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11.
WHAT ASPECTS OF THE CURRENT A) CURRICULUM, B) ASSESSMENT SYSTEM AND  
C) QUALIFICATION PATHWAYS SHOULD BE TARGETED FOR IMPROVEMENTS TO BETTER 
SUPPORT AND RECOGNISE EDUCATIONAL PROGRESS FOR CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE?

B) ASSESSMENT SYSTEM
The current system of statutory assessment at KS1 
and KS2 has many fundamental flaws. Unintended 
consequences include a narrowed curriculum, 
negative impact on children’s mental health and 
unnecessary pressure on teachers and schools. The 
data produced is unreliable and not a reflection of high 
standards and is recognised as such by educators 
and parents alike.

Because of this, More Than A Score is calling for SATs 
and other statutory tests to be removed, and replaced 
by a low-stakes system focused on children’s learning, 
wellbeing and achievements, rather than acting as a 
school accountability measure.

Along with More Than A Score, leading academics, 
school leaders and policy-makers have also laid out 
the principles for an improved primary assessment 
system.1

The key points are:

•	�Effective and substantial reform of SATs and primary 
school accountability

•	�Developed from an independent review, led by 
school leaders, teachers, parents and education 
experts

•	�Pause SATs in the meantime

•	�Put children’s learning, wellbeing and achievements 
at the heart of assessment

•	�Hold schools to account in a fair, accurate and 
responsive way

Children currently sit statutory assessments in four or 
five out of their seven years in primary school. Because 
these tests are used for accountability, they are high-
stakes for schools and play far too important a role in 
school life.

The high-stakes nature of the tests also means the 
data produced is unreliable and distorted.

•	�64% of secondary teachers and school leaders 
surveyed describe SATs data as distorted because of 
the high-stakes nature of the tests2

•	�75% of primary school leaders surveyed agree with 
this statement3   

From 2027/28, academic progress in primary school 
will be measured by comparing KS2 SATs results 
with the data gathered from the Reception Baseline 

Assessment, administered to children in the first six 
weeks of starting school.

Comparing a 20-minute test taken at the age of four, 
to four days of SATs taken under exam conditions 
aged 10 or 11, will not be a reliable measure of progress. 
Early Years experts point out that four-year-olds are 
not the most reliable data points for obvious reasons 
as they are so young and are still in the ‘settling-in’ 
phase of starting school.4

The DfE have not supplied any information about how 
this progress measure will be calculated.

Key stakeholders (parents, school leaders, academics) 
do not believe the current system of standardised 
assessment is the most reliable indicator for 
educational progress and therefore high standards in 
education.

•	�Only 3% of primary school leaders and 17% of parents 
believe SATs results are a good measure of whether 
a child has received a high standard of education in 
primary school5

A report from More Than A Score and the Education 
Policy Institute6 emphasised the need for clarity on 
the purpose of assessment, particularly at the end 
of primary, and stated that the current system has 
resulted in unintended, negative consequences. It 
concluded “Our current interpretation of success, 
defined largely by SATs, is considered to be a 
narrow one which jeopardises the development of 
a broad range of knowledge and skills.”

Assessment needs to be reformed to focus on 
supporting learning, recognising achievements 
beyond the narrow confines of the current system and 
encouraging a genuinely broad curriculum.

The system is not supported by the majority of parents, 
school leaders and teachers, who all recognise its 
fundamental flaws and unintended consequences.

•	�68% of parents surveyed believe children’s success in 
primary school should not be based on government 
assessments7

•	�77% of parents surveyed believe the pressure from 
SATs negatively affects children’s mental health7

•	�Only 2% of secondary teachers have no criticisms of 
SATs; 64% believe the data is distorted because of 
the high-stakes nature of the tests2

•	�55% of year 6 teachers report ‘teaching to the test’ 
and 64% feel under pressure to deliver results8
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•	�Almost 4 in 10 (38%) of teachers start preparing 
children for SATs, including doing practice papers, 
in September, growing to 50% by October half-term 
and over two-thirds (67%) by Christmas9

•	�Only a tiny minority of primary school leaders 
support the principles behind KS2 SATs:3

	 •	�5% agree they an accurate reflection of a child’s 
academic achievement

	

•	�3% agree they are an accurate measure of school 
performance

	 •	�4% agree they are a reliable way to measure 
progress from reception to end of year 6

Well-respected academics have already outlined 
alternative assessment systems which will better 
support and recognise educational progress for 
primary-aged children and have given thought as 
to how to implement change with the support of the 
profession.10

1.	 SATs: A United Call for Change 
2.	Teacher Tapp, September 2024, 4,800 secondary teachers 
3.	� Teacher Tapp, October 2024, 986 primary school leaders and 

headteachers 
4.	Baseline Assessment: Why it doesn’t add up, Bradbury et al, 2018
5.	�Teacher Tapp, February 2023, 1490 school leaders; You Gov, 

February 2023, 2124 parents

6.	Redefining Standards in English Primary Education, Spring 2023
7.	WeThink, May 2024, 1001 parents in England
8.	Teacher Tapp, April 2024, 1200 year 6 teachers
9.	Teacher Tapp, September 2024, 688 Year 6 teachers 
10.�BERA: High Standards, Not High Stakes, Moss, Goldstein et al July 

2021; ICAPE, Assessment for Learning: A New Future For Primary 
Education, Bradbury, Wyse et al, November 2022

12.
IN THE CURRENT CURRICULUM, ASSESSMENT SYSTEM AND QUALIFICATION PATHWAYS, ARE 
THERE ANY BARRIERS TO IMPROVING ATTAINMENT, PROGRESS, ACCESS OR PARTICIPATION 
(CLASS CEILINGS) FOR LEARNERS EXPERIENCING SOCIOECONOMIC DISADVANTAGE?

Over the last 12 years, the current primary assessment 
system has done nothing to close the disadvantage 
gap.1

A fundamental flaw in the way school performance is 
measured through high-stakes statutory assessments 
is the assumption of a level playing-field. Schools 
in areas of socioeconomic disadvantage have to 
put extra focus on test results to attain or maintain 
a position in league tables. They spend more time 
preparing pupils for tests and practising test papers to 
the detriment of a broad curriculum or more engaging 
teaching methods. Pupils also miss out on the chance 
to develop interests and skills which would not be 
economically available to them outside of school.

Primary schools with the highest proportion of children 
qualifying for free schools meals spend more of the 
school year and more hours per week specifically 
preparing for SATs in year 6.2

Even with this focus on getting pupils through their 
tests, 55% of 10- and 11-year-olds categorised as 
“disadvantaged” leave primary school having been 
told they have not reached “the expected standard” 
in English and maths (versus 33% of their peers)1. 
Embedding an “official” feeling of failure in children 
compounds the socioeconomic disadvantage many of 
them will already be becoming aware of and is not a 
positive start to the next stage of their education.

1.	 Schools Week, 10 September, 2024
2.	The SATs Effect, Laura Quick, UCL, May 2024

13.
IN THE CURRENT CURRICULUM, ASSESSMENT SYSTEM AND QUALIFICATION PATHWAYS, ARE 
THERE ANY BARRIERS TO IMPROVING ATTAINMENT, PROGRESS, ACCESS OR PARTICIPATION 
WHICH MAY DISPROPORTIONATELY IMPACT PUPILS BASED ON OTHER PROTECTED 
CHARACTERISTICS (E.G. GENDER, ETHNICITY)?

There has been criticism of the content of KS2 SATs 
relating to lack of diversity with papers described as 
overly “middle class”, most recently following the 2023 
tests.1

1.	� The Guardian, 18 May 2023: Primary school SATs paper that upset pupils used text from New York Times  I News, 19 May 2023: Try the 
questions on the KS2 exam that left children in tears

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/SATs-a-united-call-for-change.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/unreliable-inaccurate-distorted-secondary-teachers-condemn-year-6-sats-data/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Baseline_Assesment_It_Doesnt_Add_Up.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Standards_Research_Online.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Standards_Research_Online.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/EPI_MTAS-summary-paper_Primary-Standards_May23.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/year-6-sats-preparation-already-underway-in-many-schools/
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
https://www.icape.org.uk/reports-and-research/reports/2/view
https://www.icape.org.uk/reports-and-research/reports/2/view
https://schoolsweek.co.uk/primary-school-disadvantage-gap-narrows/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2023/may/18/primary-school-sats-paper-that-upset-pupils-used-text-from-new-york-times#:~:text=Primary%20school%20Sats%20paper%20that%20upset%20pupils%20used%20text%20from%20New%20York%20Times,-This%20article%20is&text=A%20primary%20school%20Sats%20paper,island%20who%20hears%20a%20wolf.
https://inews.co.uk/news/education/sats-2023-reading-paper-what-questions-ks2-exam-year-6-pupils-2351604
https://inews.co.uk/news/education/sats-2023-reading-paper-what-questions-ks2-exam-year-6-pupils-2351604
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14.
IN THE CURRENT CURRICULUM, ASSESSMENT SYSTEM AND QUALIFICATION PATHWAYS, ARE 
THERE ANY BARRIERS IN CONTINUING TO IMPROVE ATTAINMENT, PROGRESS, ACCESS OR 
PARTICIPATION FOR LEARNERS WITH SEND?

79% of pupils with SEND did not reach the expected 
standard in KS2 SATs in 2024.1

Because of the high-stakes nature of the tests, year 6 
teachers report being encouraged to focus on pupils 
who have a chance of reaching the expected standard 
at the expense of those with greater needs, including 
children with SEND.2

Headteachers have spoken out about certain practices 
relating to children with SEND, in particular schools not 
admitting SEND pupils because of the negative effect 
on SATs results.3

1.	� DfE, Key Stage 2 Attainment, September 2024
2.	The SATs Effect, Laura Quick, UCL, May 2024

3.	� Jeremy Barnes, headteacher, All Saints Catholic Primary School, 
Liverpool: SATs and SEND, The worst of all worlds

15.
IN THE CURRENT CURRICULUM, ASSESSMENT SYSTEM AND QUALIFICATION PATHWAYS, ARE 
THERE ANY ENABLERS THAT SUPPORT ATTAINMENT, PROGRESS, ACCESS OR PARTICIPATION 
FOR THE GROUPS LISTED ABOVE? [E.G. SOCIOECONOMICALLY DISADVANTAGED YOUNG 
PEOPLE, PUPILS WITH SEND, PUPILS WHO ARE OTHERWISE VULNERABLE, AND YOUNG PEOPLE 
WITH PROTECTED CHARACTERISTICS]

In the current high-stakes, one-size-fits-all primary 
assessment system, there are no enablers that support 
the groups listed above. Current statutory assessments 
narrow the curriculum, put unnecessary pressure on all 

pupils, and don’t provide reliable data. They need to be 
removed and replaced with a low-stakes system that 
puts children’s wellbeing, learning and achievements 
at the heart of assessment.

16.
TO WHAT EXTENT DOES THE CONTENT OF THE NATIONAL CURRICULUM AT PRIMARY LEVEL 
(KEY STAGES 1 AND 2) ENABLE PUPILS TO GAIN AN EXCELLENT FOUNDATION IN A) ENGLISH AND 
B) MATHS? ARE THERE WAYS IN WHICH THE CONTENT COULD CHANGE TO BETTER SUPPORT 
THIS AIM? [PLEASE NOTE, WE INVITE VIEWS SPECIFICALLY ON TRANSITIONS BETWEEN KEY 
STAGES IN SECTION 9.]

A) ENGLISH
In the primary curriculum, there is too much emphasis 
on elements which can be formally tested in statutory 
assessments with a deleterious effect on linguistic 
creativity. 

When the curriculum was revised in 2013, the DfE took 
the decision to place greater emphasis on traditional 
grammar and technical terms, introducing the SPAG 
(spelling, punctuation and grammar) paper in KS2 
SATs. This has had the effect of prioritising certain 
types of knowledge over others. This means that 
children are now expected to understand and use 
terms such as “subordinate clauses” from the age of 
seven, “fronted adverbial” and “determiners” from age 
eight, and “modal verbs” and “relative clauses” from 
age nine. The focus on this aspect of the curriculum 

has been controversial since then: many experts, 
including some of those involved in its creation, have 
criticised the emphasis on technical terms over the 
creative act of writing.1 

In year 1, the statutory Phonics Screening Check means 
that teachers spend a disproportionate amount of 
time teaching reading via phonics. Most teachers now 
use ‘synthetic phonics’ to teach children to read. These 
are letters or groups of letters that children learn as 
sounds, which they blend together to make a word.

The majority of teachers agree it is a valid teaching 
method but, as they will be judged on the results of 
the Check, they must practise for it repeatedly with 
their classes. The Phonics Check uses both real words 
and nonsense words to test their understanding, which 
confuses young readers, often already fluent readers. 

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/key-stage-2-attainment
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/send-and-sats-the-worst-of-all-worlds/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/send-and-sats-the-worst-of-all-worlds/
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1.	 The Guardian, 9 May 2017: Battle on the adverbials front
2.	Jon Andrews, Education Policy Institute, 9 July 2019 

3.	� DfE: What is the multiplication tables check and why is it 
important?

4.	NAHT: Multiple concerns

Those who don’t achieve the required pass mark have 
to re-take the test in year 2, meaning more practice 
for the test and less time spent encouraging a love of 
reading.

The unintended consequence of introducing a 
statutory test to improve reading scores reduces the 
time spent reading and enjoying stories for their own 
sake. Indeed, some evidence suggests that higher 
scores in phonics do not translate into higher reading 
scores. Up to 2019, results of the Phonics Screening 
Check increased while results for the same cohort’s 
KS2 reading tests went down, showing that the test 
was not contributing to improved reading scores.2

B) MATHS
The year 4 Multiplication Tables Check was introduced 
to help “teachers understand which pupils know their 
times tables and… [help] schools identify if children 
may need additional support.”3

Teachers and school leaders argue that they already 
know how well children know their times tables. Regular 
classroom tests confirm this. The introduction of the 
statutory assessment (with schools put into league 
tables based on how many pupils achieve 100%) 
means that a disproportionate amount of time is spent 
on one aspect of maths.

94% of headteachers surveyed by the NAHT in 2019 
reported that the Check did not tell them anything they 
didn’t already know about their pupils’ recall of times 
tables.4

17.
TO WHAT EXTENT DO THE ENGLISH AND MATHS PRIMARY ASSESSMENTS* SUPPORT PUPILS TO 
GAIN AN EXCELLENT FOUNDATION IN THESE KEY SUBJECTS? ARE THERE ANY CHANGES YOU 
WOULD SUGGEST THAT WOULD SUPPORT THIS AIM? *THESE INCLUDE SATS AT THE END OF KEY 
STAGE 2, THE PHONICS SCREENING CHECK AND THE MULTIPLICATION TABLES CHECK.

KS2 SATs
Based on the DfE’s own measure, the assessments are 
performing poorly in providing an excellent foundation, 
as 40% of pupils aren’t reaching the so-called 
expected standard in both English and maths.1

However, KS2 SATs, which are taken under strict exam 
conditions, are an inaccurate way of measuring 
whether 10- and 11-year-olds have received an 
excellent foundation in English and maths.

Both primary and secondary school leaders and 
parents agree that a child may not meet the ‘expected 
standard’ in SATs, but still have the standard of maths 
and English needed to start secondary school.

In February 20232, parents and primary and secondary 
school leaders were asked if they agree or disagree 
with this statement: A child may not meet the 
‘expected standard’ in SATs, but still have the standard 
of maths and English needed to start secondary 
school. The results were as follows:

�Secondary school leaders: 67% agree

�Primary school leaders: 76% agree

Parents: 66% agree

When they transition to secondary school, teachers 
there are distrustful of the data KS2 SATs provides:3

Only 8% believe they are an accurate basis for 
putting children into ability sets

�Over two-thirds (69%) describe them as an 
‘inaccurate way to predict GCSE grades’

Almost half of teachers surveyed (44%) report that 
their schools re-test year 7 pupils because of the 
unreliability of the data provided.

The focus on preparing for SATs in year 6 particularly, 
but also through other years, has a negative effect 
on many children’s enjoyment of English and maths. 
While some of these children may score well in SATs, 
the question remains as to whether cramming to pass 
tests is the best way of giving an excellent foundation 
in these subjects. Teaching to the test is a well-
documented consequence of the current system. 

•	�72% of year 6 pupils surveyed said they are not 
spending enough time on the subjects they enjoy4

•	�55% of year 6 teachers surveyed reported ‘teaching 
to the test’5

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/may/09/fronted-adverbials-sats-grammar-test-primary
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/more-than-a-scores-response-to-the-phonics-screening-check-results-september-2010/
https://educationhub.blog.gov.uk/2022/11/22/what-is-the-multiplication-tables-check-and-why-is-it-important/
https://educationhub.blog.gov.uk/2022/11/22/what-is-the-multiplication-tables-check-and-why-is-it-important/
https://www.naht.org.uk/NAHT-Edge/ArtMID/694/ArticleID/853/Multiple-Concerns-NAHT-members-response-to-the-multiplications-tables-check-pilot
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•	�In April 2024, 24% of year 6 teachers were spending 
more than nine hours a week preparing for SATs; 11% 
were spending more than 15 hours per week.5

Questions have been asked about whether the 
inclusion of the SPAG paper with its emphasis on 
technical grammar is about providing an excellent 
foundation in English or is simply a way to deliver 
“test-able” content that can then be used to measure 
schools. Some academics have also suggested 
that the SPAG assessments are a means to deliver 
what many consider out-dated traditional content in 
primary schools that is never returned to in secondary.6

PHONICS SCREENING CHECK
As a statutory assessment, with school results 
published in league tables, the Phonics Screening 
Check has inevitably led to much greater focus on the 
phonetic technique as children learn to read.

Up to 2019, results of the Phonics Screening Check 
increased while results for the same cohort’s KS2 
reading tests went down, showing that the test was not 
contributing to improved reading scores.7

This is not an argument in favour of dispensing with 
phonics as a teaching tool. However, consideration 
should certainly be given as to whether or not the 
Check itself contributes to overall competence in 
reading and therefore an excellent foundation in 
English.

MULTIPLICATION TABLES CHECK
As a statutory assessment, with results published in 
league tables based on how many pupils achieve 
100%, the Multiplication Tables Check has inevitably led 
to much greater focus on times tables at the expense 
of other aspects of maths. 

The assessment is conducted online, with year 4 
children given six seconds to answer each question. 
Many adults struggle to answer under such conditions 
and educators argue that it becomes a test of 
technical ability on a keyboard. It also encourages 
rote learning of times tables over problem-solving 
techniques which are used in other areas of the 
subject.

94% of headteachers surveyed by the NAHT in 2019 
reported that the Check did not tell them anything they 
didn’t already know about their pupils’ recall of times 
tables.8

Across all statutory primary assessments, alternative 
solutions to assessing children’s achievements 
and progress have been proposed by respected 
academics and school leaders.9

Along with More Than A Score, leading academics, 
school leaders and policy-makers have also laid out 
the principles for an improved primary assessment 
system.10

The key points are:

•	�Effective and substantial reform of SATs and primary 
school accountability

•	�Developed from an independent review, led by 
school leaders, teachers, parents and education 
experts

•	Pause SATs in the meantime

•	�Put children’s learning, wellbeing and achievements 
at the heart of assessment

•	�Hold schools to account in a fair, accurate and 
responsive way

1.	 DfE, Key stage two attainment, 10 September 2024
2.	� Teacher Tapp, February 2023, 1490 school leaders; You Gov, 

February 2023, 2124 parents
3.	Teacher Tapp, September 2024, 4,800 secondary teachers
4.	You Gov, March 2022, 1509 children aged 10 - 11
5.	�Teacher Tapp, April 2024, 1200 year 6 teachers: The SATs Effect, 

Laura Quick, UCL, May 2024

6.	The Guardian, 9 May 2017: Battle on the adverbials front
7.	Jon Andrews, Education Policy Institute, 9 July 2019 
8.	NAHT: Multiple concerns
9.	�BERA: High Standards, Not High Stakes, Moss, Goldstein et al July 

2021; ICAPE, Assessment for Learning: A New Future For Primary 
Education, Bradbury, Wyse et al, November 2022

10.	�SATs: A United Call for Change

https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/key-stage-2-attainment
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Standards_Research_Online.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Standards_Research_Online.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/unreliable-inaccurate-distorted-secondary-teachers-condemn-year-6-sats-data/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/the-truth-about-sats-worry-for-pupils-and-parents-while-schools-rush-to-complete-the-curriculum/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/may/09/fronted-adverbials-sats-grammar-test-primary
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/more-than-a-scores-response-to-the-phonics-screening-check-results-september-2010/
https://www.naht.org.uk/NAHT-Edge/ArtMID/694/ArticleID/853/Multiple-Concerns-NAHT-members-response-to-the-multiplications-tables-check-pilot
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
https://icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf
https://icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/SATs-a-united-call-for-change.pdf
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B) ASSESSMENT
The primary assessment system is high-stakes and 
one-size-fits-all. Current statutory assessments 
narrow the curriculum, put unnecessary pressure on all 
pupils, and especially on the groups listed above, and 
don’t provide reliable data. They need to be removed 
and replaced with a low-stakes system that puts 
children’s wellbeing, learning and achievements at the 
heart of assessment.

Over the last 12 years, the current primary assessment 
system has done nothing to close the disadvantage 
gap.1

A fundamental flaw in the way school performance is 
measured through high-stakes statutory assessments 
is the assumption of a level playing-field. Schools 
in areas of socioeconomic disadvantage or with a 
higher proportion of children with SEND or EAL have 
to put extra focus on test results to attain or maintain 
a position in league tables. They spend more time 
preparing pupils for tests and practising test papers to 
the detriment of a broad curriculum or more engaging 
teaching methods. Pupils also miss out on the chance 
to develop interests and skills which would not be 
economically available to them outside of school.

Embedding an “official” feeling of failure in children 
compounds the disadvantages many of them will 
already be becoming aware of and is not a positive 
start to the next stage of their education.

79% of pupils with SEND did not reach the expected 
standard in KS2 SATs in 2024.1

45% of disadvantaged pupils did not reach the 
expected standard in KS2 SATs in 2024.1

Because of the high-stakes nature of the tests, some 
year 6 teachers focus on pupils who have a chance 
of reaching the expected standard at the expense of 
those with greater needs, including children with SEND, 
who are unlikely to reach the expected standard.2

Across all statutory primary assessments, alternative 
solutions to assessing children’s achievements 
and progress have been proposed by respected 
academics and school leaders.3

Along with More Than A Score, leading academics, 
school leaders and policy-makers have also laid out 
the principles for an improved primary assessment 
system.4 

The key points are:

•	�Effective and substantial reform of SATs and primary 
school accountability

•	�Developed from an independent review, led by 
school leaders, teachers, parents and education 
experts

•	�Pause SATs in the meantime

•	�Put children’s learning, wellbeing and achievements 
at the heart of assessment

•	�Hold schools to account in a fair, accurate and 
responsive way

21.
ARE THERE ANY PARTICULAR CHALLENGES WITH REGARD TO THE ENGLISH AND MATHS A) 
CURRICULA AND B) ASSESSMENT FOR LEARNERS IN NEED OF ADDITIONAL SUPPORT (E.G. 
LEARNERS WITH SEND, SOCIOECONOMIC DISADVANTAGE, ENGLISH AS AN ADDITIONAL 
LANGUAGE (EAL))? ARE THERE ANY CHANGES YOU WOULD SUGGEST TO OVERCOME THESE 
CHALLENGES?

1.	 Schools Week, 10 September, 2024
2.	The SATs Effect, Laura Quick, UCL, May 2024

3.	� BERA: High Standards, Not High Stakes, Moss, Goldstein et al July 
2021; ICAPE, Assessment for Learning: A New Future For Primary 
Education, Bradbury, Wyse et al, November 2022

4.	SATs: A United Call for Change

https://schoolsweek.co.uk/primary-school-disadvantage-gap-narrows/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
https://www.icape.org.uk/reports-and-research/reports/2/view
https://www.icape.org.uk/reports-and-research/reports/2/view
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/SATs-a-united-call-for-change.pdf
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1.	� Teacher Tapp, October 2024, 986 primary school leaders and headteachers
2.	The SATs Effect, Laura Quick, UCL, May 2024

1.	 The SATs Effect, Laura Quick, UCL, May 2024
2.	Teacher Tapp, October 2024, 986 primary school leaders
3.	 Independent Commission on Assessment in Primary Education 2022, 536 parents

25.
IN WHICH WAYS DOES THE CURRENT PRIMARY CURRICULUM SUPPORT PUPILS TO HAVE THE 
SKILLS AND KNOWLEDGE THEY NEED FOR LIFE AND FURTHER STUDY, AND WHAT COULD WE 
CHANGE TO BETTER SUPPORT THIS?

28.
TO WHAT EXTENT DOES THE CURRENT PRIMARY CURRICULUM SUPPORT PUPILS TO STUDY 
A BROAD AND BALANCED CURRICULUM? SHOULD ANYTHING CHANGE TO BETTER SUPPORT 
THIS?

The current primary curriculum is dominated by the 
subjects which will be tested in statutory assessments. 
This means that a disproportionate amount of time is 
spent preparing for English and maths tests in year 1, 
year 4 and, particularly, in year 6. 

This leads to narrowing of the curriculum1 (76% of 
primary school leaders agree) and year 6 teachers 
report2 that subjects such as history, geography, art, 
drama, music and PSHE are reduced to make way for 
test preparation throughout year 6.

Teaching to the test and rote learning, which are key 
characteristics of this test preparation, mean areas 
such as teamwork, oracy, critical thinking and creative 
problem solving are not prioritised, just as children are 
preparing to transition to secondary.

Reducing or removing the burden of statutory 
assessment throughout primary will allow more time to 
be spent on supporting pupils to have a more rounded 
set of skills and knowledge for life and further study.

The current primary curriculum is dominated by the 
subjects which will be tested in statutory assessments. 
This means that a disproportionate amount of time is 
spent preparing for English and maths tests in year 1, 
year 4 and, particularly, in year 6. 

This leads to narrowing of the curriculum and year 
6 teachers report1 that subjects such as history, 
geography, art, drama, music and PSHE are reduced to 
make way for test preparation throughout year 6.

76% of primary school leaders agree that preparing 
for SATs narrows the curriculum2

72% of parents agree that preparing for SATs 
narrows the curriculum3

Reducing or removing the burden of statutory 
assessment throughout primary will allow more time to 
be spent on supporting pupils to have a more rounded 
set of skills and knowledge for life and further study.

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
https://icape.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/reports-research/ve0H3SJbVBt7OYEGqC1ZgWFaWmsAkWk4CLOMxJfm.pdf
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31.
TO WHAT EXTENT DO THE CURRENT CURRICULUM (AT PRIMARY AND SECONDARY) AND 
QUALIFICATIONS PATHWAYS (AT SECONDARY AND 16-19) ENSURE THAT PUPILS AND 
LEARNERS ARE ABLE TO DEVELOP CREATIVE SKILLS AND HAVE ACCESS TO CREATIVE 
SUBJECTS?

35.
IS THE VOLUME OF STATUTORY ASSESSMENT AT KEY STAGE 1 AND 2 RIGHT FOR THE PURPOSES 
SET OUT ABOVE?

The current primary curriculum is dominated by the 
subjects which will be tested in statutory assessments. 
This means that a disproportionate amount of time is 
spent preparing for English and maths tests in year 1, 
year 4 and, particularly, in year 6. The focus on spelling, 
punctuation and grammar (SPAG), throughout KS2 in 
preparation for the KS2 SPAG test is roundly criticised, 
even by some of the experts who introduced it, for its 
emphasis on technical terms over the creative act of 
writing.1

This leads to narrowing of the curriculum.2 

76% of primary school leaders agree that preparing 
for SATs narrows the curriculum2

72% of parents agree that preparing for SATs 
narrows the curriculum3

Year 6 teachers report4 that subjects such as history, 
geography, art, drama, music and PSHE are reduced to 
make way for test preparation throughout year 6. 

The volume of statutory assessments at key stage 1 
and 2 is too high. The assessments do not meet the 
purposes set out above. They have many unintended 
consequences including a narrowed curriculum, 
negative impact on children’s mental health and 
unnecessary pressure on teachers and schools. The 
data produced is unreliable and not a reflection of high 
standards and is recognised as such by educators 
and parents alike.

THE ASSESSMENTS DO NOT MEET THE PURPOSES SET 
OUT ABOVE
“They enable a range of stakeholders (including 
Ofsted, governing bodies and parents) to hold 
primary schools to account. They also help monitor 
performance regionally and nationally”

At primary, some tests have been replaced by teacher assessment, such as writing and science tests at 
the end of key stage 2. There are no longer statutory assessments at key stage 3. At primary level, year 1 
pupils take the statutory phonics screening check. Other key stage 1 tests, such as the English grammar, 
punctuation and spelling test and teacher assessments in English reading and maths, are optional. Children 
take compulsory tests in key stage 2, including the multiplication tables check (taken in year 4) and end of 
key stage 2 tests (known as SATs and taken in year 6).

The assessment system at primary aims to measure whether pupils have reached expected standards in 
English and maths, with a focus on the end of key stage 2. Assessments at key stage 1 and 2 serve a range 
of other purposes. They enable a range of stakeholders (including Ofsted, governing bodies and parents) to 
hold primary schools to account. They also help monitor performance regionally and nationally and support 
schools and parents in understanding whether children need more support in the subjects being assessed. 
As assessing certain subjects or concepts can signal to schools their importance, it may also lead to schools 
spending more time on these subjects at the expense of others.

Preparation for assessment may take up time in the curriculum and there are also administrative 
implications for schools leading exams and assessment. In year 6, most pupils will sit six test papers in 
English and maths over four days, with the accompanying teacher assessments.

We would welcome your views on how effectively the current assessment system captures young people’s 
knowledge and abilities. We also welcome your views on how the overall volume of assessments impacts 
the wellbeing and ability of all young people to progress to the next stage of their education.

1.	 The Guardian, 9 May 2017: Battle on the adverbials front
2.	� Teacher Tapp, October 2024, 986 primary school leaders and 

headteachers

3.	� Independent Commission on Assessment in Primary Education 
2022, 536 parents

4.	The SATs Effect, Laura Quick, UCL, May 2024

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2017/may/09/fronted-adverbials-sats-grammar-test-primary
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
https://icape.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/reports-research/ve0H3SJbVBt7OYEGqC1ZgWFaWmsAkWk4CLOMxJfm.pdf
https://icape.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/reports-research/ve0H3SJbVBt7OYEGqC1ZgWFaWmsAkWk4CLOMxJfm.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
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Statutory primary assessments are not an accurate 
measure of school performance. This view is 
overwhelmingly held by parents (90%)1 and primary 
school leaders (97%).2 KS2 SATs only provide a 
snapshot of how 10- and 11-year-old children perform 
under exam conditions over the course of a week. 
Preparation for the tests involves months of test 
practice, cramming and teaching to the test.3

Approaches to SATs preparation vary widely and are 
often influenced by geographic and socioeconomic 
factors. Schools in areas of socioeconomic 
disadvantage have to put extra focus on test results to 
attain or maintain a position in league tables. In year 
6, this leads to teaching to the test and narrows the 
curriculum.3

“[They help]…in understanding whether children need 
more support in the subjects being assessed.”

In year 1, the statutory Phonics Screening Check leads 
to too much emphasis on the phonics teaching 
technique at the expense of other ways of encouraging 
a love of reading. The Check identifies those children 
who have not been able to blend phonetic sounds 
in a test to the ‘expected standard’. Children who do 
not meet this must re-sit the test in year 2. Up to 2019, 
results of the Phonics Screening Check increased while 
results for the same cohort’s KS2 reading tests went 
down, showing that the test itself was not contributing 
to improved reading scores.4

In year 4, school leaders argue, teachers already know 
how well pupils are mastering times tables thanks to 
regular in-classroom tests. As the Multiplication Tables 
Check is a test of speed (six seconds to answer each 
question), it only measures fluency, memory, and the 
ability to perform quickly under pressure, rather than 
problem-solving. 

94% of headteachers surveyed by the NAHT in 2019 
reported that the Check did not tell them anything they 
didn’t already know about their pupils’ recall of times 
tables.5

In year 6, SATs take place in May at the very end of 
pupils’ time in primary. The results are published in 
July, just weeks, or even days, before the pupils leave 
for secondary. The results cannot therefore be used in 
any meaningful way by primary schools. Furthermore, 
most secondary teachers do not trust the data 
provided by SATs and therefore it does not help in 
understanding where more support is required in the 
subject being assessed.6

•	�Only 8% of secondary teachers think the data is an 
accurate basis for grouping by ability

•	�69% say the results are an inaccurate way to predict 
GCSE grades

•	�44% say their schools re-test year 7 pupils because 
SATs data is unreliable

•	�Only one in three (33%) think the data is useful to 
identify pupils who need extra help

•	�64% believe the data is unreliable because of the 
high-stakes nature of SATs tests

THE UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES OF THE VOLUME OF 
ASSESSMENTS
As outlined above, in year 1, the Phonics Screening 
Check leads to a greater emphasis on the phonics 
teaching technique rather than other areas of learning. 
Some schools practise ‘nonsense’ words alongside 
regular words and there have been reports of children 
in year 1 and even Reception being put into sets for 
reading to prepare them for the Check.7 

In year 4, the statutory nature of the Multiplication 
Tables Check means that more time is devoted to one 
aspect of maths at the expense of other areas. The 
need to complete the test at speed also leads to a 
disproportionate focus on rote learning at the expense 
of other problem-solving techniques. Ahead of the 
Check, many schools run extra revision sessions for 
year 4 outside of school hours.8

In year 6, preparation for SATs dominates the entire 
school year.3 The curriculum is narrowed as teachers 
focus on maths and English to the detriment of 
other subjects. Teachers report children losing their 
enthusiasm for learning and growing increasingly 
anxious. The pressure on year 6 teachers to deliver 
results on which the whole school will be measured 
forces them to teach to the test and puts them under 
significant pressure.

Teachers report prioritising pupils who are on the 
cusp of reaching or exceeding expected standards 
at the expense of those who are expected to fail – 
often children with SEND or other disadvantages. 
There are marked differences between schools in 
different socioeconomic groups when it comes to SATs 
preparation: those in areas of social deprivation begin 
earlier in the year and spend more weekly hours on it 
than those in more affluent areas.3

SATs have a negative impact on children’s well-being 
and mental health. 70% of parents of primary aged 
children surveyed in May 2024 agreed that SATs 
negatively affect children’s mental health.9 80% of 
teachers agree10. In 2022, 60% of year 6 pupils surveyed 
by YouGov said they were worried about taking SATs 
with one in ten reporting that they were not sleeping 
because of the worry.11 Questions must be asked of 
a system that has this level of negative impact on 
the wellbeing of 10- and 11-year-olds and has the 
consequence of labelling 40% of them as a failure as 
they progress to the next stage of their education.12
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The current system puts unnecessary pressure on 
teachers and schools. Two-thirds of year 6 teachers 
surveyed by Teacher Tapp in April 2024 said they were 
“under pressure to deliver results”.3 School leaders 
agree: 77% of primary school leaders surveyed agree 
preparing for SATs puts unnecessary pressure on 
school staff.2 

THE DATA PRODUCED IS UNRELIABLE
The data produced by SATs is considered “distorted” 
by 75% of primary school leaders2 and 64% of 
secondary school teachers6. Parents consider SATs 
data unreliable and do not use it to choose a school: 
parents surveyed by You Gov ranked SATs results 
8th and position in league tables 10th out of range of 
factors when choosing a school for their child.13

Only 8% of heads, surveyed by NAHT in 2022, agreed 
that SATs results provide meaningful data about 
school performance.14

At a pupil level, the data is not trusted by secondary 
schools.6

•	�Only 8% of secondary teachers think the data is an 
accurate basis for grouping by ability

•	�69% say the results are an inaccurate way to predict 
GCSE grades

•	�44% say their schools re-test year 7 pupils because 
SATs data is unreliable

•	�Only one in three (33%) think the data is useful to 
identify pupils who need extra help

•	�64% believe the data is unreliable because of the 
high-stakes nature of SATs tests

The tests themselves only provide a snapshot of 
academic abilities. They do not demonstrate all that a 
child can do or has achieved in primary school.

From 2027/2028, academic progress in primary school 
will be measured by comparing KS2 SATs results 
with the data gathered from the Reception Baseline 
Assessment, when children are in the first six weeks of 
starting school.

This will not be a reliable measure of progress from a 
20-minute test taken at the age of four, to four days 
of SATs taken under exam conditions aged 10 or 11. 
Four-year-olds are not the most reliable data points 
for obvious reasons as they are so young and are still 
in the ‘settling-in’ phase of starting school.15

1.	� YouGov, September 2022, 1059 GB parents of children aged 18 and 
under

2.	� Teacher Tapp, October 2024, 986 primary school leaders and 
headteachers 

3.	The SATs Effect, Laura Quick, UCL, May 2024
4.	Jon Andrews, Education Policy Institute, 9 July 2019 
5.	NAHT: Multiple concerns
6.	Teacher Tapp, August 2024, 4,800 secondary teachers and SLT
7.	� Clark, Gazzard: The Phonics Screening Check, 2012 - 2017, Newman 

University

8.	More Than A Score interviews with headteachers
9.	WeThink, May 2024, 1001 parents in England
10.	Teacher Tapp: Evidence summary - curriculum and assessment
11.	You Gov, March 2022, 1509 children aged 10 - 11
12.	DfE, Key stage two attainment, 10 September 2024
13.	�YouGov, February 2020, 2028 parents with children in state 

education: Too Many Tests For No Good Reason, More Than A 
Score report

14.	NAHT, March 2022
15.	Baseline Assessment: Why it doesn’t add up, Bradbury et al, 2018

36.
ARE THERE ANY CHANGES THAT COULD BE MADE TO IMPROVE EFFICACY WITHOUT HAVING A 
NEGATIVE IMPACT ON PUPILS’ LEARNING OR THE WIDER EDUCATION SYSTEM?

Primary education, particularly in year 6, is 
currently dominated to such an extent by statutory 
assessments1 that any reduction – up to and including 
the replacement of all current assessments with a 
better system that does not place the burden of school 
accountability on young children’s shoulders – would 
have a positive impact on pupils’ learning and the 
wider education system.

In 2020 and 2021, statutory assessments were halted 
because of the pandemic. School leaders were 
asked about the quality of information they would be 
providing to secondary schools in the absence of SATs 
data. Only 4% said the information would be impaired.2

Only 9% of primary school leaders would like all 
primary assessments to remain in place. When asked 
which assessments they would choose to remove, 
year 6 SATs is by far the most popular choice (70% of 
respondents).3

Across all statutory primary assessments, alternative 
solutions to assessing children’s achievements 
and progress have been proposed by respected 
academics and school leaders.4

Along with More Than A Score, leading academics, 
school leaders and policy-makers have also laid out 
the principles for an improved primary assessment 
system.5

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/majority-of-parents-agree-sats-damage-childrens-mental-health/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/majority-of-parents-agree-sats-damage-childrens-mental-health/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/more-than-a-scores-response-to-the-phonics-screening-check-results-september-2010/
https://www.naht.org.uk/NAHT-Edge/ArtMID/694/ArticleID/853/Multiple-Concerns-NAHT-members-response-to-the-multiplications-tables-check-pilot
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/unreliable-inaccurate-distorted-secondary-teachers-condemn-year-6-sats-data/
https://www.newman.ac.uk/knowledge-base/the-phonics-screening-check-2012-2017/
https://www.newman.ac.uk/knowledge-base/the-phonics-screening-check-2012-2017/
https://teachertapp.co.uk/publications/evidence-summary-curriculum-and-assessment/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/the-truth-about-sats-worry-for-pupils-and-parents-while-schools-rush-to-complete-the-curriculum/
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/key-stage-2-attainment
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Parents-research.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Parents-research.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Parents-research.pdf
https://www.naht.org.uk/News/Latest-comments/Press-room/ArtMID/558/ArticleID/1558/SATs-results-this-year-will-be-%E2%80%98useless%E2%80%99-and-tests-should-be-cancelled-say-school-leaders
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Baseline_Assesment_It_Doesnt_Add_Up.pdf


	 More Than A Score’s submission to the Curriculum and Assessment Review’s call for Evidence	 12

The key points are:

•	�Effective and substantial reform of SATs and primary 
school accountability

•	�Developed from an independent review, led by 
school leaders, teachers, parents and education 
experts

•	�Pause SATs in the meantime

•	�Put children’s learning, wellbeing and achievements 
at the heart of assessment

•	�Hold schools to account in a fair, accurate and 
responsive way

1.	 The SATs Effect, Laura Quick, UCL, May 2024
2.	YouGov, March 2021, 234 primary headteachers
3.	� Teacher Tapp, October 2024, 986 primary school leaders and 

headteachers

4.	�BERA: High Standards, Not High Stakes, Moss, Goldstein et al July 
2021; ICAPE, Assessment for Learning: A New Future For Primary 
Education, Bradbury, Wyse et al, November 2022

5.	SATs: A United Call for Change

1.	� BERA: High Standards, Not High Stakes, Moss, Goldstein et al July 2021; ICAPE, Assessment for Learning: A New Future For Primary Education, 
Bradbury, Wyse et al, November 2022

37.
ARE THERE OTHER CHANGES TO THE STATUTORY ASSESSMENT SYSTEM AT KEY STAGES 1 AND 2 
THAT COULD BE MADE TO IMPROVE PUPILS’ EXPERIENCE OF ASSESSMENT, WITHOUT HAVING A 
NEGATIVE IMPACT ON EITHER PUPILS’ LEARNING OR THE WIDER EDUCATION SYSTEM?

38.
WHAT CAN WE DO TO ENSURE THE ASSESSMENT SYSTEM AT KEY STAGES 1 AND 2 WORKS 
WELL FOR ALL LEARNERS, INCLUDING LEARNERS IN NEED OF ADDITIONAL SUPPORT IN THEIR 
EDUCATION (FOR EXAMPLE SEND, DISADVANTAGE, EAL)?

The statutory, accountability-linked and therefore 
high-pressure nature of the current system is at the 
root of all its unintended negative consequences. 
Assessment should be a tool to support learning - to 
identify specific areas where children need support 
and the most appropriate way to provide that support. 
Teachers already use formative assessment to do this 
and this embeds an appreciation of assessment and 
self-assessment in pupils.

BERA’s High Standards Not High Stakes report 
recommends nationally produced materials which 
could be used for this purpose at times which suit 
individual schools and classes.1 Across all statutory 

primary assessments, alternative solutions to 
assessing children’s achievements and progress have 
been proposed by respected academics and school 
leaders.1

If schools are not held publicly accountable for the 
results of statutory assessments many of the negative 
effects - cramming, teaching to the test, a narrowed 
curriculum - would disappear.

Children should also be celebrated for their 
achievements in the round, not just in two subjects, 
and for the acquisition of ‘eternal skills’ which will be 
the foundation of their future learning.

Removing the statutory, accountability-linked nature of 
primary assessment would have a significant positive 
impact on those requiring additional support. 

Schools in areas of socioeconomic disadvantage are 
disproportionately affected by statutory tests as they 
strive to attain or maintain a position in league tables. 
In year 6, particularly, this means that test preparation 
begins earlier in the year and is more intense than 
schools in more affluent areas. 

Year 6 teachers also report prioritising pupils who 
are on the cusp of reaching or exceeding expected 

standards at the expense of those who are expected to 
fail – often children with SEND or other disadvantages.1

Across all statutory primary assessments, alternative 
solutions to assessing children’s achievements 
and progress have been proposed by respected 
academics and school leaders.

For example, BERA’s report2 proposes a longitudinal 
sample which would take account of pupil 
characteristics such as EAL and SEND. The Educational 
Endowment Foundation’s longitudinal survey with 
NFER is a good example of sampling highlighting 

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/drop-sats-for-recovery-in-primary-schools-say-unions-heads-parents-and-experts/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
https://icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf
https://icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/SATs-a-united-call-for-change.pdf
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
https://icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf
https://icape.org.uk/reports/NEU2762_ICAPE_final_report_A4_web_version.pdf
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educational attainment and areas of concern such as 
the ongoing disadvantage gap without the need for 
high-pressure statutory assessments.3

The ICAPE report recommends professional 
learning programmes to support formative in-class 
assessment, including training against unconscious 
bias and SEND issues.4

1.	 The SATs Effect, Laura Quick, UCL, May 2024
2.	� BERA: High Standards, Not High Stakes, Moss, Goldstein et al July 

2021; 
3.	� Impact of school closures in Key Stage 1 on attainment and social 

skills of pupils in Year 4 and Year 5 in academic year 2023/2024, 
Rose et al, October 2024

4.	�ICAPE, Assessment for Learning: A New Future For Primary 
Education, Bradbury, Wyse et al, November 2022

1.	 The SATs Effect, Laura Quick, UCL, May 2024
2.	� Clark, Gazzard: The Phonics Screening Check, 2012 - 2017, Newman 

University
3.	More Than A Score interviews with headteachers
4.	WeThink, May 2024, 1001 parents in England

5.	Teacher Tapp: Evidence summary - curriculum and assessment
6.	You Gov, March 2022, 1509 children aged 10 - 11
7.	Teacher Tapp, October 2024, 986 primary school leaders and 
headteachers

44.
TO WHAT EXTENT, AND IN WHAT WAYS, DOES THE ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEM INFLUENCE 
CURRICULUM AND ASSESSMENT DECISIONS IN SCHOOLS AND COLLEGES?

The Times Education Commission (2022) described 
high-stakes assessment as, “…the tail that wags the 
dog, then wraps itself around the creature’s neck and 
strangles it nearly to death.”

Accountability which is based to any extent on data 
derived from statutory tests inevitably leads to too 
much focus on preparing for those assessments with 
negative effects. These effects include: a narrowed 
curriculum, negative impact on children’s mental 
health and unnecessary pressure on teachers and 
schools.1

In year 1, the Phonics Screening Check leads to a 
greater emphasis on the phonics teaching technique 
rather than other areas of learning. Some schools 
practise ‘nonsense’ words alongside regular words and 
there have been reports of children in year 1 and even 
Reception being put into sets for reading to prepare 
them for the Check.2

In year 4, the statutory, accountability-linked nature of 
the Multiplication Tables Check means that more time 
is devoted to one aspect of maths at the expense of 
other areas. The need to complete the test at speed 
also leads to focus on rote learning at the expense of 
other problem-solving techniques. Ahead of the Check, 
many schools run extra revision sessions for year 4 
outside of school hours.3

In year 6, preparation for SATs dominates the entire 
school year1. The curriculum is narrowed as teachers 
focus on maths and English to the detriment of 
other subjects. Teachers report children losing their 
enthusiasm for learning and growing increasing 
anxious. The pressure on year 6 teachers to deliver 
results on which the whole school will be measured 
forces them to teach to the test and puts them under 
significant pressure.

Teachers report prioritising pupils who are on the 
cusp of reaching or exceeding expected standards 
at the expense of those who are expected to fail – 
often children with SEND or other disadvantages. 
There are marked differences between schools in 
different socioeconomic groups when it comes to SATs 
preparation: those in areas of social deprivation begin 
earlier in the year and spend more weekly hours than 
those in more affluent areas.1 

SATs have a negative impact on children’s well-being 
and mental health. 70% of parents of primary aged 
children surveyed in May 2024 agreed that SATs 
negatively affect children’s mental health.4 80% of 
teachers agree5. In 2022, 60% of year 6 pupils surveyed 
by YouGov6 said they were worried about taking SATs 
with one in ten reporting that they were not sleeping 
because of the worry. Questions must be asked of 
a system that has this level of negative impact on 
the wellbeing of 10- and 11-year-olds and has the 
consequence of labelling 40% of them as a failure as 
they progress to the next stage of their education.

The current system puts unnecessary pressure on 
teachers and schools. Two-thirds of year 6 teachers 
surveyed by Teacher Tapp in April 20241 said they 
were “under pressure to deliver results”. Primary school 
leaders agree: 77% believe that SATs preparation 
places unnecessary pressure on school staff. 

When asked what reforms they would prioritise in 
primary assessment, the most popular choice was “do 
not publish KS2 results for league tables” - selected by 
64% of respondents - followed by “do not use KS2 data 
in Ofsted inspections” (44%).7

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
https://www.bera.ac.uk/publication/high-standards-not-high-stakes-an-alternative-to-sats
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/production/documents/projects/key_stage_1_longitudinal_recovery_study_-_october_2024.pdf
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/production/documents/projects/key_stage_1_longitudinal_recovery_study_-_october_2024.pdf
https://d2tic4wvo1iusb.cloudfront.net/production/documents/projects/key_stage_1_longitudinal_recovery_study_-_october_2024.pdf
https://www.icape.org.uk/reports-and-research/reports/2/view
https://www.icape.org.uk/reports-and-research/reports/2/view
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/TheSATsEffect.pdf
https://www.newman.ac.uk/knowledge-base/the-phonics-screening-check-2012-2017/
https://www.newman.ac.uk/knowledge-base/the-phonics-screening-check-2012-2017/
https://teachertapp.co.uk/publications/evidence-summary-curriculum-and-assessment/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/the-truth-about-sats-worry-for-pupils-and-parents-while-schools-rush-to-complete-the-curriculum/
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/School-Leaders-Research_spreads.pdf
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45.
HOW WELL DOES THE CURRENT ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEM SUPPORT AND RECOGNISE 
PROGRESS FOR ALL PUPILS AND LEARNERS? WHAT WORKS WELL AND WHAT COULD BE 
IMPROVED?

52.
HOW CAN THE CURRICULUM, ASSESSMENT AND WRAPAROUND SUPPORT BETTER ENABLE 
TRANSITIONS BETWEEN KEY STAGES TO ENSURE CONTINUOUS LEARNING AND SUPPORT 
ATTAINMENT?

In primary schools, the accountability system is 
informed by pupil progress measured by KS2 SATs 
data. This data also measures individual attainment.

For some pupils, the results are an accurate reflection 
of their academic achievements at the end of year 
6. For others, the tests — a snapshot of two subjects, 
taken under GCSE-style exam conditions — cannot 
demonstrate their performance in the round. Many 
factors can influence the performance of 10- and 
11-year-olds under these conditions including SEND 
and other disadvantages, how their school has 
prepared them for formal tests and external factors 
such as their home life. 

Parents and school leaders agree that SATs are not a 
good measure of high standards in primary schools. 
Only 3% of primary school leaders and 17% of parents 
believe SATs results are a good measure of whether 
a child has received a high standard of education in 
primary school.1

Up to this point, progress in primary school has been 
measured by comparing KS1 SATs results with KS2 
results. KS1 results have now been halted and, from 
2028, progress will be measured by comparing data 
collected from the Reception Baseline Assessment with 
KS2 results. Baseline data is gathered from children in 
the first six weeks of starting school.

Comparing a 20 minute test taken at the age of four to 
four days of SATs taken under exam conditions aged 
10 or 11 will not provide a reliable measure of progress. 
Four-year-olds are not the most reliable data points 
for obvious reasons as they are so young and are still 
in the ‘settling-in’ phase of starting school.2 

The DfE has not supplied any information about how 
this progress measure will be calculated and how it 
will take into account pupils moving away from or 
between schools.

Key stakeholders (parents, school leaders, academics) 
do not believe the current system of standardised 
assessment is the most reliable indicator for 
educational progress and therefore high standards in 
education.1

A report from More Than A Score and the Education 
Policy Institute emphasised the need for clarity on 
the purpose of assessment, particularly at the end 
of primary and stated that the current system has 
resulted in unintended, negative consequences. It 
concluded “Our current interpretation of success, 
defined largely by SATs, is considered to be a narrow 
one which jeopardises the development of a broad 
range of knowledge and skills.”3

In 2020 and 2021, all statutory primary assessments 
were cancelled. 

An examination of what data was shared between 
primary and secondary in these years may provide 
some answers as to how this could look without the 
need for statutory primary assessments.

Secondary teachers believe that KS2 SATs data is 
unreliable, distorted and unhelpful and, in almost half 
the cases, re-test year 7 pupils to assist with their 
future learning.1

1.	� Teacher Tapp, February 2023, 1490 school leaders; You Gov, 
February 2023, 2124 parents

2.	Baseline Assessment: Why it doesn’t add up, Bradbury et al, 2018

3.	Redefining Standards in English Primary Education, Spring 2023

1.	 Teacher Tapp, August 2024, 4,800 secondary teachers and SLT

https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Standards_Research_Online.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Standards_Research_Online.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Baseline_Assesment_It_Doesnt_Add_Up.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/EPI_MTAS-summary-paper_Primary-Standards_May23.pdf
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/unreliable-inaccurate-distorted-secondary-teachers-condemn-year-6-sats-data/
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54.
DO YOU HAVE ANY FURTHER VIEWS ON ANYTHING ELSE ASSOCIATED WITH THE CURRICULUM 
AND ASSESSMENT REVIEW NOT COVERED IN THE QUESTIONS THROUGHOUT THE CALL FOR 
EVIDENCE?

 “[An FE student] said to me, ‘So I now understand that 
for the two thirds to be deemed a success I have to be 
deemed a failure.’” Geoff Barton, ex-head of ASCL and 
a member of the Times Education Commission.1

The much recognised “forgotten third” in secondary 
education is currently the forgotten 40% in primary 
school.2

In a bid to rapidly improve standards in education, in 
20133 the bar was raised upwards by around two years 
in terms of what expected learning levels should be for 
primary pupils, and from 2012 onwards new primary 
assessments ( Phonics check, Spelling, Punctuation 
and Grammar (SPAG), Baseline Reception Assessment 
and the Multiplication Tables Check) began to be 
introduced, all designed to measure whether schools 

were delivering on this new, and arbitrarily-set level 
of excellence, and measuring whether pupils were 
achieving or exceeding the new expected standard. 
With 40% of children currently deemed not to be 
reaching that standard2 and with 60% of children 
reporting mental health issues4, with creative subjects 
being squeezed out of the curriculum, it may be time 
to look more closely at what excellence in education is, 
to look at how to measure that more effectively without 
placing accountability burdens on young shoulders 
and to move away from a bell-curve model that 
currently fails a substantial portion of young learners.

“Don’t tell me I’m behind… Tell me I can do it

Don’t tell me I’ll be held back for ever… Tell me you’ll 
help me” Secret headteacher5

1.	 The Times Education Commission, The Times, 26 January 2022
2.	DfE, Key stage two attainment, 10 September 2024
3.	� DfE, New national curriculum: primary assessment and 

accountability 

4.	You Gov, March 2022, 1509 children aged 10 - 11
5.	X.com/secretHT1

https://www.thetimes.com/article/times-education-commission-forgotten-children-dysfunctional-exams-and-anxious-pupils-what-we-ve-heard-about-schools-so-far-vgdphfkk0
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/key-stage-2-attainment
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/new-national-curriculum-primary-assessment-and-accountability
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/new-national-curriculum-primary-assessment-and-accountability
https://www.morethanascore.org.uk/the-truth-about-sats-worry-for-pupils-and-parents-while-schools-rush-to-complete-the-curriculum/
https://x.com/secretHT1/status/1364271663211311110?lang=en-GB

