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THE RETURN TO FINAL PAPER EXAMINING IN ENGLISH
NATIONAL CURRICULUM ASSESSMENT AND SCHOOL
EXAMINATIONS: ISSUES OF VALIDITY, ACCOUNTABILITY
AND POLITICS

by HARRY TORRANCE, Manchester Metropolitan University, Manchester

ABSTRACT: There are sound educational and examining reasons for the use of
coursework assessment and practical assessment of student work by teachers in
schools for purposes of reporting examination grades. Coursework and prac-
tical work test a range of different curriculum goals to final papers and increase
the validity and reliability of the result. However, the use of coursework and
practical work in tests and examinations has been a matter of constant political
as well as educational debate in England over the last 30 years. The paper
reviews these debates and developments and argues that as accountability
pressures increase, the evidence base for published results is becoming nar-
rower and less valid as the system moves back to wholly end-of-course testing.

Keywords: final paper examinations, English National Curriculum tests and
examinations, validity and reliability of tests and examinations, coursework
assessment, the politics of assessment

1. INTRODUCTION: STABILITY AND CHANGE IN ASSESSMENT POLICY AND

PRACTICE

The involvement of teachers in the formal assessment of their students for
examination purposes has a long history in England. Teacher assessment or
school-based examining as it is sometimes known was envisaged in the
Norwood Report (1943, preceding the 1944 Education Act) and recommended
by the Beloe Report (1960) which led to the setting up of the Certificate of
Secondary Education (CSE) in 1963. Teacher assessment became a significant
element of CSE, started to be used in the General Certificate of Education (GCE)
O-level, and was a key feature of early pilots and the final specifications of the
General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) which superseded CSE and
O-level in 1986 (DES, 1982; Waddell Report, 1978). As the Waddell Report put it:

assessment over a period of time by the teacher who knows the pupil. . . was found
useful in searching out skills and understanding which may be more readily tested
in this way than in a formal written examination. . . The teacher can observe and
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assess the way in which the pupil sets about the process of solving practical
problems in science or. . . how he develops a response to criticism in activities
such as writing. (paragraph 27)

While there have always been debates about the extent to which teacher assess-
ment could be regarded as valid and reliable, and how best to achieve this
(Cohen and Deale, 1977; Hoste and Bloomfield, 1975), it was not until con-
siderably after the introduction of GCSE in 1986 (with first examinations in
1988) that the practice became so politically controversial.

Only 2 years after the introduction of GCSE, the National Curriculum and
National Testing system was introduced in 1988. Following initial policy statements
and legislation (DES, 1988), the system that emerged in the early 1990s was nowhere
near as ambitious as originally envisaged, which would have involved setting up
national tests in every curriculum subject (up to 10). Nevertheless, the new system still
involved testing all children at ages 7, 11 and 14 in English, Maths and Science,
coupled with the use of national end-of-school examinations, the GCSE, taken in a
range of individual subjects, to form the ‘national test’ programme at age 16.
Moreover, these tests involved a combination of internal school-based teacher assess-
ment and externally set and marked tests so the operational scale and scope of the
system was immense. Teacher assessment was used along with externally set and
marked tests in order to maximise the validity, reliability and utility of the system
(DES, 1988; see Daugherty, 1995; Torrance, 2003; for a longer account of
developments).

The original purposes of the new National Curriculum Assessment system were
set out as diagnostic, formative, summative and evaluative (DES, 1988) – thus
attempting to monitor the progress of individual pupils as well as the standards
attained by the system as a whole. Subsequently, however, the summative and
evaluative purposes of national testing have become more and more prominent as
moves towards greater accountability of schools and teachers gathered pace (Stobart,
2001, 2009). NowNational CurriculumAssessment is seen primarily as ensuring the
accountability of the school system with enormous focus on the publication of
national aggregate results and results for cohorts at the level of the individual school.
Such results are also the focus of inspection visits and reports. At one and the same
time, the scale and complexity of the system has led to successive scaling back of the
range of assessments employed and the age cohorts involved. External testing at age
7 was dropped in 2004 after extensive criticisms of testing very young children,
though externally designed tests are provided to teachers to administer to 7-year-olds
‘to help them to reach an overall judgement of the standards children have reached in
English reading and mathematics’ (STA, 2016a, p. 3). Results are reported to parents
and available to Office for Standards in Education (OfSTED) inspections. Debate
continues over whether or not the government will reintroduce external testing for 7-
year-olds (Guardian, 2015; Morgan, 2015a; NUT, 2016). Testing at age 14 was
abandoned in 2008 after a fiasco of lost papers and missing results during that
summer’s round of testing (Torrance, 2009). Science testing at age 11 was ended in
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2010 in a further effort to reduce the logistical burden on individual schools and the
system as a whole (Isaacs, 2010; Porter, 2008; Turner, 2009).

National CurriculumAssessment now involves testing English andMaths at age
11, along with the use of GCSE at age 16. Paradoxically, therefore, as the signifi-
cance of National Curriculum Assessment has grown for purposes of accountability,
the evidential base for this purpose has been narrowed – a key issue for this paper.
Effectively, the accountability of English primary schools rests on externally set and
marked tests of English and Maths at age 11. Until 2015, secondary schools were
measured by the number of students gaining good (passing) grades in at least five
GCSEs at age 16. From 2016 results onwards, a value-added measure known as
‘Progress 8’ is being used – essentially a measure of whether or not students have
met or exceeded expectations of GCSE grades based on performance at age 11 (DfE,
2017). The calculations are very complex, however, and depend upon the validity of
the assessments at age 11 (Key Stage 2). It remains to be seen whether this replaces
‘five good A-Cs’ in public understanding and discourse, or its equivalent of grades
9–5 under the new grading system to be introduced in 2017. Speaking in 2015, the
then Secretary of State, Nicky Morgan focussed on grade 5 as ‘the new “good pass”
that will be used to hold the government and schools to account’ (Morgan, 2015b).

2. VALIDITY IN TEST CONSTRUCTION AND USE

Validity of assessment processes and outcomes can be analysed with respect to
the accuracy and fairness of the measurement of individual achievement and with
respect to the uses to which the measurement is put. The correct – i.e. valid and
reliable – measure could still be used inappropriately. So it is with using
measures of student performance to hold teachers and schools to account via
national assessment systems. Extensive discussions of validity can be found in
the assessment literature detailing aspects of content, construct, concurrent,
predictive and consequential validity (e.g. Messick, 1989). However, for the
purposes of the discussion here the issue basically revolves around content and
construct validity on the one hand – is the test measuring what it purports to
measure; and consequential validity on the other – how is the test used and are
the measures involved appropriate? Consequential validity is a contested idea in
the assessment literature (Newton and Shaw, 2016). Some argue that while it is
important to know about and evaluate the uses to which test is put, these are not
strictly matters for the validity of the measurement per se. The validity of a test
should be restricted to the properties of the test itself (Popham, 1997). However,
given that contemporary national testing regimes are now largely developed for
purposes of accountability, consequential validity must surely come into the
discussion. Newton and Shaw (2016) indicate that validity is now generally
understood as an integrated and unified concept and this shift in test use from
measurement tool to accountability policy lever has also been noted internation-
ally with similar implications for discussions of validity (OECD, 2013; Weiner,
2013). Both interpretations of validity are addressed in the paper.
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With respect to the development of assessment instruments, particularly with
respect to individual measurement, validity requires appropriate sampling of
curriculum goals and content and of the varying circumstances under which
knowledge is demonstrated and achievement is produced – coursework, oral
work, practical work, fieldwork and so forth – in addition to test-based recall of
knowledge. This is likely to involve the use of school-based assessment con-
ducted by teachers (teacher assessment) in order to increase the sample of work
that can be assessed (Johnson, 2013; Stanley et al., 2009). Indeed, these are the
arguments that led to teacher assessment being introduced in CSE in the 1960s
and to GCSE in the 1980s. Having said this, however, as noted earlier, it is also
the case that there has been extensive debate and investigation around the extent
to which teachers can reliably assess their own students. The validity of an
assessment also depends on the assessment being reliable i.e. that it is accurate,
at least within acceptable tolerances. Reliability is usually defined in terms of
replicability – would the same mark be awarded for the same work on a different
occasion, and/or by a different marker. Studies indicate that teachers can rank
order within a cohort (i.e.in their own school/classroom) fairly reliably, but may
be out of synch with standards in other schools, and this is often the focus of
attention for moderation systems (Black et al., 2010; Harlen, 2005; Stanley et al.,
2009). Reliability is often privileged over validity in assessment but more
nuanced discussions recognise that they are inextricably intertwined (Baird and
Black, 2013; Newton and Shaw, 2016). Threats to reliability not only can derive
from conscious and unconscious bias (e.g. with respect to race, social class and
gender, Gipps and Murphy, 1994; Gipps and Stobart, 2009) but also from
teachers not being sufficiently aware of practice and levels of achievement
elsewhere. Research suggests that despite the arguments and decades of policy
and practice, there is actually rather limited evidence concerning the validity and
reliability of teacher assessment (Johnson, 2013). Research also suggests, how-
ever, that teachers can assess their students reliably, particularly when working
with strong moderation processes across schools, but that this involves consider-
able investment in professional development and moderation procedures (Black
et al., 2010, 2011; Stanley et al., 2009). I will return to this issue later in the
paper.

With respect to system accountability, validity similarly depends on appro-
priate sampling of the full range of outcomes that policy is seeking to pursue.
Evaluating the performance of individual schools and indeed a whole school
system on the basis of a small number of tests is clearly inadequate. Validity also
depends on limiting the ‘washback’ effect on teaching and learning, since
practising and coaching for tests can render the results invalid. Not only can
practising for tests narrow the curriculum that is taught, but also the construct
that is being measured becomes test preparation rather than English and/or
Maths. Yet this is exactly the impact that National Curriculum Assessment has
had on teaching in England (Cambridge Primary Review, 2010; Torrance, 2011).
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Even the government’s own school Inspectorate and the House of Commons
Education Committee have noted such implications with alarm:

In many [primary] schools the focus of the teaching of English is on those parts of the
curriculum on which there are likely to questions in national tests. . .History and, more
so, geography continued to be marginalized . . . In [secondary] schools. . . the experi-
ence of English had become narrower. . . as teachers focused on tests and examina-
tions. . . There was a similar tension in mathematics. . .(OfSTED, 2006, pp. 52–56)

In an effort to drive up national standards, too much emphasis has been placed on a
single set of tests and this has been to the detriment of some aspects of the
curriculum and some students. (House of Commons Select Committee reported
on BBC 13 May 2008, http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/education/7396623.stm)

3. VALIDITY AND THE WIDER GOALS OF EDUCATION

In addition to what we might call the more technical issues of validity, the scope,
scale and ambition of assessment have changed enormously over the last
30 years or so, thus also changing the nature of the debate over validity and its
relationship to accountability. Assessment was originally developed to identify
individual achievement and select a small number of elite students for further
study. Now, however, both the intellectual field of assessment theory and prac-
tice, and the education policy context, assume that all, or at least the over-
whelming majority, of the school population can and should be educated to the
highest level possible (Broadfoot, 1996; Hargreaves, 1989; Horton, 1988). The
focus of policy is now on education for all and the development of a fit-for-
purpose assessment system as a system, i.e. as part of an integrated approach to
national human resource development. The imperative now is to treat education
as an economic investment, both on the part of the individual student and on the
part of government (Brown and Lauder, 1992; Lauder et al., 2006; Wolf, 1995).
Elsewhere I have characterised these developments in assessment as a move
from a ‘technology of exclusion’ to a ‘technology of inclusion’ (Torrance, 2016).
Assessment is now expected to accurately identify and report the individual
educational achievement of the vast majority of the student population; in turn,
such measures are also expected to accurately evaluate the effectiveness of
individual schools and national school systems, and also sometimes individual
teachers (OECD, 2013).

Moreover, the range of what is taught and assessed has expanded.
Employers, university admissions tutors and so forth want more information
about what school leavers can do, and governments want more information
about what the school system is producing. Demands have also grown for the
school system to produce different things – a wider range of more relevant skills
and understandings for the so-called ‘knowledge economy’ (Hargreaves, 1989,
1994; Scardamalia et al., 2012). This in turn has required the development of a
wider range of assessment methods to identify and report a wider range of
learning outcomes – practical work, coursework and extended project work, for
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example, to test practical competences and the application, rather than simply the
memorisation and regurgitation of knowledge. Thus, a concern for what we
might term ‘content standards’, and the production of more useful information
about what school students know, understand and can do, has merged with
debates about how best to measure and report such content standards and indeed
enforce them. Additionally, assessment – formative assessment – is also now
expected to support and underpin the process of learning, not just to measure the
outcomes of learning, and so, again, the expectations for the field are vastly more
ambitious than was once the case.

This expansion of the scope and purpose of assessment means that there are
good reasons, rooted in traditional assessment concerns for validity and reliability,
for the development of more coursework, project work and so forth in national test
systems and school examinations, i.e. for an increased role for teachers in setting
and marking examination work in their own schools and classrooms. Validity
demands that the pursuit of broader curriculum goals such as analysing data,
applying knowledge and developing practical skills is underpinned by broader
methods of assessment. These new skills and abilities cannot be tested by written
final examinations alone. Equally, reliability demands that these and other skills and
abilities should not simply be measured by a one-off test, but assessed on several
occasions over a longer period of time: the argument being that the larger the
sample of assessed work, undertaken under a variety of conditions, the more
reliable the result is likely to be. Moreover, as a recent OECD report has noted:

The central agent in securing links between the evaluation and assessment frame-
work and the classroom is the teacher. This highlights the importance. . . [of
drawing] on the professionalism of teachers in ensuring. . .authentic improvement
in classroom practices and student learning. . . (2013, p. 12)

However, evidence from England indicates that this is extremely difficult to
achieve in practice with key tensions arising from the accountability pressure
to use results to evaluate schools and teachers. Validly and reliably measuring
a wider range of learning outcomes by using a wider range of assessment
methods sit very uneasily with pressure to use results to evaluate the effi-
ciency and effectiveness of the system. One of the key problems of the debate
over these matters in England has been around the role of school-based
teacher assessment in producing valid assessment data. The debate has been
dominated by political arguments over the assumed lack of reliability of such
assessment, rather than educational arguments over how best to maximise
validity and reliability across curriculum goals, and it is to these matters that I
now turn.

4. DEVELOPING A NEW SYSTEM

The new GCSE preceded the introduction of the National Curriculum by a
couple of years. A major part of the reform was the use of far more coursework,
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practical work and project work assessment, to be set and marked in the school.
The rationale was, as noted above, that the curriculum needed to change and
assessment methods needed to change to match the new curriculum. A wider
range of skills, capabilities and understandings needed to be developed for the
emerging knowledge economy. This in turn required a wider range of assessment
methods to be developed to identify and report a wider range of learning
outcome. As the then Conservative Secretary of State for Education Sir Keith
Joseph put it:

we need a wide range of instruments. . . because assessment has many important
aims and we cannot expect a single form of assessment to encompass them all
equally well. (Joseph, 1986, p. 180)

Similar arguments were used to underpin the use of a mixture of external testing
and internal teacher assessment in the emerging National Curriculum Assessment
framework (DES, 1988).

At the same time, interest was also developing in making the curriculum
more standards-based and assessment more criterion-referenced. Norm-refer-
enced, rank-ordered grades do not communicate what students have actually
achieved, only that some students have done better (or worse) than others.
Thus, again, as noted above, a concern for ‘content standards’, and the
production of more useful information about what school students know,
understand and can do, merged with debates about how best to measure
and report such content standards. The corollary of criterion referencing,
however, is that if the criteria are achieved, the grade or certificate is
awarded – potentially to everyone – and this carries implications for those
more used to seeing the purpose of assessment as discriminating between
candidates for selection and the maintenance of educational standards over
time.

Almost as soon as GCSE and National Curriculum Assessment were intro-
duced, the new methods of assessment came to be criticised by successive
Conservative politicians and governments in the 1990s. Teachers complained
of overwork (too much school-based assessment), and Conservative politicians
complained that standards were falling as more students started to pass GCSE
and in due course the new National Curriculum tests (see below, Figures 1 and
2). The result was that Conservative government ministers following Sir Keith
Joseph began to insist that the amount of coursework and practical work included
in examinations and national assessments should be limited. Their argument was
that coursework and practical work were a burden on teachers and were making
the examinations easier to pass. Government ministers stated in correspondence
with the School Examinations and Assessment Council that they wanted ‘term-
inal written examinations’ to be developed for the national tests at 14 (Daugherty,
1995 p. 52). They also insisted that all GCSE examinations should include no
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more than 20% coursework assessment, and that a proportion of marks should be
allocated in all GCSE subjects for spelling, punctuation and grammar
(Daugherty, 1995; Dearing, 1994). In a speech to the Centre for Policy Studies
in July 1991, the then Prime Minister, John Major, who had succeeded Mrs.
Thatcher, stated:
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Figure 1. % pupils gaining National Curriculum Assessment level 4 or above at age 11
(KS2), England
Figure 1 finishes with 2010 since this is the last year Science was assessed, and successive
different versions of English since 2010 make results difficult to compare. Interestingly,
however, only 53% of pupils met the ‘new expected standard in reading, writing and
mathematics’ in 2016, with 70% meeting the standard in maths and 72% in grammar,
punctuation and spelling (DfE, 2016a), well below the 80% achieved in 2010.
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It is clear that there is now far too much coursework, project work and teacher
assessment in GCSE. The remedy surely lies in getting GCSE back to being an
externally assessed exam which is predominantly written. I am attracted to the idea
that for most subjects a maximum of 20 per cent of the marks should be obtainable
from coursework. (quoted in Daugherty, 1995, p. 137)

5. IMPROVING RESULTS UNDERMINES THE CREDIBILITY OF THOSE RESULTS

Scroll forward 25 years and the current, UK Conservative government is again
reducing coursework and practical work in national testing and school examina-
tions, as will be described below. This time the Conservatives have the con-
venient excuse that it was the previous Labour government that allowed too
many flexible teacher-assessed elements back into school examinations, thereby,
they argue (again), lowering educational standards and inflating pass rates.
Labour was in power from 1997 to 2010 and allowed the reintroduction and
further expansion of coursework and modular assessment of various sorts, as
they returned to education policies designed to develop a wider range of skills
and competencies for the twenty-first-century knowledge economy. Labour also
greatly increased the pressure of accountability on schools by publishing exten-
sive ‘league table’ data on school performance – i.e. National Curriculum test
and examination results, school by school.

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate that in the intervening years from the mid-1990s to
the late 2000s pass rates did indeed rise for National Curriculum Assessment and
GCSE, though this happened under both Conservative and Labour governments,
and in fact the trend of rising secondary school examination pass rates dates back
to the 1970s. With respect to National Curriculum tests at age 11 (Figure 1),
progress since 1997 was the measure routinely deployed at the national level by
the New Labour government (elected in 1997). But there were significant
improvements in results prior to 1997. Thus, for example, in the 2 years after
National Testing was first introduced at age 11 under a Conservative government
(1995–1997), results improved by 15 percentage points in English and 17
percentage points in Maths. In the 10 years after 1997, under Labour, results
improved by 16 percentage points in English and 14 percentage points in Maths
(1997–2006), with most of this improvement being achieved by 2000 and
maintaining a plateau thereafter. One inference we might take from these figures
is that the introduction of National Testing constituted a major perturbation in the
primary school system, such that results started low, improved rapidly as teachers
and students came to understand what was required of them in terms of test
preparation and then tailed off as the limits of such artificial improvement were
reached. Similar disruption caused by changes in assessment systems and pro-
cedures has been previously noted and discussed in the research literature, with
identification of what has been called the ‘sawtooth effect’ whereby:
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performance on high stakes assessments is often adversely affected when that
assessment undergoes reform, followed by improving performance over time as
students and teachers gain familiarity with the new test. This pattern reflects
changes in test-specific performance over time, whilst not necessarily reflecting
changes in a cohort’s overall mastery of the subject. (Ofqual, 2016a, p. 6)

This effect can also be observed with respect to recent changes to GCSE (see
Figure 2 and discussion below).

As regards GCSE (Figure 2), in the mid-1970s, when only the ‘top 20%’ of
students were thought capable of passing the old O-level examination, the
percentage of students passing at least five O-levels or their equivalent under
the previous dual system was 22.6%.1 By 1988, the first year of GCSE results,
this had risen to 29.9%. By the mid-1990s, this had risen further to 43.5% giving
rise to the first wave of Conservative concerns about grade inflation over
20 years ago. Results for 2010, the last year of the 1997–2010 Labour govern-
ment, and the year when the new Conservative government came to power,
indicate that just over 75% of students were passing five or more GCSEs or their
equivalent at grades A*–C. That is, by 2010, 75% of the school population were
achieving what 30 years previously was thought could only be achieved by the
‘top 20%’. Furthermore, taking the full range of grades into account (A*–G), as
an indicator of the numbers of students gaining at least some benefit from their
secondary education, almost 60% gained at least five A*–G grades in 1975,
while nearly 93% achieved five A*–G in 2010.2

Pass rates at GCSE since 2010, under the Conservative government, have
levelled off and turned down quite significantly as the numbers of vocationally
oriented ‘GCSE equivalent’ examinations have been restricted and political
pressure has been exerted on examination boards to address grade inflation.
This involves the use of a ‘comparable outcomes’ approach to establish grade
boundaries. Essentially, this involves trying to compare results over time with
reference to the previous achievement of the cohort and the mix and number of
the students taking each subject (Ofqual, 2015, 2016b). This is being charac-
terised as ‘inflation proofing’ and bringing ‘stability’ to the system (Gibb, 2015).
Thus, in 2015 only 65% of students secured five or more GCSE A*–C grades.
The proposed moves (described below) to final paper-only examinations, now
called linear examinations, with the exam at the end of two years, have yet to
impact on results but are likely to lead to further reductions, at least in the first
instance, as the change impacts on teaching methods and student learning and
performance. To divert attention away from these falling pass rates, and establish
2010 as a new baseline for comparisons, the Conservative government is now
highlighting the numbers gaining five GCSEs including English and Maths
(53.8% in 2015, as against 53.5% in 2010). A completely new measure called
the English Baccalaureate (EBacc) has also been introduced comprising five
GCSEs including English, Maths, Science, Humanities and Foreign Language.
Twenty three per cent of students sitting GCSEs achieved this in 2015 as against
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15% in 2010. Future GCSE examinations will be graded from 9 to 1 rather than
A*–G, making comparisons over time even more difficult. Grade 9 will be the
highest grade, with 1 the lowest, which seems counter-intuitive and may cause
some confusion in itself (the old GCE O-level was graded 1–9). Grades 9–1
come into effect from 2017 in English and Maths, and 2018 for other subjects.
As noted above, the previous Secretary of State for Education, Nicky Morgan, is
on record as stating the new grade 5 will be ‘the new “good pass”. . . comparable
to a low B or high C under the old grading system’ (Morgan, 2015b p. 1). Even
more confusingly, her replacement as Secretary of State, Justine Greening, wrote
to the Chair of the House of Commons Education Select Committee in March
2017 that:

Rather than reporting on the ‘good pass’, we will instead distinguish between a
grade 4 as a ‘standard pass’ and a grade 5 as a ‘strong pass’ and report on both.
Under the new system, a grade 4 and above will be equivalent to a C and above.
(Greening, 2017, p. 1)

It remains to be seen whether or not this becomes the norm in public debate,
rather than the new official measure of ‘Progress 8’ (DfE, 2017).

Nevertheless, currently, we remain in a situation whereby c. 65% of the
secondary school population achieve what 40 years ago was thought to be
achievable only by the top 20%. Given that these upward trends in results
have extended over so many years, some element of a genuine rise in educational
standards is likely to be present, driven by better socio-economic conditions of
students, higher expectations of educational outcomes by students, parents and
teachers alike, and better teaching underpinned by better training and availability
of resources. With increased prosperity most of us are living longer; it is there-
fore at least plausible that most of us are becoming better educated as well.
Research over many years demonstrates that measures of educational achieve-
ment are positively correlated with socio-economic status (Coleman et al., 1966,
Perry and Francis, 2010; Serin, 2005). More recently, however, this trend has
been combined with and compounded by two key elements of the changes which
have taken place in the system of assessment and accountability:

(1) there is an increasingly more focused concentration on passing examina-
tions, both by teachers (‘teaching to the test’) and by the majority of
students (extrinsic motivation), because of the perceived importance of
educational success in institutional accountability, teacher career progres-
sion and student life chances;

(2) at the same time increased transparency of modular, criterion-referenced
assessment systems developed, particularly since the late 1990s, which
afforded teachers and students much more opportunity to practise for
tests and improve coursework and modular grades through coaching,
specific feedback, resubmission of work and re-sits of modular tests.
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Thus, the evidence in England suggests that ‘teaching to the test’, drafting
and redrafting coursework, and re-sitting tests are the most significant recent
explanation for rising scores which tail off as teachers and students come to be
about as efficient as they can be at scoring well on the tests within a regime of
constant coaching and practice. Many research studies have reported an increas-
ing focus on test preparation, and a wide range of international research evidence
has also found that high-stakes testing leads to ‘teaching to the test’, including
drafting and improving coursework and project work for final submission
(Gillborn and Youdell, 2006; Hamilton et al., 2007; Klein et al., 2000; Linn,
2000; McNess et al., 2001; Torrance, 2007). In England, there has also been
evidence of cheating, such is the pressure to report constantly improving pass
rates, with teachers allowing more time in tests than they should when invigilat-
ing, indicating incorrect answers as they walk round by suggesting that students
‘think again’, and even changing scripts after collection, but before sending away
for external marking (Daily Telegraph, 2016; Guardian, 2017; ITV, 2015;
Mansell, 2015). Cheating is not unique to England of course. It is an increasingly
visible effect of high-stakes accountability testing internationally (Nichols and
Berliner, 2007; Stanford, 2013; Strauss, 2015). Overall then, we reached a
situation in England around 2010 where scores and grades were continuing to
rise but the validity, reliability and credibility of the standards achieved became
subject to increasing doubt, and the educational experience of even the most
successful students, let alone those who are not successful, was compromised.

6. ONE THREAT TO VALIDITY LEADS TO ANOTHER. . .

National Curriculum Assessment

Identifying a problem is one thing of course, assuming that eliminating course-
work and teacher involvement in assessment is the only solution is quite another.
The research evidence indicates that it was the compounding effects of the
accountability system, and the pressure to raise results at almost any (educa-
tional) cost that was and remains the real issue. Nevertheless, the Conservative
government has moved swiftly to abolish coursework and other forms of school-
based assessment of students by teachers. It has restricted National Curriculum
Assessment at age 11 to externally set and marked tests of Maths, Reading and a
Grammar, Spelling and Punctuation test, along with an internal teacher assess-
ment of Writing. Science testing was ended in 2010. Biennial science tests are
now used with a sample of students in an attempt to monitor standards in science
over time. It is also important to note that the holistic construct of ‘English’ as a
subject has effectively disappeared from National Curriculum Assessment –
deconstructed into Reading, and Grammar, Spelling and Punctuation.
Moreover, Reading is more of a written comprehension test than an assessment
of reading as an activity (see: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/key-
stage-2-english-reading-test-framework). Writing is assessed internally but not
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given the same prominence as Spelling, Grammar and Punctuation, while oral
work – ‘speaking and listening’ – is no longer included as an integral element of
English.

Changes to the National Curriculum itself are also being made, with the
removal of ‘levels’ and ‘level descriptors’ (level 2, level 4, etc.) and the
introduction of ‘performance descriptors’. Thus, students will now be assessed
at age 11 as ‘Working at, above, or below National Standard’ or to have achieved
‘Mastery’ – with the Standard being described in terms of curriculum content
(DfE, 2014; STA, 2016). This is interpreted by some observers as a move
towards mastering content and assessing greater depth of knowledge
(Blatchford, 2015; Cambridge Primary Review, 2014)

These changes beg issues of validity at the level of individual measure-
ment and evaluative utility. Testing at age 11 is now conducted almost
exclusively via externally set and marked tests. The Standards and Testing
Agency, an executive agency of the government’s Department for Education,
sets the tests and issues contracts to mark them – the current contract being
held by Pearson (STA, 2016b). English in particular is now construed as a
fragmented collection of constituent parts. Meanwhile, as regards consequen-
tial validity debates about the quality and accountability of individual schools
and the English primary school system as a whole are based on a narrow set
of tests in two subject areas.

7. ONE THREAT TO VALIDITY LEADS TO ANOTHER. . .

GCSE

In parallel with insisting that tests of grammar, spelling and punctuation be
instituted at age 11, GCSE has also come in for similar scrutiny. In terms very
reminiscent of John Major’s speech 20 years earlier, a 2010 Education White
Paper stated:

. . .exams [will be] typically taken only at the end of the course. . . mark schemes
[will include] spelling, punctuation and grammar. . . (DfE, 2010, p. 49)

The examination system in England is currently controlled by a regulatory body
known as ‘Ofqual’ (Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation) and
we can see in subsequent policy development how political intervention interacts
with the technology of examinations. Criticisms of possible grade inflation and
the reliability or otherwise of teacher assessment led initially to the introduction
of ‘controlled assessment’ whereby school-based tasks were externally specified
in greater detail and taken under controlled conditions in the classroom. This led
to further problems of teacher workload and practising for the controlled assess-
ments in advance of them actually being conducted (Baird et al., 2013; Ofqual,
2013). As recently as 2013, Ofqual actually rejected a move back to wholly
written examinations:
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There were suggestions that controlled assessment should be removed, and replaced
with written exams. We did not see this as a viable option – many GCSEs include
practical elements that cannot be assessed in a written exam. (Ofqual, 2013, p. 3)

However, further restrictions on the use of controlled assessment were intro-
duced, which were then overtaken by government policy to end teacher assess-
ment altogether. In a subsequent ‘policy steer letter’ to Ofqual, as they developed
the details of the new system, the then Secretary of State for Education Michael
Gove insisted that:

The [new] qualifications should be linear, with all assessments taken at the end of
the course. . . (Gove, 2013, p. 3)

In effect the GCSE system is being returned to an externally set and marked
series of knowledge-based examinations. These proposals have met with sig-
nificant educational challenge, including from key subject associations arguing
for the importance of practical work in science, oral work in English, fieldwork
in geography and so forth. Thus, for example, two core funders of curriculum
development work in maths and science education, the Gatsby Foundation and
the Wellcome Trust, produced a ‘Policy Note’ arguing that:

Experiments are the essence of science and studying science without experimental
work is like studying literature without reading books. . . No GCSE or A level
science qualification should be awarded without evidence that students have devel-
oped hands on practical science skills. (Gatsby and Wellcome, 2013, p. 1)

Similar concerns were reported by the Nuffield Foundation with respect to
parallel changes being enacted at A-level. Nuffield noted that modularisation
had led to significantly increased numbers of students continuing with Maths,
post-16, to A-level, especially amongst girls:

A-level’s modular structure has facilitated the growth in take-up over the past eight
years, partly because students have been able to build qualifications and their own
confidence, module by module. (Hillman, 2014, p. 11)

These are precisely the sorts of arguments that led to the expansion of course-
work, modular work and practical work in the first place. However, these
arguments have had very little impact on the changes that are being implemen-
ted. While practical activities are included in the curriculum, they are not
included in the testing framework.

The first aspects of the reforms are being phased in and the implementation
process through to 2017 is summarised in a 2014 Ofqual policy paper. Thus, for
example, there will be no ‘non-exam assessment’ in GCSE Maths or English
from 2015. In English, ‘speaking skills will be assessed and reported as a
separate grade’ (Ofqual, 2014, p. 7) but this means they will not actually
contribute to the English GCSE grade; when reported separately, they will
become largely irrelevant. There will be no coursework or fieldwork in
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Geography or History, though ‘spelling, punctuation and grammar’ will be
allocated 5% of the marks in the exams in both subjects (p. 7). Spelling,
punctuation and grammar will be allocated 20% of the marks in English (p. 7).
In Geography, ‘Schools must confirm students have carried out two pieces of
fieldwork’ (p. 7), but again, this will not contribute towards their grade, and two
pieces of fieldwork in a 2-year course will hardly impact on the curriculum and
student learning.

Arguments in Science continued until very recently. The pattern established
for A-level Science is that ‘practical skills will be recognised through compul-
sory practical work for which students will receive a “pass” or “fail” outcome,
separate from their grade for the written exams’ (Ofqual, 2014, p. 5). This means
that practical laboratory work will not actually contribute to the reported subject
grade and, contrary to Gatsby and Wellcome’s insistence above, A-level Science
qualifications will indeed be awarded without ‘evidence that students have
developed hands on practical science skills’. The evidence of a separate practical
outcome will not actually contribute to the grade on the certificate. It may even
be the case that students attain a pass grade in the written paper but a ‘fail’ in the
separate practical work element; in such circumstances they will still be awarded
a pass grade in Science. This situation has been described by the President of the
UK Association of Science Education as a:

highly dangerous experiment by Ofqual and ministers to separate the grade for
assessed practical work from the main grades at A-level and GCSE. (Bell, 2015, p. 5)

The response of Ofqual has been to insist that: ‘well-written questions can
appropriately test candidates’ knowledge of scientific experimentation’ (Stacey,
2015, p. 2), which is hardly the same thing as hands-on practical competence.
This is now the position with respect to GCSE Science as well:

science GCSE qualifications, to be taught from September 2016, will assess
practical work using written exam questions in place of controlled assessment. . .
Students’ knowledge of the practical work. . . will be assessed in exam questions at
the end of the course. (Ofqual, 2015, p. 1)

‘Practical activities’ will still feature in GCSE Science courses but they will not
form part of the assessment for grading purposes:

each exam board will specify a minimum number of practical activities that
students must complete, set no lower than 8 for individual sciences and 16 for
combined science. (Ofqual, 2015, p. 1)

Interestingly, the position of Ofqual is grounded not just in Conservative govern-
ment concerns about grade inflation, but also in concerns about the educational
experience of teachers and students. Glenys Stacey, the then Chief Executive of
Ofqual, in a speech to the Association of College Examinations Officers argued that
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for too long the assessment system has encouraged. . . teachers to repeat and
rehearse the same narrow group of practicals in order to achieve the best possible
grades. . . assessment drives and trammels what is taught. (Stacey, 2015, pp. 1–2)

Again, however, it is not clear how simply abandoning the integration of
assessment of practical laboratory work with final examinations will improve
this experience or the acquisition of practical skills. Rather, teachers will simply
concentrate on making sure that students can answer questions about conducting
experiments. The issue is the pressure of accountability and the pursuit of higher
grades at any cost, not the method of assessment.

8. WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? DIFFERENT VERSIONS OF WHAT IS

MEANT BY VALIDITY, CREDIBILITY AND ‘EDUCATIONAL STANDARDS’

So, final examinations are set to dominate all aspects of English education.
Where does this leave us with respect to debates about validity, a wider curricu-
lum, new forms of assessment and the improvement of educational standards?
There are very good reasons for developing new forms of assessment – reasons
which derive from what we might term an examining perspective as well as from
an educational perspective. Educationally, new curriculum content which looks
to develop knowledge and skills of investigation, data analysis, report-writing,
team-working and so forth, clearly looks to assessment methods which can both
identify and report such outcomes, and underpin their development. As Resnick
and Resnick (1992) put it more than 20 years ago:

You get what you assess; you don’t get what you don’t assess;
you should build assessment towards what you want. . .to teach. . . (p. 59)

Cisco, Intel and Microsoft developed the ‘Assessment and Teaching of 21st

Century Skills’ project (ATCS, 2010) which lists ‘10 skills’ essential to eco-
nomic and social success in the twenty first century including: creativity and
innovation, critical thinking, problem-solving, decision-making, learning to
learn, metacognition, communication, collaboration (teamwork), citizenship –
local and global, personal and social responsibility – including cultural aware-
ness and competence (ATCS, 2010, pp. 1–2). ATCS argues that not only should
such ‘soft skills’ be developed by education systems but also it is important that
assessment procedures and practices should change to incorporate and encourage
their development:

The crux of 21st century skills is the need to integrate, synthesize and creatively
apply knowledge in novel situations. . . 21st century assessments must systemati-
cally ask students to apply. . . knowledge to critical thinking, problems solving and
analytic tasks. . . (2010, p. 6)

Such arguments echo those of Wellcome and Nuffield with respect to the
development of practical and analytic skills in science education, noted earlier.
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From an examining perspective, new curriculum goals demand new forms of
assessment in order to report grades with validity and reliability – coursework,
fieldwork, oral work and so forth can capture different outcomes from end-of-
course written tests, including ephemeral outcomes such as confidence in dis-
cussion and problem-solving. When we also then add in ideas about formative
assessment and changes in pedagogy, including students drafting work, receiving
feedback on it and redrafting it for final submission, we produce a potentially
very positive situation in which students can be supported to develop their
knowledge and understanding of subject matter over time and produce their
best possible work for examination purposes. In principle, this should constitute
the core of any attempt to broaden and raise ‘educational standards’.

Equally, however, such arguments present the traditional demands of an
assessment system, with very great challenges. A further paper in the ATCS
series argues that:

Problem solving assessment tasks will need to represent. . . open-ended tasks
permitting multiple appropriate methods for eliciting evidence of how well learners
plan, conduct and interpret evidence. . . [but]. . . the state of practice for assessing
21st century skills integrated into learning activities remains in its infancy. . .
(Scardamalia et al., 2010, p. 31)

As the above quote implies, and some of this paper’s earlier discussion noted, much
current empirical evidence suggests that it is very difficult to produce reliable
results from these sorts of extended ‘authentic’ or ‘performance’ assessments
(Baker and O’Neil, 1994; Johnson, 2013; Koretz, 1998; Stanley et al., 2009).

Enacted in a context of intense accountability pressures, as has been the case
in England, flexible, formative assessment practices can lead to little more than
coaching students to meet examination criteria thus undermining the validity and
credibility of results. In previous research, I have identified this as ‘criteria
compliance’ (Torrance, 2007, p. 282). It also leaves students with little in the
way of in-depth understanding, and expecting to be similarly coached at uni-
versity and indeed in employment. A key issue for this paper, however, is that
improving the validity and reliability of open forms of assessment involving
teacher assessment of their students in school is possible, and it is with such
issues that assessment policy, research and development should be trying to
engage (see also CISCO, 2010; Pearson, 2016; Scardamalia et al., 2012).

From a political perspective, however, evidence of grade inflation has been
seized upon to turn the educational clock back, once more, in the name of
protecting traditional educational standards. A major issue is the likely impact
on the curriculum and on the educational experience and outcomes of future
cohorts of students. As a recent OECD (2013) report noted:

Because of their role in. . . accountability, evaluation and assessment systems can
distort how and what students are taught. . . It is important to minimise these
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unwanted side-effects. . . Thus performance measures should be broad. . . drawing
on quantitative and qualitative data. . . (pp. 2–3).

In England, we are faced with a number of apparently irreconcilable economic,
social and political pressures. Neo-liberal human resource development theory
produces policy which seeks to extend educational provision to the widest
possible student group. Pursuing different curriculum goals requires the devel-
opment and use of a wider range of assessment methods. In tandem with these
developments, educational arguments seek to implement formative feedback to
promote learning. However, accountability measures introduced to reassure
government that it is receiving an appropriate return on its investment in educa-
tion exert pressure on schools and teachers to raise grades, irrespective of
whether or not they reflect real improvements in student achievement. The
validity of the assessment is thus called into question and the resultant rise in
examination passes, supposedly the key indicator of rising educational standards
and the success of policy, can be interpreted as evidence of falling standards.

We are left with some acute questions: How can the assessment of a wide
range of individual achievements be reconciled with political pressure to use
examination results to measure the system as a system? How can flexible
assessments be developed that respond to the need for a more expansive and
flexible curriculum without compromising the quality of the educational chal-
lenge that such a curriculum should comprise? and How is it that politicians can
set aside decades of research into how to construct valid and reliable assess-
ments, especially when, in so doing, they undermine their own (apparent)
aspirations to develop more flexible skills and abilities supposedly required for
the ‘knowledge economy’? With respect to this last question at least part of the
answer must reside in the lack of institutional memory in educational policy-
making (and indeed in some parts of the assessment research community) such
that disconnected policy initiatives and interventions stimulate similarly discon-
nected ‘bursts’ of research activity, without any sustained evidence-based inter-
action between researchers and policymakers. Developing sound approaches to
authentic or performance assessment should be the focus of policy and research
but at present this is not the case.

It is clear that for purposes of educational quality and accountability, educa-
tional systems should employ multiple measures of achievement if possible, but
equally it is clear that the greater the scale and scope of the assessment system,
the more difficult it is to accommodate different methods of assessment at a high
level of quality. Glenys Stacey, in her 2015 speech, also noted that ‘more than 22
million exam scripts and pieces of coursework were marked last year’ (Stacey,
2015, p. 6). And these figures relate only to GCSE and A-level. A further 3.8
million scripts were set and marked for National Curriculum Assessment at age
11 in 2015 (STA, 2016b). Similarly, the more individual student achievement is
tied to system accountability, the more accountability measures will dominate
pedagogy and student experience. Therefore policy should
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(1) decouple accountability measures from routine student assessment and
address the monitoring of standards over time by use of specifically
designed tests with small national samples;

(2) re-conceptualise the development of educational standards by starting
from the perspective of the curriculum: i.e. put resources and support
into re-thinking curriculum goals for the twenty-first century and devel-
oping illustrative examples of high-quality assessment tasks that underpin
and reinforce these goals, for teachers to use and adapt as appropriate.

The introduction of the new national reference test in 2017 may be inter-
preted as something of a move in the direction of (1) above. A small sample of
students (c. 18,000) nationally will take tests in English and Maths, just prior to
sitting GCSEs in the summer, the intention being to monitor standards of English
and Maths, over time, independent of GCSE (NFER, 2017; Ofqual, 2015). At
present, however, the tests are intended to contextualise GCSE results and help to
evaluate any further debate about grade inflation (or indeed the reverse, given the
arguments in this paper that headline results may now continue to fall). The
pressure of accountability, ensconced in ‘Progress 8’ and the new GCSE grading
system (with ‘5’ being the lowest acceptable ‘pass’ grade), remains.

Similarly, as noted above, there is significant international interest in devel-
oping new forms of assessment which would underpin the policy developments
outlined in (2) above. There is also considerable research evidence about how
models of moderation could be integrated with and underpin continuing profes-
sional development for teachers involved in assessment such that issues of
validity and reliability of results could be addressed (Black et al., 2010, 2011;
Stanley et al., 2009). The issue is one of political will and where best to invest in
the education and assessment of students.

We are a long way from the scenario envisaged in (1) and (2) in England at
present. Indeed, we are making every mistake that the recent OECD (2013)
report warned against. Equally, however, the OECD itself might pay more
attention to the empirical evidence reported above. The policy aspiration of
OECD, that the same assessment ‘tools’ can both measure ‘how well students
are learning’ and provide information to ‘society at large about educational
performance’ (OECD, 2013, p. 1), is very misplaced. When the same assess-
ments are used to measure individual achievement and the effectiveness of the
system via processes of accountability, the pressure to improve grades under-
mines belief in their credibility. Thus when, for whatever reasons, more and more
students pass more and more exams, educational arguments about the wider
purposes of assessment are all too easily set aside.
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11. NOTES
1 That is, the equivalent of five GCSEs at grades A*–C: the top GCSE grades of A*–C

are officially accepted as the equivalent of the old O-level passes; the percentage of
students gaining at least five A*–Cs is the commonly accepted and reported measure
of a good secondary education; the percentage of students gaining at least five A*–Gs
(the full range of grades) is the commonly accepted and reported measure of a
minimally satisfactory secondary education.

2 Not every year’s results are recorded in Figures 1 and 2; rather, sufficient years are recorded to
indicate trends over time along with key dates indicating changes of government and/or
which government has variously used and dropped as indicators of progress. Also, overall
pass rates conceal other issues. Within these general trends different sub-groups perform
better than others, and results vary by social class, gender and race. Students of Chinese
origin do best, and white British working boys and Black Caribbean working class boys do
worst (DfE, 2016b). For the purposes of this paper, however, the point is that pass rates have
been rising since the 1970s. Pass rates cited derive from Torrance (2011) for 1975–2010 and
DfE (2016b) for pass rates since 2010.
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