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Primary assessment and 
accountability  

 Levels are gone. Long live levels 
 Progressing towards progress? 
 What makes great assessment? 
 What would I do (if I ruled the world)? 
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The mess that was levels 
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still is 
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What problems was the 
Commission trying to solve? 

 The mess that 
was levels 

 The power of 
assessment 
(unrealised) 
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Recommendations of the 
Commission 
1. Standing committee on assessment, supported by a 

panel of experts  
2. Assessment is included in the core content for teacher 

training 
3. Establishment of a national item bank of assessment 

questions 
4. Development of a training module that can be used for 

both senior leaders in schools and Ofsted inspectors 
5. Review group on school data management to reduce 

workload re data management 
6. Expert group on assessment for pupils who are working 

below the level of the national curriculum tests 

5 



∂ 

Limitations of levels 
(according to the report) 

 Unclear what they meant 
– ‘Best fit’ vs threshold vs average 

 Not accurate/consistent (reliability) 
 Not diagnostic/formative 
 Drove teaching-to-the-target 
 Poor fit to new NC 
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∂ 

What would solve these problems? 
Abolish levels 

Remove the existing 
(flawed) structures for 
assessment, leaving 
schools free to invent new 
ones 

Educate teachers 

A strategic programme of 
enhancement of teacher 
skills and knowledge about 
assessment 

– What is good (and bad) 
assessment? 

– Assessment as part of 
pedagogy (ie formative) 

– Evidence on the impact of 
assessment 
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The next slide may 
be distressing to 

KS2 teachers 



∂ 
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https://www.sharingstandards.com/ 

Text 1: Football 



∂ 
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https://www.sharingstandards.com/ 

Text 2: Mars 



∂ 
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https://www.sharingstandards.com/ 

Which is the better piece of 
writing? 
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Problems with performance 
descriptors 
 ‘Check-list’ quality 

– Compliance with a formulaic check-list cannot 
define genuine quality and drives impoverished 
teaching 

 Criteria don’t define a standard 
– Too vague, open to interpretation, dependent on 

context 
 Teacher assessment is biased 

– Judgement is biased, confounded and inaccurate 
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Progress 
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What is progress? 

You can’t directly observe progress in learning.  
 
You can see where you are.  
You can see where you were.  
 
And you can compare them. 

15 
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Measuring change 
The precision of an estimate of progress depends 
on 

– The accuracy of the 
‘before’ and ‘after’  
measures 

– The size of the  
change 

 
Even the best school assessments cannot reliably 
do this over less than a year (for individuals) 
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(How) should we judge schools? 

 Evidence: appropriate use of good measures 
of school quality enhances learning (Coe & 
Sahlgren, 2014) 

 Raw attainment? 
– Best tactics: improve your intake through 

marketing; don’t take a job in a tough school 
 Progress? 

– Requires a baseline (or repeated measures: eg 
InCAS) 
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What makes great 
assessment? 
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∂ 

What makes great assessment? 

 Information 
 Diagnosis 
 Challenge 
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Assessment must contain 
information 
 An assessment that cannot surprise you is 

not an assessment:  
 A distillation of existing perceptions is not an 

assessment.  
 A single judgement (eg a level) is not an 

assessment 
 A judgement that is pre-constrained (eg must 

show progress, second marker who knows 
what the first gave) is not an assessment 
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Diagnostic assessment, eg reading 

 Language comprehension 
– Background knowledge 
– Literacy knowledge 
– Vocabulary 
– Language structure 
– Verbal reasoning 

 Word reading 
– Phonological awareness 
– Decoding (phonics) 
– Word (sight) recognition 
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Testing 
1. The best time to test students’ understanding of 

a topic is 
a) Before you teach it 
b) Immediately after teaching it 
c) After teaching it, but with a delay to allow forgetting 
d) All of the above 

2. After studying a topic, students remember most 
if they then 
a) Study it again  
b) Study it again, then take a test on it  
c) Take repeated tests on it, without further study 
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Accountability 
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∂ Accountability  = 
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Measures 
+ 

Incentives 
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Dysfunctional side effects 
 Extrinsic replaces intrinsic motivation 
 Narrowing focus on measures 
 Gaming (playing silly games) 
 Cheating (actual cheating) 
 Helplessness: giving up 
 Risk avoidance: playing it safe 
 Pressure: stress undermines performance 
 Competition: sub-optimal for system 

 
 25 
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Dimensions of accountability 
‘Hard’ vs ‘Soft’ 
 Links to incentives 

– Direct, explicit, vs implicit, intrinsic 
 Public openness 

– Published vs confidential 
 Objectivity/judgement 

– Direct measure vs interpreted indicator 
 Improvement mechanism 

– Consequences vs feedback 
 Prioritised actors 

– Consumers vs professionals 
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(Coe & Sahlgren, 2014) 
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Trust & ‘Intelligent accountability’ 
“willingness to be 
vulnerable to another 
party based on the 
confidence that the latter 
party is  
(a) benevolent,  
(b) reliable,  
(c) competent,  
(d) honest, and  
(e) open”  
(Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000) 
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Lack of 
anxiety 

Inter-
dependence, 
risk of harm 

Good 
intentions, 
would not 
exploit 

Predictability, 
consistency 
of behaviour  

Skills, abilities, 
power 

character, 
integrity, 
authenticity 

Willing to 
share 
(personal) 
information  



What do teachers need to 
learn about assessment? 
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∂ 
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#AssessBetter 
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What do teachers need to learn 
about assessment? 

 What is good (and bad) assessment? 
 Assessment as part of pedagogy (ie 

formative) 
 Evidence on the impact of assessment 
 Use of assessment for quality assurance and 

accountability 
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Improving Teaching 
 We need to focus on teacher learning 

– Every teacher should be better next year than this 

 Teachers learn just like other people 
– Be clear what you want them to learn 
– Provide high-quality instruction 

• Explanation, theory (make think hard) 
• Modelling, practice, coaching 
• Assessment and feedback 
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Using good assessment to 
monitor teaching 
 Standardised  

– criteria, exemplars, 
context, 
moderation, 
objective  

 Reliable 
– accurate, 

consistent across 
teachers 

 Aligned 
– Captures valued 

learning 
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Do we know a good lesson when 
we see one? 
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Cordingley et al 2015 
http://tdtrust.org/about/dgt/ 

http://tdtrust.org/about/dgt/


∂ 
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In your CPD have you … 
1. Tried to learn to do something that is relevant 

and supported by research evidence? 
2. Focused on (and evaluated success against) 

students’ learning outcomes? 
3. Engaged in activity that 

a) Surfaced, challenged and developed your 
thinking about learning and teaching 

b) Allowed experimentation to adapt/apply 
approaches to your classroom 

c) Included observation and feedback? 
d) Took place at least monthly over two terms? 

4. Drawn on explicit support from  
a) External expertise 
b) Peer networks 
c) Coaches / mentors 
d) School/college leaders 
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Yes    No 



∂ 

What would I do 

 High quality training in assessment 
– Intensive, practice-based 
– Pre-service, in-service, school leaders, inspectors 
– Evaluate for impact, and improve 

 Intelligent accountability 
– Flexible approaches, tried and evaluated 
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