Open letter
The government plans to spend £10 million on testing four-year-olds on literacy and
numeracy – the latest addition to England’s obsession with testing children. Such a test
would be both pointless and damaging.
If so-called baseline assessment goes ahead in 2020 every four-year-old will be tested
in their first six weeks in school, using a 20-minute one-to-one test. The results will
inevitably be unreliable, as two previous expensive and abandoned trials proved. The
results cannot provide an accurate picture of young children’s ability and potential. Yet
seven years later children’s scores will be compared with their scores in Key Stage 2
tests to give a measure of ‘value added’. Schools will then be judged against each other
on this basis.
We know that assessment of children’s learning is essential to good teaching and to
helpful conversations between teachers and parents. Good teachers already assess
reception children in order to do just that. But baseline testing is not designed to benefit
children. There are better alternatives for ensuring the quality of schools without
subjecting young children to a punitive system of school accountability.
Testing such young children is fraught with problems. It cannot provide a valid account of
their learning, because they will not be able to show their true abilities in a test taken out
of the context of familiar relationships and practical experiences. There is no evidence
that early testing can reliably predict children’s later achievements. Developmental
psychologists have shown that children's well-being, confidence and self-regulation are
central to their future learning, but these cannot be tested by baseline.
Children will suffer through being labelled at a young age, particularly disadvantaging the
most vulnerable children – those with special needs, those suffering the effects of
poverty, the summer-born, and those whose first language is not English. The tests risk
children’s well-being and confidence by interrupting the crucial early period when they
are forming relationships and settling into school. And many schools will teach to the
test so that early years education will become more narrow and formal. This is not good
for children.
Children deserve an education that places them at the centre. Children are more than a
score.
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