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Performance descriptors risk undermining the
benefits of teacher assessment

Teacher assessment, when it is done well, can
be a powerful and effective way of enabling
pupils to make progress.

In October 2014, in the latest stage of government
reforms to the assessment and accountability
arrangements for primary schools, a consultation
on performance descriptors for use in

statutory teacher assessment was announced
(Department for Education, 2014a).

This NFER Thinks examines the implications
of the proposed performance descriptors,
and argues that without revisions

they risk undermining the benefits of
teacher assessment.



Background

In September 2014, alongside the introduction of the
new National Curriculum and the removal of National
Curriculum levels (Department for Education, 2013a;
Brill and Twist, 2013), the Government published
new accountability and assessment arrangements
(Department for Education, 2014b). Central to these
changes was the principle that both progress and
attainment are crucial as measures of accountability.
For primary schools they include the introduction
of more challenging National Curriculum tests in
2016 with scaled scores, performance descriptors
to inform teacher assessment, and an improved
moderation system.

The latest stage in these reforms was marked in the autumn
with a consultation on performance descriptors to be used
at the end of Key Stages 1 and 2 (Department for Education,
2014a). Performance descriptors describe what pupils know
and are able to do in relation to a ‘national standard’. They
reflect the higher standards pupils are expected to achieve at
the end of Key Stage 2 (KS2), linked to the more challenging
National Curriculum.

The stated aim of the performance descriptors is to
‘underpin’ teacher assessment (Department for Education,
2014a). However, their introduction, in the current proposed
form, may have unintended adverse consequences for
teacher assessment.

Context: teacher assessment

Teacher assessment is used both formatively, to inform
day-to-day teaching and learning, and summatively, to
summarise pupil performance at educational transition points.
When it is done well, it can be a powerful and effective way
of enabling pupils to make progress. It can pinpoint a pupil’s
strengths and weaknesses; indicate the next steps necessary
for progress in a particular area of learning; facilitate the
setting of specific and meaningful individual targets; and can
inform the planning of teaching and learning opportunities,
including the differentiated learning needs of groups and
individuals (Black and Wiliam, 1998; Mansell et al., 2009).

In England, teacher assessment has a key summative role.
As illustrated in Figure 1, it complements the National
Curriculum tests at the end of Key Stages 1 and 2 (KS1

and KS2) by providing a more rounded picture of individual
attainment. The National Curriculum tests serve an

important purpose, capturing a snapshot of attainment in

the core subjects at a particular point in time and facilitating
comparison of individual and group performance with national
standards. However, they have a relatively narrow focus.
Teacher assessment has the potential to cover all aspects of
the National Curriculum, including those that can be assessed
only by means of practical and oral class work, and draws

on a wider evidence base, using a range of sources including
observation, questioning, written work, informal and formal
testing and self and peer evaluations.

There is persistent debate about the reliability of teacher
assessment used summatively. According to the evidence
submitted to the National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT)
Commission on assessment, the use of external testing

over many years has ‘eroded both public and professional
confidence’ in teacher assessment (NAHT, 2014).

We argue that there are three main reasons for this conclusion:

® The inclusion of test rather than teacher assessment
outcomes in performance tables suggests greater importance

The use of sublevels implies a spurious accuracy in
teacher assessment when there are, in fact, no nationally
agreed definitions of performance at any sublevel

® Evidence of bias.

In relation to this third point, it is recognised that

teacher assessment can be unreliable or subject to bias
(Campbell, 2013; Harlen, 2004), although the Harlen review
also found that the reliability of teacher assessment was
highly dependent on context. For example, reliable teacher
assessment was supported when progress was assessed
against a framework of finely specified criteria describing
different levels of achievement (Rowe and Hill, 1996).
Moderation was found to be beneficial not only in supporting
assessment judgements, but also in developing teachers’
understanding of their expectations of pupil performance.

The high-stakes accountability context within the English
educational system also has an impact on teacher assessment.
For example, pupils’ attainment in KS1 teacher assessments is
more likely to be judged higher in infant or first schools compared
to all-through primary schools (Ofsted, 2013), which is likely to

be influenced by the greater importance of these outcomes for
measuring infant schools’ effectiveness (Withey and Turner, 2015).
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Figure 1: The complementary roles of teacher assessment
and national testing



Within this context, the performance descriptors are being
introduced to support teacher assessment at the end of

Key Stages 1 and 2. For each subject and key stage, the
proposed number of performance descriptors is dependent
on whether teacher assessment is used to hold schools to
account, i.e. if summative teacher assessment contributes to
the ‘floor standard’ (the minimum requirements schools are
expected to achieve).

Key stage Subject Performance descriptors

KS1 Reading* mastery standard
Writing* national standard
Mathematics® working towards national
standard
below national standard

KS1 Science working at national standard
KS2 Reading working at national standard
Mathematics
Science
KS2 Writing™ mastery standard

above national standard
national standard
working towards national
standard

below national standard

* summative teacher assessment contributes to floor standard

The performance descriptors describe what pupils are
expected to have achieved at the end of each key stage.
Where only one performance descriptor is provided, it is
assumed that teacher assessment will also be informed by
the outcomes of the National Curriculum tests. However, the
proposed structure may make teacher assessment of pupil
attainment more problematic, and place additional burdens on
teachers and schools.

Single performance descriptors risk undermining
renewed emphasis on pupil progress. The
introduction of single performance descriptors for some
subjects/stages seems in conflict with other reforms
where progress is given prominence. For example, in
secondary schools the GCSE A*-C floor standard is to be
replaced with a Progress 8 measure, which depends on
the progress of all students and removes the incentive for
schools to focus their attention primarily on students near
the C threshold. However, single performance descriptors
(i.e. achieved/not achieved) risk conveying a message that
attainment takes precedence over progress, focusing the
attention of schools (and the media) on whether pupils are
reaching the national standard rather than ensuring that all
pupils are making at least satisfactory progress and that
disadvantaged pupils are closing the gap.

The new arrangements could be less well
understood by parents. One of the reasons for the
removal of National Curriculum levels was that ‘... this
system is complicated and difficult to understand,
especially for parents’ (Department for Education, 2013a),
and yet inconsistencies in the number of performance
descriptors could create more confusion, not less.

The Department for Education consultation document
states that Ofsted will continue to expect schools to
monitor the progress of each pupil and to communicate
such progress to pupils, parents and governors. Single
performance descriptors will not support teachers in
doing this. Parents and other stakeholders will need
KS2 outcomes to be explained and put into context,
particularly for pupils below or well above the national
standard. Over time, parents familiar with a range of
performance descriptors at the end of KS1 will come to
expect something similar at the end of KS2.

The lack of a full range of performance
descriptors risks placing additional burdens on
schools. According to the Teachers’ Standards guidance
(Department for Education, 2011), teachers must:

set goals that stretch and challenge pupils of all
backgrounds, abilities and dispositions

be accountable for pupils’ attainment, progress
and outcomes.

To do this, teachers will have to work out their own
expectations of the attainment of pupils significantly
above or below the national standard. This introduces
an unnecessary burden at a time when they are still
familiarising themselves with the requirements of the new
National Curriculum; and learning to live without levels.

It will take time for teachers to develop a comprehensive
understanding of the new national standard expected

at the end of each key stage and for them to work
backwards and forwards within a key stage to ensure
pupils are on track each year to make satisfactory
progress or better. However, particularly for pupils above
the national standard, teachers will have to do this without
any support as to what end of KS2 performance might
be expected nationally. In the short term this may lead

to the more able pupils being insufficiently challenged.

If teachers are required to make ‘effective and consistent
assessments’ (Department for Education, 2014a, p.5),
they either need to be given an ‘agreed set of criteria
and standards’ or they need ‘a more sophisticated
infrastructure of guidance, training, support and
cross-checking’ (Mansell et al., 2009).



The performance descriptors risk promoting

a mechanistic tick-list approach to teacher
assessment. In contrast to the large number of bullets
or statements within the descriptors, there is a lack

of guidance about how teachers should make their
decisions. There is, for example, ambiguity inherent in the
stem used throughout: ‘A pupil is able to demonstrate
sufficient evidence of the following.” This in itself requires
judgement about what constitutes ‘sufficient’. The only
apparent guidance is that ‘pupils must demonstrate

the majority of the elements described’ (Department for
Education, 2014a, p.6); this could be interpreted anywhere
between 51 per cent and 99 per cent. If unchanged,

in no time at all, algorithms will be available to translate
mechanistic ‘tick-list’ recording into a percentage achieved
or some other indication of whether the achievement
constitutes ‘sufficient’ evidence of the descriptor. These
will have the same difficulties as the sublevels developed
as part of the previous system, which had no agreed
national definition, but where multiple local descriptors
were developed and used. The performance descriptors
need to focus on the key elements of the subject at that
stage that underpin future progress.

Although schools may welcome the more detailed nature of
the performance descriptors (compared to the lean National
Curriculum level descriptors), there is still much work to be
done in refining them. At present, the descriptors appear

to reflect what pupils will be taught, which is not the same
as what pupils need to know and understand in order to
progress in the subject. There is little recognition that in each
subject there are key underpinning elements upon which
subsequent learning is built. In order to support teacher
assessment more fully, these need to be identified and to be
the focus of the descriptors of achievement.

We recommend that the Department for Education (via the
Standards and Testing Agency) should:

provide a range of KS2 performance descriptors
both above and below the national standard for
reading and mathematics (and science). This would
reinforce the importance of measuring progress as well

as attainment at the end of KS2 and support teachers

in setting realistic expectations and recognising the
achievements of all pupils.

reduce and refine the performance descriptors
to encapsulate only the key elements that pupils
need to know and understand in order to make
further progress in the subjects. This would ensure
that teachers focus attention on assessing important
milestones in each subject rather than monitoring
everything that has been taught. This clarification

would also enable better monitoring by school leaders
and Ofsted.

develop exemplification (in the form of moderated
samples of pupils’ work) to cover the range of
performance seen at the end of each key stage,
not just exemplification of the national standard.
This should be developed in conjunction with schools

and school groups and would support consistency in
teacher assessment.

build capacity in teacher assessment and
improve the reliability of teachers’ professional
judgements, by giving moderation a high priority.
This would further support consistency of teacher
judgements of pupil progress and attainment. The recently
published Carter review (Carter, 2015) into initial teacher
training (ITT) emphasised the need to enhance the training
in assessment theory and practice in ITT. We would argue
this is a requirement system-wide.

Teacher assessment is an important component of a teacher’s
toolkit. However, as with any tool, it can be deployed to

good effect or bad. The new performance descriptors,

as proposed, risk blunting its effectiveness, and so require
careful consideration.

However, they do also represent an opportunity to enhance
teacher assessment. Exemplification of the performance
descriptors and moderation of their use in teacher
assessment would help to embed understanding of the
national standards and support teachers’ professional
development in assessment. And, if they are modified
according to our recommendations, they have the potential
to support effective good quality teacher assessment; provide
useful communication tools for pupils, parents and other
stakeholders; demonstrate that attainment and progress are
equally important; and — ultimately — improve the quality of
teaching and learning.
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