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Are we reaching our peak, can we perform any better? In terms of athletic performance, a recent Report has suggested that within a generation or so, the human body will have reached its limit, it will not be able to run any faster, jump any higher. But what about human intellect, or more precisely that which can be measured and recorded through classroom performance, how much room for improvement is there here?
Quite a lot on the basis of the DCSF autumn Report on progress against its national Public Service Agreement (PSA) targets. This indicated that against the 12 targets for which the Dept has responsibility either in its present or former guise, there has been ‘slippage’ in at least half, including such high profile areas as reducing the numbers of NEETs and raising the proportion of 14 year olds gaining the benchmark level 5 in English, maths and science.
It was against this backdrop of slipping targets and how best to raise performance levels that the recently instigated Children, Schools and Families Committee last month re – opened its Inquiry into testing and assessment. This is a hugely important Inquiry which attracted a lot of comment when it was first announced before the Government changes last summer and it has come as no surprise that it’s been taken up as its first topic by the new Committee. Two witness sessions were held in the weeks up to Christmas.
One of the first witnesses was Professor Peter Tymms of Durham University, a strident voice in this area who tackled head on the question of whether classroom standards were really rising as has been claimed. “If you take non – verbal ability measures across the western world for the past 25 – 50 years, you will see that they have been rising steadily. People appear to be getting taller and cleverer. They have been able to do things that they have never done before. This is not the same for verbal skills.” In a word, over the last decade, standards in maths amongst 11 and 14 year olds have risen and in writing but not in reading. This he argued was down to two things: pupils have been getting more practiced at taking tests and between 1995 and 2000, national standards were not set correctly. Each gave rise to inflated results. 
Speaking to the Committee a week later, Ken Boston, Chief Executive of QCA, pointed to another theory – the plateauing effect. “Performance standards are rising but in England, as in schools systems across much of the western world, the rate of improvement in educational performance has slowed in recent years. There seems to be internationally a glass ceiling at about 80% competence level.” He did go on, however, to argue that conditions were in place to be able to break through that glass ceiling, citing three in particular: highly focused or personalised teaching; support to help teachers apply assessment information better; more systematic use of formative assessment.
According to feedback from the OECD to Sir Michael Barber, another key witness and chief architect of new Labour’s model of testing and public accountability, “virtually no other country in the world implements more of the policies that would be expected to work than England but this has not yet translated into consistent quality classroom by classroom.”
Many remain to be convinced and the Committee took the opportunity to question the expert witnesses on some of the current concerns.
First, the volume of testing, are we just doing too much of it? Sir Michael was not convinced, “I do not think we over test at all,” certainly in primary school he went on to say, though he did concede that “there was debate to be had about the volume of national testing in secondary education.” For Professor Tymms it was not so much the numbers of national tests but the high stakes accountability that went with them: “if you have a system in which you take those tests, put them into league tables and send Ofsted inspectors in to hold people accountable, schools will test a lot more.” The Government is currently trialling more flexible when - ready national testing at Key Stages 2 and 3 and hopes to centralise this model in the Children’s Plan although initial feedback suggests concerns about the burden of preparation and teaching to the test have not yet diminished.
Second, and a regular villain for many, league tables. “League tables are an enemy of improvement in our education system but good data is not” declared Professor Tymms roundly. His argument was twofold. First that the tables encourage schools to focus too heavily on borderline pupils to the exclusion of those at other ends of the spectrum. And second that position on the tables depends more on the nature of pupil intake than on the nature of the teaching; “the amount that is due to the quality of teaching is typically quoted as being 10 – 15% of the variant after intake is taken into account.” There was more support for the value added contextual data that now forms part of the league table information but it seems unlikely that tables will disappear in the foreseeable future. As Sir Michael put it, “the data is out there.”
Third, and in the words of the Committee, “is our national assessment system fit for purpose?” Professor Tymms argued that the problem was that the testing was not being used to assess learning and provide feedback, rather it was being used “to hold schools to account.” Sir Michael argued that the emphasis on testing has helped both teacher and pupil understand better the level at which they are working and what is needed to progress. But it was left to Ken Boston to point to the core problem; “the issue arises with any assessment when having achieved an assessment fit for one purpose, you strap other purposes on to it…there are 22 purposes being served by current assessments and 14 of these are in some way being served by Key Stage test assessments.” It was this multi – purposing that led to his Swiss army knife metaphor.
Fourth, and finally, is there a better way of doing things? The Government is moving towards single level tests which Ken Boston “strongly supported” as long as “we do not saddle these with too many other functions.” Professor Tymms called for “an independent body, charged with sampling and monitoring standards over time.” Another direction in which the Government is moving. But there was a positive sense of change, perhaps built around four features: single level testing, sampling, diagnostic assessment and computer based testing. Somewhere in there lies the future for testing and assessment as some awarding bodies are proving.
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