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Introduction  

GL Assessment is the leading provider of formative assessments to UK schools, as well as 
providing assessments for overseas ministries and British, bilingual and international schools 
in over 100 countries worldwide. We specialise in literacy, numeracy, reasoning, SEN and 
attitudinal assessments, and have relationships with over a third of primary and two thirds of 
secondary schools in the UK.  

We have a distinct philosophy of good assessment practice based on a ‘whole pupil’ 
approach, examining an individual’s attitude, ability and attainment to provide a complete 
understanding of their needs.  

Our assessment model therefore identifies a pupil’s ability to show what they are capable of; 
measures attainment to see where they are and how they are progressing; compares their 
ability against their attainment to identify the factors for underachievement; and highlights 
potential barriers to learning that inform intervention at the earliest opportunity. 

Principles of Assessment 

When examining the importance of assessment, it is essential to ensure that schools are 
clear on what they want to know, how to use the data to best effect, and how to act on the 
results for the benefit of both the teachers and the pupils. These should always be at the 
heart of any assessment programme introduced by the Scottish Government, and when 
changes are being considered, Ministers should ensure that these principles are still at the 
core of policy development.   

Comprehensive and consistent programmes of formative assessment provide a means 
through which teachers can highlight factors which prevent stumbling blocks, and target 
interventions to improve educational attainment. There can be a mistrust of data that is 
published at a national level, often as a result of misunderstanding its purpose or a concern 
that the data will be used in multiple ways. For this to be avoided, communication needs to 
be clear, and the benefits for pupils, their parents, and their teachers needs to be highlighted. 
Schools must also be given the tools to be able to interpret the data they have and then be 
able to highlight to pupils what the results show and how it can be used to help them progress. 

Schools should be encouraged to institute programmes of regular formative assessment to 
help their most disadvantaged pupils. Indeed, the 2014 Joseph Rowntree Foundation report 
into bridging the attainment gap in Scottish education specifically highlights the value of 
“evidence-based approaches [to] reduce the attainment gap……based on timely, relevant 
data.” 

Formative assessments such as ours are standardised; they provide national benchmarks to 
provide a robust measure of comparison and hold schools to account. A number of our 
assessments are diagnostic, too, enabling schools to target interventions in the direction 
which will have the greatest positive impact on a pupil. 
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We focus on effective baselining, helping schools set appropriate targets based on pupils’ 
strengths and areas for development. Our subject assessments provide detailed data to help 
schools benchmark pupils against different classes, and schools. This data can help measure 
progress towards Literacy and Numeracy targets with the Attainment Challenge in Scotland.   

We also have a range of assessments to help uncover barriers to learning: whether that 
means engagement and confidence in learning or learning difficulties like dyslexia or working 
memory. The lack of formative and diagnostic elements in the Government’s tests highlight 
their weaknesses and without these elements, their usefulness when it comes to supporting 
pupils’ next stage of learning is limited. Our assessments are used at teacher level to assist 
them identify pupils’ areas of need and then to support implementation of support 
programmes as appropriate.   

In order for assessment to be successful it should only be used for one purpose at any one 
time. This approach also means that schools do not require much assessment to identify any 
anomalies.  In his paper ‘Clarifying the purposes of educational assessment1’, Dr Paul 
Newton outlined how assessment can be used for 22 different, distinct purposes – ranging 
from formative and diagnostic assessments, to assessments that enabled various types of 
monitoring and accounting. His conclusion was that you should only use one kind of 
assessment for one thing; the moment you try to do more than that, it will not work. 

There are many ways to implement assessment programmes into schools. While a top down 
approach can be logistically difficult to implement, assessment models that enable 
assessment to be used positively to identify strengths and weaknesses, enable effective 
intervention, address problems and highlight where to focus attention, receive a warmer 
welcome. Whichever model is used, however, the success will be based on ensuring that the 
fundamentals of assessment are adhered to so schools need to be clear on what they want 
to achieve, use all the data available and act on the results.  

Use of Data  

Regular assessment is of enormous help when teachers know how to use the data garnered 
to best effect. Teachers often cite assessments as a contributor to excessive workload, but 
at the same time know how useful it can be. Therefore the use of ‘smart data’ must be 
encouraged.   

Children only need to be assessed more formally a few times during the course of the year. 
Used correctly, the information from these assessments will support and aid teaching staff to 
give pupils the best guidance, and where necessary interventions. Recent research shows 
that 41% of teachers believe that 3 to 4 tests per year for each class is sufficient to allow 
them to do their job well. Almost all of those questioned (95%) believed that data has a place 
in the classroom so to marry that with the concerns over workload, data has to be used well 
and efficiently2.   

With 75% of teachers stating that assessment has helped to identify unknown pupil issues 
such as dyslexia, we believe that it is essential that teachers are supported in a way to make 
the use of assessment and their data beneficial for all. Assessments are critical is helping to 
uncover the ‘hard to spot’ children – confidence and engagement are intrinsically linked to 

                                                 
1 Paul Newton: Clarifying the purposes of educational assessment 2007 
2 GL Assessment Smart Data Report 2016 
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educational attainment. The right data can make a huge difference to a pupil’s progress and 
the use of smart data can be hugely beneficial to teachers.   

As Heather Fuller, Head Teacher at The High School of Glasgow Junior School explains: 
“We have found the assessments to be invaluable in adding to the range of evidence which 
informs professional dialogue in our monitoring and tracking meetings and helps identify next 
steps for our pupils. The large amount of detailed data relating to each child helps us to 
pinpoint specific areas for development for the individual, and informs our areas for 
improvement as a whole school, helping us to constantly achieve academic excellence.” 

Example of best practice: Student wellbeing 

No-one would disagree that student wellbeing is as important as academic progression. In 
the past the former has not been given sufficient support or resources and there was an 
expectation that teachers would pick up on anomalies.  However, pupils often do not display 
the obvious signs which indicate poor mental health, and therefore teachers need assistance 
to pin point why a student is under-performing, disengaged or simply not progressing as 
expected. 

Our report, Children’s Wellbeing: Pupil Attitudes to Self and School 2018, is based on an 
analysis of data from over 30,000 students aged 7 – 14 years in Scotland, and 850,000 
children across the UK as a whole. The key findings are that almost one in five children 
exhibits tendencies that could lead to wellbeing or mental health issues later in life with one 
in twenty at severe risk.3  

As one of our contributors writes, while pupil voice has become increasingly emphasised, it 
is not necessarily the pupil whose voice is always heard who is the pupil who actually needs 
to be heard. We believe this study shows that far too many children remain at risk and that 
we have to work smarter in measuring the health and wellbeing of all young people, and in 
identifying those who seem fine on the surface but have hidden barriers to learning. 

Our psychometric assessment, Pupil Attitudes to Self and School (PASS), formed the basis 
of the study. It is a tool that helps schools uncover and identify attitudes that, if left 
unaddressed, can undermine student wellbeing as well as their academic success. The nine 
standardised factors PASS identifies have strong links to both the four Curriculum for 
Excellence capacities and the eight SHANARRI wellbeing indicators. It is therefore an ideal 
health and wellbeing screener for schools, and results from the measure can be used to help 
demonstrate progress made, and specific plans for improvement, as you can see from the 
examples featured in our report. 

An example of a school that uses PASS to support hidden pupils is Gabalfa Primary School 
in Cardiff. They report that their success stories are many: “An example includes a well-
behaved, cheerful 10-year-old girl who was slightly underachieving but not to the point of 
being a major concern. Following the completion of PASS, analysis highlighted her as a 
possible vulnerable pupil with low self-regard as a learner and a poor attitude towards school. 
Armed with a greater understanding of this pupil’s feelings, support could be offered to build 
her self-esteem and develop a more positive attitude towards school. This pupil achieved her 

                                                 
3 GL Assessment’s Children’s Wellbeing Report 2018 

https://www.gl-assessment.co.uk/childrenswellbeing


REF NO. 

ambitious targets at the end of primary and entered secondary school with increased 
confidence, receiving an attendance award in her first year.”4 

Example of best practice: reading interventions 

It is also hard to argue against the need for children to be able to read and write fluently.  
These are basic life skills, and schools and parents have a responsibility to ensure that 
children have these tools. Stephen Tierney, CEO of the BEBCMAT and author of Liminal 
Leadership, argues it is about more than the ability to know the letters and how they form 
words but for pupils to have a wider understanding of what they are reading and how their 
knowledge of other subjects such as humanities can enhance what they take away from 
reading a chapter in a book. It follows that an accountability system that concentrates on 
granular outcomes will not aid a child to broaden their knowledge – they and their teachers 
need to look beyond the narrow ability to read and delve into their comprehension skills.   
 
Tierney recently blogged, “A focus on reading isn’t an event, rather a staged, well thought 
through and well implemented multi-year development for any school.” In Tierney’s case, this 
includes the use of our New Group Reading Test (NGRT) to help school leaders judge 
whether their reading programme is having the required impact. 
 
The insights generated from assessments such as NGRT often uncover issues with specific 
aspects of reading. For example, our report, ‘Lost Girls: The overlooked children struggling 
to understand the written word’, found that more than one in ten girls have problems with 
reading comprehension.5 The research suggests that an over-reliance on phonics is 
obscuring deeper problems with reading in primary schools with children reading words but 
not understanding them. Without identifying the lack of understanding thought such 
assessments as NGRT, these girls will continue to fall under the radar. NGRT helps to identify 
those who read but do not understand and thus allowing the teachers to implement 
appropriate strategies.  

Brian Tracey, DHT, St Vincent’s Primary, School, Glasgow believes that NGRT provides an 
excellent breakdown of data in the report section which gave the school’s teachers a clear 
indication of areas that needed reinforcing. This type of detailed tracking is a crucial part of a 
teacher’s toolkit to start closing the attainment gap. 

Suggestions: 

• Assessments should be introduced for one specific purpose at any one time.  Trying to 
use assessments for multiple reasons nullifies their effectiveness. 

• Ultimately, for schools’ assessment programmes to be successful, they must always have 
the benefits for the pupil at their heart, be clear on their aims and use the data for 
necessary interventions to help pupils succeed in their academic endeavours.  

• Formative and diagnostic assessments enable schools and governors to measure the 
success of interventions and to highlight the interventions that work best. When looking 
at strategies to bridge the attainment gap, standardised assessments provide a national 

                                                 
4 GL Assessment Children’s Wellbeing report 2018 p13 
5 GL Assessment: Lost Girls: The overlooked children struggling to understand the written word 2016 
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benchmark that can provide an easy comparison of progress between disadvantaged 
pupils and their peers. 

• Schools should be encouraged to do more at the start of an educational intervention. 
Using an appropriate assessment, schools need to establish the root cause of the problem 
whether that is low attainment or an unusual attitude to school and to one’s self. Once this 
has been identified, the most appropriate intervention/s can be implemented. 

• The ability of schools to handle assessment data varies widely. High schools are often 
strong here but an average primary school struggles to manage and use data. Initial 
teacher training and ongoing CPD should feature effective use of data. Teachers need to 
be trained in standardised assessment data as well as teacher assessment and national 
performance data.  

 

 


