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Research Insights

Following two and a half years of review and consultation, and a 

 urry of minor tweaks over the summer, the � nal version of the 
primary national curriculum was published on September 11, 2013. 

Teachers and schools, reluctant to act too hastily in case of last-minute 
changes, are now having to get to grips with the new programmes of study 
and attainment targets: what is in, what is out, and which elements, if any, 
must be taught earlier or later than before.

The new curriculum comes into force in September 2014, so teachers 
have a year to plan how they will teach it. No school will have to change 
its curriculum in 2013/14, but can choose to introduce some parts of the 
new one earlier if they wish (see implementation timetable,  below right). 
The programmes of study for each national curriculum subject set out the 

Getting to grips with the 
new primary programmes
The publication of the new primary national curriculum gives schools a great opportunity to make a 
gradual transition to the new programmes of study. Catherine Kirkup offers some pointers

same national tests and they will be inspected by Ofsted in the same way 
as maintained schools. So academies may opt to include the majority of the 
new national curriculum within their school provision. 

Although the new curriculum shows what has to be taught, schools have 
the opportunity to decide when and how to teach it. They also need to plan 
how they will integrate assessment within their teaching and learning plans. 

For many schools, teaching the new curriculum will be a process of 
evolution rather than revolution – building on what they already do well 
and modifying their curriculum and teaching plans. In preparing for the 
change, headteachers may wish to think about the following issues:
n How familiar are your middle leaders, subject/phase co-ordinators and 

class teachers with the � ne detail of the new programmes of study in the 
core subjects? How can they be supported in getting to grips with the 
changes and redesigning their teaching to cover the new content?

n Have your subject co-ordinators identi� ed the main areas of change 
in the foundation subjects? Can existing topics be adapted to meet the 
new requirements? What opportunities will there be to develop spoken 
language, vocabulary, literacy and numeracy across the curriculum?

n What aspects of the new curriculum, if any, can be introduced in 2013/14 
to achieve a smoother transition in 2014? 

n How will the introduction of the new curriculum affect decisions about 
the allocation of human resources in your school? In which year groups 
will you place your specialist or most experienced teachers?

n What additional teaching resources, if any, will you need to purchase? 
What training (internal/external) will be required and how will you 
evaluate its success?
There will also be greater 
 exibility in the way schools are required to 

assess attainment and progress. The government is removing the system of 
national curriculum levels, and has stated that it does not intend to replace 
them. A public consultation on primary assessment and accountability was 
carried out earlier this term and contained the following proposals:
n National curriculum tests will remain as a benchmark of performance at 

the end of key stage 2.
n Tests introduced in 2016 to assess the new curriculum will be more 

demanding with a requirement for 85 per cent of pupils to reach a 
“secondary ready” standard.

n Key stage 2 results will be reported using scaled scores and deciles. 
It is also proposed that the Department for Education will work with 

teaching associations and other professional organisations to provide 
examples of good practice and different assessment approaches which 
schools may wish to adopt. For example, the National Association of 
Head Teachers has set up a commission of practitioners to develop a set of 
evidence-based principles for high-quality assessment. Similarly, once � nal 
decisions about assessment arrangements are con� rmed by the government, 
the NFER will be adapting its assessment products and providing 
information on its website to help schools navigate these changes.

content, skills and processes to be taught at each key stage. For the core 
subjects, the statutory requirements are accompanied by non-statutory 
notes. This guidance helps in the interpretation of the curriculum content 
and often suggests implicit teaching and learning that will help to bridge 
gaps between the different year groups. 

Although presented in yearly (or for key stage 2 English two-yearly) 
blocks, schools may choose to introduce content earlier or later than set out 
in the programme of study. All schools must publish their curriculum for 
each subject by academic year online. 

Academies have slightly more 
 exibility about what they choose to teach, 
as they do not have to follow the national curriculum. However, they must 
teach a “broad and balanced” curriculum, they have to take part in the 
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Getting to grips with the changes
In reviewing current teaching provision and what needs to 
change, one of the most obvious places to start is to carry out 
a direct comparison of the old and new programmes of study. 

A side-by-side comparison of the statutory requirements of 
the old and new curricula allows you to identify and highlight 
what has been removed and what has been added. 

Comparisons across year groups (eg key stage 1, lower 

key stage 2 and upper key stage 2) also allow you to see the 
progression in subject content, knowledge and skills.

The NFER’s curriculum experts have been scanning the 
framework documents for the core subjects with a � ne tooth-
comb to identify not only the obvious changes but also some 
more subtle changes in emphasis. 

Details about the full range of NFER Curriculum Guides can be 
found online. An extract from the English guide is printed below. 
Visit: www.nfer.ac.uk/schools/national-curriculum-guides

Although the exact details of the key stage 1 and 2 benchmarking 
measures need to be clari� ed further, schools will have the opportunity to 
use whatever on-going assessment system they prefer in order to track that 
pupils are making satisfactory progress and will meet the required standard 
at the end of the relevant key stage. 

At the present time, many schools are continuing to use national 
curriculum levels, adapting them as necessary to � t the new curriculum. 
Other schools are creating their own systems, underpinned by their 
well-established Assessment for Learning practice. Schools will have the 
responsibility for establishing clear learning objectives to match what has 
been taught, reaching consensus about what will count as success and 
deciding how and when progress will be recorded. 

The challenge both within and across schools will be to establish a shared 
language and understanding of assessment standards that will provide some 
common reference points and prevent localisation of standards (Brill and 
Twist, 2013). 

Now that the final version of the national curriculum is available, 
schools can make a more gradual transition to the new programmes of 
study, including taking this year as a chance to ensure that they retain what 
is effective in their current practice and work out what will bene� t from 
review and revision.

• Catherine Kirkup is a research director in the Centre for Assessment at 
NFER. She is also a governor of a Buckinghamshire primary school.

Further reading
n Brill, F. and Twist, L. (2013) Where Have All the Levels Gone? 

www.nfer.ac.uk/nfer/publications/99940/99940.pdf
n Assessment support from the NFER: www.nfer.ac.uk/what-we-do/

assessment/
n National curriculum information from the Department for Education: 

http://bit.ly/1dDQCuF
n The NAHT’s Commission on Assessment: http://bit.ly/19zpoB2

Research in schools
Written by NFER researchers, these simple, 
succinct ‘How to’ guides help practitioners run 
research projects in education. 

From definitions and benefits, through to potential 
pitfalls, they ensure your research is based on 
professional guidance. Prices start from only £4.80. 

Visit www.nfer.ac.uk/hh1a

NEW ‘How to’ Guides

HTUad-3.indd   1 15/10/2013   14:02

Implementation Timetable
In 2013/14 and 2014/15 the key stage 1 and 2 national tests will 
re� ect the old (pre-2014) national curriculum. In 2015/16 the 
national tests will assess against the new national curriculum. 
The table printed here provides implementation guidance for 
teaching the core subjects for years 1 to 6. For non-core subjects 
the new curriculum must be taught from September 2014 but 
schools are free to choose whether to teach either the old or 
new programmes of study in 2013/14.

Which national curriculum to teach in the core subjects

2013/14 2014/15 2015/16

Year 1 OLD NEW NEW

Year 2 OLD OLD NEW

Year 3 OLD or NEW NEW NEW

Year 4 OLD or NEW NEW NEW

Year 5 OLD NEW NEW

Year 6 OLD OLD NEW
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Earlier this year I signed up for Twitter. Besides learning to understand 
the #lingo and @social_conventions of this strange new world, the 
main challenge I found was writing my “bio”. How do I sum myself 

up in just 20 or so words? 
Following a quick browse of people’s descriptions, I discovered that a 

popular choice is to simply list the different “hats” we all wear. For example: 
Parent, football fan, film buff, physicist.

I am a mathematician by background, maintain an amateur fascination 
with history, and have a professional interest in how research can help make 
the world – and in particular our schools – better. 

At first glance, the first two have nothing at all to do with the third. 
However, they do help to explain why I got quite so excited recently when 
I discovered Google’s Ngram search engine. Ngram allows you to search 
how often a word or phrase has appeared in the English language over the 
past couple of centuries, and then plots the results in a graph. 

When you type in the phrase “evidence-based practice”, the graph is 
fascinating, as you can see here (source: http://books.google.com/ngrams). 

The graph illustrates a growing call for frontline practice across a range 
of professions to be informed by the best available evidence; a call that is 
increasingly being made to teachers and schools.

This raises an interesting set of questions – we all bring a much wider set 
of experiences and interests to our jobs than just our role-specific training. 
Then what role does individuality – of teachers and pupils – play in a world 
of evidence-based practice? Is there any room for professional judgement, 

Diagnosis, treatment 
and progression
Evidence is everywhere – but what are teachers to think? Ben Durbin says teaching can be enhanced by 
the use of evidence in practice and, inspired by medical practice, gives three steps for its effective use

they themselves have gathered during the course of the consultation with 
the patient.

Treatment
For any given condition, there will in turn be a wide range of possible 
treatments available, each supported by evidence as to its effectiveness. 
No doctor would dream of adopting an approach unsupported by 
such evidence, given the potential damage to the patient and their own 
professional standing. However, amongst these treatments the doctor will 
nevertheless be required to make judgements on which is most suitable given 
the patient’s previous conditions, lifestyle or the specifics of the symptoms. 
They will also draw on their skill and experience in administering the 
treatment and/or instructing the patient.

Progress
Finally, it is often not enough for a GP simply to prescribe a treatment. It 
may be necessary to monitor the patient’s progress, tweak the treatment 
and sometimes even to revisit the original diagnosis. This process requires 
constant interplay between what the evidence says and the doctor’s own 
observations and judgement. Each step of the way, the GP is required to 

individual flair or adaptation to the differing needs of every pupil or class? 
Or has the time come for all teachers to update their Twitter bios with the 
bland moniker, “Teacher: dispenser of evidence-based wisdom”?

The best medicine?
There’s been a lot of talk recently about greater use of evidence by teachers. 
In his recent report to the Department for Education, Building Evidence into 
Education, Dr Ben Goldacre hailed the “huge prize waiting to be claimed by 
teachers” by using evidence on what works best. 

The Education Endowment Foundation’s Pupil Premium Toolkit 
provides a large menu of interventions together with a growing base of 
randomised controlled trial evidence on their effectiveness.

Comparisons are being made to the medical professional, which has been 
transformed by the greater use of evidence to inform practice. But many – 
quite reasonably – balk at the idea of the profession becoming a “teaching 
by numbers” operation, following pre-prescribed formulae and issuing 
educational pills. 

The majority of teachers are highly motivated, skilled practitioners, 
and bring their own unique blend of skills, experience and personality to 
the role. But the same surely applies to GPs – perhaps the nearest medical 
equivalent to a classroom teacher. So how do evidence and individuality 
co-exist in the doctor’s practice? There are three main steps in a patient-
GP journey, each of which are most effective when successfully blending 
universal evidence applied by individual professionals: diagnosis, treatment 
and on-going monitoring and evaluation.

Diagnosis
An evidence-based approach to medicine has yielded a range of new 
diagnostic scans and tests and a better understanding of medical conditions. 
Making an accurate diagnosis requires a GP to be able to access and 
interpret the latest evidence, but it will never be possible to test every patient 
for everything. 

They therefore also need to be able to ask the right questions of patients, 
to unearth vital clues, and to have the necessary bedside manner to do this 
well. A diagnosis then becomes a judgement on the part of the doctor, made 
by applying two types of evidence: external scientific evidence and evidence 
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Evidence based practice
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“The graph illustrates a growing call 
for frontline practice across a range of 
professions to be informed by the best 

available evidence; a call that is increasingly 
being made to teachers and schools”

Diagnosis
Understanding your pupils: Teachers get to know the pupils they 
teach, and come to understand their strengths and weaknesses, 
interests and motivations. This understanding can be crucial in 
identifying when pupils need additional support and when they 
need to be stretched further. This can be even more effective 
when combined with the latest available evidence (revealing for 
example the barriers to learning faced by socially disadvantaged 
pupils) or evidence-based tools (such as formative assessments). 
See for example our recent work developing indicators for 
identifying 14-year-olds at risk of disengagement from learning. 
Visit: www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/INDS01

Treatment
Classroom practice: The list of resources, strategies, and 
interventions available to teachers is endless. Only some of 
these have been developed using systematic evidence or have 
subsequently been scrutinised to see if they really work. And 
even from among this shorter list of options, teachers must still 
exercise their judgement in choosing which will be most suitable 
for their pupils and then deliver them effectively. NFER produce a 
range of teacher-friendly outputs from our research, for example 
our recent top tips on running a successful summer school. Visit: 
www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/ESSP02

Progress in the classroom
The findings from research are most valuable when they are 
applied critically, with the impact on pupils monitored and 
evaluated. This may lead to changes in how a particular resource is 
used, targeting of an intervention on particular pupils, or perhaps 
a complete change in approach. This self-critical, adaptive approach 
will again involve careful judgement on the part of the teacher, 
but can also be combined with collecting pupil data and further 
exploration of research findings. NFER offers a range of support to 
teachers wishing to conduct their own research, and indeed have 
just launched the NFER Research Mark to recognise and reward 
their efforts. Visit: www.nfer.ac.uk/rmh

exercise judgement and to apply the best available evidence. The two are 
mutually reinforcing, not mutually exclusive. 

Classroom treatment
So how does this translate into the classroom? The comparison is clearly 
not perfect: teachers do not solely treat “educational ailments”, and perhaps 
comparison with a personal trainer would be more fitting. 

Nevertheless, many of the same principles apply. Teaching informed 
by the best available evidence should not be a constraint on innovation, 
individuality or professional judgement. Rather, it should provide new, 
more effective tools that empower well-motivated professionals. 

So is this just another fad among educationalists? Or the latest attempt 
by government to interfere with teachers doing their jobs? Perhaps. On the 
other hand, it may provide the silver bullet that defeats faddishness and top-
down meddling once and for all. 

Research evidence is simply the weight of others’ classroom experiences 
analysed and captured in a way that minimises the risk of false or misleading 
interpretation. No politician would dream of interfering with the choice of 
drug a doctor prescribes for a particular condition. Instead, due respect is 
given to evidence interpreted and applied by skilled professionals. This is the 
prize waiting to be claimed by teachers.

Inspired thinking
There is every place for individuality in a world of teaching informed by 
evidence. Many of us remember that teacher who inspired us, or gave us 
a break, or had a particular way of explaining things that just made sense. 

Such traits will always remain the mark of good teachers, and should not 
be left at the school gates. But the best teachers will combine these traits with 
the ability to skilfully apply the best available evidence in their particular 
context. Perhaps a more appropriate Twitter bio should be: “Teacher: 
evidenced and excellent; individual and informed.” 

• Ben Durbin is head of impact at NFER.
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Most teachers recognise the various benefits of reading for 
pleasure, and there is a growing body of evidence in support 
of this. But promoting this message to children and families 

is something that is often difficult. 
One initiative aimed at encouraging reading for pleasure is Booktime. 

Launched in 2006, the Booktime programme, run by Booktrust and 
Pearson, aims to provide a free pack containing two books for every 
reception-aged child in England and Wales. 

You may remember receiving your free Booktime packs last year, 
containing The Tale of a Naughty Little Rabbit. Schools in England 
also received Tim’s Din in their book packs while schools in Wales 
received Ty Bach Twt I Miss Trwyn Smwt.

The new Booktime titles for 2013/14 are But Excuse Me That is 
My Book, based on the original Charlie and Lola stories from Lauren 
Child, and Tom’s Mad Mop, from the Bug Club series by Pearson UK 
(pictured, below).

Booktime’s purpose is to promote the pleasure of books, and involve 
parents and carers in reading aloud with their children. The packs are 
intended for children to share and enjoy with their family and friends, to 
encourage families to have fun reading together. The programme aims 
to support, enable and encourage reading at an important transition 
stage in a child’s learning and development. 

Booktrust recently commissioned the National Foundation for 
Educational Research (NFER) to conduct an evaluation of the 
Booktime programme in England. The research involved an online 
survey and telephone interviews with a variety of staff within 
primary schools – reception teachers, headteachers, assistant/deputy 
headteachers, literacy co-ordinators and Early Years Foundation Stage 
(EYFS) leaders/managers. A total of 1,656 respondents completed the 
online survey and NFER carried out 20 telephone interviews.

Page-turning learning
As pastimes go, reading has to compete hard for children’s attention these days, but research suggests 
that the gift of a book still has the power to excite. Harriet Weaving explains

n Promoting a greater understanding of books.
n Longer-term engagement with books.
n Providing a book for every reception child.

What about the other resources?
There are a number of additional Booktime online resources available on 
the Booktime website, including an interactive storybook, PDF activity 
sheets and PDF session ideas, as well as online games.

Again, feedback was positive, with those respondents who had already 
used the Booktime resources rating them very highly, and the vast majority 
saying the various resources available were enjoyable, appropriate, easy 
to use and that they enhanced Booktime. Respondents were particularly 
glowing in their praise of the interactive storybook. One reception teacher 
commented: “Interactive book was brilliant – this was the highlight. 
Brought the story to life for children.”

All of these resources are available on the Booktime website and are free 
to use. 

Making the most of your books
Reception teachers, literacy co-ordinators and EYFS leaders/managers 
were asked how they distributed the Booktime book packs to their 
reception children. The most frequently used method was for the Booktime 
book packs to be given out after sharing one or both of the books (70 per 
cent). 

Interestingly, further analysis shows that respondents who indicated that 
they had given the Booktime books out after sharing them as a class more 
commonly reported high impact and a wide range of benefits, including:
n Increased enjoyment of reading.
n Communication and language development.
n Personal, social and emotional development.
n Literacy skills.
n Supporting children and families through transition to primary school.

This suggests that schools that “made the most” of Booktime (by giving 
out the books after sharing as a class) were more likely to report areas of 
impact relating to children’s social and skill development. 

It should be noted that this analysis highlights an association between 
these survey responses, but does not identify how they are associated nor 
necessarily indicates a causal relationship. Further information on this 
analysis is included in the full research report.

Several teachers spoke in the interviews about events they had held with 
parents and carers in their schools to introduce the Booktime books and 
speak about the importance of reading for pleasure. The research also 
highlighted many examples of schools linking the Booktime books to 
other curriculum activities.

A whole-school reading culture
The schools involved in the research recognised the value in engaging 
parents/carers in their child’s reading. For example, the majority 
considered communicating various messages to parents and carers 
about the importance of reading for pleasure as “important” or “very 
important”.

Our study found that more than 90 per cent of primary schools surveyed 
had either a school library or other designated reading area/book corner 
in each classroom. Also, the majority of respondents (87 per cent) reported 
that creating a whole-school reading culture was a priority within their 
school’s aims and policies. 

Challenges and barriers
Although most schools prioritised reading for pleasure, the research also 
found that many teachers perceive a range of challenges and barriers to 
supporting reading for pleasure in their schools. 

The most common challenge reported was “difficulty engaging with 
parents and carers”, which was mentioned by 43 per cent of respondents. 
This also came through in the interview feedback as something that 
schools found challenging.

Other commonly mentioned challenges were “lack of resources” 
(reported as a challenge by 29 per cent of respondents) and “lack of time” 
(reported by 28 per cent).

Reception teachers, literacy co-ordinators and EYFS leaders/managers 
were asked what barriers prevent them from dedicating time to books and 

What do schools think of Booktime?
Feedback from schools about the books provided by Booktime was 
overwhelmingly positive – the vast majority of reception teachers, literacy 
co-ordinators and EYFS leaders/managers either “agreed” or “strongly 
agreed” that the titles were appropriate, attractive and generated 
excitement among children.

Schools who had already given out the Booktime packs were asked 
to indicate how successful they felt Booktime had been in their school. 
The success ratings were very high – 99 per cent thought that Booktime 
had some level of success in their school. The majority rated Booktime as 
“highly successful” (31 per cent) or “successful” (53 per cent), and just one 
per cent rated the programme as “unsuccessful”.

The sense of excitement generated in schools by the Booktime 
programme came through strongly, illustrated neatly by this comment 
from one headteacher: “We always put one of the book bags at the front 
of the class one morning and make lots of guesses why it is there and what 
could be in it. By the time we peep in the bag we are all nearly bursting!”

When those who had already given out the Booktime packs were asked 
about the impact of the scheme, the most commonly cited benefits were 
“increased children’s enjoyment of reading” (mentioned by 66 per cent), 
and “increased frequency of shared reading at home” (mentioned by 50 
per cent). Other areas in which respondents perceived Booktime as having 
an impact included:
n Ownership of books.
n Providing another opportunity to discuss books.
n Providing support and guidance for parents/carers.
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reading for pleasure in the classroom. The most common responses were 
related to time – other curriculum requirements taking up more time (44 
per cent) and a lack of time generally (36 per cent). However, over a third 
had not encountered any barriers at all.

No better gift than a book?
Our research found that Booktime is a well-liked and much-respected 
programme among the schools involved in the evaluation. Perceptions 
of the Booktime books for 2012/13 were very positive, and the books are 
well-used by schools. 

“There is no better gift than a book,” remarked one teacher. “Booktime 
is brilliant and fantastic and I hope it continues,” enthused another.

Reading for pleasure is seen as a high priority in schools, but many 
schools encounter barriers to supporting this, such as lack of time and 
difficulties in engaging with parents and carers.

Booktime can offer an opportunity for schools to discuss books and 
reading for pleasure with their pupils and parents and carers. The free 
books and resources can help your school to highlight the value of sharing 
books and to discuss the ways in which parents and carers can help children 
to develop positive attitudes towards reading, as well as supporting their 
literacy skills.

The programme may help to reinforce existing school efforts to promote 
a whole-school reading culture: “It raises awareness of reading – something 
the school is always striving to do,” added one reception teacher.

The Booktime website has lots of suggestions for making the most of 
Booktime in schools; ranging from resources to use in the classroom and 
suggestions on working with your local library, to ideas for communicating 
with parents and carers about the programme and about the importance of 
reading for pleasure. 

The importance of reading for pleasure is becoming more widely 
recognised and this research provides evidence of schools using the 
Booktime books and resources in innovative ways to help promote this 
message and build a love of reading in children.

• Harriet Weaving is a research manager at the National Foundation for 
Educational Research.

Further information
n The full evaluation report, Evaluation of Booktime in England 

2012-2013, is freely downloadable from the NFER website at 
www.nfer.ac.uk/btsh

n To find out more about Booktime or to access the Booktime resources, 
visit www.booktime.org.uk

www.nfer.ac.uk

“Further analysis shows that respondents 
who indicated that they had given the 

Booktime books out after sharing them 
as a class more commonly reported high 

impact and a wide range of benefits”
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From the summer term, the Pupil Premium has been increased 
to £900 per annum for each eligible pupil. Maintained schools 
in England are expected to use this to support practices which 

contribute to narrowing the gap between pupils who are eligible for the 
additional funding and those who are not. During Ofsted inspections, 
schools may need to provide evidence to show this.

There are two aspects to this evidence. First, schools will need to 
demonstrate that the particular resources, interventions and other 
practices that they invest in are well-chosen and backed by evidence of 
their efficacy. Second, that the particular investment has had the desired 
positive impact in its own context.

Investing the Pupil Premium
In January 2011, a national newspaper reported that “thousands of 
highly trained dogs are being primed for calls from schools looking for a 
sympathetic, albeit furry, ear for children with reading difficulties”.

This introduced a story about Polly, a greyhound which had visited a 
school once a week for a year with her owner. Children would sit beside 
Polly and read to her. The school involved suggested that all 20 children 
involved now had more confidence in their reading abilities after the 
project and all read aloud at home, whereas previously only three had. 
They also suggested that 60 per cent of the children showed increases in 
their reading attainment.

Measuring impact: 
Using the Premium
Schools everywhere are looking for the most effective Pupil Premium strategies and for the best 
methods of showing the results of their spending decisions. Liz Twist looks at how evidence is being 
used to discover the best approaches and how schools can monitor the impact of their interventions

Endowment Foundation (EEF). The Foundation was established in 2011 
with an endowment from the government of £125 million.

Two of the main roles of the EEF are to identify promising educational 
innovations that address the needs of disadvantaged children in schools 
in England and to evaluate these innovations to extend and secure the 
evidence on what works and what can be made to work on a large scale.

For schools considering how to use their Pupil Premium funds, 
the Sutton Trust-EEF Teaching and Learning Toolkit summarises 
educational research in order to guide decisions on how to use their 
resources to improve the attainment of disadvantaged pupils.

This is putting in front of teachers the best evidence available on 
around 30 educational topics to enable them to be informed both about 
selecting a particular strategy and then implementing it in the way which 
has been found to be effective.

Instead of relying on promotional material in catalogues or 
on websites, or on the word of mouth network and the views of 
“evangelists”, teachers can now refer to this independent and rigorous 
guide.

As the EEF points out, the Toolkit does not provide a “quick fix”, 
it consists of a digest of large amounts of research. However, effective 
use of the Toolkit depends upon teachers’ professional knowledge of 
the context in which they are working, the selection of an appropriate 
strategy, and then the application of that strategy in a systematic manner.

The Toolkit makes available to teachers evidence in a very usable 
form, evidence which until now has often been confined to the academic 
journals and reports, written predominantly for a different readership. 

Monitoring the effect of interventions
Teachers need to be able to determine the effect of any change in their 
practice. In this case, Ofsted will expect to see the impact that the 
initiatives, funded by the Pupil Premium, have had on attainment.

One way in which this can be measured is through teacher assessment, 
but standardised tests also have a role in providing objective data. 

Again, the EEF has provided useful guidance for teachers with its 
publication of the criteria used to determine the appropriateness of tests 
used in evaluations (see further information). 

In order to measure the impact, teachers need a “before and after 
measure”, or a pre- and post-test.

Teachers are often fond of specific tests with which they have become 
familiar. This can have some positive aspects: they may well know 
how performance on a particular test relates to pupils’ ability to access 
the curriculum, or be confident about scoring the test reliably. These 
elements are often, however, outweighed by the disadvantages associated 
with the use of outdated or otherwise unsuitable tests. 

It is important that a test has had a recent standardisation so that 
the results reflect the attainment of pupils who have experienced a 
similar curriculum. It is usually, but not invariably, the case that a recent 
standardisation reflects a recently constructed test. This is important as 
it relates to the issue of validity – for example, children may be able to 
read the word “milkman”, but perhaps these days not all children can be 
expected to know to what it refers.

Another consideration in the selection of an appropriate test is 
the nature of the standardisation. All standardisations are based on 
analysing the performance of a sample of pupils on the particular test. 
This sample needs to be sufficiently large to be representative of the 
population that the test is to be used with. Robust standardisations rely 
on stratified samples, i.e. the various features that can distinguish schools 
(such as school size, or the proportion of pupils eligible for free school 
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The point of this reference is to illustrate how the results of a very 
small scale project – the introduction of one dog into one school and 
“working” with 20 children – was assumed to justify the training of 
“thousands” of dogs ready to go into schools. 

At around the turn of the century, researchers in both the UK and 
across the Atlantic were pulling together evidence of the impact of 
interventions, policies or products. 

In 1998, for example, a group of researchers at the National 
Foundation for Educational Research (NFER) in the UK, led by Greg 
Brooks, published What Works for Slow Readers? The Effectiveness of 
Early Intervention Schemes.

Several revisions of this report were subsequently commissioned by 
the Department for Education in England and its predecessors.

On a much bigger scale and with a broader aim of providing scientific 
evidence for what works in education, the What Works Clearinghouse 
was established in 2002 by the United States Department of Education. 

This focus on using evidence of effectiveness to inform decision-
making has led to a trend for governments in the UK and the US to invest 
considerable funds in this aspect of policy.

The UK government was inspired by the “Race to the Top” scheme 
introduced during the first Obama administration with a $4.35 billion 
investment and there is now an organisation in England working 
to contribute to the evidence base for interventions: the Education 
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meals) are represented in the sample of schools in the same proportions 
as across the whole population of schools. 

This information should be available in technical information from the 
test developers. Samples involving small numbers of pupils, or schools 
which cluster in a geographical area for example, are unlikely to be 
nationally representative.

Finally, teachers should interpret test scores with regard to the 
published confidence intervals. These allow for measurement error: tests 
can only sample the particular area of learning which they assess and 
that therefore the score a pupil achieves may vary within a few points of 
his or her “true score”. A confidence band of 90 per cent, for example, 
indicates that teachers can have 90 per cent certainty that the true score lies 
within the confidence band. When the scores of two pupils are compared, 
if the confidence bands overlap, the difference between the scores is not 
significant. 

Through the use of suitably standardised tests, teachers will have the 
evidence to determine which practices, policies and interventions are 
effective in their own contexts. This will be invaluable to inform future 
practice, including the use of the Pupil Premium.

• Liz Twist is the head of the Centre for Assessment at the National 
Foundation for Educational Research.

Further information
n For more information on NFER’s Standardised Tests, visit 

www.nfer.ac.uk/schools/nfer-tests
n To access the EEF’s Toolkit, go to http://educationendowment

foundation.org.uk/toolkit/
n Download the  EEF’s  Tes t ing  Cr i t e r ia  a t  h t tp : / /

educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/uploads/pdf/EEF_testing_
criteria.pdf
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It was no surprise that in last summer’s extensive trial of NFER’s 
new reading tests for years 3, 4 and 5, involving more than 3,800 
pupils, the average score of girls was higher than that of boys on 

all three tests. 
This is also seen at the end of key stage 2 national curriculum tests 

in England: in 2012 there was a difference of six percentage points 
between the proportions of boys and girls achieving at least Level 4 
on the reading test, and seven percentage points on the basis of teacher 
assessment. 

The results of the new national phonics screening check in year 1 in 
England also show a difference of eight percentage points between the 
proportion of boys who met the standard (54 per cent) compared to 
girls (62 per cent).

Having a large dataset from the summer’s standardisation of the new 
reading tests enables us to look beyond those fairly bald statements 
about boys’ and girls’ achievement and explore whether there are 
certain texts and questions for which the difference is reduced, or where 
boys actually perform better than girls.

We undertook a type of analysis called “differential item functioning” 
to explore this. What this does is identify any questions where the 
difference between the average performance of boys and girls is greater 
or smaller than would be expected, given their overall performances on 
the test.

This last point is important because there are actually very few 
questions on which boys do better than girls in absolute terms. But 
when overall performance is taken into account, there are questions on 
which boys do better than we would expect.

When boys do better
In total, there were seven questions in the new year 5 reading test where 
boys did better than expected when their overall performance was taken 
into account. Of these questions, four are based on an information 
text about tornadoes, two on an extract from a story, and one on a 
chronologically organised magazine article about the escapades of a 
family’s pet dog. 

In terms of types of question design, six of the seven items require a 
closed response, i.e. pupils had a restricted set of options from which to 
select an answer. In its simplest terms a closed response is multiple-choice, 
but it can also be a matching question, such as that seen below, or a 
response that requires ticking specific options such as whether statements 
are true or false.

Techniques to get 
your boys reading
Boys’ underachievement in reading is a perennial problem for our schools and teachers. The NFER’s  
Liz Twist and Rebecca Clarkson examine recent test results and look at what the evidence tells us about 
the kind of literacy activities which boys – and girls – tend to perform better at

In contrast, the information piece about how tornadoes are classified 
according to their strength was, perhaps unsurprisingly, significantly 
more popular with boys: more than three-quarters of boys said that 
they had enjoyed reading it compared to less than 70 per cent of girls.

Of course, we are describing averages here: many teachers will be 
able to identify boys whose preferred reading is narrative of some sort, 
and girls who gravitate towards information texts. 

Literacy strategies
One of the valuable elements of the dataset that the NFER has is that 
it enables us to generalise in a way that class teachers are unable to do.

Identifying such patterns of performance and, crucially, preference 
when it comes to reading can be used to inform schools’ strategies 
to engage boys more effectively with reading. These strategies  
might include: 

Leading them to the library: The link between motivation to read 
and reading achievement is well established and strong. Persuading 
boys to take opportunities to read – for example, by ensuring visits 
to the library and that the library prominently displays books which 
might be expected to engage reluctant readers. Providing pupils  
with books to take home can serve to increase motivation and 
subsequently achievement.

Research Insights 

A majority of pupils got this matching item correct, 58 per cent of boys 
and 56 per cent of girls. Given that girls gained, on average, just over three 
marks more than boys on the whole 44 mark test (24 marks compared 
to 21 marks), boys were much more successful with this question than 
might have been expected. 

Of course, the level of challenge offered by a reading test question 
cannot be ascertained solely by scrutinising the question: it is determined 
by the interaction between the question and the text. In this case, the 
question is based on a table showing the different strengths of tornadoes 
and the level of damage that can be expected. 

Of all the questions in the test, two are sequencing questions and it is 
interesting that both of these were in the subset of questions on which 
boys did better than expected.

When girls do better
In contrast to the questions outlined above, there are five questions in 
which girls did better than expected. All of these are open response, in 
that pupils have to construct their own answers. Two of them involve 
locating and copying phrases from the reading booklet, and the other 
three require pupils to produce a more extended response. Four of the five 
questions expect pupils to show some understanding of the characters in 
either the story extract or the magazine article as is shown below.

This two-mark question requires pupils to show their understanding of 
Toto’s significance to Dorothy, given her isolated circumstances. This can 
include references to that fact that Toto cheers her up or is her constant 
companion. The average score of boys was 0.99 on this question, and 
that of girls was significantly higher at 1.19. Clearly, this is based on 
average performance: some boys scored maximum marks and some girls 
failed to gain any marks. 

Two main patterns of performance emerged from the trial, and echo 
trends seen in other reading test developments. One of these is related 
to question format: boys tend to do better, relative to their overall 
performance, when responding to questions that require no writing. 

The response may take the form of ticking, or matching statements, for 
example. The other is related to question content: girls tend to do better 
when the questions require some understanding of the characters they 
have been reading about.

The better performance by girls on questions related to character can 
be related to their reading preferences. Girls are generally more motivated 
to read than boys – this is a consistent finding internationally, including 
within the 2011 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study. 

They are also more likely to read narratives than boys, and to enjoy 
them. When we asked the children in the trial whether they had enjoyed 
reading the extracts, we found that 73 per cent of girls had enjoyed the 
extract from The Wizard of Oz, compared to 61 per cent of boys.
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“Boys tend to do better when responding 
to questions that require no writing. The 
response may take the form of ticking, or 
matching statements, for example. Girls 

tend to do better when the questions 
require some understanding of the 

characters they have been reading about”

Starting a book club: We know that children are influenced by the 
behaviours around them. Schools could offer to host a book club for parents 
– perhaps in the mornings when children are dropped off at school – and 
encourage fathers as well as mothers.

Choosing books with boy appeal: One major publisher of children’s 
reading schemes has recently developed a series of books specifically intended 
to engage boys. These are focused on developing reading skills but there are 
a number of recently popular series that have deliberately capitalised on 
their “boy appeal” rather than their reading level – the Alex Rider books for 
example, or Eoin Colfer’s Artemis Fowl. Providing a decent selection of these 
kinds of books in school is more likely to capture boys’ interest. 

Set a good example: As a teacher, especially if you are a male teacher, be 
seen reading by pupils!

Conclusion
As with many issues influencing achievement, solutions that effect 
positive change for some can also effect positive change for many, as 
the Boys’ Reading Commission points out. In its report the commission 
– jointly convened by the All-Party Parliamentary Literacy Group and 
the National Literacy Trust – argues that by adopting strategies that 
effectively support boys in their reading, schools can also help girls who 
struggle with reading, and therefore such approaches should be thought 
of as quality teaching methods that can impact positively not just on 
boys but on other groups frequently identified as underachieving.

• Liz Twist is head of the NFER’s Centre for Assessment and Rebecca 
Clarkson is a research manager with the NFER.

Further information
Report of the Boys’ Reading Commission: www.literacytrust.org.uk/
assets/0001/4056/Boys_Commission_Report.pdf
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Relations between staff and parents of pupils attending 
Hammond Community Junior School were not as good as they 
should have been when David Storrie took over as headteacher 

three years ago.
“It was not bad but it could definitely be improved,” he said. “This is 

a good school in an affluent area near Guildford, in Surrey, but parents 
had not really been brought on board. I wanted to change that and make 
myself more visible to them and build up some warmth between us.

“I particularly wanted to know what areas of the school parents 
were unhappy with, where we could make improvements, and what we 
needed to build on. We wanted to make changes by evolution rather 
than revolution.”

This level of interaction with parents, and how it is used to shape 
school policies, is becoming more important than ever. Changes to the 
Ofsted inspection framework, introduced in September, mean that the 
schools’ watchdog no longer conducts surveys in school, but schools will 
have to show that they gather and analyse feedback from parents and 
staff, which will form part of the process.

A school will be expected to demonstrate that it is taking the wishes 
and opinions of its stakeholders into consideration and these 
views will provide important evidence for the inspection. 
It is the analysis of this feedback that inspectors are 
particularly interested in. 

One way to do this is to encourage parents to 
use Ofsted’s Parent View online questionnaire. But 
increasingly schools are going a step further and 
using external surveys to fulfil this need, including 
NFER’s attitude surveys.

The main advantage of such an arrangement is 
that the survey is independent and then a detailed 
analysis of the findings is provided – a process 

Consulting parents
With recent changes to the Ofsted framework giving greater prominence to the views of key 
stakeholders, schools need to find new ways of gathering and responding to feedback.  
Dorothy Lepkowska reports

Some of the findings of 
the survey surprised him, 
especially the pupil responses. 

“This is a school which does 
not have a bullying problem in 

terms of violence and abuse, but it 
was interesting what pupils perceived as 

bullying,” Mr Mayland said. 
“A small number of students responded that there was some bullying 

behaviour, but when we probed further about what they meant, we 
discovered that falling out with a friend and having a cross word might 
be construed as such. So we learned it was more to do with the effects of 
friendships breaking-up than anything more sinister.” 

That, and concerns about activity on social networking sites, gave 
staff an insight into how pupils viewed their own safety and wellbeing 
and allowed them to put appropriate measures in place.

Carrying out questionnaires and surveys are important for reasons 
other than Ofsted inspections, however. Research carried out for NFER 
on its attitude surveys found that they were often used before times of 
flux – for example, in preparation for a change of headteacher, or a bid 
for academy status. They were also useful as a “temperature gauge” to 
assess the impact of change or general atmosphere at any given time.

The findings can be used in a variety of ways. Publishing them on the 
school’s website with a plan of action shows parents and the community 
that views are listened to and the school is prepared to take action. They 
can also be used as the basis of further discussion in a school council 
meeting, or to alert the senior leadership team to issues they might not 
have been aware of.

The study into their effectiveness also found that the attitude surveys 
sometimes resulted in the creation of parent advisory panels, school 
councils or student parliaments, or even support groups – for example,  
to help shape school policies on peer-mentoring or anti-bullying 
strategies.

In some schools, the surveys were also used as the basis for a parents’ 
information booklet. In others, the findings resulted in workshops being 
set up for parents wanting to raise their literacy or numeracy levels, or 
improvements being made to school meals.

Parents should always be informed of the results and school leaders 
prepared to discuss them, regardless of whether the messages are critical 
or positive.

The NFER has also asked schools who have used the attitude surveys 
to specify how, and why, they opted to do them. More than 90 per cent 
were using them as a preparation for an Ofsted inspection, and all of 
the schools that responded were including the surveys as part of their 
self-evaluation process. Almost every school said the benchmarking to 
national data was useful in helping them determine where they stood in 
comparison to other schools. 

Research Insights 

that can be laborious for schools carrying out their own surveys and 
analyses. It also offers comparisons against nationally representative 
norms, giving heads a better idea of how their own school is performing 
nationally.

A recent Ofsted report, Getting to Good: How headteachers achieve 
success, found that “determined and resolute leadership from the head 
teachers was crucial to achieving improvement”. 

One of the key steps to doing so was through greater pupil and 
parental engagement, and opening up better channels of communication. 
One headteacher was cited in the report as achieving this through 
consultation with parents on school development and asking open-
ended questions to gather views.

At Hammond, the process has achieved results. Mr Storrie explained: 
“What the survey did was to enable us to build better relationships with 
parents and informed us about their perceptions of the school. But also 
the analysis allowed us to compare ourselves against other schools so we 
got some idea of how we are doing in this respect.

“I’ve found that parents, pupils and staff value the fact that (it was) 
independent – it can truly be done anonymously so we can’t track back 

to who said what. That has helped us get a more successful 
return than we have ever done in the past.”

The school learned, for example, that parents wanted 
their pupils to do more sport, and that they had 

concerns over homework. 
“We were able to assure them about how much 

time we were devoting to PE, and reviewed our 
homework policy amid concerns that parents did 
not feel confident about supporting their children 
with some of the requirements.” 

The findings of the questionnaires have also 
helped to shape school policy generally in discussion 

with the school council: “When we have an Ofsted 
inspection we will be able to prove that we consult 

with parents and it gives us something tangible to show 
them,” Mr Storrie added.

At St Joseph’s College, in Stoke on Trent, 
meanwhile, the survey has acted as “narrative” 

to inform and shape the school’s existing 
self-evaluation and school improvement 
procedures.

Peter  Mayland, the deputy 
headteacher, explained: “It allowed 

us to go into some depth about 
how everyone felt the school was 

performing in a wide range 
of areas. We wanted some 

evidence of where we are 
and where we needed to 
improve.”

 in association with

“The findings can be used in a variety of 
ways. Publishing them on the school’s 
website with a plan of action shows 

parents and the community that views  
are listened to and the school is  

prepared to take action”

As all headteachers know, some parents can be hard to engage and 
the strategies schools used to encourage a good response included text 
message or email reminders, letters, house or team points for the return 
of completed surveys, prize draws and giving them out at parents’ 
evenings, together with a pen, with the expectation that they were filled 
in there and then.

At Healey Foundation Primary School in Rochdale, the attitude 
survey was sent home with the child’s end of year report, together with a 
raffle ticket for a £25 store voucher provided the survey was completed 
and sent back.

It has now become an invaluable resource, said Susan Taylor, the 
headteacher: “We were spending up to 30 hours every time compiling, 
distributing and analysing our own questionnaire, and using a forest 
of paper in the process. It was incredibly time-consuming, and often 
important issues raised by parents were not spotted or dealt with straight 
away because it took so long to read through them all and consider the 
responses.”

The fast turnaround and analysis allowed staff to act quickly on any 
concerns or recommendations made by pupils and parents. 

“If an Ofsted inspector were to ask what parents think of some aspect 
of the school, I can present the findings immediately, with everything 
itemised and with the appropriate data contained,” Ms Taylor added.

“The parents are now used to this format and it works well for us. It 
saves us so much work and yet fulfils the requirements of a procedure 
that we need to undertake anyway as part of the Ofsted process.

“It is the simplest way we have found yet of canvassing parental 
opinion and it is absolutely effortless.”

• Dorothy Lepkowska is a freelance education journalist.

Further information
For details about NFER attitude surveys, visit www.nfer.ac.uk/ppsh
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