therefore, fail to acknowledge that simply increasing the range and nature of published school performance data would not lessen the distorting impacts of the school accountability regime that the Review’s recommendations claim to address. 
25. The Panel also recommends that equal weight should to be given in the school accountability regime to measures focused on progress as is given to those relating to overall achievement. However, this aspect of the Panel’s Report not only does not address the difficulty of using National Curriculum levels to develop valid and reliable measures of progress, given that they are not designed to fulfil this purpose, but also fails to acknowledge that notwithstanding the more extensive publication of progress measures that might result from acceptance by the DfE of its recommendations, more attention is still likely to be focused on reported levels of overall attainment than on any additional indicators of pupil progress that might be published. In particular, the Coalition Government’s floor targets for primary schools are based on wholly on attainment measures rather than on those related to pupil progress, thereby sending a strong signal to the school workforce, local authorities, parents and the media that measures of attainment are of greater inherent importance than those focused on pupil progress.
26. The NASUWT, therefore, calls upon the DfE to set aside the recommendations of the Panel in relation to school accountability. Instead, it should work with the NASUWT and other stakeholders to put in place a meaningful and wide-ranging review of the implications of the current high-stakes regime in order to support development of a reformed approach to school accountability that reflects the positive principles for change articulated in the NASUWT’s evidence to the Panel.
Collaboration between primary and secondary schools on assessment

27. The Panel’s Report emphasises that joint moderation activities undertaken between staff in the primary and secondary sectors may have an important part to play in improving assessment the end of Key Stage 2. Whilst the NASUWT recognises that effective processes to assist pupil transition between different phases are important, the proposals as described in the report are highly problematic for a number of reasons and will not necessarily assist pupil transition.
28. Specifically, the purpose of cross-moderation advanced in the Report appears to be not only to be to establish common understandings between settings and sectors on the use of National Curriculum levels in the assessment of pupil’s performance but also to ensure that staff in secondary schools have more secure knowledge of the prior attainment of their incoming pupils. While, in principle, this might be practicable to a limited extent for secondary schools with a limited number of feeder primary schools, it is frequently the case, especially in urban contexts, that secondary schools can receive pupils from many feeder primary schools. Given the position adopted by the DfE that it would not provide any additional funding to support increased use of moderation in general, it is by no means clear how proposals for teachers to undertake significantly increased levels of cross-phase work could be secured in practice without serious additional workload implications for teachers and school leaders in primary and secondary schools.
29. The value of this form of additional moderation to support transition in circumstances where it would not be possible, even with additional resources and support, for meaningful engagement between teachers in primary and secondary schools to take place with regard to all transferring pupils has also not been established clearly by the Panel.  This appears more to be a token nod in the direction of a proposal the Secretary of State announced some time ago in which he proposed secondary teachers should mark and assess the Key Stage 2 SATS, a proposal widely criticised as being impractical and unnecessary.  If there is confidence in the assessment system there should be no need for the expertise and judgement of primary teachers’ assessment to be ‘second guessed’ by secondary teachers.
30. In light of the serious limitations of the Panel’s recommendations in this respect, the DfE should not proceed on the basis set out in its Report and should instead look to build effective arrangements to support the transition of pupils between primary and secondary schools that are not predicated primarily on the expectation that engagement between sectors should focus on the moderation of teacher assessment. The Union previously has undertaken considerable analysis of issues relating to pupil transition and would welcome the opportunity to engage with the DfE on exploring viable and effective policy options in this regard.

Flexibility on the dates on which tests can be undertaken

31. The NASUWT notes with concern the proposal in the Report that pupils who are ill on the day of a test should be given a period of one week within which to sit it.
32. It is not clear how such proposals might be implemented in practice in a way that would not compromise the integrity of the test, given the considerable difficulty that would be involved in ensuring that pupils concerned should receive no information about the content of the test for a period of up to one week.
33. In effect, such a proposal could only be considered viable in circumstances where an alternative test paper could be made available to the pupil. However, in light of the real terms reductions in public expenditure on education the Coalition Government is seeking to implement during the lifetime of the current Parliament, it is reasonable to anticipate that the DfE would not be inclined to adopt such an approach given the considerable additional costs with which it would be associated. There is therefore no reasonable basis upon which to proceed with the Panel’s recommendations in this regard.
Conclusion
34.
In conclusion, the NASUWT believes that the Bew Report has sought primarily to seek to appease those who are ideologically opposed to testing and consequently has produced a ‘fudge’.  The consequence of this will be to increase dramatically the already excessive workload burdens of primary and secondary teachers, add confusion to the present system and provide no marked benefits to pupils or to the system of public accountability.
Chris Keates

General Secretary 
 
For further information on the Union’s response, contact:

Darren Northcott

National Official (Education) 

NASUWT

Hillscourt Education Centre

Rose Hill

Rednal

Birmingham

B45 8RS

 

0121 453 6150 

www.nasuwt.org.uk 

nasuwt@mail.nasuwt.org.uk 
NASUWT

The largest teachers’ union in the UK
11

