Consultation on performance descriptors for statutory teacher assessment in KS1&2

Please find below responses to the consultation questions from the Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education (CSIE), a national charity which works to promote equality and eliminate discrimination in education.  
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Consultation Questions

1. Do the names of the draft performance descriptors allow teachers and parents to understand the meaning of, and differentiate between, each performance descriptor? If no, please provide details.

The names are clear but the choice of terminology seems to have little, if any, regard for the impact these names can have on children’s sense of identity and self esteem.  The category “below national standard” is of particular concern, all the more so for pupils who have not reached its stated performance descriptors.  Alternative terminology, such as “emergent, developing, confident and secure skills”, could be just as clear without strong risk of negative side-effects.  
2. Are the performance descriptors spaced effectively across the range of pupils’ performance to support accurate and consistent judgements? If no, please provide details.

No.  The consultation document states (15): “There will be some pupils who are not assessed against the P-scales (because they are working above P8 or because they do not have special educational needs), but who have not yet achieved the contents of the ‘below national standard’ performance descriptor (in subjects with several descriptors). In such cases, pupils will be given a code (which will be determined) to ensure that their attainment is still captured.”  We would strongly urge the Department to review this and ensure it does not introduce a system which acknowledges a gap in its structure.
3. In your opinion, are the performance descriptors clear and easy to understand? If no, which bullets lack sufficient clarity to allow for effective teacher assessment?
Yes but only for children following so-called “normal” patterns of development.  For those who have learning difficulties or who learn in different ways from most (for example children with visual, hearing or physical impairments or communication difficulties) these performance descriptors offer no clear room for the reasonable adjustments which schools have a moral and legal duty to make.  This needs to be rectified, if these performance descriptors are to apply to all children.
4. In your opinion, does the content of the performance descriptors adequately reflect the national curriculum programmes of study? If no, please state what amendments are required.

These performance descriptors seem to make higher expectations of achievement, compared to what is currently expected of pupils at the end of Key Stages 1 and 2.  This is all the more problematic if schools continue to be judged by the academic achievement of their pupils, as the consultation notes suggest (“The assessment and test data will enable parents to compare attainment and progress in different schools” and “Ofsted will continue to examine schools’ assessment of pupil performance.”)  This is also relevant to our response to Question 6 below.
5. Should any element of the performance descriptors be weighted (i.e. should any element be considered more important or less important than others?). If yes, please detail which performance descriptor(s), which element(s) and why.

Children’s abilities and gifts in areas other than English, Maths and Science should also be valued and should contribute to assessments of children’s learning and development.  As Professor Mel Ainscow stated more than 10 years ago: we must measure what we value rather than, as is often the case, valuing what we can measure.

6. If you have any further comments regarding the performance descriptors, please provide details. For example, is there further supporting information that would be helpful in understanding and using the performance descriptors?

We are significantly concerned at the impact these developments may have on schools’ willingness to admit disabled pupils or those identified as having special educational needs.  Despite national and international legislation stipulating the need to develop a more inclusive education system (for example the Equality Act 2010, the presumption of inclusion in Part III of the Children & Families Act 2014, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities) there is growing evidence of schools’ reluctance to admit pupils who are not expected to reach high academic targets.  Our concern is that the proposed developments stand to exacerbate this problem further.  We suggest that, to mitigate against this, the final guidance: a) clarifies the expectation that schools should serve all members of their local community and b) confirms the national percentage of pupils expected to be in each performance descriptor.  Schools can then be judged on how well they serve their local community, based on their explanation of any differences between their pupils’ progress and the national average expected.  In other words, there should be scope within league tables (or other systems which compare attainment results) to value schools’ contribution to the learning of disabled children or those identified as having special educational needs.  It should reflect poorly on schools if they appear to be avoiding to admit children who are expected to make slow academic progress.  Schools’ reluctance to admit particular pupils (for example on the grounds that a school cannot meet a child’s needs) should also be recorded and reviewed as part of schools’ inspection processes.  
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