
1

SCHOOL  
LEADERS
VS SATs
The view from primary 
and secondary 



32

Throughout the country, school leaders at primary and secondary schools do 
not see year 6 SATs as fit for purpose, with 70% of primary leaders now wanting 
the tests removed. While the DfE and other stakeholders use SATs data as a vital 
and reliable benchmark to track pupil attainment and school performance, 
headteachers on the ground view it as distorted. They do not think SATs are 
an accurate measure of children’s academic achievement, nor do they believe 
SATs accurately measure their schools’ performance. The high-stakes nature of 
these tests also leads to negative effects in the classroom that run through the 
whole of year 6, from a narrowed curriculum and teaching to the test, to greater 
disadvantage for children with SEND and issues with teacher recruitment and 
retention. 

Proponents of SATs argue that the tests, and 
preparation for them, build confidence and set up 
pupils well for secondary schools and GCSEs. School 
leaders across primary and secondary disagree. They 
would rather see a broad curriculum, support for pupils 
with SEND and children’s self-worth and wellbeing 
prioritised.

It’s time to listen to 
the serious concerns 
of those who teach 
children every day 
and substantially 
reform the primary 
assessment system.

At the end of primary school, year 6 pupils 
spend four days sitting key stage 2 SATs in 
English and maths under GCSE-style exam 
conditions. Before they leave for secondary,  
10-and 11-year-olds are told whether they  
have “reached the expected standard” and  
the results are used as performance measures 
for schools in published league tables and as 
information for Ofsted inspections. The pupil 
data is also passed to secondary schools who 
may use it for a variety of purposes. In 2024, 
40% of children did not meet the “expected 
standard”.

WHAT ARE SATs? 

70%
OF PRIMARY LEADERS 

WANT TO REMOVE SATs

40%
OF CHILDREN TOLD 

THEY “DID NOT 
MEET THE EXPECTED 

STANDARD”

ARE SATs FAIR AND ACCURATE?

ARE SATs USEFUL FOR SECONDARY?

According to the Department for Education, SATs “help 
measure the attainment of pupils … and help teachers 
and parents identify where pupils may need additional 
support. The tests are also used to assess schools’ 
performance”. 

Overwhelmingly, school leaders agree that the 
data produced from SATs achieves none of these 
objectives. At a pupil level, only 5% believe the tests 
are an accurate reflection of a child’s academic 
achievements and only 4% believe they are a reliable 
way to measure progress from reception to year 6, as 
will be the case from 2027/28. 

The reason for this level of distrust of the data is clear: 
three-quarters of survey respondents put it down to 
the high-stakes nature of the tests. No wonder only 
3% of school leaders agree that SATs are an accurate 
measure of school performance and only 7% believe 
they are a fair way to assess children at the end of 
primary school.

The DfE also asserts that the tests help identify areas 
where children need additional support. As these 
children will only have a few weeks left in primary 
when they receive their SATs results, in theory the 
data should be more useful to their future secondary 
schools. However, here there are similar levels of 

distrust among teachers. Almost half of all secondary 
teachers say that their schools re-test year 7 pupils 
(often using expensive, external CAT tests) because 
SATs data is so unreliable. 

•	�Only 3% of secondary leaders agree that the data is 
a reliable way to assess pupils’ attitudes to learning. 

•	�Only 8% of secondary teachers think the results are 
useful for putting pupils into ability groups. 

•	�Only one in three secondary teachers think they 
are useful to identify children who need extra help, 
including those with SEND or other difficulties.

HOW RELIABLE ARE SATs RESULTS?

3%
SAY THEY ARE AN 

ACCURATE MEASURE  
OF SCHOOL 

PERFORMANCE

ONLY

7%
BELIEVE THEY ARE A 

FAIR WAY TO ASSESS 
PUPILS AT THE END  

OF YEAR 6

ONLY

44%
OF SECONDARY 

TEACHERS RE-TEST 
PUPILS AT THE START  

OF YEAR 7
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Because of the statutory nature of the tests, preparing 
for SATs dominates the year 6 classroom. In early 
October 2024, 38% of year 6 teachers had already 
begun preparing for SATs, including doing practice 
papers. Half of those teachers surveyed would be 
doing the same by October half-term and over two-
thirds (67%) by Christmas, five months before the 
formal tests themselves. 

For year 6 classes, the negative effects of this level 
of preparation quickly become obvious. Over three-
quarters of school leaders agree that it leads to 
narrowing the curriculum (76% agree) and teaching to 
the test (77% agree). 

Year 6 teachers interviewed for The SATs Effect report 
mentioned pupils arriving every morning to find a SATs 
maths paper on their desk and that subjects such as 
PSHE, computing and PE “just get left behind”.

The pressure to get as many children as possible 
“over the line” (i.e. reaching expected standard) can 
also lead to others being left behind. Government and 

educators agree that more support should be given to 
children with SEND or other disadvantages but school 
leaders believe the current system does not support 
either group. Over two-thirds (67%) agree that the 
tests particularly disadvantage children with SEND and 
over half (54%) believe they disadvantage children 
from deprived socioeconomic backgrounds. Overall, 
the majority (56%) agree that preparing for the tests 
harms pupils’ wellbeing.

For school leaders, the negative effects of the high-
stakes nature of the tests extend beyond day-to-day 
classroom life. Over three-quarters (76%) believe 
preparing for the tests leads to unnecessary pressure 
on school staff.

When the system as a whole is currently experiencing 
a recruitment crisis, almost four in ten school leaders 
(36%) believe that SATs alone is a barrier to recruiting 
and retaining year 6 teachers. 

WHAT IS THE SATs EFFECT IN SCHOOL?

36%
SAY SATs ALONE 

MAKES RECRUITING 
AND RETAINING YEAR 6 

TEACHERS DIFFICULT 

THE SATS EFFECT: % AGREE THAT PREPARING FOR SATS…

DISADVANTAGES CHILDREN WITH SEND

67%

HARMS PUPILS’ WELLBEING

56%

DISADVANTAGES CHILDREN FROM DEPRIVED BACKGROUNDS

54%

LEADS TO UNNECESSARY PRESSURE ON SCHOOL STAFF

76%

ARE THERE ANY BENEFITS TO SATs?

Setting aside the data produced from SATs (which, as 
we have seen, is unreliable), proponents of the current 
system claim that the tests can be beneficial for pupils 
- building confidence, preparing them for secondary 
and for GCSE exams in the future. While a portion 
of children enjoy practising for and sitting formal 
tests, school leaders roundly dispute these supposed 
benefits.

Just one in ten believe that preparing for SATs builds 
confidence in pupils and only 12% agree it helps with 
readiness for secondary school. A tiny 4% believe that 
SATs are a useful stepping-stone to GCSE success.

These views are backed by secondary teachers. Over 
two-thirds describe the data as an unreliable way to 
predict GCSE grades while only 3% say the results are a 
good way to assess pupils’ attitudes to learning. 

Pupils arrive every 
morning to find a SATs 
paper on their desk
YEAR 6 TEACHER

3%4%
SAY THEY PREDICT 

ATTITUDES TO 
LEARNING

SAY THEY HELP TO 
PREPARE FOR GCSE 

SUCCESS

12%
SAY THEY HELP 

TO PREPARE FOR 
SECONDARY

ONLY ONLYA TINY
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When it comes to reforming primary curriculum and 
assessment, school leaders’ preferences are clear. 
Given the opportunity to remove any statutory primary 
assessments, 70% select year 6 SATs, with fewer than 
one in ten opting to keep all government tests in place. 

They believe a future curriculum and assessment 
system should prioritise a broad curriculum, supporting 
children who need most help and fostering wellbeing. 
Only a tiny minority believe test practice to prepare for 
future exams should be prioritised.

THE PRINCIPLES OF A FAIRER FUTURE SYSTEM

Schools should not be  
judged on how well 10- and 
11-year-olds do in GCSE-style 
exams and children should not 
be subjected to unnecessary 
pressure just before they  
move to the next phase of  
their education.
KULVARN ATWAL, EXECUTIVE HEADTEACHER

As headteachers, we believe it’s 
important for the performance 
of our schools to be measured 
and we want to accurately 
monitor the academic progress 
of our pupils. But SATs are the 
wrong way to do this. They are 
unreliable and unfair.
KULVARN ATWAL, EXECUTIVE HEADTEACHER

School leaders’ priorities are reflected in SATs: A 
United Call for Change which has been developed 
in consultation with school leaders, the National 
Education Union and other influential education 
experts, including representatives from the National 
Association of Head Teachers.

It has been endorsed by hundreds of school leaders, 
the NEU, former Schools Minister Lord Jim Knight 
and other prominent educationalists. It calls for an 
independent review to consider substantial reform 
of primary assessment and accountability, with SATs 
paused in the meantime.

It calls for reform of the primary assessment system 
based on the following:

A UNITED CALL FOR CHANGE

•	�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

PRIORITIES FOR A FUTURE SYSTEM

TEACH A BROAD RICH CURRICULUM THROUGHOUT PRIMARY 

GIVE DISADVANTAGED AND SEND PUPILS THE OPPORTUNITY TO SHOW THEIR FULL POTENTIAL 

FOSTER SELF-WORTH AND WELLBEING IN PUPILS

ASSESSMENT FOR MONITORING/LEARNING, NOT EXTERNAL ACCOUNTABILITY

TEST PRACTICE TO PREPARE FOR FUTURE EXAMS 

80%

53%

50%

42%

3%

RESEARCH SOURCES 
Primary school leaders: Teacher Tapp, 986 primary school heads and SLT, October 2024
Secondary teachers: Teacher Tapp, 4,800 secondary teachers, August 2024
The SATs Effect: Dr Laura Quick, UCL Institute of Education, University College London, including surveys of 1,200 year 6 teachers, May 2024
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http://morethanascore.org.uk

