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Agenda Item 2               ES/S5/19/3/1 

Education and Skills Committee  
Scottish National Standardised Assessments 

Wednesday 23 January 2019 

INTRODUCTION 

The Committee has agreed to seek views on the evidence base for the recently introduced 
Scottish National Standardised Assessments (SNSAs). These are assessments in literacy 
and numeracy completed by school children in P1, P4, P7 and S3 which were introduced 
in 2017/18. The inquiry is focused on:  

• the evidence base for moving away from the Scottish Survey of Literacy and 
Numeracy (SSLN) and introducing standardised assessments at P1, P4, P7, S3; 

• what information the Government’s assessments can provide that contribute to 
improving the educational outcomes of children and young people; and 

• international comparisons to understand similar and differing approaches used 
elsewhere. 

On Wednesday 23 January 2019, the Committee will take evidence from— 

• Keir Bloomer, Convener of the Education Committee, Royal Society of Edinburgh; 

• Professor Louise Hayward, University of Glasgow; and 

• Professor Lindsay Paterson, University of Edinburgh. 

Keir Bloomer is an independent education consultant, chair of the Education Committee of 
the Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE), former Director of Education at Clackmannanshire 
Council, and a member of Reform Scotland. 

Louise Hayward is Professor of Educational Assessment and Innovation at the University 
of Glasgow. She is an internationally recognised scholar of assessment and curricula, and 
she has been involved in policy development in these areas in a number of countries.  

Lindsay Paterson is Professor of Education Policy at the University of Edinburgh.  

Professor Paterson has long experience of research on topics in educational sociology, 
education policy and Scottish politics.  

The Committee took evidence from ADES, academics and assessment producers on 
Wednesday 9 January 2019.  The Committee has received eighteen written submissions 
which can be found on the Committee’s website. The SPICe briefing prepared for the 
Committee’s meeting on 9 January covered a number of themes and could be considered 
to be a brief summary of the submissions the committee has received; the paper also 
provided background information on the Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy 
(SSLN), the SNSA and the Achievement of Curriculum for Excellence Levels (ACEL).  The 
background section is included in the Annexe of this paper for Members’ ease of 
reference. 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11879
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110246.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Meeting%20Papers/20190109ES_Meeting_papers.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Meeting%20Papers/20190109ES_Meeting_papers.pdf
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This paper is formulated around two of the three focuses of the Committee’s inquiry: the 
evidence and outcomes.  Themes are structured within the overarching headings of: 
Evidence Base, and Usage and Outcomes.  

Professor Hayward is a founder member of the International Educational Assessment 
Network of academics.  She agreed to contact members of that network across the world 
and pass on a number of questions from SPICe about experience of assessments in their 
countries.  Responses from the network are summarised in Paper 3 and Professor 
Hayward may be able to answer questions on elements of those responses. 

EVIDENCE BASE FOR MOVING FROM SSLN TO SNSA 

The Scottish Government identifies the Achievement of Curriculum for Excellence Levels 
(ACEL) as replacing the Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy (SSLN).  ACEL was 
first published in 2016 and is a performance measure based on teacher judgement.  More 
information on the SSLN and ACEL can be found in the Annexe to this paper. 

In his submission to the Committee, the Cabinet Secretary says— 

“The Achievement of CfE Levels Return (not the Scottish National Standardised 
Assessment) is the replacement for the SSLN. Data is collected from schools each 
June detailing the proportion of children in P1, P4, P7 and S3 who have achieved 
the relevant Curriculum for Excellence level.” 

The Scottish Government’s submission states that the decision to discontinue the SSLN 
drew upon the conclusion of the OECD’s 2015 review of Broad General Education, 
Improving Schools in Scotland: An OECD Perspective (“the 2015 OECD review”) that 
Scottish education should— 

“Strike a more even balance between the formative focus of assessment and 
developing a robust evidence base on learning outcomes and progression.” 

The 2015 OECD Review explained further— 

“While learner outcomes should not be the only focus of a standards or appraisal 
system, stronger reference to learners’ progress will create improvement. The light 
sampling of literacy and numeracy at the national level has not provided sufficient 
evidence for stakeholders to use in their own evaluative activities or for national 
agencies to identify with confidence the areas of strength. Nor has it allowed 
identification of those aspects or localities where intervention might be needed. 
Local authorities have sought to fill this space with their own assessments but this is 
fragmented. The challenge now is to improve the quality of information on those 
aspects of CfE that are valued by stakeholders including all the capacities of CfE, 
while retaining the strongly formative focus.” 

In 2017, the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills stated— 

“The problem with the SSLN is that it does not enable us, when we see declining 
performance, to identify from the survey where that is happening. However, the data 
that we have requested to be put in place, which will be substantially reinforced by 
standardised assessments, will give us the ability to do that and to support young 
people to fulfil their potential as a result.” (OR 9 May 2017, Col 26) 

http://www.oecd.org/education/school/Improving-Schools-in-Scotland-An-OECD-Perspective.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/Improving-Schools-in-Scotland-An-OECD-Perspective.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10930&mode=pdf
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The Cabinet Secretary identified a number of advantages of the ACEL over the SSLN in 
the Scottish Government’s submission to this inquiry: 

• It empowers teachers and makes their professional judgement the key indicator of 
children’s progress prior to national qualifications; 

• It looks across the full CfE level (e.g. it is broader than just literacy and numeracy); 

• It is based within the curriculum and uses a broad range of sources; 

• It is aligned to systems that schools and local authorities already have in place; 

• It provides annual data at school and local authority level and data which is broken 
down by pupil characteristics, allowing school and local authority staff to analyse 
their own data for improvement purposes. National level data also contributes to 
national improvement planning. 

• It provides annual data on both literacy and numeracy and includes an additional 
stage, Primary 1, that was not covered by the SSLN; 

• The results can be published and used for improvement purposes more quickly than 
the SSLN – within 6 months of the data being collected.  

• Reflects the OECD’s view that “an assessment system that encompasses a variety 
of assessment evidence, that includes rich tasks and a clear indication of expected 
benchmarks referenced to the breadth and depth of the curriculum, can enhance 
teachers’ assessment skills and learners’ progress.”1  

The third annual ACEL was published in December 2018.  The ACEL data appears to 
have become more consistent since it was first published in 2016 but remains badged as 
experimental statistics.  The publication in December 2018 states that caution should be 
applied in comparing previous years’ releases. 

In terms of the SNSA, the Scottish Government’s submission states that it is aware 
evidence of standardised assessments from the rest of the UK and elsewhere and, as a 
result, the Government has sought to avoid approaches which would make the 
assessments “high-stakes”.  The Scottish Government also referred to the 2015 OECD 
Review which said, “the different approaches to assessment undertaken by the local 
authorities open up the risk of duplication and militate against gaining a clearer all-Scotland 
picture.” 

The Scottish Government’s submission also refers to a 2011 OECD review of large scale 
no-stakes standardised tests across OECD countries, Student Standardised Testing: 
Current Practices in OECD Countries and a Literature Review (“The 2011 OECD review”).  
The 2011 OECD review highlighted six “lessons” for policy makers to ensure that 
standardised testing is “more conducive to improving school outcomes”.  These lessons 
were: 

• Clearly establish the purpose of the test and allow this to lead all following test 
design, implementation and use decisions; 

                                                
1 Improving Schools in Scotland: An OECD Perspective (2015): page 157 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/5kg3rp9qbnr6-en.pdf?expires=1545998088&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=5B9BEA660FCB26F88BE28FF21AD1632C
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/5kg3rp9qbnr6-en.pdf?expires=1545998088&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=5B9BEA660FCB26F88BE28FF21AD1632C
https://www.oecd.org/education/school/Improving-Schools-in-Scotland-An-OECD-Perspective.pdf
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• Be cautious in employing large-scale, standardised tests that serve multiple 
purposes; 

• Testing standards should be aligned with the national curriculum to testing 
standards  

• Develop assessment literacy of teachers and administrators  

• Reduce distortion and strategic behaviour by increasing teacher involvement and 
buy-in from an early stage; and 

• Incorporate multiple measures of achievement especially in systems where 
standardised tests may be perceived as ‘high-stakes’ for teachers and school 
administrators. 

Theme 1: Purposes 

The purposes of a standardised assessment are linked to how the data from the 
assessments will be used.  The Scottish Government has identified two purposes for 
SNSAs: as formative2 or diagnostic3 assessments; and to contribute to teacher judgments 
on the progress of children within the curriculum.  Teacher judgements can be used at a 
number of levels to inform practice or policy, i.e. individual, class, school, local authority or 
national levels.  For example, the Scottish Government’s submission to the Committee 
notes that the SNSAs support teacher’s judgements in the context of the annual returns for 
ACEL. The 2018 ACEL publication was the first where teachers could use SNSAs to 
inform their returns of pupil achievement. 

In her submission, Professor Louise Hayward stated— 

“Traditionally, assessment systems serve three main purposes, to inform learning, 
to sum up learning over time and to hold people to account. Assessment information 
gathered about the past is only helpful if it informs future action that leads to 
improvement. Children are not data – they are not numbers. They are people with 
lives and futures that depend on successful learning relationships. Learning must be 
our principal concern.” 

The Royal Society of Edinburgh’s (RSE) submission stated— 

“When the Scottish Government consulted on the National Improvement Framework 
in 2015, it recognised that while almost all local authorities used some form of 
standardised assessment, they used different approaches which made it difficult to 
share, collect and analyse consistent and comparable data and information, thereby 
limiting the ability to develop a national level picture. The need to address this 
seemed to be the primary basis for the introduction of the SNSAs. 

“Notwithstanding these observations, when they were proposed there seemed to be 
a lack of clarity over the primary purpose of the SNSAs, particularly whether they 
were meant to evaluate the performance of the school education system or if they 

                                                
2 Formative assessments are assessments that are used to inform future teaching and learning. 
3 Northern Ireland’s Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment states that diagnostic 
assessments are strongly linked to formative assessments and “often takes place at the beginning of a 
learning programme and can be used to identify pupils’ strengths and areas for improvement”. 

http://ccea.org.uk/curriculum/assess_progress/types_assessment/formative
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were to provide a diagnostic assessment at the level of the individual child, or 
perhaps even a combination of these two potential aims.” 

As noted above, the 2011 OECD review suggested that caution should be taken in having 
more than one purpose for a standardised assessment.  The OECD stated— 

“There is agreement across the literature that the purpose behind a standardised 
test should guide the rationale for the assessment and feed into the design and 
implementation of the test, as well as steer the use of the test results.” 

On 9 January, Juliette Mendelovits from the Australian Council for Educational Research 
(“ACER”) which developed the SNSAs told the Committee that there are “two really 
important purposes”.  The first purpose is— 

“to give teachers good information about where children are in their stage of 
learning, which allows them to reflect on where those children are and to find out 
something new about them to help them to take the next steps. It allows them to 
reflect on whether children are showing challenges in their state of learning or are 
going great guns, so that something could be done to help them to extend.” 

The second purpose Ms Mendelovits identified was— 

“to help the Scottish Government and the education community to improve the 
overall capacity of children in literacy and numeracy and to close the attainment 
gap. In order to have information about what the gap is and whether it is being 
widened or narrowed, one needs national-level data as well as data at the individual 
school level.” (OR, 9 January 2019, Col 15) 

Mhairi Shaw who is the Director of Education at East Renfrewshire Council and was 
speaking on behalf of the Association of Directors of Education in Scotland agreed that 
both of these purposes are important.  However, she placed both of these purposes within 
the functionality of the SNSA to “confirm and verify or moderate teachers’ assessments” of 
children’s achievement. (OR 9 January 2018, Col 17)    

The EIS’ submission noted that there is a difference between SNSAs being used to 
confirm or inform teacher judgement.  Its submission states— 

“Clearly there remains misunderstanding of the intention that the results of SNSAs 
should ‘inform’, not ‘confirm’, teacher professional judgement of children’s progress. 
Misuse of the results in this regard will simply serve to undermine the place of 
teacher professional judgement – a cornerstone principle of CfE- to the detriment of 
teaching and learning. The EIS welcomes the recent endeavour of ADES and 
Scottish Government to ensure clarity in terms of the relationship of SNSAs to 
teacher professional judgement.” 

SNSAs can be taken at any time of year and are not intended to be sat in cohorts.  Ms 
Shaw stated that SNSAs in her local authority are taken “later in the school year once the 
teachers think that the children are ready to take the assessments against the national 
benchmarks”.  East Renfrewshire has a six-week window for SNSAs around May and Ms 
Shaw stated that this “helps with the norming exercises” (i.e. determining the levels of 
performance in a cohort – this can be used to measure an individual’s SNSA performance 
in relation to their peers). (OR 9 January 2018, Col 21) 
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The purpose of the discontinued SSLN was to monitor national standards of performance 
of literacy and numeracy over time.  In literacy, the SSLN covered reading, writing and 
listening and talking, and the SSLN also included pupil and teacher questionnaires on, for 
example, attitudes to learning.  The SSLN covered independent schools, which are not 
included in ACEL. 

Members may wish to explore with the panel— 

• Whether the purposes of the SNSA reflect good practice in assessment. 

• Whether the purposes are clearly understood by stakeholders and the impact 
of any misunderstanding of the purposes. 

• The extent to which the design of the SNSAs is matched to the purposes. 

• Whether there is a conflict between the two purposes identified by the 
Scottish Government.  Whether both stated purposes arise from a single 
function – to inform teacher judgement – and what implications does this 
have in analysing aggregated SNSA data.  

• To what degree the timing of the test is important to meet the two stated 
purposes. 

• Whether and how the SSLN’s purpose of monitoring national standards of 
performance over time is met by the SNSA and ACEL. 

Theme 2: Reliability, validity and links to learning 

Submissions from the three witnesses and others refer to the concepts of reliability and/or 
validity.  The reliability of a test refers to whether the test is free from chance effects – that 
is, it will produce a similar result for children of similar ability.  Validity refers to whether the 
test provides information on what is sought to be tested.  There is often a trade-off betwen 
reliability and validity when designing a performance measure.  Professor Hayward’s 
submission stated— 

“In general, the advantage that standardised tests have in respect of reliability often 
reduces their validity as means of assessing progress in the planned curriculum, 
because many aspects of this cannot be assessed through test items that match 
statistical reliability criteria.” 

The 2011 OECD review suggests that a measure of performance should incorporate a 
number of different measures to increase validity. The NASUWT argued that for a broad 
suite of evidence to be used in monitoring performance.  Its submission stated— 

“It is important that the inherent limitations of tests as a form of assessment are 
recognised. All assessments, tests included, are subject to limitations in terms of 
their validity and reliability. In short, a test cannot tell you everything about what a 
learner knows and can do in a subject area. Problems arise when too much weight 
is placed on test outcomes to reach judgements about the performance of the 
system as a whole, or that of local authorities and schools. The SNSA results can 
only ever form a small part of the evidential framework determining how the 
educational outcomes of children and young people have been affected.” 
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Juliette Mendelovits from ACER told the Committee on 9 January that— 

“The SNSA is one contribution to the overall assessment picture and it is taken into 
account along with all the other kinds of assessment that teachers do daily in their 
classroom practice.” (OR, Col 18) 

The national measure of performance and replacement for the SSLN is the ACEL.  The 
ACEL is based on teachers’ judgement, which in turn are informed by the SSNA results for 
their class.  One of the benefits of ACEL identified by the Scottish Government is that “it 
looks across the full CfE level (e.g. it is broader than just literacy and numeracy)”.  In his 
submission to the Committee, Professor Lindsay Paterson argued that teacher 
judgements, on their own, are not as reliable as a standardised assessments. He stated— 

“Teacher judgements are – with the best will in the world – not so reliable as 
standardised assessments. The reason is that teachers (at all levels, from pre-
school to university) inevitably are biased towards optimism and towards the level of 
attainment that is officially expected of the students in their class.” 

Professor Hayward stated in her submission that assessment is “inextricably linked” with 
the curriculum and pedagogy.  An important aspect of validity of a standardised 
assessment, which measures achievement within a curriculum, is how well it reflects that 
curriculum.  Juliette Mendelovits told the Committee that SNSAs cover only literacy and 
numeracy parts of the curriculum and only a portion of those elements of CfE.4  The 
Scottish Government’s submission to the Committee stated— 

“Alignment to the Scottish curriculum is also key for Scottish teachers and sets the 
SNSA apart from other standardised assessments previously used by schools and 
local authorities. All questions in the SNSA are quality assured by Education 
Scotland and questions are trialled during the previous year to ensure they are 
appropriate for children and young people.” 

The EIS’s submission argued— 

“The coverage of SNSAs in terms of the knowledge and skills assessed is […] quite 
limited, as is the assessment information elicited. In the case of the Literacy 
assessment pertaining to Writing, for example, it provides only minimal diagnostic or 
summative data (depending on how the assessments are used), on children’s grasp 
of some technical aspects of writing – spelling, grammar and punctuation. (In this 
regard, the assessments do not align well with how writing is or should be taught, 
which calls into question the reliability and validity of the information that they 
provide on children’s understanding of writing.)” 

Upstart Scotland’s submission argues that by only focusing on literacy and numeracy and 
the introduction of benchmarks and the SNSAs had “effectively downgraded the 
educational importance of health and well-being” within CfE.  Professor Sue Ellis told the 
Committee on 9 January 2019 that data on health and wellbeing is being collected at a 
school level and should not form part of the SNSA.5 

Upstart Scotland also stated that “introducing a SNSA for literacy and numeracy skills in 
P1, when children are four or five, is entirely inconsistent with high-quality early years 
pedagogy”.  Professor Paterson’s submission noted “the tests for P1 were closely based 

                                                
4 OR 9 January 2019 (Col 31) 
5 OR 9 January 2019 (Col 39) 
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on the curriculum for P1, and so if the tests are not thought to be valid for P1 then the 
same doubt must apply to the curriculum there”. 

The Scottish Government’s review of the first year of SNSAs found that around half of the 
assessments were undertaken in May 2018. Professor Christine Merrell from Durham 
University said, “it is problematic to have a standardisation that covers a large stage as 
well as the age, especially for the younger year groups.”6  The first national report on the 
SNSAs stated— 

“Given the possibility of administering SNSA throughout the school year, results 
from all learners should be interpreted with some caution when making any 
comparative judgements about individuals or groups.” (p9) 

Juliette Mendelovits explained that to cover the range of times at which a child may sit an 
SNSA, ACER had produced two norming studies, one in November and one in March, 
which provide national benchmarks for individuals who took SNSAs the first and second 
halves of the academic year respectively.  The norming studies are based on 
representative samples of the cohort.7 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• The extent to which SNSAs accurately and comprehensively assess the 
literacy and numeracy of an individual. 

• How well-aligned the SNSA is to Curriculum for Excellence and teaching in 
classrooms. 

• To what extent taking SNSAs at different points in the year allow for 
comparisons to be made of: individuals against the norming studies; and of 
aggregated data at school or local authority levels. 

• The extent to which using SNSA data to inform ACEL provides an appropriate 
balance between validity and reliability for a national or regional measure of 
progress, covering the curriculum and providing accurate and comparable 
data. 

Theme 3: Possible gaps in the data collected 

Professor Sue Ellis highlighted that work she had undertaken with the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation had found that— 

“There was no way to assess whether an initiative had closed or widened the gap, 
because there was no data. The report called for better data in schools.” (OR 9 
January 2019, Col 3) 

Professor Hayward’s submission to the Committee stated that— 

“The Scottish Education system is replete with data but these data are not always 
well targeted, as dependable as we might wish them to be or used to best effect.” 

                                                
6 OR 9 January 2019 (Col 13) 
7 OR 9 January 2019 (Col 16) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-national-standardised-assessments-national-report-academic-year-2017-2018/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-national-standardised-assessments-national-report-academic-year-2017-2018/
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One of the themes of discussion on the removal of SSLN is that is provided good data at a 
national level, which has not been fully replaced by the SNSA and ACEL.  One aspect of 
this is learners’ attitudes to learning.  Mhairi Shaw highlighted this as having been “very 
valuable information” that could be used by local authorities to make improvements.8 
Juliette Mendelovits from ACER also raised this issue with the Committee— 

“Another important area that could be developed alongside or in the SNSA is 
qualitative explanatory information about, for example, how children engage with 
their learning, what their attitudes are to learning and what the school atmosphere is 
like. Currently, there is no instrument or survey mechanism in the SNSA, or 
alongside the SNSA, that captures such information. If ways of managing that could 
be integrated with the SNSA, that would be really helpful in trying to work out why 
things are happening in the way that they are.” (OR 9 January 2019, Col 9) 

The RSE argued that the SNSA had less information on individuals’ backgrounds than the 
SSLN.  Its submission stated— 

“This provided scope to investigate the effects of poverty on educational attainment, 
for example. The introduction of the SNSAs need not have come at the expense of 
the SSLN. The respective strengths of both means that they could co-exist and 
complement one another very well, particularly with a view to enabling a more 
detailed analysis of the effects of poverty on learners’ progress.” 

Professor Paterson noted that dedicated surveys of pupils such as the SSLN have 
advantages, he stated— 

“Good-quality surveys can be as closely based on the curriculum as the SNSA, and 
can use assessments that are as reliable as in the SNSA. In addition, the great 
strength of surveys is that they can gather a much wider range of information than 
the SNSA currently has access to that is relevant to understanding the development 
of pupils and of the school system as a whole.” 

Professor Paterson also highlighted that the SSLN collected views of teachers on the 
curriculum.  Professor Paterson suggested that the strengths of standardised assessment 
and surveys could be combined and suggested the National Pupil Database as an 
example of this synthesis. 

As noted above, the SNSA norming studies are based on representative samples of the 
cohort.  Ms Mendelovits suggested that the norming studies should be undertaken 
regularly to “track how the nation is performing over time” and that the Scottish 
Government is considering this.9   

The submission from ACER highlighted that from the beginning of the current academic 
year, SNSA reports will include “long scales” and “normative reference points”.  The first 
national SNSA report explains that the long scale will provide a “more refined scale for 
each subject area”.  Professor Paterson expanded on this in his submission, saying— 

“These will enable each pupil to be placed on a scale that stretches from early P1 to 
the end of S3. The scale is based on the curriculum that covers these ages. In due 
course, it would be straightforward to link pupils’ results on these scales to their 
results in SQA examinations beyond S3, and so the SNSA results will be able to 

                                                
8 OR 9 January 2019 (Col 13) 
9 OR 9 January 2019 (Cols 16-17) 
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make a valuable contribution to understanding how students enter higher education 
or the labour market.” 

Professor Paterson also identified the possibility of using longitudinal data to track the 
progress of children as they move through the education system as being particularly 
useful for researchers.  The RSE’s submission however stated, “the data from the SNSAs 
are not made available to independent researchers so they cannot be used for more 
sophisticated analyses to address policy relevant issues in education, including the 
attainment gap”. 

The Committee has explored the data collected in relation to additional support needs. 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• Whether the range of educational data is, or will be, sufficient to assess if 
interventions have been effective.   

• Whether there remain gaps in the collected or published data which could be 
used to contribute to improving the educational outcomes of children and 
young people.  What these additional data are and whether they could easily 
be added to existing surveys or collections. 

• Whether the panel has explored gaining access to the new educational data.  
How this access compares with previous data sets. 

• How the data available to policy makers and researchers in Scotland 
compares to other countries. 

USAGE AND EDUCATIONAL OUTCOMES OF CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 

How the data produced by SNSA and ACEL is used by teachers, senior leadership, local 
authorities and national bodies is an important element to whether the purposes are met.  
For example, Northern Ireland’s Council for the Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment  
stated that whether an assessment is formative or summative is not intrinsic to the test 
itself but relies on how the assessment is used. 

This section will explore three themes: the data produced by the SNSA; how teachers will 
use the data; and how it will be used to support children’s and young people’s outcomes. 

Theme 4: Data produced by the SNSA 

In its submission, ACER sets out the data available to teachers— 

“In addition to the quantitative elements of reporting on SNSA, teachers receive 
detailed information about the content of the assessments: a general description of 
the kinds of skills, knowledge and understanding demonstrated by the learner on 
the assessment, and also a description of the area assessed by each question 
administered to each learner, and the learners’ success or otherwise on those 
questions. These qualitative elements of the reports allow formative analysis of 
learners’ strengths and weaknesses in the subject area. The reporting reflects the 
organisers identified in the CfE benchmarks, to link directly to Scottish curriculum 
descriptions … 

http://ccea.org.uk/curriculum/assess_progress/types_assessment/formative
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“The suite of online reports generated from SNSA covers a range of uses at the 
school level. Individual reports, available immediately upon a learner’s completion 
of an assessment, indicate the learner’s level of attainment on the SNSA long scale 
and their performance in that subject in relation to Scottish norms. Group 
diagnostic reports show, as well as aggregate scores, how learners have 
performed on individual questions, and describe what each question is designed to 
assess. This diagnostic information can be interpreted and used by teachers to 
guide next steps in learning and teaching at both class and individual level, and to 
indicate – alongside their own judgements of learner’s strengths and weaknesses – 
where interventions might be required. Group aggregate reports present 
aggregated results for subgroups of learners, such as classes within a year group, 
gender groups or learners with English as an Additional Language (EAL).  

“A suite of online and offline reports for local authorities is also provided as part of 
the SNSA programme.” 

Most local authorities have used standardised assessments.  Mhairi Shaw from ADES told 
the Committee that around 31 local authorities used standardised assessment, of these 
around 24 local authorities utilised CEM and in her authority, East Renfrewshire, the 
council had developed its own.  In comparing the SNSA to East Renfrewshire’s 
assessments, she said— 

“At this point I am not sure whether the SNSAs are giving us any more information 
other than the ability to look at how children are doing against a national 
benchmark.” (OR 9 January 2019, Col. 32) 

A survey of EIS members found mixed views on the usefulness of the SNSA data.  Some 
teachers welcomed the SNSAs as providing valuable data on their pupils’ strengths and 
weaknesses’; some valued the SNSA as an aid to confirm their own judgements on 
whether pupils had met the CfE level.  Other teachers were less appreciative of the data 
with a number of comments about the lack of detail on the questions pupils had answered 
and that it wasn’t providing additional information.  One teacher stated— 

“It did highlight some pupils requiring support but I was already aware of these from 
my own assessments.” 

Two groups that the ACER submission did not directly address were parents and pupils.  
Professor Paterson’s submission stated that pupils would benefit from SNSAs from having 
realistic targets and reliable evidence about how they are progressing; parents would be 
similarly well-informed.  Professor Hayward noted that it is important how results are 
communicated; in relation to learners, her submission stated— 

“Motivation matters and assessment information should encourage learners to make 
progress not label or categorise them in ways that make them less likely to want to 
learn.” 

The NPFS’s submission praised the information the SNSA provides to teachers but was 
less complimentary about the information produced for parents.  It stated— 

“We are disappointed that somewhere in the education chain, this thorough 
summary and the teacher’s wide knowledge of each child is diluted to report cards 
that parents frequently tell us are almost meaningless.” 
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Education Scotland’s submission referred to its 2017 report Quality and improvement in 
Scottish education 2012-2016 and highlighted that the report noted a need for primary 
schools to have better assessment arrangements and a “shared understanding of 
standards within Curriculum for Excellence levels.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• What additional information is available to teachers, school leaders and local 
authorities through the SNSA that was not available before.  How does this 
information compare to standardised tests that take place in other countries. 

• How information on results of the SNSA should be provided to learners and 
parents to best support learning.  

• To what extent will standardised tests help to create a “shared understanding 
of standards within Curriculum for Excellence levels.”  What benefits this may 
bring. 

Theme 5: Data literacy, usage and accountability 

The 2011 OECD noted that “without adequate training, teachers may not have the 
assessment literacy and ability to appropriately interpret results and to identify areas where 
curricular strategies may require adjustment”.  The Scottish Government’s submission to 
the Committee stated— 

“An extensive training programme, provided by SCHOLAR from Heriot Watt 
University, was rolled out across the country. The training courses have been 
extended to cover everything from how to set up and run the assessments to how to 
use the data for improvement, and how to support children with additional special 
needs (ASN). These courses are available in multiple formats including on-line. The 
evaluations have been very positive (95% rated satisfactory or better) and support 
teacher development.” 

The SNSA website states that there are three training courses available in the current 
academic year.  The courses take between 1 and 2 hours.  The second available course, 
An Introduction to Analysing SNSA Data, includes the “interpretation of data and the 
pedagogical aspects of using the assessments in the context of teachers’ professional 
judgement”. 

Professor Ellis highlighted that the correlation between standardised assessment scores 
and the eventual outcomes of individuals is low and therefore caution should be taken 
developing interventions (such as setting or catch-up classes) solely using outputs from 
standardised assessments which would be “unethical”.  In terms of predictivity, Professor 
Ellis stated that the SNSA would have to run for 12 to 15 years before their level of 
predictivity of outcomes for young people could be determined.  There was agreement 
from all of the panel on 9 January that SNSA (and any standardised assessment) data 
provides only a snapshot of information and should be used with other data to inform 
practice. 

The Scottish Government’s submission states that SNSAs are “Not for accountability 
purposes, no school or local authority level data is published.”  It also notes that in other 
jurisdictions, where standardised assessments are used to hold elements of education to 
account, there is evidence that this can “lead to adverse behaviours such as teaching to 

https://education.gov.scot/Documents/QuISE_full_2012_16_web.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/Documents/QuISE_full_2012_16_web.pdf
https://standardisedassessment.gov.scot/teachers/#heading-11902
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the test, the narrowing of the school curriculum and focusing time and resources on 
children and young people who are “borderline””.   

The Scottish Government however explains that SNSA data will be used to drive 
improvement activity.  Its submission stated— 

“The system also provides class, school and local authority level reports all of which 
are designed to be used for improvement purposes. The class and school level 
reports are comprehensive and enable detailed analysis. This allows teachers and 
school managers to identify patterns in learning across groups of children and 
identify areas of strength or development needs.” 

Professor Hayward’s submission refers to unintended consequences of standardised tests 
as “washback”.  She stated— 

“Washback effects commonly include teaching to narrowly defined tests, narrowing 
the curriculum, teaching test behaviours, demotivating more vulnerable pupils and 
reducing levels of teachers’ confidence in their professional judgement and in their 
wider professionalism. The decision of the Scottish Government not to collect data 
from standardised assessment separately from evidence from teachers’ 
professional judgement was a welcome attempt to reduce the stakes of 
standardised assessment in Scotland.” 

Upstart Scotland argued in its submission that while the tests may not be designed as 
high-stakes, the contested nature of education policy creates an environment where 
pressure is placed on the system to maximise measurable performance. The RSE’s 
submission also highlights the risk of standardised testing resulting in adverse behaviours.  
Its submission stated— 

“There [needs] to be a clear and consistent understanding of the role of assessment 
among teachers, schools and local authorities to avoid the SNSAs being used in 
ways that distort learning and teaching practices, for example ‘teaching to the test’ 
and/or being viewed and used as an accountability mechanism. However, the role 
of the SNSAs in helping to inform teacher professional judgement and, in turn, the 
connection to the annual publication of the extent to which learners are achieving 
the expected CfE levels in literacy and numeracy for their relevant stage, may mean 
that the SNSAs are perceived by teachers and schools as an accountability 
measure rather than as a learning and development tool.” 

The potential for adverse consequences of standardised tests is covered by many 
respondents to the Committee’s inquiry.  During evidence on 9 January, Professor Ellis 
suggested that a system of checks and balances should be in place ensure that SNSAs 
are low stakes, she said— 

“We should ask HMIE and Education Scotland, when they inspect schools, to ask 
parents about things such as teaching to the test and repetitive testing. That 
monitoring has to be built in. We also need to consider how the inspectorate thinks 
about, uses and talks about data and look at the language that we use in that regard 
… unions and local authorities [could] have robust whistleblowing processes for 
teachers who feel that they are being pressurised to use data in inappropriate 
ways.” (OR 9 January 2019, Col 26) 
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Professor Ellis stated that taking these practical steps to ensure that assessments are 
used well could be a hard task.  She said that Scotland “would probably be the only nation 
that I have heard of that has such checks and balances in place”.10 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• What are the key data literacy skills required by teachers to be able to utilise 
SNSA data to improve classroom practice. 

• Whether the panel agrees that there is a risk of schools acting “unethically” 
as a result of SNSA data.  How might this be mitigated. 

• To what degree the use of SNSA data to support improvement and identify 
areas of development could be seen to be an accountability measure by 
teachers and schools.  Whether this may lead to “adverse behaviours such as 
teaching to the test, the narrowing of the school curriculum”. 

• What mechanisms might be employed to ensure that SNSAs are not 
considered high-stakes tests.  Are there examples of practice in other 
countries of how to avoid tests being treated as high-stakes that could be 
adopted in Scotland. 

Theme 6: Outcomes 

Professor Hayward’s submission stated, “if information gathered is not used to inform 
improvements in learning, it is not worth gathering.”   

The two purposes of the SNSA are to be formative or diagnostic assessments to support 
learning in the classroom and to support teacher judgement of the achievement of CfE 
levels. Education Scotland’s submission stated— 

“The SNSA provide teachers with an invaluable resource to identify key strengths in 
a child's progress and crucially identify areas where a child may need further 
support. This is especially valuable in the early years. P1 teachers use the 
information the assessments provide to tailor support and to personalise 
approaches to ensure children get the very best start in their education. It can also 
inform how the curriculum is shaped across a cohort. For example, where a gap has 
been identified for a number of children, appropriate learning opportunities and 
support can be developed in a more targeted way.” 

Professor Ellis contrasted the SNSA data to the SSLN, suggesting that the SNSA provides 
data that is of use at a classroom level whereas the SSLN was of interest to “politicians 
and the odd academic”.  She continued— 

“We need something that has purchase with the practitioners who can make a 
difference. It has to speak to the teaching and learning that goes on in classrooms 
and how teachers think about the children sitting in front of them.” 

This is echoed in Professor Merrell from CEM’s submission to the Committee which said— 

                                                
10 OR 9 January 2019, Col 26 
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“Providing teachers with high-quality information about their pupils’ development 
linked to research-based effective strategies for teaching and learning will enable 
them to make the most of this crucial developmental period of children’s lives.” 

Mhairi Shaw provided the Committee details of how a local authority may use data from 
both standardised assessments and teachers’ judgements. 

“We can use and cut that information in lots of different ways to have conversations. 
In essence, it is just about asking questions through the analysis of the data that it 
generates. For example, it might show that, at a school level, particular 
components, such as addition and subtraction, are not being taught particularly well. 
If we looked at that as a local authority and found it to be an issue across the 
authority, it would be incumbent on us to do something to bring about improvement, 
including by helping teachers to improve the learning experiences of youngsters. 
That is how the data is used formatively, and that summative information that we will 
get will allow us to do that.” (OR 9 January 2018, Col 25) 

The SNSA also contributes to national level data on the performance of the education 
system both in the publication of national SNSA data and in supporting teachers’ 
judgements for their returns for ACEL.  As noted above, ACEL is considered to be the 
replacement of the SSLN; it is considered as experimental and caution should be taken in 
making comparisons between local authorities and across different years. 

The guidance for teachers on how SNSAs should be administered states— 

“The assessments should not require a change to the way you teach and there 
should be no additional workload for you or for the children. However, you will need 
to think about how best to manage the assessments in your particular context and 
plan accordingly.” 

On behalf of Connect, George Gilchrist, a former headteacher and fellow of SCEL, 
gathered opinions of teachers and support staff on the SNSAs through social media in the 
summer of 2018.  A theme of the responses to Mr Gilchrist found was that teachers saw 
SNSAs as “just another add-on to workload, contributing little to understanding learners 
and where they are in their learning, they are viewed by many as another unnecessary 
chore driven by political agendas, not what is best for young learners.”11 

The EIS’ survey of teachers regarding SNSAs also found that additional workload was a 
concern for its members and that the SNSAs impinged on other activities.  The EIS 
stated— 

“Adequate staffing, smaller classes and ICT resources are key to the smoother 
deliver of SNSAs. Teachers in schools which had up-to-date hardware that is fully 
compatible with the assessments (namely iPads) identified fewer problems with 
practical delivery.” 

The EIS concluded that first year of SNSAs had been “expensive in terms of human 
resource and time”. 

                                                
11 Gilchrist (2018) Report for Connect (formerly SPTC) Scottish National Standardised Assessments (SNSA)   



 16 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• Whether the SNSAs support learning outcomes better than pre-existing local 
authority standardised assessments.  How could this be measured? 

• What are the barriers for teachers and senior leadership using SNSA to 
support learning and improve outcomes. 

• How and whether the SSLN was linked to improving learning outcomes.  How 
the national-level SNSA or ACEL data compares to the SSLN in supporting 
learning. 

• Whether there is a resource cost in undertaking SNSAs and how one might 
factor in this cost in assessing whether SNSAs improve outcomes. 

Ned Sharratt 
SPICe Research 
17 January 2018 
 

Note: Committee briefing papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish 
Parliament committees and clerking staff.  They provide focused information or respond 
to specific questions or areas of interest to committees and are not intended to offer 
comprehensive coverage of a subject area. 

The Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh, EH99 1SP www.parliament.scot 

 
  

http://www.parliament.scot/
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ANNEXE 

BACKGROUND 

Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy 

The Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy was an annual survey that sampled pupils’ 
performance in literacy and numeracy.  The annual survey covered pupils from P4, P7 and 
S2 and surveyed literacy and numeracy on alternate years. 

Purpose 

The SSLN was introduced in 2011 and was designed to support assessment approaches 
for Curriculum for Excellence (CfE). Building the Curriculum 5: A Framework for 
Assessment (BtC5) set out the approach to assessment for CfE. With regard to monitoring 
the performance of BtC5 stated— 

“In order to monitor national standards of performance over time, the Scottish 
Survey of Literacy and Numeracy (SSLN) will be adapted and fully aligned with 
Curriculum for Excellence and will focus on attainment in literacy and numeracy in 
schools … The SSLN will provide an assessment of learning and progress over time 
to monitor standards from year to year and over longer time periods.” (p47) 

SSLN was discontinued after the 2016 edition.  A total of six SSLNs were conducted, 
providing three sets of data for Numeracy and Literacy respectively.   

Methodology 

All schools in Scotland, excluding special schools, were asked to register for the SSLN 
each year. Schools with insufficient pupil numbers were not required to participate.  Using 
random sampling techniques, 3 pupils in each of P4 and P7 and 14 pupils in S2 were 
identified and took part in the survey. Nationally, about 4,000 pupils participated in the 
survey at each stage and would be a representative sample of the population. 

Participation in the survey took no longer than 2-3 hours.  Pupils selected to take part in 
the numeracy SSLN: completed written assessment booklets; participated in an interactive 
teacher/pupil assessment; and completed a questionnaire. 

Pupils selected to take part in the literacy SSLN: completed assessment booklets, paper-
based and online; participated in a group discussion or submitted class-based written 
work; and completed a questionnaire. 

A sample of teachers was also surveyed on their views and experiences on how 
Curriculum for Excellence was being implemented. 

Results 

The results of the 2016 survey showed declining performance in literacy on many of the 
measures.  The Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills acknowledged that the results 
were disappointing. (OR 9 May 2017, Col 22) 

The results of the 2015 survey also showed declining performance in numeracy on a 
number of measures.   

https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/341834/0113711.pdf
https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/Doc/341834/0113711.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10930&mode=pdf
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Monitoring performance over time 

The SSLN followed other data collections aimed at monitoring the performance of the 
education system.   

From 1998/99 to 2003/04, the 5-14 Attainment in Publicly Funded Schools collected data 
on reading, writing and mathematics of P2 to S2.  These data were based on teacher 
judgement.  The data was validated by tests in 2003. 

The Scottish Survey of Achievement was a sample survey of pupils' attainment in Scottish 
primary and secondary schools carried out annually from 2005 until 2009. It monitored 
performance and focused on a different aspect of the school curriculum each year. The 
survey also looked at performance of “core skills”.  

In 2017, the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills stated— 

“The problem with the SSLN is that it does not enable us, when we see declining 
performance, to identify from the survey where that is happening. However, the data 
that we have requested to be put in place, which will be substantially reinforced by 
standardised assessments, will give us the ability to do that and to support young 
people to fulfil their potential as a result.” (OR 9 May 2017, Col 26) 

In 2016, the Achievement of Curriculum for Excellence Levels (ACEL), based on teachers’ 
judgements was published for the first time.  The judgements from the most recent 
publication in December 2018 have been supported by results of the Scottish National 
Standardised Assessment.  More details on the ACEL can be found in the section below. 

Data across the different collections can be difficult to compare due to different 
methodology and the different measures used. 

Achievement of Curriculum for Excellence Levels 

The Achievement of Curriculum for Excellence Levels (ACEL) was first published in 2016.  
The Scottish Government identifies the ACEL as replacing the SSLN.  In his submission to 
the Committee, the Cabinet Secretary says— 

“The Achievement of CfE Levels Return (not the Scottish National Standardised 
Assessment) is the replacement for the SSLN. Data is collected from schools each 
June detailing the proportion of children in P1, P4, P7 and S3 who have achieved 
the relevant Curriculum for Excellence level.” 

The Cabinet Secretary identified a number of advantages of the ACEL: 

• It empowers teachers and makes their professional judgement the key indicator of 
children’s progress prior to national qualifications; 

• It looks across the full CfE level (e.g. it is broader than just literacy and numeracy); 

• It is based within the curriculum and uses a broad range of sources; 

• It is aligned to systems that schools and local authorities already have in place; 

• It provides annual data at school and local authority level and data which is broken 
down by pupil characteristics, allowing school and local authority staff to analyse 

https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/School-Education/Pub514Attainment
https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/School-Education/SSA2008
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10930&mode=pdf
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their own data for improvement purposes. National level data also contributes to 
national improvement planning. 

• It provides annual data on both literacy and numeracy and includes an additional 
stage, Primary 1, that was not covered by the SSLN; 

• The results can be published and used for improvement purposes more quickly than 
the SSLN – within 6 months of the data being collected.  

• Reflects the OECD’s view that “an assessment system that encompasses a variety 
of assessment evidence, that includes rich tasks and a clear indication of expected 
benchmarks referenced to the breadth and depth of the curriculum, can enhance 
teachers’ assessment skills and learners’ progress.”12  

The first iteration of ACEL saw a very wide variation across local authorities in the 
achievement of CfE levels.  The statistics in 2016 were badged as experimental and the 
report on the statistics stated— 

“Comparisons between authorities, or between schools within and across 
authorities, should not be made without knowledge of the underlying approach to 
assessment and the context of the authority or school.” 

The data was more consistent in 2017 and 2018, although a similar caveat was applied to 
reports covering both releases.  Furthermore, the reports on the ACEL in 2017-18 and 
2016-17 stated that caution should be applied in comparing previous years’ releases.  The 
2018 release was still badged as experimental and was the first iteration of ACEL where 
teachers’ judgements could have been informed by SNSAs. 

Scottish National Standardised assessments 

Timeline of standardised assessments 

The Scottish Government’s Programme for Government 2015-2016 included an 
announcement that the Scottish Government would develop a National Improvement 
Framework (NIF) for Scottish Education.  The Scottish Government stated that as part of 
the NIF, it would develop a “new system of national, standardised assessment of children 
in P1, P4, P7 and S3, covering literacy and numeracy”, that it would “inform teacher 
judgement” and “bring consistency to the variety of different approaches to assessments 
currently followed in our 32 local authorities”.13 29 of the 32 local authorities were using 
their own standardised assessments, the exceptions being: Glasgow, South Lanarkshire 
and Perth and Kinross (albeit individual schools in those authority areas may have been 
using standardised assessments). 

In announcing the SNSAs during her speech on the programme for government in 
September 2015, the First Minister stated that the SNSAs would not increase workload 
and she continued— 

“I have no desire to see crude league tables that distort rather than enhance our 
understanding of children’s attainment and performance, but I am determined that 

                                                
12 Improving Schools in Scotland: An OECD Perspective (2015): page 157 
13 Scottish Government Programme for Government 2015-16 (p10 & p45) 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/achievement-curriculum-excellence-cfe-levels/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/achievement-curriculum-excellence-cfe-levels/
https://www.oecd.org/education/school/Improving-Schools-in-Scotland-An-OECD-Perspective.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/publication/2015/09/programme-government-2015-16/documents/00484439-pdf/00484439-pdf/govscot%3Adocument?forceDownload=true
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we make available much more information about performance in primary and lower 
secondary school. 

“Parents need meaningful information about the progress of their children. Teachers 
need to know which pupils are doing well and which ones need more support; 
governments—local and national— need to have reliable data to inform policy; and 
all of us need to know whether the twin aims of raising attainment overall and 
closing the attainment gap are being met.” (Official Report 1 September 2015 Col 
19) 

The Education and Culture Committee considered the National Improvement Framework 
as part of its work on the Education (Scotland) Bill in 2015.  A number of respondents to 
the Committee’s work noted risks of standardised assessments.  For example, The 
Learned Societies’ Group on Scottish Science Education argued that “standardised 
assessments can be an invaluable tool for informing policy and practice but only if used 
with care and in combination with other tools” and identified a number of risks of 
standardised assessments— 

• a distortion of teaching and learning, including “teaching to the test” and narrowing 
of the curriculum;  

• high-stakes testing resulting in the creation of school league tables; 

• increasing workload and bureaucracy for schools and teachers; and  

• increasing stress levels among teachers and learners.14 

In June 2016, the Scottish Government put the contract to develop SNSAs out to tender.  
In November 2016, the Government announced that ACER had been successful and 
awarded a contract at a value of £9m, excluding VAT.15  The Government also announced 
at this time that the tests would be adaptive, with the questions getting easier or harder 
depending on the responses to previous questions, and that teachers could decide when in 
the year their pupils would sit the SNSA.   

Larry Flanagan, the general secretary of the EIS, was reported to have said that many of 
the EIS’ concerns had been addressed, but he was still concerned about the possibility of 
the data being used to create league tables.16 

SNSAs began to be used in schools across Scotland in the 2017/18 academic year.  
Training for teachers was made available through SCHOLAR, an online learning resource 
developed by Heriot-Watt University.17  The GTCS reported that “a comprehensive training 
package has been developed and bespoke support and training will be provided as agreed 
with your local authority.”18 

In April 2018, Upstart Scotland launched a campaign opposing SNSAs in P1, which it 
argued are not compatible with a play-based approach in the early stage of CfE. 

                                                
14 THE LEARNED SOCIETIES’ GROUP ON SCOTTISH SCIENCE EDUCATION 
November 2015 The National Improvement Framework for Scottish Education: a response to the Scottish 
Government (sic)  
15 https://www.publiccontractsscotland.gov.uk/search/show/search_view.aspx?ID=NOV265101    
16 BBC 25 November 2018, John Swinney: New school tests are 'not high stakes' exams 
17 https://www.hw.ac.uk/about/news/internal/2017/scholar-partners-scottish-government-in.htm  
18 http://www.gtcs.org.uk/News/news/scottish-national-standardised-assessments-launched.aspx  

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10054&mode=pdf
https://www.acer.org/au/about-us/locations/united-kingdom
https://www.upstart.scot/play-not-tests-p1-document/
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_EducationandCultureCommittee/Education%20(Scotland)%20Bill/NIFLSGSubmission.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_EducationandCultureCommittee/Education%20(Scotland)%20Bill/NIFLSGSubmission.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_EducationandCultureCommittee/Education%20(Scotland)%20Bill/NIFLSGSubmission.pdf
https://www.publiccontractsscotland.gov.uk/search/show/search_view.aspx?ID=NOV265101
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-38110789
https://www.hw.ac.uk/about/news/internal/2017/scholar-partners-scottish-government-in.htm
http://www.gtcs.org.uk/News/news/scottish-national-standardised-assessments-launched.aspx


 21 

In August 2018, the Scottish Government produced a “user review” of the first year of the 
implementation of SNSAs. The key findings of this review were that there was a 94% 
completion rate, training had reached 7,700 participants, and that “there is growing 
evidence that the information generated by the assessments and reports is being used to 
plan effective next steps in learning.”  The review reported a positive response from senior 
local government officials about the SNSAs.  

The user review noted that concerns had been raised around the assessments for P1s.  
Concerns were raised around areas such as the technical capacity to take the 
assessments (both in terms of the available resource and children’s ability to use the 
technology), classroom management, question style, and the appropriateness of the 
assessments for P1s. The review reported that feedback from teachers was mixed 
however, with some teachers reporting a positive experience.  A number of “key 
enhancements” were identified by the review, including refreshing questions and 
establishing a “P1 Practitioner Improvement Forum”.   

The EIS undertook a survey of its members and fed in the results to the Scottish 
Government’s user review.  The survey received 460 responses from teachers and asked 
questions on: the timing of the assessments; practical delivery; alignment to CfE; user 
friendliness; and the usefulness of SNSA data.  The survey concluded that “on all five 
questions, the majority of respondents provided comments that were critical of SNSAs.” 

There followed a public debate on the suitability of tests at P1 and whether the 
assessments are compulsory. The Scottish Parliament passed a motion on 19 September 
2018 which called on the Scottish Government “to halt the tests in P1 and to reconsider the 
evidence and the whole approach to evaluating the progress of P1 pupils.” 

Following the debate on 19 September, the Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills 
announced gave a statement to Parliament on 25 October 2018.  He announced that he 
would commission a review of P1 tests and expects the review to be concluded by May 
2019.19  The review will provide recommendations on: 

• the compatibility of the assessments with the play-based approach to early levels of 
Curriculum for Excellence (CfE); 

• the usefulness of the diagnostic information provided to teachers and how it 
supports their professional judgement; and 

• the future of the assessments, in particular whether they continue in line with the 
current continuous improvement model, whether they should be substantially 
modified or whether they should be stopped. 

The first data from standardised assessments was published in December 2018. 

 

                                                
19 Official Report, 25 October 2018 (Col 44) 

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/report/2018/08/scottish-national-standardised-assessments-user-review-year-1-session-2017/documents/00539680-pdf/00539680-pdf/govscot%3Adocument?forceDownload=true
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/report/2018/08/scottish-national-standardised-assessments-user-review-year-1-session-2017/documents/00539680-pdf/00539680-pdf/govscot%3Adocument?forceDownload=true
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11726&mode=pdf
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PROFESSOR LOUISE HAYWARD - UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW SCHOOL OF 

EDUCATION 

Executive Summary 

The University of Glasgow welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Education and Skills 
Committee on the assessment issues under consideration. Assessment is one of the main areas 
of research of the University’s School of Education, which has a long history of involvement in 
assessment policy, practice and research in Scotland and in assessment systems 
internationally.  
 
Curriculum for Excellence and the values that lie behind it define what matters in the education 
of young people who are educated citizens in Scotland.  
  

• Curriculum (what matters in learning),  

• Pedagogy (how learning takes place) and  

• Assessment (showing how much and how well learners are learning)  
 

are inextricably linked. Within this context, assessment can be viewed from two perspectives. It 
can focus on the use of evidence to provide feedback to inform next steps in learning or on 
judging, comparing or categorising learners. To improve an education system, the focus has to 
be on learning. 
 
There is a persistent myth that Scotland does not record sufficient data to support improvement. 
The Scottish Education system is replete with data but these data are not always well targeted, 
as dependable as we might wish them to be or used to best effect.  
 
Key Points 
 
1. The assessment system in Scotland, the National Improvement Framework, should be 
a means to provide key participants, including learners themselves, with dependable 
evidence that they can use to improve learning. Much of the system is in place but we 
may need to review key aspects. Crucially, we need to build assessment capacity across 
the system. 
 
2. Traditionally, assessment systems serve three main purposes, to inform learning, to 
sum up learning over time and to hold people to account. Assessment information 
gathered about the past is only helpful if it informs future action that leads to 
improvement. Children are not data – they are not numbers. They are people with lives 
and futures that depend on successful learning relationships in and beyond the 
classroom. Learning must be our principal concern. 
 
3. In an assessment system every action taken has consequences. Whole-cohort tests 
and sample surveys are simply different ways to collect evidence. Each approach has 
advantages, disadvantages and consequences for learners and for learning. Scotland’s 
assessment system should promote only consequences that are positive for both. 
 
4. Assessment policy in Scotland - the National Improvement Framework - exists in a 
wider social context. The context within which policy emerges will influence how 
assessment policy is translated into practice. We can learn from our own previous 
experience in Scotland with Assessment 5-14. 
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The University of Glasgow is a founder member of IEAN, an International Educational 
Assessment Network of researchers and policy makers in twelve nations/states who 
share their insights and experiences of assessment. Members of this international 
network who are tackling similar issues can contribute to our thinking and to the 
deliberations of this Committee. 
 
Submission from the School of Education, University of Glasgow. 

1. The assessment system in Scotland, the National Improvement Framework, should be 
a means to provide key participants, including learners themselves, with dependable 
evidence that they can use to improve learning.   
 
In Scotland, information on progress in what matters in learning (assessment evidence) is 
generated at a number of levels, eg,  

• in classrooms – to determine how individual learners are progressing, using evidence 
collected to inform next steps in learning and to provide information for parents/carers;  

• the department/faculty/school to indicate how groups of learners are progressing, using 
evidence collected to inform better planning and classroom practice;  
in a local authority/regional improvement collaborative, using evidence to inform and share 
better understanding and expectations about learning across schools and action to improve 
it  

• for the nation to indicate how much and how well young people are learning in relation to 
the curriculum nationally, using evidence to identify trends, evaluate overall provision and 
inform action to promote better learning nationally (or for specific groups); 

• in society more widely assessment evidence, principally from the Scottish Qualifications 
Authority, is used to provide access to limited resources, eg, College or University, through 
a process of selection that seeks to be fair and transparent;  

• internationally -how comparative evidence from other countries can inform thinking about 
improving learning in Scotland, eg, through OECD’s international assessment survey 
(PISA) or through inviting OECD to review the Scottish education system. 

 
Evidence provides information for all of the above in our national assessment system (National 
Improvement Framework). This assessment evidence should serve as a major driver to ensure 
that Curriculum for Excellence promotes the best possible life chances for all of Scotland’s 
citizens, ie, an education system that is more socially just. However, the collection of evidence 
itself does not lead to improvement. Improvements in learning come from targeted action 
informed by high quality evidence from assessment approaches that are fit for purpose.  
 
Much of the framework to provide the information Scotland needs is already in place and is 
consistent with practice that is regarded as effective, eg, Synergies for Better Learning OECD 
(2015). There are, however, tasks to be undertaken to make sure that our current systems 
remain fit for purpose. For example, we may need to 

• review aspects of Curriculum for Excellence in the light of recent thinking about 
progression in learning  

• reflect on current assessment practices to ensure that all the data we gather matches a 
clear purpose  

• ensure that our system is efficient, so that different parts of the system are not duplicating 
the collection of information, we are not gathering more evidence that is required for our 
core purposes, and we are not gathering evidence where more time is spent in collecting 
information than in using it.   

If information gathered is not used to inform improvements in learning, it is not worth gathering. 
Persuading people to stop gathering data that they have traditionally collected is a very difficult 
task. 
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Future investment in assessment should pay particular attention to investing in people. If 
assessment is to support learning rather than superficial compliance with curriculum statements, 
all involved, including policy makers, practitioners, parents and young people, need to have a 
deep understanding of assessment purposes and practices. For example, if the whole curriculum 
matters, teachers’ professional learning may need to focus on the design of tasks that require 
the knowledge, understanding and skills specified across the curriculum.  Creating such tasks 
supported by professional learning opportunities related to monitoring pupils’ progress will 
develop and improve teachers’ professionalism. Although progress has been made in 
moderating teachers’ professional judgement, for those judgements to play their intended central 
role in Scotland’s assessment system, time and focus are required to ensure that professional 
judgement is consistently dependable. The confidence that develops from depth of 
understanding is a necessary part of developing the assessment culture that will consistently 
support the aspirations of Curriculum for Excellence.  
 
2. Traditionally, assessment systems serve three main purposes, to inform learning, to 
sum up learning over time and to hold people to account. Assessment information 
gathered about the past is only helpful if it informs future action that leads to 
improvement. Children are not data – they are not numbers. They are people with lives 
and futures that depend on successful learning relationships. Learning must be our 
principal concern. 
 
Assessment systems in education are complex and seek to serve a range of purposes. The 
Assessment Reform Group, an internationally recognized group of experts in educational 
assessment, identified three main assessment purposes in their publication Assessment in 
Schools – Fit for Purpose? (Mansell, James et al, 2010) *.  

• The use of assessment to help build pupils’ understanding, within day-to-day lessons. 

• The use of assessment to provide information on pupils’ achievements to those outside 
the pupil teacher relationship, eg, to parents (on the basis of in-class judgments by 
teachers and of test and examination results), and to further and higher education 
institutions and employers (through test and examination results). 

• The use of assessment data to hold individuals and institutions to account. 
These three main purposes interact in any national assessment system. Any action taken in one 
area will have an impact on the other areas. This phenomenon is commonly referred to as 
washback. 
 
Assessment systems provide information and influence what people do. A National Improvement 
Framework influences the actions of those who work within it, policy makers, practitioners and 
researchers. A current challenge internationally is how to make that influence positive, ie, 
enhance learning (Hayward, 2015). Too many current national performance frameworks have 
not had a positive influence (Mons, 2009); there is powerful, consistent evidence that high stakes 
test-based monitoring systems lead to undesirable effects. Washback effects commonly include 
teaching to narrowly defined tests, narrowing the curriculum, teaching test behaviours, 
demotivating more vulnerable pupils and reducing levels of teachers’ confidence in their 
professional judgement and in their wider professionalism. The decision of the Scottish 
Government not to collect data from standardised assessment separately from evidence from 
teachers’ professional judgement was a welcome attempt to reduce the stakes of standardised 
assessment in Scotland.  
 
Any decision about how to collect evidence at a national level has to consider the potential for 
washback and those responsible should seek to avoid predictable undesirable consequences 
and design a system where washback is positive, ie, leads to improvement in learning.  Above 
all, it is crucial to remember that behind every number or letter or comment lies a young person. 
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Motivation matters and assessment information should encourage learners to make progress 
not label or categorise them in ways that make them less likely to want to learn. 
 
In an assessment system every action taken has potential consequences for other parts 
of the system.  Standardised whole-cohort tests and sample surveys are simply different 
ways to collect evidence for particular purposes. Each approach has advantages, 
disadvantages and consequences for learners and for learning. Scotland’s assessment 
system should promote consequences that are positive. 

 
Surveys and standardised tests are two approaches that can be used to collect evidence to 
inform national decision making.  
Standardised assessments have advantages, eg, 

• They are designed by experts who have developed procedures to make them reliable. 

• They allow the performance of individuals and groups on the test to be compared with the 
average performance of the whole population that has been used to standardise the test; 
and they can indicate changes in performance over time. 

• The SNSA are diagnostic, in that they are linked to proposals for action based on each 
young person’s performance. 

• SNSA evidence for a group of young people may point to areas of the curriculum where 
the teacher needs to place future emphasis 

Standardised assessments have disadvantages, eg, 

• In general, the advantage that standardised tests have in respect of reliability often 
reduces their validity as means of assessing progress in the planned curriculum, because 
many aspects of this cannot be assessed through test items that match statistical reliability 
criteria 

• While they can provide information on a limited number of aspects of Curriculum for 
Excellence, they cannot do so on all that matters; eg, it is easier to measure a child’s 
phonic awareness than their motivation to read; yet both matter. Coverage of the 
curriculum is limited to those aspects that are readily measured, and by keeping tests to 
an acceptable length. 

• The use or misuse of standardised assessment data can lead to the washback effects 
described in the previous section. 

• There are many practical issues that prevent standardised assessment being enacted as 
intended – lack of access to technology, perceived pressure, alternative understandings 
of the nature of the assessment, perceptions that data will be used for purposes of 
comparison. 

Learning in schools and classrooms is based on dialogue and standardised assessments based 
on the performance of the child do not recognise this 
 
Sample Surveys have advantages, eg,  

• They can provide dependable national level data without identifying individual schools and 
teachers and thus avoiding the washback effects of whole-cohort approaches. 

• They can monitor national levels of performance in learning over time, providing 
information about the impact of Curriculum for Excellence. 

• They can be designed to sample a wider range of aspects of the curriculum than is 
possible in a whole-cohort test, including aspects that are harder to measure, for example 
though observation of tasks and questionnaire enquiries, as was the case in a previous 
survey, the Scottish Survey of Achievement (SSA). 

• They can over time provide evidence on different areas of the curriculum  beyond English 
and Mathematics  (the SSA provided information on Literacy and Numeracy in Science 
and Social Subjects as well as in English and Mathematics). 

• The survey sample can be adapted for different purposes, eg, a boosted sample can give 
a local authority or a regional collaborative information specific to that context or 
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information can be generated relating to a specific population for a specific purpose – eg, 
boys’ performance in reading. 

• As surveys in Scotland were designed in partnership with teachers, involvement in the 
process helped to build capacity.  

Surveys have disadvantages, eg, 

• Commonly, they do not offer information on every pupil. 

• If the survey sample is too small the evidence emerging can be compromised. 

• Surveys are often poorly understood and they come under attack for not addressing 
purposes they were never designed to serve. 

 
It is difficult to be certain why the decision was taken to move away from the use of the SSLN 
survey, but there were a number of contributory factors which led to a negative perception in 
Scotland of the survey method of monitoring achievement, in contrast to the very positive 
international view of this approach as it had been applied in Scotland. Possible factors were: 
 

• A misinterpretation of the recommendations of the OECD report. A view emerged that the 
OECD had recommended the introduction of standardised assessment. The OECD report 
recommended an 'integrated framework for assessment'. The final paragraph on p.161 is 
clear: 

 ‘Currently, however, the way national assessment is constructed in Scotland does not 
provide sufficiently robust information at all levels of the system, including LAs or an 
individual school or across important domains of CfE for learners and their teachers. This 
problem does not mean that everyone must be tested at particular year levels in order to 
have this information. An alternative, for example, could involve sample testing of a range 
of learners within each school on rich tasks which can then be used to benchmark the 
achievement of other learners on the curriculum. 

• Problems that existed in the SSLN survey methodology, as opposed to that of the previous 
more extensive survey in Scotland - the Scottish Survey of Achievement (SSA). 

• A concern to have nationally available information on the progress of every child and 
perhaps a lack of awareness that surveys can be designed to allow such data to be 
generated. 

• Insufficient involvement of all key education authority stakeholders in the design of the 
survey.  

• A strong commitment in some education authorities to other forms of data collection, 
principally standardised testing. (Although the understanding was that when SNSA was 
introduced Local Authorities would cease to use other standardised tests, this has not 
happened). 

 
4. Assessment policy, in Scotland - the National Improvement Framework - exists in a 
wider social context. The context within which policy emerges will influence how 
assessment policy is translated into practice.   
 
No matter the intention underpinning it, all policy develops within a cultural context. There are 
patterns of activity in assessment over time in Scotland from which it is important to learn to 
make sure that mistakes from the past are not repeated, now or in the future. Although current 
circumstances are different in some aspects, our own history offers a salutary reminder of how 
tricky it is to keep the focus on teachers’ professional judgement when standardised assessment 
is part of the system.  
 
In the early stages of Education 5-14, assessment policy emphasised the importance of 
teachers’ professional judgement. To build a shared understanding of national standards, light 
touch national tests which covered limited aspects of the reading, writing and number curricula 
would be used to moderate teachers’ professional judgement. The policy explicitly stated that if 
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a difference emerged between a teacher’s professional judgement and the national test, the 
teacher’s judgement would be the result reported (although the school should review such cases 
to try to understand the reasons for the difference). What happened in practice was that teachers 
used the tests to discern whether or not a child had ‘achieved’ a level. Although the policy asked 
teachers to test when the child was ready, ie, when the evidence suggested that (s)he was ready 
to move on to the next level, practice in schools across the country was very different. Some 
schools had ‘testing weeks’ when every child took a test and children were reported as ‘passing’ 
or ‘failing’ the test. Some schools sent home award certificates. A few schools took all of the 
children into the school hall and ran national tests as if they were national examinations. 
Ironically, although both teachers and government stated an intention that tests should be low 
stakes, in practice they became high stakes for children, teachers, schools and local authorities. 
Teachers and schools responded to the culture within which they perceived the tests to have 
emerged rather than acting in ways that were consistent with stated policy. 
 
Patterns of behaviour such as this have emerged in countries internationally (Mons, 2009). 
Onora O’Neill in the Reith Lectures of 2002, ‘A Question of Trust’ 
(https://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/reith2002/), reflected on international trends in accountability and 
argued that countries needed to pay greater attention to culture and values if they were to design 
more ‘intelligent’ accountability systems - systems that placed greater emphasis on professional 
judgement.  

 
Any assessment method designed by ‘assessment experts’ is likely to be attributed a level of 
significance that will impact on the value placed on teachers’ professional judgment. No 
assessment method Is perfect and the dependability of any one is a matter of the appropriate 
balance between validity of curriculum coverage and reliability of the interpretations of the 
assessment evidence., Throughout the world people tend to overestimate the dependability of 
tests and examinations and underestimate the dependability of teachers’ professional 
judgement. However, it is the use or misuse of data that leads to distortions in education 
systems. League tables and other ways of comparing teachers, schools, authorities or nations 
have left a deep scar on professionals’ consciousness. Even if data are not collected and 
published nationally, if there is a perception that data might be used to gauge performance in 
classrooms, schools, local authorities or nations, distortions are likely.  
 
It is difficult to be certain what is actually happening in schools in Scotland as they begin to 
incorporate national assessments into their assessment practices. Different sources of evidence 
are providing different pictures of the impact of the standardised assessments in schools and 
classrooms. The plan to investigate current practices will provide crucial evidence to help the 
system understand what is actually happening in schools and, most importantly, to identify 
factors that are driving practices.  
 
Learning with others: international insights. In partnership with members of the Policy 
Division in Scottish Government, the University of Glasgow founded an international network of 
assessment experts, both researchers and policy makers from each nation or state. Twelve 
nations/states are members of the International Educational Assessment Network (IEAN): 
Scotland, Wales, Ireland, Norway, Iceland, Denmark, Slovenia, Switzerland, Singapore, Canada 
(Ontario), Australia (Queensland) and New Zealand.  
Through this IEAN network we would be happy to contribute international evidence on areas of 
interest to the Committee. 

 

 

 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/reith2002/
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PROFESSOR LINDSAY PATERSON – UNIVERSITY OF EDINBURGH 

 

Further information relating to this submission is in the source cited at the end (a blog on 

the Reform Scotland website). That information includes some relevant technical 

statistical details, drawing upon information provided by Freedom of Information 

Requests 18-02228, 18-02327, and 18-02535. 

1. Arguments in favour of the new SNSA 

The new arrangements have several strengths: 

1.1 They allow the tracking of individual pupils throughout their schooling. This is 

the most informative kind of educational data, taking account of the intrinsically 

longitudinal nature of learning. Longitudinal tracking is the only form of data that is 

truly student-centred, because it allows us to see how pupils grow. It is the only 

way of taking into account where pupils start from and thus the only way of 

assessing how they change. Surveys that take place only at one moment of time 

cannot do this.  

1.2 The Scottish National Standardised Assessments are of a high technical 

quality, with levels of statistical reliability that are satisfactory by the standards of 

good-quality testing. Notably, the reliability is high at every relevant school stage, 

including at P1. (Statistical reliability in this context may be thought of as a 

measure of the extent to which a test consistently measures what it is intended to 

measure, which in this case is attainment according to the criteria in Curriculum for 

Excellence.) Nevertheless, some improvement is required to bring them to the 

even higher levels of statistical reliability that have been achieved by the National 

Curriculum Assessments in England. 

1.3 The plans for the development of the assessments take advantage of the 

opportunity for longitudinal data by proposing to construct ‘long scales’. These will 

enable each pupil to be placed on a scale that stretches from early P1 to the end of 

S3. The scale is based on the curriculum that covers these ages. In due course, it 

would be straightforward to link pupils’ results on these scales to their results in 

SQA examinations beyond S3, and so the SNSA results will be able to make a 

valuable contribution to understanding how students enter higher education or the 

labour market. 

1.4 Teachers will thus gain reliable information about each pupils’ progress through 

the stages of the curriculum, and thus will be able to tailor their teaching to each 

pupil’s needs. Only standardised assessments can provide this kind of 

educationally useful evidence. Teacher judgements are – with the best will in the 

world – not so reliable as standardised assessments. The reason is that teachers 

(at all levels, from pre-school to university) inevitably are biased towards optimism 

and towards the level of attainment that is officially expected of the students in their 

class. Evidence about the extent of this understandable bias was found by the 

Scottish Survey of Achievement (the predecessor to the Scottish Survey of 

Literacy and Numeracy). Standardised assessments provide a useful reality check, 

allowing teachers to calibrate their own judgements against independent criteria. 

1.5 Pupils can benefit from this independent assessment, because it gives them 

realistic targets to aim for, and reliable evidence about how well they are doing. For 

pupils to benefit in this way requires that teachers use the results of the 
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assessments to set realistic targets for each pupil and to explain to the pupil what 

progress they are making. 

1.6 The same comment also applies to parents, who can be better informed about 

their child’s progress than with any other system of parental information. 

1.7 The systems of assessment used by many local authorities before the advent 

of the SNSA suffered from two disadvantages: 

(a) They were not based as closely on the Scottish curriculum as the SNSA, 

whose development has been monitored by the same types of committees 

of teachers and other educational professionals as produced the curriculum 

in the first place. The basis in the curriculum strengthens the validity of the 

SNSA. 

(b) The results of these previous systems of assessment were not 

statistically standardised on any representative group of Scottish pupils. The 

standardisation of the SNSA ensures that the expectations of what pupils 

might achieve is realistic for pupils going through Scottish schools today. 

1.8 One particular feature of basing the assessments on the curriculum is worth 

emphasising: the tests for P1 were closely based on the curriculum for P1, and so 

if the tests are not thought to be valid for P1 then the same doubt must apply to the 

curriculum there. 

1.9 Obtaining information on almost every pupil (at the relevant stages) in each 

school provides the most reliable possible information to the teachers, 

headteacher, local authority, and school inspectors about the development of the 

school. Only for the senior years of secondary school (through SQA results) has 

similarly reliable information been available hitherto. 

2. Arguments for surveys of pupils 

Despite these arguments in support of the SNSA, there also are arguments in favour of 

dedicated surveys of pupils. The models for such surveys in Scotland are the Scottish 

Survey of Literacy and Numeracy (SSLN, 2011-2016) and the Scottish Survey of 

Achievement (SSA, 2005-2009). 

2.1 Good-quality surveys can be as closely based on the curriculum as the SNSA, 

and can use assessments that are as reliable as in the SNSA. In addition, the great 

strength of surveys is that they can gather a much wider range of information than 

the SNSA currently has access to that is relevant to understanding the 

development of pupils and of the school system as a whole. 

2.2 The main disadvantage of the kinds of surveys that have been used in 

Scotland is that they do not provide the detailed information about the progress of 

each individual pupil that the SNSA can. That is for two reasons: the surveys do 

not include every pupil, and they do not track their samples over time. (See below, 

paragraph 3.1, for the way this problem has been successfully dealt with in 

England.)  

2.3 The SSLN and SSA gathered evidence about pupils’ own attitudes to studying, 

which could then be analysed in relation to the pupils’ results in the assessments 
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which these surveys conducted. Such analysis allows, for example, an 

investigation into whether pupils with high attainment tend to enjoy learning more 

than pupils with low attainment. 

2.4 Another example is that the surveys gathered a much richer set of background 

information about pupils’ homes than the SNSA in its present form will have access 

to. Properly designed survey questions of this kind then allow a more reliable 

investigation of the effects of poverty on educational attainment than the SNSA will 

provide. 

2.5 A further strength of the surveys was that they gathered evidence from 

teachers as well as pupils. However, the SSA was much stronger in this respect 

than the SSLN, because it allowed the survey responses of each teacher to be 

linked individually to the survey responses and assessment results of each pupil 

whom they taught. This linkage allowed subtle analysis of how the practices of 

teachers related to the achievements of their own pupils. Amongst the conclusions 

which this provided was the discrepancy between the results of pupil assessments 

and the teacher judgements of the same pupil, noted in paragraph 1.4 above. 

2.6 A well-designed survey can also give us insight into what makes an effective 

school, but only if the sample size in each school is large enough to give reliable 

data. The SSLN did not meet that criterion, essentially because it was designed to 

have a small sample from almost every school rather than, as the SSA had, a large 

sample from a representative sample of schools. The purpose of this kind of 

analysis is not to monitor individual schools, but rather to investigate whether 

certain kinds of school policies are associated with high attainment. For example, it 

would then be possible to investigate what kinds of school policy on discipline or on 

homework are associated with the strongest attainment. 

2.7 Both the SSLN and SSA gave information about the whole of the Scottish 

school system, notably including independent schools. The SNSA at present will 

give information only on publicly funded schools. That gap in the SNSA deprives 

the Education and Skills Committee of the capacity to understand Scottish school 

education as a whole. Not including independent schools is regrettable for all 

stages of schooling, but is particularly serious for stages beyond age 16, where, for 

example, probably as many as one in six pupils who enter university come from 

independent schools.  

3. Can the advantages of the SNSA and of the surveys be combined? 

3.1 The strengths of both approaches could be combined. One functioning 

example of doing so is the National Pupil Database (NPD) in England, which tracks 

every pupil in publicly funded schools from entry to formal schooling up to the end 

of schooling (and can also now be linked, where appropriate, to their entry to and 

progress in post-school education). The data on attainment is linked to data from 

the annual school census, allowing detailed analysis of, for example, the effects of 

poverty or of ethnicity on pupils’ progress.  

3.2. A similar system could be developed in Scotland, because the necessary 

legislative consent to allow the linking of relevant data has been given (subject to 

stringent safeguards to protect the anonymity of individual pupils): see the 

response from the Scottish Chief Statistician to the Education and Skills 

Committee on 28 November 2018).  
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3.3 It is to be hoped that, if Scotland were to develop a data base similar to the 

NPD, two kinds of improvement would be made. One would be to include all 

schools, not only publicly funded ones. The other would be to draw upon the 

experience of the SSLN and the SSA in also adding questions to teachers and 

headteachers about school policies and practices. The resulting data base would 

give an invaluable source of insights into how pupil progress might benefit from 

school policies, from the ways in which school resources are used, or from policies 

affecting the wider community. A data base of this kind could also record, as well 

as the results of standardised assessments, other relevant outcomes of education, 

such as children’s emotional well-being, their levels of physical fitness, and their 

engagement in activities that are not included in the formal assessments.  

Further information 

For further discussion of several of the points made in this submission, see  

https://reformscotland.com/2018/11/scottish-national-standardised-assessments-

professor-lindsay-paterson/ 

  

https://reformscotland.com/2018/11/scottish-national-standardised-assessments-professor-lindsay-paterson/
https://reformscotland.com/2018/11/scottish-national-standardised-assessments-professor-lindsay-paterson/
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DR KEIR BLOOMER - ROYAL SOCIETY OF EDINBURGH EDUCATION COMMITTEE 

 

 
1. The RSE Education Committee welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Scottish 

Parliament Education and Skills Committee’s call for evidence on the Scottish National 

Standardised Assessments (SNSAs).1 The Parliament’s review is timely since it allows 

the education system to reflect on the first year of the SNSAs following their introduction 

in schools from August 2017. The RSE is supportive of developments in Scottish 

education that support the provision of more reliable data to underpin education policy. 

We do not have any principled objection to the use of standardised assessments in 

Scotland. Rather, our comments focus on the rationale for their introduction, the way they 

have been implemented and the usefulness of the data generated. The RSE would be 

pleased to discuss our comments with the Education and Skills Committee should 

members consider this helpful.  

 
The evidence base for moving away from the Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy 
and introducing standardised assessments 
 

2. When the Scottish Government consulted on the National Improvement Framework in 

2015, it recognised that while almost all local authorities used some form of standardised 

assessment, they used different approaches which made it difficult to share, collect and 

analyse consistent and comparable data and information, thereby limiting the ability to 

develop a national level picture.2 The need to address this seemed to be the primary basis 

for the introduction of the SNSAs.   

 
3. Notwithstanding these observations, when they were proposed there seemed to be a lack 

of clarity over the primary purpose of the SNSAs, particularly whether they were meant to 

evaluate the performance of the school education system or if they were to provide a 

diagnostic assessment at the level of the individual child, or perhaps even a combination 

of these two potential aims.3 We return to this point in the next section.  

 
4. While the Scottish Government stated that the SNSAs should replace the Scottish Survey 

of Literacy and Numeracy (SSLN), the rationale underpinning this decision is unclear. The 

SNSAs and the SSLN are very different so the SNSA cannot and should not be 

considered a direct replacement for the SSLN. Whereas the SNSAs provide individual 

level data on learners’ attainment that can be tracked over time, the SSLN was a sample 

survey of both learners and teachers which gathered a wider range of information than 

that generated by the SSNA, and which was able to provide a system level analysis of 

attainment. The SSLN collected a wider range of information related to attainment, 

including information about a learner’s home background. This provided scope to 

investigate the effects of poverty on educational attainment, for example. The introduction 

of the SNSAs need not have come at the expense of the SSLN. The respective strengths 

of both means that they could co-exist and complement one another very well, particularly 

                                            
1 Scottish Parliament Education and Skills Committee call for evidence: 
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110246.aspx  
2 A draft National Improvement Framework for Scottish Education, Scottish Government, 2015  
https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/0048/00484452.pdf  
3 See, for example, the report of a roundtable discussion on the National Improvement Framework which the RSE 
hosted in November 2015: https://www.rse.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/AP15_25.pdf  

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110246.aspx
https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/0048/00484452.pdf
https://www.rse.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/AP15_25.pdf
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with a view to enabling a more detailed analysis of the effects of poverty on learners’ 

progress.  

 
What information the Government’s assessments can provide that contribute to 
improving the educational outcomes of children and young people 
 

1. As they have been introduced, the Scottish Government has clarified that the primary 

purpose of the SNSAs is to provide ‘real time’ diagnostic information to support teachers’ 

professional judgement. For learners to benefit in this way requires that teachers use the 

results of the assessments to set realistic targets for each pupil and to explain to the pupil 

what progress they are making.  

 
2. It also requires there to be a clear and consistent understanding of the role of assessment 

among teachers, schools and local authorities to avoid the SNSAs being used in ways 

that distort learning and teaching practices, for example ‘teaching to the test’ and/or being 

viewed and used as an accountability mechanism. However, the role of the SNSAs in 

helping to inform teacher professional judgement and, in turn, the connection to the 

annual publication of the extent to which learners are achieving the expected CfE levels 

in literacy and numeracy for their relevant stage, may mean that the SNSAs are perceived 

by teachers and schools as an accountability measure rather than as a learning and 

development tool.  

 
3. This suggests that there is not yet a collective understanding of how the SNSAs should 

be used to support the learning and development process. Teachers also need to be able 

to access training and support in how to use the data generated by the SNSAs to inform 

their teaching practice. Consideration needs to be given to the initial and continuing 

professional learning and development requirements of teachers so that they can be 

equipped to support improvement.  

 
4. SNSAs cover only literacy and numeracy and there is a risk that too much emphasis on 

assessing literacy and numeracy creates a dynamic which values these areas 

disproportionately compared to, for instance, higher order cognitive skills that young 

people are expected to develop. 

 
5. Given that the SNSAs are intended to provide a diagnostic, formative approach to 

assessment, there is a question as to whether comparable assessments need to be 

undertaken more frequently than the current three-year cycle (P1, P4, P7 and S3) to 

provide more reliable diagnostic data for supporting learner performance. To be clear, the 

RSE is not advocating more frequent assessment but it raises the question in the context 

of the SNSAs as a diagnostic tool for teachers. 

 
6. At present, the SNSAs collect data from learners at publicly funded schools only. This is 

in contrast to the SSLN which provided information about the whole school system, 

including independent schools. This matters if there is to be a proper understanding of 

the ‘attainment gap’. For example, entry to university cannot properly be analysed without 

data from the whole cohort of pupils, including those in independent schools.  

 
7. The Scottish Government does not have access to the data generated by the SNSAs as 

this resides with schools and local authorities. Scottish Government has access only to 

the national level data generated by the assessments. However, clarity about the range 
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of SNSA data that Scottish Government would access came relatively late during the 

introduction of the assessments, indicating that Scottish Government was for some time 

unclear on how it intended to access and use the data.4 This may have contributed to the 

lack of consensus on the purpose of the SNSAs.  

 
8. The Scottish Government uses teacher judgement data on the achievement of CfE levels 

to show performance in literacy and numeracy in the Broad General Education. However, 
there are large discrepancies between teachers’ subjective judgements and attainment 
measured by standardised assessments, with evidence showing that teachers are too 
optimistic about their own pupils’ attainment. An important methodological task is to 
understand the extent to which teacher judgements diverge from the SNSAs, and why. 
Research of this kind can contribute to development of teachers’ capacity to make 
accurate judgements. Without consistent data, there is a risk that the National 
Improvement Framework will become implausible and, even worse, it will be impossible 
for anyone to know whether it is working. 

 
9. We recognise that the Scottish Government plans to commission an independent review 

of P1 assessments. An important component of this will be to consider the extent to which 
the SNSAs are compatible with the play-based approach to learning encountered in P1.  

 
10. As far as we are aware, the data from the SNSAs are not made available to independent 

researchers so they cannot be used for more sophisticated analyses to address policy 
relevant issues in education, including the attainment gap. It is desirable that independent 
researchers should have access to the data from the SNSAs. These data can be suitably 
anonymised.  Consideration also needs to be given to how the Scottish Government’s 
Education Research Strategy5 can be used to support and inform developments in this 
area.  

 
Additional Information 
 
This Advice Paper has been signed off by the RSE General Secretary.  
 
The Royal Society of Edinburgh, Scotland's National Academy, is Scottish Charity No. 
SC000470 

                                            
4 See, for example, Scottish Government response (9 August 2017) to FOI request 17/01652 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/foi-17-01652/  
5 A research strategy for Scottish education, Scottish Government, April 2017 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/research-strategy-scottish-education/   

https://www.gov.scot/publications/foi-17-01652/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/research-strategy-scottish-education/
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INTERNATIONAL LOW-STAKES ASSESSMENTS 

Introduction  

In partnership with members of the Policy Division in Scottish Government, the University 
of Glasgow founded an international network of assessment experts, both researchers and 
policy makers from each nation or state. 

The International Educational Assessment Network (IEAN) was founded in May 2018. Its 
members include a grouping of small nations/states: Scotland, Ireland, Wales, Iceland, 
Denmark, Switzerland, Slovenia, New Zealand, Ontario (Canada), Norway, Queensland 
(Australia) and Singapore.  

In December 2018, SPICe asked Louise Hayward, Professor of Educational Assessment 
Innovation at the University of Glasgow, if she would approach IEAN colleagues for any 
relevant information they might have from their own countries about low-stakes 
standardised testing.  This approach was to support the Committee in its inquiry on 
Scottish National Standardised Assessments; the remit for that inquiry includes looking at 
“international comparisons to understand similar and differing approaches used 
elsewhere”. 

The following questions were asked by SPICe: 

• Can you provide examples of low-stakes national standardised tests in your 
country? If so, when are they administered (i.e. at what age; when in the school 
year); how are they administered (i.e. paper or electronically?) and what are the 
purposes of collecting the information? 

• How is the information gathered from these tests used? 

• Are these cohort or sample based tests? 

• Are the tests used for more than one purpose?  What are the strengths and 
drawbacks of this? 

• Are there tensions between collecting robust, reliable and valid data, and supporting 
learning?  How are these resolved? 

• Is there evidence that low-stakes national standardised tests improve outcomes? 

Professor Hayward received responses from IEAN colleagues representing the following 
countries: Iceland, New Zealand, Singapore, Switzerland, Wales, Slovenia, Denmark, 
Ireland and Queensland (Australia). An IEAN member currently working in Wales, but with 
recent experience of England also provided information about low-stakes standardised 
assessments there.  
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The respondent from Denmark did not address the specific questions asked, instead 
providing several academic articles, from which relevant information has been extracted. 
Copies of the full articles are available from clerks on request.  

The remainder of the paper summarises the responses from academics and the papers 
they highlighted, where applicable.  This paper is not an analysis by SPICe of 
assessment policy and practice in those countries. 

Ireland 

The IEAN member states that standardised assessments take place in primary schools in 
Ireland.  There have been plans to introduce standardised assessments later, but these 
plans have been delayed. 

Primary schools are required to administer standardised tests of English reading and 
mathematics to all eligible students at the end of second, fourth and sixth class. Irish-
medium primary schools are also required to administer standardised tests of Irish reading, 
along with English reading and mathematics. 

• Second Class (age 7-8/8-9) 

• Fourth Class (age 9-10/10-11) 

• Sixth Class (age 11-12/12-13) 

The IEAN member highlighted an Irish Government circular on the implementation of a 
National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy.  The Circular explains that standardised 
assessments should inform: teaching and learning of individuals; class and school level 
decision-making; and national policy.   

The IEAN member also highlighted a Department of Education and Skills Inspectorate 
Report from 2011-12 which made a number of early conclusions and recommendations 
based on evidence from the introduction of standardised testing in Irish Primary schools.  
The IEAN member drew out the following quote— 

While there are many benefits to standardised testing, it should be borne in mind 
that they are one set of tests performed at a moment in time and their outcomes 
need to be considered with other assessment evidence. It is therefore important that 
their use is not overemphasised at the expense of other valuable sources of 
information about pupils’ achievement and progress in learning … 

However, there is a danger that the intensity of this assessment activity and the 
demands that it places on schools and the educational system at primary level could 
lead to assessment fatigue and adversely affect teaching and learning. The 
question arises whether the requirements on primary schools to administer 
standardised achievement tests should be reduced from three points to two points 
in the primary school cycle. Options include removing the requirement to administer 
the tests to pupils in second class or removing the requirement for 4th class to sit 
the tests 

The IEAN member also highlighted another Department of Education and Skills 
publication, Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (2011-2020): Interim Review 2011-2016; New 
Targets 2017-2020 which made a number of recommendations.  The IEAN highlighted the 
following recommendation— 

https://www.education.ie/en/Circulars-and-Forms/Active-Circulars/cl0056_2011.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Standardised-Achievement-Tests-An-analysis-of-the-results-at-Primary-school-level-for-2011-12-and-2012-13.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/Standardised-Achievement-Tests-An-analysis-of-the-results-at-Primary-school-level-for-2011-12-and-2012-13.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/pub_ed_interim_review_literacy_numeracy_2011_2020.PDF
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Education-Reports/pub_ed_interim_review_literacy_numeracy_2011_2020.PDF
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In order to ensure that standardised testing arrangements are optimum: consider 
whether the frequency of testing in English and Irish-medium schools should be 
adapted alongside the introduction of the Primary Language curriculum; defer the 
introduction of standardised testing in junior cycle, to allow for better integration of 
school-based assessments into teaching and learning, and update standardised 
testing instruments on a regular basis and in line with Irish norms.(P50) 

Forthcoming research 

Lastly, the IEAN member wished to highlight a forthcoming research publication by the 
Centre for Assessment Research, Policy and Practice in Education at Dublin City 
University (CARPE).  The IEAN member said— 

“The research by CARPE explores the use of standardised tests in literacy and 
numeracy in primary schools in Ireland and is based on a questionnaire that was 
distributed in hard copy and online to a random sample of 5,000 teachers in May 
2017.  Issues addressed include teachers’ understanding of standardised tests, how 
standardised tests are used formatively and diagnostically and the experiences of 
schools in reporting on the results of standardised tests. Data on teachers' 
professional development needs with respect to standardised testing have also 
been gathered. The findings of the project will inform both policy and practice 
regarding standardised testing in Irish primary schools.” 

England 

An IEAN member highlighted the National Key Stage 2 Science Test which is carried out 
biennially in England.  This was identified as a low-stakes assessment and is different to 
the SATs in English and Mathematics. 

The IEAN member explained that a sample of Year 6 pupils (age 11 and in their final year 
of primary education) take the Key Stage 2 Test in June, after the completion of the 
National Curriculum tests (commonly called the SATs) in English and Maths in May. Five 
pupils from 1,900 primary schools across England are randomly selected to participate. 
Schools are informed in April if they have been chosen to participate but the names of the 
five pupils are only released a fortnight in advance of the test. Participation is statutory.  

The IEAN member explained said that the purpose of these tests is to monitor national 
standards in science over time. The results are also reported with a breakdown by gender 
and subject (biology, chemistry, and physics) and the ability to work scientifically. There is 
no assessment of pupils’ practical science skills.  

The data is aggregated to the national level and no individual pupil results are provided. 
Once the assessments are complete, a commentary on pupil performance, including 
common misconceptions and typical errors is published to help schools inform their 
teaching. Compilation of this data takes a length of time which reduces the potential impact 
of the assessments.   

In its current format, the Key Stage 2 science test has only been administered twice (in 
2014 and 2016). The results have highlighted poor performance in these tests compared to 
national assessments in English and Maths. It has also identified a gap between teacher 
assessment of science and the national science sampling. The latter estimates that a far 
lower proportion of pupils have achieved the expected standard in science, than was 
indicated by teacher assessment data. The IEAN member stated that as a result, it has 

https://www.dcu.ie/carpe/index.shtml


 4 

been acknowledged that, despite its core subject status, science in primary schools is 
being ‘squeezed out’ by a focus on English and Maths, both of which have higher-stakes 
primary school assessments.  

Iceland  

Pupils in Iceland sit the Icelandic National Examinations (INE) in the 4th grade, 7th grade 
and 9th grade. The INEs assess language, arts and mathematics, along with include 
English as a second language included in the 9th grade INE.  

The tests are administered electronically, with all pupils sitting the exam on the same day. 
The INEs are mainly comprised of multiple-choice questions. All pupils are expected to sit 
the IENs but schools are permitted to exempt students with severe disabilities and 
those students that have recently relocated to Iceland. 

The length of the test increases in each grade: the examination for 4th grade pupils is 70 
minutes long; 80 minutes for 7th grade and 150 minutes for 9th grade, with extra time given 
to those students who require it.  

The purpose of the IENs is to test competence of students in relation to the Curriculum. 
Teachers use the tests to evaluate a pupil in relation to their cohort.  

The results are also used by municipalities to compare how schools within their area are 
performing, although comparisons must be aware of the size of school and the different 
approaches taken. For example, the IEAN member reported that: “some teach for the test, 
others see it as a pure assessment of students’ status.” 

There are no national high-stakes test carried out in Iceland, however, a strong correlation 
has been found between INE student grades and their grades from schools. 

The IEAN member from Iceland noted that there is currently a committee examining the 
future of the INE test. It is due to report in February.  

New Zealand 

The National Monitoring Study of Student Assessment (NMSSA) aims to determine a 
pupil’s attainment against the Curriculum. The NMSSA is used for national reporting, 
therefore, only 25 students from each school are chosen to take the tests. The data is not 
used to inform teaching or school planning. A representative sample of students from Year 
4 (age nine) and Year 9 (age 13) are assessed in two different areas of learning each year.   

The ‘Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement’ assesses early reading. Although 
not compulsory, the Survey is used in a large number of schools. The Survey is generally 
used one year after the start of school (age six) and is primarily used to evaluate a pupil’s 
basic reading and writing skills, and to identify any gaps in their understanding. It can be 
used to determine which pupils receive Reading Recovery.  
 
The Burt Word reading test is a standardised test of reading taken before the age of eight 
or nine. It has been in use in New Zealand since 1981 and assesses a pupil’s attainment 
within their age band.  
 
‘e-asTTle’ is a tool used to generate a range of standardised assessments for pupils from 
Year 4 (age nine) to Year 10 (age 15). Teachers chose specific topics within reading, 
writing, maths plus the curriculum level. The e-asTTle tool produces a tailored a test for 
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students. Use of the e-asTTle tool is optional and free of charge. It can be used to create 
assessments for whole classes or individual students. Its primary purpose is to provide 
formative information to teachers, although the tools asks for consent to send the data 
generated to the Ministry of Education for research purposes.  

Other standardised tests are also used in New Zealand to help inform teaching and school 
planning/evaluations. However, this data is not collected centrally and as such the 
assessments are not considered national.  

Schooling in New Zealand is decentralised with each school governed by its own 
community. IEAN colleagues report a lot of resistance to any mandatory or ‘one-size-fits-
all’ data collection. Previous National Standards for measuring reading, writing and maths 
were removed in December 2017.  An independent Ministerial Advisory Group (MAG) is 
currently considering the collection and use of data about pupils’ progress and 
achievements. It is due to report mid-2019.  

The primary benefit identified of using national monitoring studies such as the NMSSA is 
highlighting any problem areas that might otherwise go unnoticed. An example given is the 
observed drop-off in progress relative to the curriculum in the middle-years. This has led to 
this period being a focus in national policy.  

Queensland 

The National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) is an annual 
assessment for all pupils in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. The tests cover reading, writing, spelling, 
grammar and punctuation, and numeracy. The tests are taken each May.  

The IEAN member highlighted two relevant papers and provided a summary and 
commentary on each. 

Wyatt-Smith, C., & Jackson, C. (2016). NAPLAN data on writing: a picture of 
accelerating negative change. Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, 39(3), 
233-244.  

The above paper examines the impact of Australia’s annual large-scale test of literacy (the 
NAPLAN) on the writing performance of Australian school students across the years of 
schooling. The initial purpose of the assessments was to identify pupils at risk of not 
meeting the minimum standard and inform improvement efforts. The paper shows a 
decline in writing performance across all age groups tested, country-wide.  

The IEAN member reports that the purposes of these assessments have become 
confused, with the initial purpose – early identification of pupils at risk and informing 
interventions –being overtaken by arguments for the use of the assessments to measure 
accountability and transparency.  

Wyatt-Smith, C., Alexander, C., Fishburne, D., & McMahon, P. (2017). Standards of 
practice to standards of evidence: Developing assessment capable 
teachers.  Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy and Practice, 24 (2), 250-270 

This paper analyses initial teacher education (ITE) programmes in Queensland, focusing 
on the development of teachers’ assessment capabilities. The paper found that 
assessment was not a subject of systematic attention in ITE. Instead, development of 
assessment knowledge primarily occurs during teaching placements, demonstrating a 
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need for assessment as an area of teacher capability to be given more attention at the ITE 
phase.  

Furthermore, separate research by the IEAN member has shown that teachers’: 
“assessment capabilities are not sufficiently well developed to build young people’s 
knowledge, skills and capabilities in a coherent manner across years.” The IEAN member 
also identifies a lack of knowledge by teachers in how to link teaching, learning and 
assessment; how they use classroom evidence; how to diagnose learner need and plan 
teaching that meets said needs. Other work undertaken suggests that practice in some 
countries is leading to education data collection becoming an end in itself, rather than a 
tool for improvement. 

Singapore1 

Singapore does not currently have any low-stakes standardised assessments, as defined 
by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)2.  

A select number of students participate in international assessments, such as PISA, but 
are not high-stakes for the pupils. As they are not national assessments they are not 
overtly used for monitoring purposes, however, the IEAN member reported that PISA 
results can be used to monitor a variety of objectives. Examples of these objectives were 
not provided.  

The IEAN member stated that assessments are made at the end of each key stage and 
are used for course placement or admission into schools. These assessments can be 
perceived by pupils as being high-stakes. They might also be used to identify students that 
require remediation classes. Assessments in Singapore are not used to evaluate staff or 
inform funding decisions. 

Slovenia   

The IEAN member from Slovenia explained that that country divides its nine-year primary 
education programme into three-year periods: the first, the second and the third. 
Previously, pupils’ knowledge was assessed by the National Assessment of Knowledge 
(NAK) at the end of each period.  Results of the NAK had no influence on pupils’ final 
grade or overall achievement but provided additional information to schools, pupils and 
their parents on their achievement.  

The Final Examination of Knowledge of Pupils (FEKP) undertaken in the third period was 
compulsory for all pupils. In contrast to the NAK, these final exam results were used to 
inform final grades and could be used as criteria for enrolment into secondary education.  

The NAK used to be voluntary for pupils in the first and second periods. However, the NAK 
at the end of the first period has now been abolished. It remains compulsory for pupils in 
the second and third periods. The IEAN member explained that the FEKP no longer has 
any bearing on the overall achievement of a pupil but can still be used as a criterion for 
entry into secondary schools.  

                                                
1 Upstart Scotland’s submission to the Committee states that Singapore plans to abandon all national testing 
of children under eight years old. 
2 In the 2011 paper, Student Standardised Testing: Current Practices in OECD Countries and a Literature 
Review 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20181210Upstart_Scotland.pdf
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/5kg3rp9qbnr6-en.pdf?expires=1545998088&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=5B9BEA660FCB26F88BE28FF21AD1632C
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/5kg3rp9qbnr6-en.pdf?expires=1545998088&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=5B9BEA660FCB26F88BE28FF21AD1632C
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The IEAN member explained that the aim of the NAK is to acquire additional information 
about pupils' knowledge (i.e. identifying pupils’ strengths and weaknesses) and are used to 
support quality in learning and teaching.  

NAK data is analysed at the national level and used to produce the ‘Annual Report on the 
Administration and the Analysis of Achievement in the NAK’. 

The IEAN member reports that there are limitations of the NAK, i.e. they do not provide a 
‘full-picture’ of student performance and do not reward creative thinking. They note that 
teachers would report that preparation for the NAK limits teaching to solely the content of 
the test with considerable time spent on practice tests.  

There is no specific Slovenian research on whether low-stakes, national, standardised 
tests improve pupils’ outcomes.  

Switzerland 

The IEAN member from Switzerland stated that testing at the national level in Switzerland 
has only recently been introduced. The first national level test was introduced in 2016 for 
pupils at the end of school (Year 11) to measure competence in mathematics. 
Subsequently, a language test was introduced in 2017 for Year 8 pupils assessing their 
skills in the language in which they are educated and a foreign language.  

In 2019, these tests will be extended to include a second foreign language. Further tests 
for Year 4 pupils are due to be introduced in 2022.  

These tests are taken electronically and pupils are selected at random from schools in 
each canton to take the tests.  

The IEAN member explained that the results of these tests will not be distributed at the 
pupil, school or teacher level: only at canton and national level. Hence, the results are 
intended to be used as an indicator of how the education system at canton and national 
level is performing. Analysis of the 2016 and 2017 tests is due to be released in Spring 
2019. Each canton will be able to check whether they have achieved the minimum required 
competencies.  

External and standardised tests have taken place at cantonal level for several years but 
these differ between cantons.   

Wales  

An IEAN member from Wales provided a summary of standardised assessments in Wales.  
They explained that in 2013, statutory National Reading and Numeracy Tests were 
introduced for those pupils in Year 2 to Year 9 (aged seven to fourteen). The purpose of 
National Reading and Numeracy Tests is to provide feedback on the skills of individual 
learners to schools, helping them to identify those pupils that require additional support (or 
a greater challenge).  It is a statutory requirement that pupils in Years 2 to 9 take the 
assessments once during the academic year. These are whole cohort tests.  

The tests examine: 

• Numeracy (Procedural), 

• Numeracy (Reasoning), 
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• English Reading, and;  

• Welsh Reading (for learners in Welsh medium schools). 

The assessments are based on the expectations of the National Literacy and Numeracy 
Framework (LNF). Welsh Government guidance is states that ‘practising’ with past test 
questions or using test questions as homework is inappropriate in the context of formative 
tests. 

These tests are currently paper-based but a phased introduction of online ‘personalised’ 
assessments started in 2018/19 to be completed by 2020/21. These personalised 
assessments are ‘adaptive’. This means the questions are selected based on the pupil’s 
response to the previous question, tailoring the experience for each pupil. Pupils are given 
questions that match and challenge their individual skill level. The assessments are less 
formal, and more flexible than the paper tests, for example, they do not have to be taken 
during a test window.  

Data from the paper-based tests is provided to the Welsh Government for standardisation 
purposes. Result sheets are generated for each pupil which provide an age-standardised 
score, these are also given to parents/carers. This score shows how well a pupil has 
performed compared with other children of the same age, who took the test at the same 
time. A progress measure shows whether a pupil’s reading or numeracy each is in step 
with their peer group, that took the same test.  

Data from the personalised assessments is automatically collected and provides greater 
details than the paper tests. These tests are designed to be formative, providing teachers 
with information about the reading and numeracy skills are their pupils. Schools are able to 
analyse both individual and group data, identify relative strengths and weaknesses, and 
enable pupils and teachers to plan ahead. Feedback from the tests is available the day 
after the test has been taken. Schools are required to share this with parents/carers but it 
is for teachers to decide if they want to give the results to the learner.  

These National Reading and Numeracy Tests are used to better understanding learner 
progress. Alongside teacher assessment, this data helps teachers determine how learning 
can be tailored to improve pupils’ reading and numeracy skills. 
 
Following consultation on the publication of the and National Reading and Numeracy Test 
data, it is no longer published at school level, or by local authority/region. An annual 
statistical report includes national data with age-standardised scores by gender. The data 
is not used by the Welsh Government as a measure of school performance or 
accountability. The Government is clear that schools should not be judged based upon 
national test results.  

Denmark  

The IEAN member from Denmark provided copies of three academic papers on the subject 
of standardised assessments.  Within the narratives of those papers was background 
information on the Danish approach to standardised assessments.  For ease of reference, 
that background information is summarised below before the findings of the individual 
papers are highlighted. 

Background 

http://learning.gov.wales/resources/browse-all/nlnf/?lang=en
http://learning.gov.wales/resources/browse-all/nlnf/?lang=en
http://learning.gov.wales/docs/learningwales/publications/181019-test-admin-handbook-2018-en.pdf
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National standardised tests were introduced in Denmark in 2010, as part of a package of 
policy initiatives aimed at raising academic standards. Lower than expected rankings in 
international tests such as PISA during the 2000s are often cited as the impetus for the 
then government’s introduction of standardised testing, particularly in reading.   

The tests are mandatory.  Different subjects are assessed over the course of a pupil’s 
schooling. At ages eight and 11, pupils are examined in Danish; at nine and 12 they are 
tested in maths. They can also be examined in: literacy, English, geography, the sciences 
and Danish as a second language for non-native speakers.  

The tests are computer-based and adaptive, with the level of difficulty dependent on the 
pupil’s answers. The aim of the test is to ascertain a pupil’s aptitude in a certain area. 
Pupils are not given a grade and the results of the tests are not made public. Teachers are 
obliged to inform a pupil’s parents of their score.  

Although they are standardised tests, teachers can determine the conditions under which 
the tests are conducted, for example, allowing some pupils to sit the test in isolation so 
they are not distracted by others.  

Initially the results were only supposed to inform teacher planning and pedagogical 
approaches in order to raise the academic level. Since 2014, test results have also been 
used to measure whether certain national goals are being achieved.  

One paper suggested that the introduction of these tests was met with scepticism from 
Danish teachers who expressed concerns that their true purpose was to create a 
comparative dataset which could be used to evaluate teachers and schools. In addition, 
teachers are reported to have been critical of the shift towards standardisationand that it 
has led to a teaching-focus on doing well in the tests.  

Papers highlighted:  

Andreasen, K., Kelly, P., Kousholt, K., McNess, E. and Ydesen, C., 2015. 
Standardised testing in compulsory schooling in England and Denmark: A 
comparative study and analysis. Bildung und Erziehung, 68(3), pp.329-348. 

This paper is a small comparative study of Danish standardised assessments and English 
SATs, examining practice in three schools in each country.  It finds that while there are 
differences in approach, similarities exist such as: an increased focus on elements of the 
curriculum being assessed; and the potential for test results to impact on the self-image of 
the learners.  The paper found that the higher-stakes nature of SATs in England led to a 
“more specific and planned teaching-to-the-test practice”. 

Kelly, P., Andreasen, K.E., Kousholt, K., McNess, E. and Ydesen, C., 2018. 
Education governance and standardised tests in Denmark and England. Journal of 
Education Policy, 33(6), pp.739-758. 

This study compared the impact of standardised student assessments in England and 
Denmark, again looking at three schools in each country. The paper notes that the Danish 
tests are primarily formative in comparison to the largely summative English tests. 
Interviews with teachers and pupils found that in Denmark, where a teacher’s professional 
judgement is still dominant, teachers take a learning approach that best serves the interest 
of their students. In contrast, the research found that teachers in England are concerned 
with both their pupils’ and their own interests.  
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This paper is based on a small qualitative study on children’s responses to standardised 
assessment practice. 
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SPICe Research 
18 January 2019 
 

Note: Committee briefing papers are provided by SPICe for the use of Scottish 
Parliament committees and clerking staff.  They provide focused information or respond 
to specific questions or areas of interest to committees and are not intended to offer 
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Education and Skills Committee 

3rd Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday 23 January 2019 

Petition 

 

Introduction 

1. This paper invites the Committee to consider an open petition: 

• PE01694: Free Instrumental Music Services  

2. The paper sets out the terms of the petition, as well as the background to its 
consideration and how this petition intersects with inquiry work by the Committee. 

Options available to Committees considering petitions  

3. Once a petition has been referred to a subject Committee it is for the Committee 
to decide how, or if, it wishes to take the petition forward.  Among options open to 
the Committee are to:  

• Keep the petition open and write to the Scottish Government or other 
stakeholders seeking their views on what the petition is calling for, or 
views on further information to have emerged over the course of 
considering the petition;  

• Keep the petition open and take oral evidence from the petitioner, from 
relevant stakeholders or from the Scottish Government;  

• Keep the petition open and await the outcome of a specific piece of work, 
such as a consultation or piece of legislation before deciding what to do 
next;  

• Close the petition on the grounds that the Scottish Government has 
made its position clear, or that the Scottish Government has made some 
or all of the changes requested by the petition, or that the Committee, 
after due consideration, has decided it does not support the petition;  

• Close the petition on the grounds that a current consultation, call for 
evidence or inquiry gives the petitioner the opportunity to contribute to 
the policy process. 

 
4. When closing a petition, the Committee should write to the petitioner notifying the 

decision and setting out its grounds for closure. Closing a petition does not 
preclude the Committee taking forward matters relevant or partly relevant to the 
petition in another way. 

PE01694: Free Instrumental Music Services 

Terms of the petition 

PE01694 (lodged 19 June 2018): Calling on the Scottish Parliament to urge the 
Scottish Government to change the law to ensure that musical instrument tuition is 
available as of right to all children attending state schools in Scotland who wish it, free 
of charge.  

http://external.parliament.scot/GettingInvolved/Petitions/PE01694
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5. The Public Petitions Committee took evidence from the petitioner and supporters 
of the petition at its meeting on 13 September 2018, and agreed to write to the 
Scottish Government, the Musicians’ Union, local authorities, COSLA and the EIS 
for their views, which can be read on the petition webpage along with the SPICe 
briefing on the petition. 

 
Current consideration 
 
6. This petition was referred by the Public Petitions Committee to this Committee on 

22 November 2018 for consideration as part of this Committee’s inquiry into music 
tuition in schools. 

7. The petitioner wrote to the Public Petitions Committee to support referral, 
describing it as a “sensible way forward”, and provided a written submission at the 
start of the Committee’s inquiry which referenced his petition. The Committee also 
took evidence from the Scottish Government, COSLA and others to ascertain their 
position on instrumental music tuition. 

8. The Committee’s inquiry has now concluded, and its report on instrumental music 
tuition in schools is scheduled to be published on Tuesday 22 January 2019. The 
Committee will receive responses from the Scottish Government, COSLA and 
others in respect of its recommendations, and is also seeking to hold a 
parliamentary debate on its inquiry. It would therefore be possible to close the 
petition given the parliamentary work which has been undertaken on the topic as 
per the final two bullet points listed in paragraph 3. 

9. The Committee is asked to consider whether to close the petition. 

 

http://external.parliament.scot/GettingInvolved/Petitions/PE01694
http://external.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/Petitions%20briefings%20S5/PB18-1694.pdf
http://external.parliament.scot/ResearchBriefingsAndFactsheets/Petitions%20briefings%20S5/PB18-1694.pdf
http://external.parliament.scot/S5_PublicPetitionsCommittee/PE1694_DD.pdf
https://parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20181031Ralph_Riddiough.pdf
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Education and Skills Committee 

3rd Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday 23 January 2019 

Response to the Attainment and Achievement of School Aged 
Children Experiencing Poverty report 

 
1. This paper contains an additional response from COSLA to the 

Committee’s report on the Attainment and Achievement of School Aged 

Children Experiencing Poverty. The Committee published its report in July 
2018 and considered responses to the report from COSLA, Education 
Scotland and the Scottish Government in September 2018. These 
responses are all linked below.  
 

2. Recommendation 23 of the report, in the section entitled How does 
poverty impact on children and their education? recommends that 
COSLA responds by the end of 2018 given the analysis required to 
provide a full response. 

 
3. On that basis COSLA provided an initial response to the Committee’s 

report in September and then a more substantive response to specific 
recommendations in December. The Committee is invited to consider 
the December response from COSLA, and may wish to cross-refer to the 
other earlier responses received. 
 

4. For reference, in addition to considering all responses to individual 
Committee reports, the Committee also seeks an annual update on all 
recommendations made to the Scottish Government. The purpose of this 
is to continue assess progress made against its recommendations 
throughout the parliamentary session. 
 

• Annexe A: COSLA additional response 

 

Links to previous report responses 

• COSLA 

• Scottish Government  

• Education Scotland   

https://sp-bpr-en-prod-cdnep.azureedge.net/published/ES/2018/7/12/What-support-works--Inquiry-into-attainment-and-achievement-of-school-children-experiencing-poverty/ESS052018R04.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20180911COSLA_Response_to_poverty_report.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20180911In_DFM_response_to_ES_poverty_and_attainment_inquiry.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20180911Education_Scotland_poverty_and_attainment_inquiry_response.pdf
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Annexe A 
COSLA 

Response to the recommendations for COSLA from the Education and Skills 
Committee inquiry into the attainment and achievement of school age children 
experiencing poverty  

We very much welcome the Committee’s report as a valuable contribution in all our 
efforts to close the poverty related attainment gap. You will be aware from our written 
submission and from evidence from local government colleagues that local 
authorities are fully committed to reducing the gap in attainment between children 
from low income families and those from better off backgrounds. As we set out in our 
submission there is a significant amount of effort and investment every day in 
Scottish education aimed at reducing this gap. 

The Committee requested that we respond in detail to the recommendations 
contained in the report and we have attempted to do this with the information we 
have available. It would however be very difficult to represent the wide-ranging 
activity which takes place daily in local authorities, schools and nurseries to ensure 
that poverty is not a barrier to attainment and achievement for any child or young 
person. At the same time, we recognise that more needs to be done and every effort 
made to continue to make progress on closing the educational attainment gap. 
COSLA would also like to highlight the work taking place across local authorities to 
meet the requirements of the Child Poverty (Scotland) Act 2017. As the Committee 
will be aware the Act sets ambitious targets to reduce child poverty by 2030 and 
introduces a requirement for NHS Boards and local authorities to report jointly, on an 
annual basis, on their actions to address child poverty to achieve the targets. Work is 
ongoing in developing these local action plans to be published by June 2019 where 
there will be explicit links between education/children’s services and wider work to 
reduce levels of child poverty. Whilst all of those involved in the education of our 
children and young people have a central role to play in alleviating poverty and 
inequality there is a need to recognise the importance of wider work across the 
public sector to reduce child poverty. 

Response to specific recommendations 

• The Committee notes that since 2016, education authorities have had a legal 
duty to have regard to social disadvantage in new strategic decisions. 
However, this does not cover either existing policies such as the structure of 
the school year or more operational decisions such as the increasing use of 
digital platforms. The Committee recommends that during standard review 
processes of their schools, education authorities should undertake impact 
assessments on existing policies and associated practices to assess the 
impact on low-income families. 

 
The Education (Scotland) Act 2016 places a duty on local authorities to have due 
regard to the need to carry out its functions relating to school education pupils who 
experience those inequalities as a result of socio-economic disadvantage. 
Whilst this is a new duty which applies from when the Act received Royal Assent it is 
important to recognise that a great deal of activity has taken place at local authority 
and school level prior to the legislation being enacted. The work of many local 
authorities and schools in ‘poverty proofing’ decision making is demonstrated 
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through participation in the Child Poverty Action Group’s Cost of the School day 
initiative.  
 
Recognising and reducing the impact of the cost of the school day on those children 
and young people living in poverty is a crucial part of a strategic approach to 
reducing the poverty related attainment gap.  
 
Local authorities are committed to ensuring that all strategic and practical measures 
that can be taken to support children and young people experiencing poverty in 
getting the most from their education are taken. We have discussed this with the 
Association of Directors of Education (ADES) and we agree with the 
Committee’s recommendation. 

• The Committee further recommends that education authorities ensure that 
school leaders are mindful of potential impacts of school practice on families 
with low incomes and are equipped to undertake equality impact assessments 
if necessary. 

 
In our submission to the Committee inquiry we noted that poverty is a complex and 
multi-faceted issue which requires a co-ordinated response. In addition, we made the 
point that it is not solely for schools to address issues of poverty and inequality.  
At the same time those working in education are acutely aware of their 
responsibilities to ensure that school practice only has a positive impact on all 
families but particularly those on low incomes. As such local authorities are well 
aware of the role that they have in supporting school leaders to consider all of the 
impacts of school practice.  

Devolution of responsibility for decision making in relation to many aspects of 
education in schools is currently at the heart of the reform agenda and COSLA and 
the wider local government family are working closely with the Scottish Government 
and others on taking this work forward. The Committee’s recommendation 
reflects the need for the local authority to retain a strategic role in the delivery 
of education and ensure that school leaders remain mindful of the impact of 
school practice on low income families. 

• The Committee is concerned that Joseph Rowntree Foundation found a 
significant difference in the outcomes for young people from deprived 
communities depending on where they live, specifically which local authority 
they live in. The Committee recommends that the Scottish Government and 
COSLA work together to analyse these findings and report back to the 
Committee by the end of 2018 on the basis for this disparity and the actions 
that require to be taken. 

 
COSLA and the Scottish Government have jointly discussed this recommendation 
with the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF). It is our shared understanding that the 
disparity highlighted by JRF is that some authorities with higher levels of deprivation 
are faring better in tackling the attainment gap than those with lower levels of 
deprivation. The key finding is that looking at average attainment for young people 
living in the most and least deprived neighbourhoods reveals a highly uneven picture 
with young people from similarly deprived places attaining at twice the level of others 
depending on which local authority they live. 
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The JRF acknowledge that there are difficulties in comparing city and urban 
authorities with remote and rural authorities and that comparing similar authorities 
and trends in authorities over time is more effective.  

There are limitations in using area deprivation as a measure of poverty. Even within 
one local authority area a given proportion of low income families will be living in 
SIMD1 whilst others don’t. Analysis of the SIMD 2016 estimated that nine tenths of 
income deprived people do not live in deprived areas.  In particular, while analysis 
shows that rural councils tend to be progressing at a slower rate in closing the 
attainment gap, it is recognised that it especially difficult to effectively capture rural 
deprivation. Highlands and Islands Enterprise, for example, estimate that minimum 
acceptable standards of living require income of a tenth to a third more in remote 
rural areas, which is difficult to account for in national indicators.   

Care also must be taken with the small numbers involved in some cases. For 
example, in 2016/17 one rural authority only had 10 pupils in SIMD1 and is rated as 
one of the best performing councils. Even averaging over 3 years it is clear that there 
is some volatility in the results.  

Despite the caveats with the data the JRF analysis provides a useful reference point 
for progress on attainment. At present we can only speculate on the reasons for the 
disparity. Areas with high concentrations of poverty have received more funding 
through the Scottish Attainment Challenge (SAC), including the Pupil Equity Fund 
(PEF). Staff in these areas will also have more experience in dealing with the impact 
of poverty and inequality on children, young people and their families. Rural 
authorities also face very different challenges in relation to transport and 
infrastructure as well as difficulties in recruiting staff.  

It is well documented that COSLA were opposed to the effective ringfencing of 
education funding through SAC and PEF. We were concerned that the lack of a 
strategic application of PEF funding creates uncertainty and a lack of clarity on how 
effective this spending will be. 

We would fully expect that at this stage in the journey to reduce the attainment gap 
there will be differences in the rate of improvement in local authority areas. Whilst it 
is difficult to be definitive with the information we have available, as highlighted 
above this could be due to how data is gathered, levels of deprivation, funding, 
infrastructure, geography or experience in dealing with often complex and 
challenging issues.  

It is also important to note that local authorities and schools are operating in a 
changing environment. We are currently undergoing an intensive process of 
implementing the joint agreement on education reform with all local authorities 
committed to working with the Scottish Government on our shared ambition to close 
the unacceptable gap in attainment between our least and most disadvantaged 
children. The aim is to ensure that no child, regardless of their background or where 
they live is left behind. As more information becomes available on the National 
Improvement Framework, and the BGE benchmarking tool and Insight, we may be 
better able to identify the reason for the differences.  

In addition to the wider reform agenda Regional Improvement Collaboratives have 
recently submitted their second set of plans on the activity they will be undertaking to 
help build capacity and share good practice across local authorities. We would 
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expect that as this work goes forward local authorities will learn more from each 
other on what works well to tackle the attainment gap. 

There is a general acceptance that empowerment and the reform agenda will drive 
progress in educational terms in relation to attainment. It should also be recognised 
that progress will also be affected by action taken by other partners such such as 
health and increasingly by the third sector. 

• The Committee considers that excessively expensive or unnecessary pieces 
of school uniform should not be required. Reducing the complexity of school 
uniforms would reduce the cost burden of education on families. The 
Committee recommends that education authorities invite schools to poverty-
proof their uniform policies. 

 
Local authorities are increasingly aware of the impact of low income and poverty on 
families ability to pay for and maintain school uniforms. The commitment to introduce 
a minimum £100 clothing grant has been implemented in every local authority area 
with a number of authorities going beyond the minimum. Uniform policy varies in 
different areas but a consistent position across Scotland is that schools are 
supportive of children and young people who due to poverty do not have a full school 
uniform. 

The work that takes place in many local authority areas and schools also goes 
beyond uniforms and takes account of the cost of the school day. Schools are 
increasingly using the Child Poverty Action Group Cost of the School Day Toolkit.  
Ensure equal access to opportunities at school and remove barriers to participation 
and learning for children and young people from low income households.  

We have discussed this recommendation with ADES and agree that education 
authorities will ask schools to build on the work that they are doing in this area 
and where necessary invite schools to poverty proof school uniform policies.  

• The Committee also recommends that education authorities should consider 
carefully the evidence received during this inquiry of children who cannot 
afford to purchase or maintain school uniforms being sent home or chastised 
for their appearance at school. The Committee hopes this is a limited issue 
but considers that no pupil should be denied access to education due to the 
inability to afford school uniform. Schools should have an emphasis on 
supportive policies that are mindful of young people who, due to poverty, do 
not have the full school uniform. 

 
COSLA are surprised to hear that the Committee received evidence that children 
who cannot afford to purchase or maintain school uniforms being sent home or 
chastised for their appearance at school. We fully agree with the Committee that 
no pupil should be denied access to education due to the inability to afford 
school uniform.  

It is our experience, supported by feedback from our members, that schools are 
acutely aware of the impact of poverty on children and young people. There are 
many examples of where school staff have demonstrated that sensitivity and 
compassion is at the heart of their approach to supporting children and young people 
experiencing poverty. 

COSLA December 2018 
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