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Agenda item 1              ES/S5/19/4/1 

Education and Skills Committee  
Scottish National Standardised Assessments 

Wednesday 30 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. 

The panels 

On Wednesday 30 January 2019, the Committee will take evidence in two panels from 
from— 

• Professor Andy Hargreaves; 

and then from— 

• Jackie Brock, Chief Executive Officer, Children in Scotland; and 

• Sue Palmer, Chair, Upstart Scotland. 

Professor Andy Hargreaves is Research Professor at Boston College, Visiting Professor at 
the University of Ottawa and a Distinguished Visiting Professor at Hong Kong University. 
He is President of the International Congress for School Effectiveness and Improvement, a 
member of the International Council of Education Advisers in Scotland, and from 2016-
2018, an education adviser to the Premier of Ontario. 

Jackie Brock leads Children in Scotland. She has worked in London and Scotland in local 
government and the third sector. Prior to joining Children in Scotland, she worked in the 
Scottish Government. 

Sue Palmer trained in primary education at Moray House, then taught in Edinburgh and the 
Borders. For the last thirty years she has been an independent writer, presenter and 
literacy specialist. For over ten years, her work mainly focused on early childhood 
education and play. She was a founder member of the UK Save Childhood Movement, 
Chair of the Scottish Play Commission and a member of the Scottish Government’s Early 
Years Task Force. 
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Inquiry so far 

The Committee took evidence from ADES, academics and assessment producers on 
Wednesday 9 January 2019.  The Committee also took evidence from the Royal Society of 
Edinburgh and academics on Wednesday 23 January 2019.   

The Committee has received 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 Committee also received a number of short papers from the International Educational 
Assessment Network of academics, which the University of Glasgow helped found.  These 
papers gave short snapshots of experience from across the world and a summary of these 
papers was prepared by SPICe.1 

Purpose of paper 

The purpose of this paper is to brief the Committee in advance of the evidence session on 
30 January 2019.  The paper is split in two parts and there are a number of suggested 
themes of questions in in each part. 

PANEL 1: PROFESSOR ANDY HARGREAVES 

Professor Andy Hargreaves sits on the International Council of Education Advisers (ICEA).  
He has extensive experience of education systems across the globe and is well-placed to 
support the Committee in this inquiry with both Scottish and international perspectives. 

Prof Hargreaves has researched the impact of changing assessment policies in Ontario 
and undertook a major review for the government of Ontario.  A short summary of this work 
is included in the Annexe to this paper. 

Prof Hargreaves has not submitted written evidence, however he is acquainted with a 2011 
OECD review of large scale low-stakes standardised tests across OECD countries, 
Student Standardised Testing: Current Practices in OECD Countries and a Literature 
Review (“The 2011 OECD review”) – the Scottish Government also referred to this 
document.   

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; 

• Be cautious in employing large-scale, standardised tests that serve multiple 
purposes; 

                                                
1 A paper summarising these responses was included in Members’ papers for the meeting on 23 January 
2019 (paper 3, p39). 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11879
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11910&mode=pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/110246.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Meeting%20Papers/20190109ES_Meeting_papers.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
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Meeting%20Papers/20190123ES_Meeting_papers.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Meeting%20Papers/20190123ES_Meeting_papers.pdf
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• 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. 

The remainder of this section highlights possible themes of discussion with Prof 
Hargreaves based upon those six lessons. 

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 its submission, the University of Glasgow 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.” 

Professor Hayward told the Committee on 23 January 2019— 

“It is important to see any part of the system in the context of the whole. Tests and 
surveys are different ways of collecting evidence—the important thing about them is 
their purpose—and the different ways of collecting evidence relate effectively to 
different purposes. Once there is clarity about the purpose, and we know what we 
want to find out, the second-order question is what the best ways are of finding that 
out.” (OR 23 January 2019, Col 3) 

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 

                                                
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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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 
were to provide a diagnostic assessment at the level of the individual child, or 
perhaps even a combination of these two potential aims.” 

Keir Bloomer, from the Royal Society of Edinburgh told the Committee on 23 January that 
the intended purpose of the SNSAs had changed from originally being primarily to 
measure national performance to now focused on supporting teaching and learning at 
individual or classroom levels. 

The 2011 OECD review stated— 

“There is general agreement in the literature that the purpose should be continually 
aligned with the use of test results in order to increase the validity of the information 
and that the purpose has an incredible impact on the design of the test.” 

The 2011 OECD review also suggested that caution should be taken in having more than 
one purpose for a standardised assessment.  The OECD stated— 

“A clear, single purpose associated with large-scale, standardised tests aims to 
maximise test validity, in turn gauging a more accurate measure of student 
outcomes.” 

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)    
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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) 

A paper that Professor Hargreaves co-wrote with Henry Braun for the Council of Ontario 
Directors of Education (CODE)4, suggested that “diagnostic assessments and growth or 
progress measures of student achievement tend to have a more positive impact on 
teaching and learning”.   

Members may wish to explore with Prof Hargreaves— 

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

• The importance of a common understanding of the purpose of the 
assessments. 

• Are there examples of other countries using standardised assessments for 
diagnostic purposes in the classrooms; are there any lessons Scotland could 
learn from experience elsewhere.  

• Whether it is problematic for the SNSA to have the two purposes identified by 
ACER.  Whether both stated purposes arise from a single function – to inform 
teacher judgement – and what implications does this have in analysing 
aggregated SNSA data.  

Theme 2: Links to the curriculum and assessment literacy 

Links to the curriculum 

The OECD’s 2011 review states that there is a consensus that aligning assessments to the 
curriculum can “maximise the test’s reliability, validity and utility”.  The review stated- 

                                                
4 Leading for All: A research report of the development, design, implementation and impact of Ontario’s 
“Essential for Some, Good for All” initiative 

http://www.ontariodirectors.ca/downloads/Essential_ExecSummary_Final.pdf
http://www.ontariodirectors.ca/downloads/Essential_ExecSummary_Final.pdf
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“If the goals and expectations of the assessment are not aligned with what happens 
in the classroom or with teacher’s curriculum goals, the system will not effectively 
measure student performance.” 

The University of Glasgow stated in its 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.5  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.)” 

Professor Lindsay Patterson told the Committee on 23 January, that while what is being 
tested by SNSAs is narrow, these areas are fundamental to learning.  

Assessment literacy 

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”. 

                                                
5 OR 9 January 2019 (Col 31) 

https://standardisedassessment.gov.scot/teachers/#heading-11902
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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. 

Julia Mendolovits stated— 

“[A] key element in making assessments valid, useful and quality assured is to 
ensure that there is a good mechanism for providing professional learning to 
schools, teachers and local authorities so that they can interpret the results clearly, 
intelligently and effectively. The training programme that SCHOLAR at Heriot-Watt 
University is running, which has been implemented alongside the assessments from 
the beginning as part of our contract, is therefore a key element. It is unusual 
internationally that there was the foresight to bring forward a professional 
development and training programme from the inception of the national 
assessments to ensure that they were used in the way that was intended.” (OR, 9 
January 2019, Col 36) 

Ms Mendolovits said that having a training programme at the start of the process was a 
“really innovative move on the part of the Scottish Government”.6  Professor Ellis argued 
that effective training for teachers is most effective when it is in the classroom setting and 
relating to children they are teaching.7 

Professor Hargreaves was involved in recent work for the Government of Ontario, Ontario: 
A Learning Province, which recommended that the Ministry of education should— 

“Implement professional learning and development for educators at all levels of the 
education system (Ministry, school boards, schools), in concert with the roll out of 
the new provincial assessment system to support a new assessment culture for 
understanding the appropriate use of [standardised] assessments.” (Rec. 12) 

Following the evidence session on 23 January 2019, the Committee agreed to write to the 
Cabinet Secretary for Education and Skills on how initial teacher education will develop 
assessment literacy. 

The Committee may wish to explore with the Prof Hargreaves: 

• What challenges are there to ensuring that a standardised assessment 
reflects the taught curriculum. 

• How have other countries managed trade-offs between breadth of coverage of 
the curriculum and reliability of standardised assessments. 

• How important it is for practitioners to have assessment literacy skills and to 
link results of standardised assessments to learning. 

                                                
6 Official Report 9 January 2019, Col 37. 
7 Official Report 9 January 2019, Col 36. 

http://www.andyhargreaves.com/uploads/5/2/9/2/5292616/learning-province-en.pdf
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• Whether there are good examples from elsewhere of where this has been 
done well, or not well, that could inform the Scottish experience. 

• Whether there is evidence of the type of training that is successful in 
improving teachers’ assessment literacy and using formative standardised 
assessments to improve learning. 

• The different uses of data at local authority and central government levels and 
skills required to use these data effectively. 

Theme 3: Accountability and involving teachers 

The OECD’s 2011 review identifies a lesson that policy makers can “reduce distortion and 
strategic behaviour by increasing teacher involvement and buy-in from an early stage”.  
The distortion and strategic behaviour referred to here is where standardised assessments 
are used for accountability purposes of parts of the system.  

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 make the assessments “high-stakes” and “lead to 
adverse behaviours such as teaching to 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.” 

The University of Glasgow’s submission refers to unintended consequences of 
standardised tests as “washback”.  It 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.” 

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 
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… 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) 

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”.8 

International Council of Education Advisers: report 2016-2018 said— 

“The ICEA initially expressed reservations about the introduction of these 
assessments and shared their views with the Scottish Government. The ICEA 
notes, however, that the assessments are not “high-stakes tests”, and the results do 
not determine any key future outcomes for young people, such as which school they 
go to, or whether they can progress to the next level. There is no pass or fail, and 
the ICEA notes that this approach to assessment and its central interpretation can 
be of formative use.” 

As well as reducing “distortions” the OECD makes a wider point about the benefits of 
teachers’ involvement in standardised assessments. It referred to research which said— 

“By engaging teachers in the design, management and analysis of test results, 
teachers are more committed in the testing process and are more likely to apply the 
test results to improve student outcomes.” 

Juliette Mendelovits from ACER said that teachers were involved with the design 
somewhat, although not a great deal.  Mhairi Shaw, from ADES stated that she was 
content that teachers’ views had influenced the development of the SNSAs, through 
evidence gathering at local authority level and that ACER has been receptive to feedback 
from the profession.9 

The EIS claims in its submission that it “has been influential in shifting the initial thinking of 
the Scottish Government away from designing SNSAs as a summative assessment tool, 
with tests to be undertaken during what resembled an exam-type diet, and results of which 
would be published on a school by school basis.”   

A response from an academic in Australia, who submitted their views through the 
International Educational Assessment Network argued that the purposes of Australia’s 
National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy have over time become confused.  
Initially the purpose was early identification of pupils at risk and informing interventions but 
that this has been overtaken by arguments for the use of the assessments to measure 
accountability and transparency. 

Professor Hargreaves co-authored a review of assessment in Ontario in 2018.  The review 
looked at how data is published.  It recommended a change to how the data is published, 
which wold not rank schools (Rec. 11) and that the government— 

“Implement a high-profile and comprehensive public communications strategy by 
the [agency that administers standardised assessments] and the government to 
develop public and parental understanding of the provincial assessment redesign, 

                                                
8 OR 9 January 2019, Col 26 
9 OR 9 January 2019, Col 32 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/international-council-education-advisers-report-2016-18/
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the purpose of these assessments, and the appropriate interpretation and use of 
reports and related data from provincial assessments.” (Rec. 14) 

Professor Hargreaves’ work, Leading for All argued that evidence-informed improvement 
requires a number of “conditions, cultures and supports” for teachers and schools to 
ensure that they “were evidence-informed by the analysis of rich data and the exercise of 
professional judgment in combination.”  These conditions, cultures and supports include— 

• Professional learning communities used the data to provoke deeper conversations 
about the progress of particular children;  

• There was ongoing professional development on how to connect achievement data 
to instructional decision making;  

• Schools and school boards made available, used and valued a wide variety of 
relevant assessments, including diagnostic tools that provided real-time data about 
the progress of individual students;  

• Data systems were fully developed and widely accessible; and  

• Time was provided for professional collaboration. 

The Committee may wish to explore with Prof Hargreaves: 

• Whether he agrees that the SNSAs are low stakes for learners, teachers and 
schools. 

• Whether there is a risk that the data would be used for accountability 
purposes and what impact this might have. Are there examples from 
elsewhere of structures and reporting being in place to prevent this? 

• To what degree teachers’, parents’ and learners’ views of standardised 
assessments influence how “high-stakes” assessments are.  What practical 
steps can be taken to prevent this. 

• Whether there are examples from practice elsewhere of teachers’ influencing 
the design and usage of standardised assessments.  Whether this is at the 
level of the central programme and/or in their own classrooms. 

• How to achieve the “conditions, cultures and supports” required to ensure 
that teachers are fully engaged with assessment practice. 

Theme 4: Multiple measures of achievement 

The 2011 OECD review stated that “it is widely agreed that standardised tests are limited 
in the type of information they gather and that they do not provide a ‘full-picture’ view of 
student performance, student abilities or classroom instruction”.  The OECD goes on to 
say— 

“Employing multiple evaluation measures – including incorporating non-test 
information into decision-making – reduces the risk of making incorrect decisions as 
a result of the limitations of standardised test scores, improves the validity of the 
system, and reduces the likelihood of excessive narrowing of curriculum.” 

http://www.ontariodirectors.ca/downloads/Essential_ExecSummary_Final.pdf
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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 evidence to the Committee on 23 January 2019, Professor Hayward, contextualised the 
SNSAs within the National Improvement Framework.  She noted that there are different 
data users at different levels of the Education system.  She also reiterated her view, set out 
in her submission, that assessments can serve three main purposes, “to inform learning, to 
sum up learning over time and to hold people to account”, however, she told the 
Committee that it should be recognised that “no one part of the process will be able to 
address all of these purposes, and that’s why we have a National Improvement Framework 
which draws evidence from a range of sources serving a range of purposes”.   

The panel of witnesses on 24 January 2019 agreed that a survey, similar to the SSLN, 
which looked at broader measures and obtained greater contextual information on the 
pupils would augment the current data collections. 

Keir Bloomer told the Committee that while teachers are very good at understanding the 
abilities of their children as compared to each other, they are less good at understanding 
how their children are performing compared to children elsewhere in the country. 

Professor Paterson explained that in his view, Scotland had been a pioneer of developing 
surveys “to understand the progress of people through education systems”.10  Keir 
Bloomer expressed puzzlement that the SSLN had been abandoned.  He said— 

“It is unfortunate that there has been no continuity in the information that has been 
made available in the past. We had a previous assessment called the Scottish 
survey of achievement, which ran for five years; a short interval and then the SSLN 
ran for six years; abandonment; and now we have a third system. A sample survey, 
which is what the SSLN was, is not incompatible with universal assessment of the 
kind that is provided by the new SNSAs.” (OR 23 January 2019, Cols 2 & 3) 

The Committee may wish to explore with Prof Hargreaves: 

• To what extent the SNSA on its own can provide a measure of achievement at 
individual or aggregated levels. 

• How do other countries use teachers’ judgements to monitor the performance 
of the education system.  What techniques are used to calibrate teachers’ 
judgements. 

• The impact of changing the measures of performance on understanding long-
term trends in education. 

• How does the suite of data sources on education performance in Scotland 
compare to that of other countries.  Are there any gaps in data or collections 
that are not necessary. 

                                                
10 Official Report, 23 January 2019, Col 11 
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PANEL 2: CHILDREN IN SCOTLAND AND UPSTART SCOTLAND 

Children in Scotland and Upstart Scotland have both provided submissions to the 
Committee and these are included in Members’ briefing packs. Upstart Scotland led the 
Play not Tests campaign against P1 tests in 2018.  Children in Scotland were also involved 
in that campaign.  The Committee’s inquiry is not solely focused on the SNSAs in P1 and 
this is reflected in the organisations’ submissions and this briefing.  Both organisations 
express broader concerns about SNSAs.  Children in Scotland’s submission said that it 
“does not believe that an adequate case was or has been made to justify the introduction 
of new standardised assessments”.  Upstart Scotland’s submission suggested that there is 
“little to gain and much to learn”. 

This section will cover three broad themes based upon the remit of the inquiry:  

• 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. 

The paper attempts to avoid repetition; however, Members are of course free to draw upon 
the sections above for the second panel. 

Theme 1: Evidence base for moving away from the SSLN and introducing SNSAs 

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. 

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 

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
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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) 

The university of Glasgow stated in its submission that the decision to discontinue the 
SSLN could have been influenced by— 

“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.’” 

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.  

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10930&mode=pdf
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• 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.”11  

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.” 

Children in Scotland’s submission stated that it believed that the SSLN and National 
Qualifications provided sufficient evidence to monitor the attainment gap.  Children in 
Scotland also refer to the 2014 Audit Scotland report, School education which addressed 
assessment but did not recommend the introduction of standardised assessments.  Audit 
Scotland recommended that councils— 

“work with the Scottish Government and Education Scotland to develop a suite of 
agreed performance measures which would provide an overall picture of 
educational attainment and achievement across Scotland [and] review the 
sufficiency of information provided to education committees on attainment at S4-S6, 
pupil performance between P1-S3 and wider achievement.” 

Upstart Scotland’s submission argues that there is “considerable international evidence 
that standardised assessment leads to ‘unintended consequences and perverse 
incentives’”.  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.  

Upstart Scotland recommends that the Scottish Government re-introduce the SSLN  

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• Whether policy-makers should seek to objectively measure achievement and 
progress at all levels of CfE.  Whether this can be achieved while being “low-
stakes”. 

• What measures or techniques might be used to provide a performance 
measures across Scotland. 

• Whether there is value of a shared understanding of benchmarks of the levels 
of achievement of children by teachers. 

• Whether the ACEL is a better measure of achievement and performance at a 
national level than SSLN. 

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

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2014/nr_140619_school_education.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/school/Improving-Schools-in-Scotland-An-OECD-Perspective.pdf
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Theme 2: Additional information provided by the SNSA and Outcomes 

In its submission, ACER, which developed the SNSA, 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 … 

“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.” 

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. 

The NPFS’s submission praised the information the SNSA provides to teachers.  However, 
in regard to the information provided to 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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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.  However, Professor Sue Ellis 
told the Committee on 9 January 2019 that data on health and wellbeing is being collected 
at a school level.12 

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 
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”.  During his statement on 25 October 
2018, when the Cabinet Secretary announced a review into P1 assessments, he told the 
Parliament— 

“The early level of CFE explicitly provides for play-based learning and any 
assessment mechanism must reflect that approach. An assessment that lasts less 
than an hour in a year and is deployed in the correct environment is entirely 
compatible with that playbased approach. However, I fully recognise that that view 
is not shared by all and accept the importance of ensuring that the specific design of 
the assessments is aligned with a play-based approach.” (OR 25 October 2018, Col 
44) 

Professor Paterson also told the Committee on 23 January that the Netherlands 
undertakes testing in the first year.  Professor Hayward said— 

“Countries that test at that young age are few in number and they tend to be 
countries where there is a strong tradition of testing throughout the system. The 
purpose of the tests is important. It is really important to know what young people 
bring, what they are able to do, what they know, what they understand and how they 
feel about learning. It is important to gather information about young people as they 
come into the system. How best to do that is a matter for debate.” (OR, 23 January 
2019, Col 7) 

Children in Scotland’s submission says that it “believes that the information provided by the 
new standardised assessments will not significantly contribute to improving the educational 
outcomes of children and young people.”  Children in Scotland questioned the value of 
Standardised Assessments in terms of validity (narrow coverage of the curriculum) and 
reliability, especially for P1 and P4s who may have “limited attention spans and lack 
experience of testing”.  Children in Scotland therefore recommended the use of teacher 
judgement to measure progress. 

Witnesses have argued that SNSAs should not be the sole measure of achievement for 
children, but part of a wider suite of evidence that informs teachers’ (and others) 
understanding of the achievement of the children in their class.  Juliette Mendelovits from 
ACER, told the Committee— 

“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 9 January 2019, Col 18) 

Upstart Scotland’s submission argues that SNSAs can be harmful to children’s progress 
and that the introduction of SNSAs would have, in the long-run, negative impacts on the 
                                                
12 OR 9 January 2019 (Col 39) 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=11726&mode=pdf
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poverty-related attainment gap.  It highlights test anxiety as potentially worsening the 
mental health of children.  Its submission stated— 

“Pressure on low-achieving children from disadvantaged backgrounds to achieve 
standardised performance targets in literacy and numeracy (from Primary 1) is likely 
to exacerbate mental health problems, which is unlikely to improve educational 
performance. It is therefore improbable that the introduction of SNSA will help to 
close the poverty-related attainment gap – indeed it is more likely to widen it.” 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• The value of the information produced by SNSAs at a learner-level. 

• Whether the panel has concerns specific to the SNSAs or whether it has 
similar concerns about standardised assessments local authorities had 
administered. 

• How teachers should assess numeracy and literacy in early primary years. 

• The panel’s views on SNSAs being “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” and whether 
this overcomes concerns about the validity and reliability of SNSAs. 

Theme 3: International evidence 

Both Upstart Scotland and Children in Scotland refer to experience outside of Scotland in 
their submissions.  The Committee has taken evidence from academics with international 
experience and reputations in addition to Professor Hargreaves.  Furthermore, 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 about experience of assessments in their countries.  A summary of 
these responses was included in Members’ papers for the meeting on 23 January 2019 
(paper 3, p39). 

In addition, the section of this briefing in relation to Professor Hargreaves’ evidence 
session is structured around conclusions of the OECD’s 2011 review of low-stakes 
assessments across a number of countries. 

Children in Scotland argues that there is “clear evidence from UK and international 
examples that implementing high stakes testing can narrow the curriculum that is offered to 
children and young people, as schools are increasingly motivated to “teach to test””. It also 
refers to Professor Pasi Sahlberg and his view that avoiding high-stakes testing in Finland 
has contributed to that country’s success.   

The Scottish Government is clear that in its view SNSAs are low-stakes tests.  This means 
that the result of the test will have no impact on pupils’ future academic career or 
employment prospects.  Examples of high-stakes standardised tests could be a National 5 
or an 11-plus.  However, when assessments are used as an accountability measure for 
schools, teachers or school districts, it is argued that tests can become “high-stakes” for 
the people or organisations being held accountable. 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Meeting%20Papers/20190123ES_Meeting_papers.pdf


 18 

Children in Scotland expressed a concern that SNSAs “appear to present a pathway to 
‘high stakes’ testing”.  Upstart Scotland’s submission stated— 

“In Australia, NAPLAN (the National Assessment Program: Literacy and Numeracy) 
was similarly labelled ‘low-stakes’ when introduced ten years ago. It is now 
acknowledged to encourage all the ‘unintended consequences and perverse 
incentives’ associated with the high-stakes tests-and-targets regimes in England 
and USA.” 

A similar point was made by an Australian member of the International Educational 
Assessment Network.  As noted above, 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.  

Upstart Scotland also note that some high-performing countries are moving away from 
assessments, such as Singapore.  It also stated that standardised assessments had not 
been successful in improving outcome in English-speaking countries.  Upstart Scotland 
stated— 

“In England and the USA, […] the poverty gap has widened considerably over the 
last 20 years. In Australia, the introduction of NAPLAN has coincided with a steady 
decline in both educational achievement and educational equity in the OECD’s PISA 
charts and in November 2018 the poverty related attainment gap in Sydney was 
shown to have widened.” 

The 2011 OECD review notes that at that time there mixed views in the academic literature 
on whether standardised assessments improve student outcomes and learning.  It said— 

“The impact of low-stakes, standardised testing is complex as test-based 
accountability systems, their incentives and the environments within which they act 
differ across states and nations. In the U.S. case, which tends to dominate the 
literature due to the controversial effects of the [No Child Left Behind] policy, the 
impact on student outcomes appears to be positive in terms of elementary 
mathematics, yet not statistically significant for reading and not great enough to 
produce the improvement in student learning that the policy aims to achieve. While 
the academic evidence and ensuing discussion does not necessarily point towards 
the removal of standardised testing, it does highlight the potential for improvement 
in the development of assessment systems.” (Para 147) 

The Committee may wish to explore with the panel: 

• If they are aware of any examples of standardised testing of whole cohorts 
which remains low-stakes for both the pupils and the teachers and schools. 

• If the checks and balances suggested by Professor Ellis would allay concerns 
about the SNSAs becoming “high-stakes”. 

Ned Sharratt 
SPICe Research 
24 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 



 19 

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 
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ANNEXE 

Summary of Prof Hargreaves work with the Government of Ontario and Council of 
Ontario Directors of Education  

Ontarian pupils undertake standardised assessments at key points in their primary, junior 
and secondary education. The tests are conducted by the Education Quality and 
Accountability Office (EQAO) and the results are reported to educators, parents and the 
public.  

The overarching policy for assessment in Ontario is Growing Success (2010) which sets 
out fundamental principles for assessment, evaluation and reporting practices. Ontarian 
pupils undertake classroom assessment and the EQAO undertakes largescale census 
testing annually of: reading, writing and mathematics in Grades 3, 6 and 9; and the Ontario 
Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) in Grade 10. The Early Development Instrument 
(EDI) is also a largescale, full census gathering of data on developmental readiness 
collected by Kindergarten teachers. Ontario participates in various national and 
international assessments: Pan-Canadian Assessment Program (PCAP), Program for 
International Student Assessment (PISA), Trends in Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS) and Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). 

Report of the Education Advisors to the Premier of Ontario and the Minister of Education 

In 2017, the Government of Ontario announced a review of assessment and reporting.  
Professor Hargreaves part of a panel of education advisors to the Premier of Ontario and 
the Minister of Education and produced a report in March 2018.  

The report suggested a “change in the culture of the system of assessment and learning 
so that it is underpinned by co-learning – among educators, with and among students and 
their parents/guardians, as well as with all others connected to the education system.” 

The report found and suggested, among other things: 

• A process of continuous review and independent evaluation of the implementation; 

• Professional learning and development to support implementation and 
understanding of a repertoire of differentiated, equitable, culturally relevant, and 
inclusive assessment practice should be provided to support classroom 
assessments; 

• Strengthening the use of descriptive feedback and communication of students’ 
learning by and for students, teachers and parents/guardians; 

• Reforming the design and administration of EQAO standardised assessments – 
reflecting concerns about whether “Grade 3 was an appropriate age for largescale 
assessments in light of concerns about children’s development, well-being and 
anxiety” and the timing of assessments in Grade 9, which is a transitional stage.  As 
part of this, the report recommended that the Government of Ontario “Investigate 
and develop as a priority the integration of adaptive technology for large scale 
assessments of students’ learning and progress, to enable flexible administration of 
assessments over time and location, to consider various modes of assessment 
including digital portfolios, and to provide timely feedback and reporting on results.” 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/growsuccess.pdf
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• Transforming EQAO reporting – in response to freedom of information, “future 
reporting needs to be transformed to provide a broader range of information, advice 
on interpretation of that information and to minimize misuse and impact of 
assessment practices”. 

Council of Ontario Directors of Education 

Professor Hargreaves has completed two research projects for the Council of Ontario 
Directors of Education (CODE). These are: 

• Leading for All: A research report of the development, design, implementation and 
impact of Ontario’s “Essential for Some, Good for All” initiative.  

• Leading from the Middle: Spreading Learning, Well-being,  and Identity Across 
Ontario. 

Based on the evaluation of the ‘Essential for Some, Good for All’ initiative, it was 
recommended that Ontario shift from ‘data driven improvement’ to ‘evidence led 
improvement’.  

These projects examine aspects of the education reform movement in Ontario. The main 
focus of the education in Ontario prior to 2014 was to improve student achievement by: 

• Going deeper on literacy and numeracy 

• Reducing the gap in achievement for those groups of students who, for whatever 
reason, need extra help 

• Increasing public confidence in publicly funded education 

Since 2014, Ontario has shifted away from this position with the four main goals of the 
current education system identified as:  

1. Achieving Excellence in academics for students of all ages 

2. Ensuring equity so that all students will be inspired to reach their full potential 

3. Promoting well-being in order that all students will develop enhanced mental and 
physical health 

4. Enhancing public confidence in Ontario’s publicly funded education system. 

Based on the evaluation of the ‘Essential for Some, Good for All’ initiative, it was 
recommended that Ontario shift from ‘data driven improvement’ to ‘evidence led 
improvement’. I.e. that improvements can be delivered by the use of rich data in 
combination with teachers’ ability to use their professional judgement.  Instead of being 
under pressure to reach certain thresholds, pupil’s progress is measured by their growth. 
The projects noted examples of where this change in was being implemented and the 
different approaches to classroom assessment that were being used by teachers.  

Ontarian pupils undertake standardised assessments at key points in their primary, junior 
and secondary education. The tests are conducted by the Education Quality and 
Accountability Office (EQAO) and the results are reported to educators, parents and the 
public.  

http://www.ontariodirectors.ca/downloads/Essential_ExecSummary_Final.pdf
http://www.ontariodirectors.ca/downloads/Essential_ExecSummary_Final.pdf
http://ccsli.ca/downloads/2018-Leading_From_the_Middle_Summary_Final-EN.pdf
http://ccsli.ca/downloads/2018-Leading_From_the_Middle_Summary_Final-EN.pdf
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EQAO threshold targets are mandated by each province. This has reportedly led to 
schools/teachers concentrating their attention to students who were just short of 
proficiency target, at the expense of helping other students. In addition, the above projects 
found that: 

1) Too much attention was given to data from the EQAO rather than the use of 
professional judgments. 

2) Teachers felt they did not enough time to administer the assessments, properly 
analyse the results and use them effectively. 

3) That the EQAO were “a blunt instrument used to evaluation teacher performance.” 

The projects found that while teachers welcome assessments in maths and literacy as it 
enables them to know their students better and support their learning, they questioned the 
efficacy of the EQAO and reported negative impacts on their learning. Support for the 
EQAO was found primarily amongst system administrators that felt the tests helped with 
accountability and drove standards.  

According to the most recent project report, standardised assessment has not changed 
with developments in Ontarian education. The report states: “Given our advances in 
research, developments in classroom assessments such as pedagogical documentation, 
and the evidence of this study and its predecessor, it is time for the province’s large-scale 
assessment system to catch up.” One of the report’s recommendations was a review of 
large-scale assessment instruments and practices. 
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Education and Skills Committee 

4th Meeting, 2019 (Session 5), Wednesday 30 January 2019 

SNSA Inquiry Submissions Pack  

Submissions have been received from two of the witnesses attending the evidence 

session. These were previously circulated to the Committee in the submissions pack 

for the meeting on Wednesday 9 January and are reproduced below for ease of 

reference: 

• Annexe A - Children in Scotland

• Annexe B - Upstart Scotland

The Committee has received 4 responses to its survey on Scottish National 

Standardised Assessments from teachers. The responses are reproduced in the final 

annexe of this paper.  

• Annexe C – Survey responses from teachers

International Educational Assessment Network (IEAN) 

The Committee received a SPICe paper on international comparisons for its 
meeting on 23rd January. The submissions from IEAN members that the paper 
was based upon, where Clerks have received permission to publish, are linked 
below. The submission linked below from Norway was received this week so did 
not feature in the SPICe paper.

• Professor Claire Wyatt-Smith - Australia
• Dr Craig Jones - New Zealand
• Dr Kari Smith - Norway
• Professor Kelvin Tan - Singapore
• Dr Ada Holcar Brunauer - Slovenia
• Professor Lucie Mottier Lopez - Switzerland

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190125IEAN_Australia.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190125IEAN_New_Zealand.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190125IEAN_Norway.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190125IEAN_Singapore.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190125IEAN_Slovenia.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Education/Inquiries/20190125IEAN_Switzerland.pdf
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Annexe A 
CHILDREN IN SCOTLAND 

Introduction 
Giving all children in Scotland an equal chance to flourish is at the heart of 
everything we do. By bringing together a network of people working with and for 
children, alongside children and young people themselves, we offer a broad, 
balanced and independent voice. We create solutions, provide support and develop 
positive change across all areas affecting children in Scotland. We do this by 
listening, gathering evidence, and applying and sharing our learning, while always 
working to uphold children’s rights. Our range of knowledge and expertise means we 
can provide trusted support on issues as diverse as the people we work with and the 
varied lives of children and families in Scotland.  
 
Children in Scotland is pleased to be able to contribute to the Education and Skills 
Committee’s call for evidence on Standardised Assessment. We conduct a range of 
policy and project work on children and young people’s education and provide 
learning opportunities to practitioners in this area. We are a member of the Play not 
Tests campaign and have a strong evidence base to support our arguments against 
implementing more standardized assessments, particularly for P1s.  
 
We identified many concerns with the introduction of new National Standardised 
Assessments during the development of the National Improvement Framework in 
2015. Our response was informed by evidence papers provided to Children in 
Scotland by Carolyn Hutchison, Honorary Senior Research Fellow at the University 
of Glasgow. We will rely heavily on this evidence in this response.  
 
As we articulated in our response to the 2015 Scottish Government consultation on 
the National Improvement Framework, Children in Scotland understands the key role 
that assessment has in teaching and learning. It provides a barometer to measure 
progress and to identify areas for improvement. However, we are concerned with the 
focus on standardised assessment, particularly in P1. We have serious concerns 
with the reliability of the data the new standardised assessments provide and are 
unclear about the benefit they would have for children and young people’s learning.  
 
Q1. The evidence base for moving away from the Scottish Survey of Literacy 
and Numeracy (SSLN) and introducing standardised assessments at P1, P4, 
P7, S3;  
Children in Scotland appreciates the need to gather appropriate and relevant data to 
tackle educational inequalities and to improve the learning outcomes of all children 
and young people in Scotland.  
 
When the draft of the National Improvement Framework was proposed, the Scottish 
Government argued that policy makers needed to “know much more, on a consistent 
and systematic basis, about the performance of our education system”1. However 
we do not believe that the introduction of new standardised assessments is the best 
mechanism to achieve this goal.   
 
Children in Scotland does not believe an adequate case was or has been made to 
justify the introduction of new standardised assessments in P1, P4, P7 and S3 and 
move away from the Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy (SSLN). As such our 
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position remains as it was in 2015 in response to the consultation on the National 
Improvement Framework.  
 
We believe evidence from SSLN and National Qualifications provided enough 
evidence to highlight and track attainment and the attainment gap at a national level 
to inform policy making.  We recognise that at a local authority level SSLN data 
may have less usability, because of lower participation numbers, but do not believe 
the solution is introducing new standardised assessments.   
 
The 2014 Audit Scotland report on school education recognised that existing 
measures (including SSLN) did not full capture a pupil’s performance throughout 
their time at school, but concluded that the solution was to focus on standardised 
performance measures for schools and local authorities, and more gathering of 
evidence on pupils wider achievements. It did not argue for introducing new 
standardised assessments (14).   
 
Our main objections to the introduction of new standardised assessments are 
because of questions about their validity and reliability (particularly for those in P1 
and P4), and whether the investment in time and resource will provide data that is 
likely to help improve educational attainment for pupils. We do not believe they 
provide evidence to demonstrate the quality of the education within a specific school 
or local authority, or that they give a rounded picture of pupil achievement, a criticism 
equally levied at the SSLN.   
 
We will discuss this in greater detail in response to Q3 where we will discuss the 
type of information that the assessments can provide and the lack of impact we think 
this will have. 
 
Q2. international comparisons to understand similar and differing approaches 
used elsewhere; and  
As we identified in 2015 in our response to the consultation on the National 
Improvement Framework, there is a clear evidence from UK and international 
examples that implementing high stakes testing can narrow the curriculum that is 
offered to children and young people, as schools are increasingly motivated to “teach 
to test”45678. We are aware the Scottish Government has rhetorically identified its 
opposition to ‘high stakes’ testing, however we have concerns about this in the 
longer term.   
 
We would also point the committee in the direction of Finnish education expert Patsi 
Salhberg who has argued that the avoidance of high stakes testing in Finland has 
helped create an environment that supports the positive educational outcomes 
achieved by Finnish children and young people9. The new standardised 
assessments appear to present a pathway to ‘high stakes’ testing that away from the 
broad educational ambitions of Curriculum for Excellence and the Getting it Right for 
Every Child approach.  We are particularly concerned what the impact of 
standardised assessments may have on schools with high proportions of children 
with additional support needs, for example, English as an additional language, for 
whom standardised assessment results would not be an appropriate indicator of 
learning potential.   
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Children in Scotland is a member of the Play not Tests campaign and firmly believes 
that play-based learning rather than a focus on assessment in the earliest stages of 
school is the most appropriate form of education for children at this stage. There is a 
range of evidence to support the benefits of play in promoting the social, emotional 
and cognitive development of young children and how this supports learning as 
children mature (10).   
 
We encourage the Committee and the Scottish Government to learn from this 
example and pursue this model if the aim is excellence and equity for Scotland’s 
children. 
 
Q3. what information the Government’s assessments can provide that 
contribute to improving the educational outcomes of children and young 
people. 
Children in Scotland believes that the information provided by the new standardised 
assessments will not significantly contribute to improving the educational outcomes 
of children and young people.  
 
Debates around standardised testing generally focus on whether they can provide 
valid and reliable evaluations of student learning for their declared purpose; and the 
ways in which the tests are used (high-stakes or low-stakes).  
With regard to technical quality, we recognise that there is no such thing as a 
perfectly valid and reliable test of student knowledge and skill acquisition, and that 
performance data can never reflect what pupils know or can do with complete 
accuracy. Many testing experts therefore caution against using a single standardised 
test score as a measure of educational performance, since both the tests and data 
reporting are inevitably subject to some error and bias. Tests for young children (P1, 
P4) may be especially prone to error and bias, given their limited attention spans and 
lack of experience of testing and/or computer-based activities, especially those from 
more deprived backgrounds (2).   
There is a wealth of evidence from child psychology that shows children experience 
rapid developmental growth around the time they are likely to be taking the 
assessments13. A period of social, emotional or cognitive developmental growth 
may rapidly leave the assessment data out of date.  
 
Scores obtained through standardised assessment, captured once every three years 
will therefore only represent where pupils were on the day they took the assessment. 
This may give an unrealistic account of their progress over that timeframe or indeed 
their need for additional support.  
 
Children in Scotland believe ongoing assessment based on teacher judgement is a 
more effective way of measuring the progress and needs of children, particularly 
those in P1. It also provides more opportunity to look at individual strengths and 
achievements outside of literacy and numeracy, across the whole curriculum and 
beyond.  Ongoing assessments by a teacher who knows the pupil are likely therefore 
to provide a far clearer of assessment of the needs of the child as it will be informed 
by a rounder understanding of the child, their strengths and difficulties.  In this way 
they are better able to make informed decisions about a child’s learning needs based 
on their progress over a period of time.  
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Annexe B 
UPSTART SCOTLAND 

The adverse effects of national standardised assessments on the primary 
school curriculum, pedagogical practices and children’s educational potential 

1) The move from SSLN to SNSA means that all Scottish children will be assessed 
annually in literacy/numeracy at P1, P4, P7 and S3, as opposed to national 
sampling. The introduction of SNSA is part of a raft of measures devised by the 
National Improvement Framework with the primary aim of closing the poverty-
related attainment gap between children and young people from the least and 
most disadvantaged communities.  In this submission we shall argue that – in 
the long run – it will have the opposite effect.   

2) There is considerable international evidence that national standardised 
assessment of literacy/numeracy leads to ‘unintended consequences and 
perverse incentives’ in educational practice, e.g.  
- narrowing of the curriculum (the areas to be tested become educationally 

‘salient’ and time/attention are devoted to them at the expense of other 
curricular areas) 

- in order to help their pupils achieve as high a standard as possible, teachers 
‘teach to the test’, which leads them to over-focus on measurable (and often 
superficial) aspects of curricular content 

- increasing anxiety about ‘test performance’ among pupils, teachers and 
parents. 
(See also Exam Factories, NUT 2015)  
 

     High and low stakes assessment 

3) The Scottish Government claims that the SNSA will not result in these 
behaviours because it is not a ‘high-stakes’ assessment (e.g. children’s 
responses to the tablet-based task are not marked right/wrong and their scores 
will not be published). Yet the First Minister’s call to be judged on her record in 
education means that SNSA is recognised by the public and media as a key 
factor of a high-stakes policy. As such, it puts considerable pressure on local 
authorities, schools and teachers to maximise children’s performance. 

4) International evidence (e.g. Goldstein, 2004), shows that the linking of 
assessments to performance targets also raises the stakes significantly for 
schools and teachers. In Scotland, aspirational ‘benchmarks’ for children’s 
educational performance were published to accompany the SNSAs.  These are, 
not surprisingly, interpreted as targets, Along with advice to teachers that ‘there 
is no need to provide curriculum level judgements in all curriculum areas – stick 
to literacy and numeracy’, the benchmarks will exacerbate the ‘salience effect’ 
and ‘teaching to the test’. 

5) The SNSA is task-based (i.e. based on children’s responses to 
literacy/numeracy tasks presented on a tablet) so the types of behaviour 
required for success can be easily identified.  As well as narrowing teacher’s 
perceptions of the behaviours underpinning success in literacy/numeracy, the 
SNSA tasks are already informing commercial organisations which produce 

https://www.teachers.org.uk/files/exam-factories.pdf
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/f983/9014a43661ca43570485a840f39487165145.pdf
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materials/services aimed at helping parents improve their children’s 
performance.     

6) Despite assurances to the contrary, the SNSA therefore has all the hallmarks 
of a ‘tests-and-targets’ regime in which literacy and numeracy are salient. 

7) In Australia, NAPLAN (the National Assessment Program: Literacy and 
Numeracy) was similarly labelled ‘low-stakes’ when introduced ten years ago. 
It is now acknowledged to encourage all the ‘unintended consequences and 
perverse incentives’ associated with the high-stakes tests-and-targets regimes 
in England and USA.  

Poverty, well-being and attainment  

8) The pressures associated with a ‘tests-and-targets’ regime are increasingly 
being linked to the explosion of mental health problems among children and 
young people (e.g. New Statesman, Sept 2018). 

9) There is a well-established link between mental health problems and growing 
up in poverty. There is also a significant poverty-related attainment gap in 
language and problem-solving when children are five years old, which persists 
throughout their educational lives. Pressure on low-achieving children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds to achieve standardised performance targets in 
literacy and numeracy (from Primary 1) is likely to exacerbate mental health 
problems, which is unlikely to improve educational performance. It is therefore 
improbable that the introduction of SNSA will help to close the poverty-related 
attainment gap – indeed it is more likely to widen it. 

10)  This certainly appears to be the case in England and the USA, where the 
poverty gap has widened considerably over the last 20 years. In Australia, the 
introduction of NAPLAN has coincided with a steady decline in both educational 
achievement and educational equity in the OECD’s PISA charts and in 
November 2018 the poverty-related attainment gap in Sydney was shown to 
have widened.  

11)  Upstart Scotland is particularly concerned about the long-term effects of 
beginning a ‘SNSA-and benchmarks’ regime in P1, when children are only four 
or five. We are therefore submitting evidence to the Independent Review of the 
P1 SNSA showing that – for children who are not developmentally ready for 
instruction in the three Rs -- an early focus on literacy and numeracy skills 
creates ‘self-fulfilling prophecies’, thus widening the attainment gap. We would 
be happy to make this evidence available to the Education Committee. 

 Curriculum for Excellence, SNSA and international trends in assessment 

12)  A fast-growing body of international research points to the significance of 
childhood well-being for long term physical and mental health. Scotland’s 
Curriculum for Excellence therefore showed great prescience in identifying 
health and wellbeing as one of three important curricular strands that underpin 
children’s educational success (the other two being literacy and numeracy). 
Unfortunately, the introduction of SNSA in literacy and numeracy and guidance 

https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/health/2018/09/we-are-crisis-point-child-mental-health-so-don-t-dismiss-it-mere-teen-angst
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/statistics/mental-health-statistics-poverty
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/closing-attainment-gap-scottish-education
https://www.smh.com.au/education/where-you-live-is-determining-your-school-s-naplan-score-20181126-p50ibq.html
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on the related benchmarks quoted in (4) above have now effectively 
downgraded the educational importance of health and well-being.  

13)  CfE also introduced an Early Level (straddling Nursery and P1 – i.e. three to 
six years) to bring Scotland into line with well-established early years practice 
in most of the world (see UNESCO definition) where formal schooling does not 
begin until children are six or seven (this includes the whole of mainland 
Europe).  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. As we explain in our submission to the Independent Review of the 
P1 SNSA, it is likely to be damaging for all children, but especially for 
disadvantaged children who are especially likely to suffer from developmental 
delay.   

14)  In response to the research mentioned in (12) above, educationally successful 
nations are moving away from high-pressure educational regimes, especially in 
early childhood. Singapore (school starting age: six) will next year make 
significant adaptations to its famously rigorous system of assessment, including 
the abandonment of all national testing of children under eight years old. 
Similarly, the Education Minister in China (school starting age: seven) recently 
ruled that kindergarten children should be learning through play, there must be 
no early attention to academic skills and no testing. 

Little to gain and much to lose 

15) ‘Tests-and-targets’ regimes in other English-speaking countries have not 
improved overall performance in international educational comparisons. 
However, the pressures associated with this type of educational approach 
appear to be associated with an escalation of mental health problems among 
children and young people.  

16)  The Scottish Government claims that the SNSA will provide useful diagnostic 
information for teachers in tackling children’s literacy and numeracy difficulties, 
However, these difficulties are likely to be exacerbated by the ‘unintended 
consequences and pernicious incentives’ associated with national standardised 
assessment, especially since the SNSA begins in P1. Indeed, we argue in our 
submission to the Independent Review of the P1 SNSA that it is likely to create 
literacy and numeracy difficulties, particularly for disadvantaged children.  

17)  In the light of all the international evidence quoted above, it is difficult to 
understand the Scottish Government’s decision to move from SSLN to SNSA 
at this time (particularly as sampling techniques have previously proved 
effective in monitoring national performance in the three Rs).  

18)  Upstart Scotland therefore recommends that the Scottish Government revert 
to the SSLN system of monitoring national trends in literacy/numeracy 
performance. If, by any chance, it can be proved that the diagnostic information 
provided by SNSA at P4, P7 and S1 cancels out the adverse effects of 
‘unintended consequences and perverse incentives’, we still recommend that 
the P1SNSA be dropped. Not only does its very existence compromise the 
future mental health and educational chances of very young children but, 

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2018/10/singapore-has-abolished-school-exam-rankings-here-s-why/
http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/201807/16/WS5b4bfddca310796df4df6981.html


Agenda Item 1  ES/S5/19/4/2 

9 
 

according to the British Educational Research Association (2018), tablet-based 
standardised assessment of this age group is ‘likely to produce results with little 
predictive power and dubious validity’. 

  

https://www.bera.ac.uk/researchers-resources/publications/a-baseline-without-basis
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Annexe C 
Survey Responses from Teachers  

Anonymous Teacher 1 

As a Primary teacher working with infants I know the distress the tests are causing to 
young children, without there being any meaningful data generated as a result.  I 
have grave concerns about the way the data across stages will be used in terms of 
heaping additional pressure on teachers when we are more than able to detail the 
progress of our pupils without these tests which fail to take into account the many 
factors affecting our children’s performance on the day. The amount of time and 
resource diverted to administering these tests is also onerous, amounting to days 
and days of teaching and learning support time lost. 

Anonymous Teacher 2 

I am a Teacher with over 30 years’ experience and quite frankly I am amazed that 
the Scottish Government is considering yet more changes to our education system. 
Since the end of the "Standard Grade" Qualification the changes to SQA 
qualifications have been relentless. We're still working on the latest round of these 
and we've still more to implement. 
 
Now it appears the changes have moved to our junior levels. This apparent fixation 
on assessment at Government Levels is undoubtedly damaging our education 
system. Yes, pupils do need a form of assessment to ensure they Are developing 
fully but surely not at the cost of the learning experience. 
 
As a Teacher, I constantly consider the work I am planning, presenting and 
assessing only provides another tick in a box to satisfy various layers of 
management. It is not set out to encourage the young people in front of me to enjoy 
learning. This is so wrong, behaviour is deteriorating and pupils are demotivated due 
to the demands of our Education System. 
 
How can you possibly expect to encourage more people into Teaching when existing 
Teachers are so stressed out and deriding their own profession constantly. 
 
These Teachers have not entered the profession on a whim, it's not a career you 
embark on for the money nor for the holidays. Most people do this because they love 
either the subject they teach, the children they are teaching or just plain learning. 
 
Unfortunately, it appears to be a very easy target for the upper echelons to poke, 
prod and at times taser. Everyone is an expert when it comes to Schools and 
Education, after all they've all had so much experience at school. Well you wouldn't 
trust a neighbour to carry out an operation just because they've been sick in the past. 
 
Why don't you give Teachers the time, respect and encouragement (perhaps a few 
useful resources too) to develop their own skills and standards. I can assure you that 
they a pursuing the highest of these. Treat them as the professionals they have 
trained and longed to become.  
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No one needs to be bombarded with "Standardised Assessments". This may sound 
like an overreaction but it's how it feels. After 30 years of teaching I still love being in 
the classroom but I hate the constant changes. I feel I am at the lowest level of 
enthusiasm regarding the system that I have ever been.  
 
It's also unfair to our young people. I find myself constantly apologising to pupils 
when yet another change to the system has to be catered for. Please refrain from 
further changes, promote and allow the professionals to carry out the work you have 
employed them to do. 

Anonymous Teacher 3 

I am a teacher of Additional Support in a school of approx. 350 pupils in 
Aberdeenshire. Since SNSAs have been introduced, at the instruction of the Head 
Teacher, I have had to stop my timetable of additional support to carry out P1, P4 
and P7 SNSAs according to the ‘window’ of time we are given by Aberdeenshire 
Council to complete them. My understanding is that we should not be testing whole 
cohorts of pupils in a week/ two week but that is what I am being asked to do. The 
disruption to pupils in need of additional support is unfair. 

I do not feel that pupils find the SNSAs stressful, If anything I think they feel the content 
is too much and too lengthy, particularly in the Reading Assessments. The texts don’t 
appear to adapt to the child’s level very quickly, with some pupils presented with 
several lengthy chunks of texts that must demotivate, demoralise or just bore them. 
I’m sure when presented with such texts some pupils become ‘click happy’ just to 
move on and, as I have witnessed, if they then randomly choose the right answer the 
assessment results will not be accurate. 

I agree with the comment received in evidence that questions remain about the 
assessment validity of SNSAs in terms of their content, mode of delivery, 
including in digital format, and ability to provide feedback that is meaningful to 
learners. I do not feel that the results give any new information to teachers although 
they make interesting reading.  I feel it would be better, as we used to do with 5-14 
testing, that pupils are only presented when their teacher feels they have completed 
the level being assessed. 

I feel the SNSAs provide only a snapshot which should not be relied upon as a true 
picture of a child’s ability; particularly when factors such as how the child is feeling that 
day and completing the test in digital format could influence the results. The class 
teacher is better placed to make judgements about the children they know and should 
be trusted to do so. A national standardised picture of results is of course important 
but the SNSAs do not provide this as teachers across Scotland have not received the 
same training in using the SNSAs therefore all will be implementing them and 
overseeing them in a different way. 

Anonymous Teacher 4 

SNSAs are a disaster for teaching in Scotland 
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