
 

 

     

 

Introduction and background 

The way in which children are assessed in English primary schools has recently come under intense 
scrutiny with a number of key reports examining primary assessment and its impact on pupils and 
schools. Collectively, the reports point to an assessment system plagued with uncertainty in which a large 
number of teachers lack confidence. There are positive signs that the government is willing to listen and 
respond to concerns. The recent government consultation on primary assessment included some sensible 
proposals which could lead to improvements in the system. However, the proposed changes will not 
fundamentally change the way in which the results of tests are used. As the Education Committee recently 
stated, ‘many of the negative effects of assessment are in fact caused by the use of results in the 
accountability system rather than the assessment system itself’. 
Against such a backdrop, the Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL) has published this report 
to look at the broader impact of the current approach on primary accountability and to explore ways of 
minimising its negative influence. 

 

Key points 
 
Current system of accountability in primary schools 

• Currently, pupils are benchmarked against a set of data-
driven measures, namely: the percentage of pupils 
achieving an ‘expected standard’ in reading, writing and 
maths at the end of Key Stage 2; pupils’ average scaled 
scores in reading and maths at the end of Key Stage 2; the 
percentage of pupils who attain a ‘higher standard’ in 
reading, writing and maths; and pupils’ average progress in 
reading, writing and maths.  
 

• There is a minimum standard of pupil attainment which the 
government expects most schools to meet; performance 
below this is designated as being below the ‘floor 
standard’. Performance below the floor standard will be 
deemed to be underperformance. If a school is ‘below the 
floor’, this may result in a warning notice and/or further 
intervention including being directed to become an 
academy. 

 
Alternative approaches 
 

• There are a number of valid reasons why a society may 
wish to hold its schools to account. These include; 
incentivising staff to have high standards; enabling 
governments to decide where to focus resources and 
which behaviours to target; and helping parents either to 
choose a school or to keep an eye on standards. 
 

• Some jurisdictions may prioritise parental choice, focusing 
on measures which are easy to understand. Others may be 
more interested in the performance of the system as a 
whole and may therefore look at pupils’ attainment in a 
representative proportion of schools. 
 

• There are also different levels at which accountability can 
be measured. For example, some policymakers favour 

accountability for individual teachers, whereas others may 
prefer to exercise accountability at a regional level. 

 
Measuring what matters 
 

• School-based accountability systems, such as the English 
one, evaluate a school’s performance on the basis of pupil 
performance measures. They do so in order to identify a 
set of clear and measurable standards for pupils across a 
number of core areas, to align the curriculum to these 
areas and to expect pupils to meet them.  
 

• Such systems typically involve: standardised assessments 
at set points in a pupil’s school career; public 
acknowledgement of schools which are succeeding in 
meeting the standards; and rewards or sanctions for 
schools depending on aggregate pupil performance. The 
data gathered should, in theory, provide information about 
how well schools are performing in comparison to their 
peers and against the externally assessed benchmarks. 
 

• The English system aligns accountability with results which 
policymakers believe to be particularly important. There is, 
however, evidence that such approaches can lead to: a 
focus on the subjects tested and the year groups which are 
taking the tests; a focus on tested subject content; and a 
concentration of energy on the most easily improved areas 
of instruction within tested subjects. 
 

• Many stakeholders, including teachers and school leaders 
would like to see a broader range of outcomes in the 
accountability system, such as pupil drop-out rate and pupil 
mobility measures. However, blunt attempts to measure 
broader outcomes may simply create more problems, such 
as the temptation to ‘teach to the test’ in a broader range of 
subjects.  
 

• A key question for consideration is which pupils should be 
included in accountability measures, particularly those 
which measure progress. For example, should schools be 
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held accountable to the same extent for pupils who have 
been on the school roll for 6 years and those who joined in 
the previous 6 months? 
 

• A further question is whether attainment should be 
focussed on traditionally underperforming groups of pupils, 
such as those from disadvantaged backgrounds. Although 
this can be a powerful policy lever, it can also lead to 
judgements being made about schools based on 
disproportionally small numbers of pupils. 
 

• Designers of accountability systems need to consider the 
time frame to be used. Systems based on a single year of 
data are more likely to misjudge the performance of 
schools. However, a multi-year average approach requires 
more years of data in order to pinpoint improvement or 
decline. 

 
Principles for effective assessment 

 

• Start from a shared understanding of what outcomes we, 
as a society, want for our children and young people.  
 

• Be based around a set of measures which incentivise 
schools to deliver on these outcomes, seeking ways to 
recognise and reward aspects which are important but 
difficult to measure, as well as those which are more easily 
quantifiable. As John Macbeath said: “We should measure 
what we value, rather than valuing what we can measure”. 
 

• Be based on information which is as accurate as possible, 
and not try to read too much into a small, unrepresentative 
amount of data.  
 

• Be fair to schools in different circumstances and contexts, 
while recognising the importance of enabling every child to 
reach their potential.  
 

• Assessment systems should lead to fair, proportionate, 
transparent, and constructive consequences for schools 
which fall short of its desired outcomes, aligned with the 
best current evidence of what is most likely to lead to 
improvements.  
 

• Be relentlessly self-critical, regularly evaluating impact and 
modifying as necessary. 
 

Recommendations 
 

• Government should work with a broad range of 
stakeholders to construct a clear set of aims for primary 
education and a shared, long-term view of the desired 
outcomes for children as a result of that education.  
 

• Both government and Ofsted should engage with research 
around different ways to measure outcomes which are 
important but less tangible and consider how these might 
be incorporated into the accountability system.  
 

• Ofsted should commit to commenting more frequently in its 
inspection reports on subjects other than English and 
maths and ensure its focus on published performance 
figures is proportionate.  
 

• The Standards and Testing Agency (STA) should 
seriously consider how writing might be assessed more 
reliably as part of the accountability system. If this is 
not possible, writing should be excluded from the 
performance measures. 
 

• School curricula should be informed by the best available 
evidence on how to enable children to succeed, both 
against the current performance measures and in the 
broader outcomes they value.  
 

• Providers of school leadership programmes should ensure 
they include a strong focus on both ethical leadership and 
curriculum design.  
 

• The primary school performance tables should be based 
on data from a three-year rolling period, rather than on 
results from a single year’s assessments.  
 

• School leaders and governors should ensure they 
understand their school’s performance data intimately, and 
that they are sufficiently skilled in analysing and 
interpreting data more generally. School leadership 
organisations, and providers of leadership programmes, 
should support them more effectively with this.  
 

• The government must be cautious about overinterpreting 
the data provided by the new Reception baseline 
assessment.  
 

• The government should continue to hold schools to 
account for both progress and attainment, but no 
judgements about a school should be based on the floor 
standard alone.  
 

• Schools should no longer be required to tell parents that 
their child has or has not ‘met the expected standard’. 
Instead, parents should simply be told their child’s scaled 
scores on the Key Stage 2 tests, alongside their teachers’ 
broader assessment of their attainment and achievements. 
 

• The government must urgently commission research into 
the success of compulsory academisation as a school 
improvement mechanism, and share, lessons from multi-
academy trusts (MATs) which have or have not succeeded 
in improving underperforming schools. 
 

• In the current absence of evidence for the benefits of 
academisation as a driver of school improvement, the 
government should consider the wisdom of this being the 
only available action for schools in certain circumstances. 
 

• The government should investigate in detail the likely 
impact of possible changes to the current accountability 
system. They should also commit to regularly monitoring 
the way in which they hold schools to account, and to 
finding ways to minimise unintended and undesirable 
consequences on individual schools and on the education 
system as a whole.  
 

• The government should commit to piloting different 
approaches to accountability in order to explore potentially 
more effective long-term solutions.  
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