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•	SATs dominate year 6, impacting what and how teachers teach

•	� Learning how to do well in SATs – working fast, answering test-style 
questions – becomes as important as the test content

•	� Schools focus on maths and English to the detriment of the wider 
curriculum

•	� Children lose their enthusiasm for learning and grow increasingly 
anxious

•	� Teachers do additional teaching (interventions) before and after 
school and in holidays

•	The significant pressure on teachers forces them to ‘teach to the test’

•	� Teachers are obliged to prioritise pupils on the cusp of reaching 
or exceeding expected standards, at the expense of those who are 
expected to fail

•	� Schools in poorer areas are under more pressure and therefore have to 
do more preparation for SATs 

•	� The pressure has not reduced over time; SATs continue to distort 
priorities in schools meaning children and teachers continue to suffer 
the negative effects

Key Stage 2 National Curriculum tests, 
known as SATs, are taken in one week in 
May by 10-11 year olds in all government-
funded schools in England. Pupils sit timed 
papers on English grammar, punctuation 
and spelling (GPS, also known as SPaG), 
reading, arithmetic, and maths reasoning. 
Writing and science are assessed by 
teachers. Children are designated as 
meeting the ‘expected standard’, working 
at the ‘higher standard’ (sometimes called 
‘greater depth’) or as not having met the 
expected standard. In 2023, 60% of pupils 
met the expected standard in reading, 
writing and maths combined, and 8% the 
higher standard (DfE, 2023).

KEY FINDINGS

WHAT ARE SATs? 
In recent years, the negative impact of year 6 SATs – 
confirmed by a substantial body of evidence – has 
been a growing concern. Our current research asked 
year 6 teachers how they have been preparing for 
SATs and the effects on them and their pupils. Surveys 
with over 1200 year 6 teachers and school leaders were 
carried out by Teacher Tapp, a daily survey app, at 
three points in the year: December 2023, March 2024 
and April 2024. Results were re-weighted by Teacher 
Tapp to make them representative; figures used 
here relate only to year 6 teachers unless otherwise 
indicated and numbers answering each question at 
each point varied. Interviews were also conducted in 
February and March with ten year 6 teachers from 
across the country, for which ethical approval was 
gained from the UCL Ethics Review Board. All names 
have been changed. 

Our findings highlight the extent to which the need to 
achieve good SATs results shapes year 6: they affect 
what and how teachers teach, they affect teachers, 
and they affect children themselves.

SATs dominate teaching throughout year 6. One 
teacher, Chloe, told us that ‘we’re thinking about 
SATs in September as soon as we go back,’ and Arif 
that ‘from September it’s like countdown has started 
already to SATs and now we’re one month closer, now 
we’re two months closer’. This changes what is taught; 
Arif explained that he still saw his job as delivering 
content, as he had when teaching other year groups, 
but the change in year 6 was that ‘the content is 
preparation for SATs’. 

THE FOCUS ON TEST-TAKING
By December, one in five (20%) teachers were doing 
over 3 hours SATs preparation a week with their class, 
including, but not only, practice papers. By March, this 
had increased to 47%, with 23% doing over 6 hours, and 
by April 60% were doing over 3 hours, 38% over 6 hours 
and 11% over 15 hours a week, the equivalent of three 
hours a day.

In the autumn term, 71% of teachers said their classes 
had completed full SATs papers under exam conditions 
and by April this had risen to 87%. This was, however, 
just the tip of the iceberg. Those interviewed also spent 
substantial time completing SATs questions in lessons, 
often under timed conditions. Maria told us that pupils 
arrive every morning to find a whole or partial maths 
SATs paper on their desk awaiting completion and 
Aaron that ‘we are testing them almost all the time’.

HOW SATs IMPACT WHAT IS TAUGHT

We’re thinking about SATs in 
September as soon as we go back.

Pupils arrive every 
morning to find a SATs 
maths paper on their desk.

HOW MUCH TIME HAVE YOU SPENT PREPARING FOR SATs?

DECEMBER MARCH APRIL

None 15% 8% 5%

Up to 3 hours 54% 39% 29%

3 hours + 20% 47% 60%

6 hours + 9% 23% 38%

9 hours + 5% 13% 24%
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TEACHERS FEELING UNDER PRESSURE TO 
DELIVER RESULTS  % AGREE  

While in March, a fifth (19%) of teachers reported 
having to ‘teach to the test’, this had shot up to 55% in 
April. One explained: 

‘We’re looking at the kind of questions they may 
face, talking about the techniques. Thinking about, 
you know, what exactly is being asked of them 
again. So, they’re just really, really familiar with 
everything that they’re going to come across and 
nothing’s going to come as a surprise.’ (Chloe)

Thus, even when year 6 children were not doing actual 
papers, the need to prepare for SATs forced teachers 
to base lessons around SATs-style questions and 
techniques for answering them. While in December, 15% 
of teachers said they were doing no explicit SATs prep 
with their classes, this had dropped to 5% by April.

NARROWING THE CURRICULUM
By April of this year, 54% of teachers reported that they 
had squeezed the timetable to focus on the tested 
subjects of maths and English. As Grace explained, 
‘pretty much the whole morning is maths, English, 
reading, SPaG, nothing else… there’s only a small part 
of the day left for everything else.’ This narrowing was 
not just a short-term measure in the weeks running up 
to the test:

‘It started relatively early on, I would say after 
October half term, and then started getting quite 
heavy in January, just after Christmas… there were 
things that we just didn’t do… There was a lot of 
PSHE we stopped doing, computing, other subjects, 
PE, stuff that just went out the window because it 
had to.’ (Andrew)

Teachers were concerned about the effect of this 
narrowing, particularly on children whose interests 
lie elsewhere. Grace said that ‘focusing so much on 
English and maths isn’t preparing children for the real 
world or other careers that they might be interested in’. 
Chloe explained:

‘For all of those children who find maths and 
reading challenging it just becomes laborious and 
there’s no opportunity for them to come to school 
and do the lessons that they excel in and that they 
enjoy... it just must be quite torturous.’

Teachers also had concerns about the lack of time left 
for their pastoral role, particularly important given the 
ongoing impacts of the pandemic. Aaron felt that ‘we 
should absolutely still be having circle time every day, 
it would be time better spent than half an hour’s SATs, 
but that’s not available to us.’

TEACHING UNDER PRESSURE
Many teachers felt under pressure to deliver results 
– rising from 46% in December to 64% by April. This 
inevitably influenced their practice, often in ways they 
were unhappy about. One explained:

‘I feel like an actual dictator, but… I don’t know how 
else I’m going to get them there. ‘Just nine weeks 
away’, as I tell the kids every, every day.’ (Arif)

The need to teach pupils to speed up was a recurring 
theme, which some pupils found painful: 

‘It’s horrible. But you know that those able children 
that work slowly won’t get a good score within 
the time, so we sort of put additional pressure on 
them.’ (Maria)

Several felt their teaching had become less thorough, 
forced to move ‘at more speed, thinking I’ve got to 
get these things covered... all that good practice 
that you’d want to do, that is pushed out, which 
is ridiculous because that’s how you make the 
learning stick’, (Maria). Grace explained that ‘in year 
6 it’s more just like quickly... it’s a lot of practice and 
recall rather than feeling like you’re actually teaching 
and ingraining the knowledge in them.’ In contrast, 
Celeste said that ‘you can really kind of delve deep 
with them when you get the opportunity to stop 
teaching to the test.’ 

THE IMPACT OF SATs  
ON HOW TEACHERS TEACH

Pretty much the whole 
morning is maths, English, 
reading, SPaG. Nothing 
else… there’s only a small 
part of the day left for 
everything else.

Focusing so much on 
English and maths isn’t 
preparing children for 
the real world or other 
careers that they might 
be interested in.

DECEMBER

APRIL

46%

64%

I feel like an actual 
dictator but I don’t know 
how else I’m going to get 
them there.

% OF TEACHERS ‘TEACHING TO THE TEST’

DECEMBER

13%
MARCH

19%

APRIL

55%
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FOCUSING ATTENTION ON BORDERLINE 
CHILDREN
The survey data suggest most schools were delivering 
interventions for pupils who were behind – 67% by 
December and 84% by April. These tended to take 
place during lessons other than maths and English, 
before or after school, and during the Easter holidays, 
often involving headteachers, deputies and teaching 
assistants (often taken from other year groups) as 
well as the class teacher. These focused on borderline 
or ‘cusp’ pupils – those just below the expected 
standard or ‘greater depth’ – and were often frequent. 
Paula’s school, for example, had interventions for 
borderline children before and after school every day, 
starting from October, effectively lengthening the 
school day for both pupils and staff. 

While teachers wanted to offer extra support to all 
struggling pupils, we heard stories of ‘educational 
triage’ (Gillborn & Youdell, 2000), a well-established 
practice of prioritising those children most likely to 
affect results (Bradbury, Braun and Quick, 2021). The 
pressure to push ‘cusp’ pupils ‘over that line’ (Grace) 
leads to other children being overlooked. We heard 
how interventions reduced in year 6 for those not 
likely to get expected standard (Annisa) and Chloe 
regretfully explained how her lower attainers ‘...don’t get 
the same level of teaching as those that are getting 99 
[one mark below expected standard]’.

Those pupils more than a mark or two below ‘expected’ 
were not, many said, getting the attention they needed. 
As Emma put it, ‘I have been told to forget children.’

HOW SATs IMPACT CHILDREN

% OF TEACHERS DELIVERING INTERVENTIONS 
FOR PUPILS WHO ARE BEHIND THEIR PEERS

DECEMBER

APRIL

67%

84%

PUPILS ARE WORRIED ABOUT FAILING  
% OF TEACHERS AGREEING

THE EFFECTS ON ENGAGEMENT  
AND ANXIETY
While two of our interviewed teachers felt that the 
pressure of SATs motivated their class to work harder, 
offering ‘structure’ (Annisa), and others agreed that 
some pupils responded with enthusiasm to SATs 
preparation, there was wider concern that the narrower 
curriculum, faster pace, increased pressure and focus 
on test scores leads to disengagement through the 
year. While in the autumn term only 8% of teachers felt 
that SATs preparation was having a negative effect on 
pupil engagement, this had risen to 29% by March and 
32% by April. Emma told us that ‘children are just doing 
English and maths over and over and over again, it 
just kills their enthusiasm’ while Grace felt that ‘a lot of 
children don’t want to come to school or don’t enjoy it.’ 

Teachers were also concerned about the anxiety 
SATs cause pupils. Even in the autumn term, 43% said 
pupils were worried about failing, rising to 63% by April. 
Aaron told us that he asked his class at the start of 
the year ‘what their hopes and fears were, and almost 
universally their fears were about the test’, and Maria 

said that ‘they dread it and they’re scared of it, and 
they think year 6 is all about SATs’. Those who had 
taught year 6 previously worried about SATs week 
itself, telling of children who ‘break down on SATs 

day’ (Andrew), or commenting ‘the reading paper - I 
have never seen so many children cry’ (Maria). All the 
teachers interviewed went to lengths to lessen anxiety 
but felt this wasn’t sufficient. As one put it: 

‘We try not to make it a scary thing, but [they’re] 
hearing about it all the time so I wouldn’t blame 
them if they freaked out on the day because it’s a 
lot of pressure on them.’ (Grace)

As one teacher commented, considering how his 
pupils will look back at their year with him:

‘Hopefully they’ll remember the end of year 
performance… or the school disco, but it may 
be that what they’ll actually remember is the 
stress that they had… the first time that they 
really experienced that kind of anxiety. That may 
ultimately be the thing that they remember for the 
rest of their school days, which is horrific.’ (Aaron) 

THE DIFFERENTIAL IMPACT OF SATs 
While SATs preparation appeared significant in most 
schools, it loomed larger in those with deprived 
catchments, as measured by the proportion of 

pupils on free school meals (FSM). Survey data from 
March showed that while 13% of schools with affluent 
catchments (lowest FSM rates) spent more than 6 
hours a week on SATs preparation, this shot up to 
40% of schools with the most deprived catchments, 
a three-fold increase. By April, however, schools with 
more affluent catchments were catching up, with 37% 
doing more than 6 hours’ prep as compared to 55% 
with deprived catchments. While children in more 
deprived catchments, then, seem to be affected by 
SATs for more of the school year, those in affluent 
catchments still experienced intense preparation in the 
weeks before the test. 

In both December and March, year 6 teachers 
and school leaders in the most deprived schools 
also reported substantially higher levels of all SATs 
preparation measures, and of worry, pressure and 
disengagement, than those in the least deprived; 
for example, at both survey points almost twice as 
many said the curriculum had been narrowed. This 
difference, however, had levelled out by April, again 
indicating that schools in more affluent areas are 
less dominated by the requirements of SATs until 
the final weeks before the tests. This suggests that 
any damaging effects of SATs on pupils’ last year 
in primary school is more severe for those already 
suffering disadvantage.DOES SATs PREPARATION NEGATIVELY AFFECT 

PUPIL ENGAGEMENT? % OF TEACHERS AGREEING

DECEMBER

8% MARCH

29%APRIL

32%

We try not to make it a scary 
thing, but [they’re] hearing 
about it all the time so I 
wouldn’t blame them if they 
freaked out on the day. 

% OF YEAR 6 TEACHERS SPENDING MORE THAN 6 HOURS PER WEEK PREPARING FOR SATs

0
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Affluent Deprived
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APRIL
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I have been told  
to forget children
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LABELLING CHILDREN AS FAILURES
The pressure to push pupils to expected standard 
emerged strongly in interviews. As Emma put it, ‘it’s 
reducing them to a set of numbers: if they’re good 
enough or they’re not’. Predictably, this seems to have 
affected pupils, who can experience failure to reach 
the expected standard as a judgement on their whole 
primary career. One teacher commented: 

‘You know certain children who are wonderful in 
every way who aren’t going to pass SATs are going 
to be made to feel horrible... such a young age for 
them to have to feel like a failure.’ (Maria)

Given that, in 2023, 40% of pupils ‘failed’ at least 
one subject (DfE, 2023), this should give us food for 
thought. By making one week of tests the criterion of 
the success of your time at primary school, we are 
sending over a third of children to secondary school 
with the message that they are already school failures. 

These findings add further weight to concerns that 
Key Stage 2 tests dominate the last year of primary 
school. Teachers’ current views of SATs mirror those 
of headteachers in research before Covid (Bradbury, 
2019), suggesting that little has changed in the 
post-pandemic era, despite the suspension of SATs 
for two years. The survey data demonstrate the 
dominance of SATs on practice and priorities in year 
6. None of the teachers we spoke to were opposed 
to taking tests, seeing it as necessary preparation 
for secondary school, but all felt that the ‘high 
stakes’ nature of SATs had led to ‘toxic’ (Annisa) 
effects, distorting primary education by putting the 
needs of schools, and the statutory requirement to 
supply data, before the needs of pupils. There was 
serious concern that SATs soured the relationship 
between teachers, pupils and learning, reducing the 
quality of primary education. Fifteen years ago the 
Cambridge Primary Review concluded that SATs 
‘distort children’s primary schooling for questionable 
returns’ (Alexander, 2009, p. 2). Sadly, such distortion 
appears to have become increasingly embedded, to 
the detriment of both pupils and teachers. 

CONCLUSION:  
THE CONTINUING DAMAGE OF SATs
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It’s reducing them to 
a set of numbers: if 
they’re good enough 
or they’re not.


