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So the government’s willingness to solve the problem that arises from 
within-year age differences should be welcomed. A new policy announced 
recently proposes to allow parents of summer-born pupils (covering those 
born between April 1 and August 31) to have the option of delaying their 
child’s entry into reception class (see panel, opposite). 

For years, some parents have campaigned for the right to delay their 
summer-born child’s entry to reception. Their motivation is understandable 
and clear: if their child was allowed to wait another year they would benefit 
from becoming the oldest in the class rather than the youngest.

For decades, research has found large differences in test scores between 
autumn-born and summer-born pupils in attainment at school (1).

The differences are evident at the earliest ages and remain 
(though are smaller) at GCSE and A level, and in further and higher 
education too (2). 

The artificial advantage given to autumn-born pupils in tests of 
educational attainment can have an impact on their wellbeing at school, and 
matters for pupils’ later outcomes. 

There are, of course, other characteristics which affect attainment – in 
particular, coming from a disadvantaged background (which has a much 
larger effect on attainment than month of birth), having an SEN, and gender. 
However, many consider the lottery of birth date to be particularly unfair, 
and one which has not been properly addressed in our education system.

On average, the oldest in the class outperform the youngest in tests of 
attainment because they are older when they are tested (3). Even when 
all pupils have had the same amount of schooling at the time of any test, 
the oldest have been alive for longer, giving their brain longer to develop 
and having more time interacting with their parents, their family and the 
world. Which children are the youngest in the class and which are the 
oldest is determined almost completely at random because it is difficult 
to manipulate. 

Summer-born pupils: 
What’s the evidence?

Let’s follow the incentives presented to parents by the new policy to their 
extreme logical conclusion. Being among the oldest pupils in the class is best 
and being the youngest the worst, so all parents of summer-born children 
could potentially choose to delay their child’s entry to primary school. 

This will, of course, depend on what the alternatives are – what kind of 
free entitlement to another year of pre-school will be on offer to children 
who don’t start reception class at age 4? Peer effects will also come into play 
– children will want to do what their friends are doing, whether that means 
staying in pre-school or starting in reception class.

Year groups would then be made up of summer-born pupils as the oldest 
in the year and spring-born the youngest in the year. This would simply shift 
the oldest/youngest threshold from September 1 to April 1 and fail to solve 
the underlying problem that relatively older children will perform better, on 
average, in tests than younger children.

In practice, however, we know that parents from different backgrounds 
tend to behave differently. Our recent research, entitled School Choice: The 
parent view (4), showed that parents with higher incomes tend to value 
examination results in their choice of school more than lower-income 
parents.

American research from 2013 (5) suggests that it is likely that the 
parents who choose to exercise their opportunity to delay school entry 
will disproportionately come from more advantaged backgrounds (this 
hypothesis will be easy to test using future School Census data). 

If pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely to delay 
entry to primary school, then the already large attainment gap between 
disadvantaged pupils and their peers will widen, undermining one of the 
government’s key commitments.

So, what are the alternatives? Part of the answer could be to make greater 
use of age-standardised test scores (6). Age standardisation is used in many 
tests of educational attainment to overcome the problem of within-year age. 
Because within-year age is randomly determined we can accurately predict 
what attainment level younger pupils would have achieved if they had been 
older, and vice-versa. Age standardisation scores pupils on a common scale 
and removes the effect of their age on raw marks on a test. 

Age standardised scores are already used widely: for example, the NFER 
Baseline assessment provides schools with age-standardised scores (as well 
as scores not adjusted for age) for pupils in their first few weeks of primary 
school (7). They allow teachers to assess whether children are achieving 

 in association with

www.nfer.ac.uk

Research Insights

effectively, given their age, and give a better indication of children’s potential 
than looking at raw scores alone.

Some have argued that high-stakes GCSEs and A levels that influence 
pupils’ progression into further and higher education should also be age-
adjusted. However, as the Institute of Fiscal Studies has argued, “when pupils 
leave school, they should take with them their non-age-adjusted grades, to 
ensure that employers can be confident that pupils have achieved a particular 
absolute standard”.

This perennial question is a difficult one with no straightforward solution. 
A greater focus on children’s progress, and ensuring that those who are 
struggling (for whatever reason) get high-quality teaching, will help address 
month of birth effects.  

• Jack Worth is a research manager at NFER.
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The DfE’s summer-born policy
In September, schools minister Nick Gibb said the current system for 
handling summer-born admissions was “flawed”. In an open letter 
to parents, local authorities, schools and admission authorities, he 
said that while parents could request that their child begin school in 
reception class rather than year 1, they often found themselves unable 
to agree with admissions authorities on what was best for the child.

He was concerned that some parents felt “forced to send their child 
to school before they are ready and before they are required to do so, 
or else miss out on their reception year at school”.

He was also worried about stories of some children being admitted 
outside of the normal age group but then later being required to miss 
a year and move up against their wishes.

The letter states: “We have, therefore, decided that it is necessary 
to amend the School Admissions Code further to ensure that summer-
born children can be admitted to the reception class at the age of five if 
it is in line with their parents’ wishes, and to ensure that those children 
are able to remain with that cohort as they progress through school.”

You can read Mr Gibb’s letter at http://bit.ly/1hS7oKp
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First, the content should include adequate coverage of the underlying 
curriculum, the attainment of which you want to measure. There will 
always be some aspects of the curriculum that cannot be assessed 
within a paper and pencil assessment, but a valid test should include 
a comprehensive range of questions addressing the assessable domain, 
particularly focusing on any key skills or learning milestones that 
indicate progress within the subject for the particular year group.

Examine any sample materials and read any information about how 
and when the tests were developed. Look for evidence that the content:
n Has been mapped to the latest version of the national curriculum.
n Assesses essential aspects of the curriculum (key skills).
n Is age-appropriate.
n  Has been written by authors with curriculum expertise and experience 

in assessment.

As a test developer in NFER’s Centre for Assessment, I am proud 
of the tests we develop for schools. As a researcher working 
to improve the learning and the lives of pupils, my primary 

concern is that schools choose valid and reliable tests. So what makes 
a good test? In this article, I will attempt to explain what questions 
schools should ask when they are considering purchasing any new 
tests.

Do these tests assess what we want to measure 
(i.e. are they valid tests)?
The validity of a test is important because teachers draw conclusions 
about a pupil’s attainment or progress based on those test results 
(alongside other classroom evidence such as homework, etc). 

You may think that it goes without saying that a mathematics test will 
measure mathematical ability but unfortunately not all tests have good 
validity.

For example, a maths test that contains only questions about number 
will not provide a valid assessment of a pupil’s understanding of shape. 
So how do you know if a test you are thinking of using is a valid one?

What ingredients make 
for an effective test?

n  Has undergone a rigorous development process, e.g. reviewed by 
curriculum experts and teachers.
Second, the purpose for which the test was developed should ideally 

match how you intend to use it. Some tests are designed to provide 
diagnostic information on particular topics whereas others have been 
written to provide summative information. If you wish to prepare pupils 
for end of key stage tests, choose ones that have a similar look and feel 
so that you are giving them realistic test-taking practice.

Pupils do not always perform in a similar way if the format of 
the test is different, so online tests may not accurately indicate pupil 
performance on a paper and pencil test. That doesn’t mean you should 
not use both paper and online tests, just be aware of the potential mode 
effects and be clear about why you are using them.

Will they provide accurate and reliable results?
Perhaps the most important feature of a good test is that it should 
provide reliable outcomes. In order to do this a test needs to be 
technically sound. The reliability of a test will be adversely affected by 
ambiguously worded questions, biased questions, poor administration 
guidance, poor mark schemes, etc.

The length of the test should also be appropriate – short tests can be 
unreliable because they provide insufficient evidence, whereas very long 
tests can result in pupil errors due to fatigue. Effective quality-assurance 
and extensive trialling enable test developers to minimise sources of 
error such as these and to establish a test’s reliability, i.e. the extent to 
which the test provides consistent results.

Test developers may report reliability in a number of different ways 
(correlation coefficients, standard deviations of measurement error, etc), 
but you do not need to be a technical expert. Simply make sure that 
information about the test’s reliability is available. If not, look at other 
sources of tests. 

The size of the pupil sample is also important if you wish to 
benchmark your pupils against pupil attainment nationally. If you 
intend to use tests for this purpose then you should buy tests that have 
been trialled on a nationally representative sample of pupils. Usually 
this requires a minimum of around 1,200 pupils per test across a range 
of schools representing different regions, different types of schools, 
different school performance bands, etc.

Slightly larger samples will give more accurate standardised scores 
because these will have been calculated on larger numbers of pupils. It 
is important to use tests that have been standardised at an appropriate 
time, e.g. if there has been a significant change to what is taught in a 
particular year group. 

Because there have been substantial changes to the mathematics 
curriculum in England, tests purporting to give outcomes relating to 
attainment of the 2014 national curriculum should have been trialled 
with pupils who have been taught the new content, e.g. at the end 
of 2014/15 or later. So ask questions or look for information on the 
following: 
n Have the tests been trialled in schools? 
n  If yes, what was the size of the sample? Was it nationally 

representative?
n When was the standardisation carried out? 

How useful will the outcomes be?
If a test has been standardised you will usually be provided with look-
up tables or online software to convert raw scores to scaled scores or 
standardised scores. This allows you to do a number of things:
n  It makes it easier to compare the performance of pupils (a score of 

35 out of 50 is not very useful unless you know the average score 
and spread of scores for all pupils). Usually tests are standardised by 
converting raw scores to a scale (e.g. 70 to 130) with the average set 
at 100. This allows you to easily see whether a pupil is above or below 
the average of all the pupils that took the test.

n  Assuming a sufficiently large and representative sample, scaled scores 
will also allow you to compare individual pupil performance and the 
cohort performance against the national average.

n  Some test publishers will offer both standardised scores (no 
adjustment for age) and age-standardised scores. In calculating age-
standardised scores pupils are only compared with other pupils of 
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a similar age. These scores can be useful particularly for putting the 
performance of younger pupils into context (e.g. in discussions with 
parents).
The above scores are often referred to as “norm-referenced” because 

performance is compared with the average or “norm”. However, some 
test publishers may also provide some criterion-referenced outcomes 
that describe how a pupil’s performance compares against a set of 
predetermined criteria or learning standards.

Criterion-referenced outcomes are generally based on expert opinion 
about what a pupil might be expected to know and do at a particular 
age in a particular subject. Using rigorous standard-setting methods 
that evaluate each item in the test, cut scores (the marks indicative of 
each grade boundary) are determined that best differentiate pupils who 
have met the required standard from those working below or above. 
n  Are scaled scores, standardised scores and/or age standardised scores 

included? 
n  Is information provided that explains how you can track pupil 

progress?
n  Are additional outcomes available, e.g. whether pupils are working 

below, at or above age-related expectations? Were these criterion-
referenced outcomes developed in an appropriate way?
Finally, consider what optional extras (performance analyses, marking 

packages, or advice about identifying strengths and weaknesses) the test 
publisher provides and how important they are to your school.

It might surprise you to learn that some published tests have never 
been trialled in schools. Check sample materials or the test publisher’s 
website for information before buying, or ask questions via email/
telephone. If they are unable to give you satisfactory responses, look 
elsewhere.  

• Catherine Kirkup is a research director at NFER’s Centre for 
Assessment. For information on NFER tests for assessment, visit  
www.nfer.ac.uk/nt7
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But local factors are the most important
Once we established whether parents felt they had a choice, we wanted to 
know what elements they consider important when making their decision. 
In line with existing research we found that local factors are paramount 
– “school that suits my child” and “location” of the school were each 
identified by almost half of respondents to our survey (see graph 1, below).

Obviously there are some factors that schools cannot influence – you 
can’t change the location of your school or its catchment zone. However, 
there are some things that may seem important to you – such as exam 
results – which this data suggests is less important to parents. 

When talking to parents, writing your prospectus or updating your 
website, you may therefore want to think about how you describe the 
overall ethos of the school, and the extent to which this enables parents to 
make informed choices about how well this will suit their children. And 
where you have a strong record on discipline and behaviour, the responses 
to our survey suggest this is likely to be appealing to parents, too. 

Looking more closely at the detail, the data also reveals some interesting 
differences between the importance attributed to different factors by 
parents with different levels of household income. Location, well-qualified 
teachers and community links are more important to parents with a lower 
household income, while discipline, exam results and the effectiveness of the 

As the end of the summer term approaches schools across the 
country will begin thinking about the 2016 round of new pupil 
admissions. In doing so, you might like to consider NFER’s new 

data on the factors that inform school choice. In particular, NFER has 
uncovered stark differences in what parents are looking for, dependent on 
their personal background factors.

Choosing a school is one of the key times when parents reflect on what is 
important to them in terms of their child’s education. Some commentators 
hail this ability to choose as a key feature of our education system – an 
important right valued by parents, and a way of driving up standards. 
But to what extent is this view shared by parents, do they feel they have a 
genuine choice, and if so how do they choose? At the beginning of the year, 
NFER commissioned a nationally representative survey of 1,005 parents of 
children aged five to 18 to find out more.

Parent’s feel they have a genuine choice 
One of the first things we wanted to understand was whether parents 
genuinely felt they had a choice when choosing a school. In 2014, according 
to Department for Education (DfE) figures, nearly 90 per cent of parents got 
their first choice of primary school for their children. Most respondents to 
our survey (72 per cent) also felt they had a choice, although slightly fewer 
than this got their first choice – highlighting that in some instances there 
may only be one real option available. 

It should be noted that while research has shown that it appears choice 
is supported in theory, the reality is more complex. For example, analysis 
of the British Social Attitudes Survey suggests that support for choice is 
counterbalanced by, among other things, opposition to vouchers, school 
diversity, and by strong support for the idea of sending children to the 
“nearest state school” (1).

How do parents choose 
a school for their child?
What do parents look for and prioritise when it comes to choosing a primary school for their children? 
A research project has sought to answer this question. Karen Wespieser reports

school’s senior leadership team are more important to parents with a higher 
household income. Depending on the demographic of your local area, you 
may want to consider this when talking to perspective parents (see graph 2).

How are parents making these decisions?
Most parents undertake a range of activities to help decide which school 
their child should attend, in particular undertaking their own research and 
attending open evenings or school visits. 

Headteachers should be heartened to see the high take-up of the 
opportunities provided by schools such as open evenings. It is well worth 
remembering the effectiveness of these activities when putting in the extra 
hours that many of these tasks require of school staff.

Again though, there are some differences by household income (see graph 
3). Parents’ on a lower income are more likely to let their child decide or 
select the school already attended by siblings. One of the activities where 
there is greatest disparity between income levels is the extent to which 
parents discuss potential schools with others. Facilitating these opportunities 
for parents – perhaps at open evenings – might be an interesting way to try 
to increase the use of this type of activity.

What are the wider implications?
The reality is that making a choice about a school depends on a myriad of 
local factors as well as a parents’ understanding of their own child. Better 
understanding these factors could prove helpful to schools targeting limited 
resources at the best strategies for attracting applications. Our findings also 
have significant policy implications.

The new government backs changes to the School Admissions Code 
which will prioritise children eligible for the Pupil Premium. Yet this evidence 
suggests that parents of these children are least likely to take advantage of 
any increase in their school choice as they are more concerned with location.

NFER is not the first to raise these concerns. In 2013, the Sutton 
Trust reported that “those who adopt the choice behaviours anticipated 
by government policy ... are disproportionately, though by no means 
exclusively, middle class” (2). Similarly, a DfE report last year found that 
“lower socio-economic status groups may look for (factors that)… may 
lead (them) to select themselves out of high-performing schools” (3). The 
extent to which this is considered in any changes to the School Admissions 
Code will be an important policy consideration for the new government. 
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Our research was based on a national sample, and so was not able 
to explore local variation in any detail. These issues are likely to vary 
considerably between areas, so why not undertake some local research of 
your own with existing and/or prospective parents to better understand 
what factors are most important to them?  

• Karen Wespieser is senior research manager at NFER.
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cyclists aged 10 to 15 years. So, what can we do to help children be 
more competent and confident cyclists?

Bikeability is a government-funded training scheme described as 
“cycling proficiency for the 21st century”. The training is practical, 
skill-based and designed to “boost the confidence of the trainee and to 
minimise risk”. 

There are three levels of training and children typically start 
Bikeability lessons once they have learnt to ride a bike. Level 2 training 
is generally provided to children in year 5 or 6. The policy purpose 
of Bikeability is to give children the skills and confidence needed to 

How many of your pupils cycle to school, pedal to the park or 
go on cycle rides with their family? How confident are these 
children about riding on the road – and how confident are you 

in their cycling abilities?
Data gathered from a sample of more than 500 year 5 children in 

England showed that 92 per cent of them had their own bicycle, or had 
access to one. Nearly half of the children reported that they cycle with 
their families while just under a quarter cycle with their friends. About a 
fifth of children reported that they go cycling on their own.

When asked about how they are most likely to travel to other 
activities or places nearby, nearly a quarter of children indicated that 
they would cycle to the local park or play area, while just under a fifth 
reported cycling when going out to play with their friends. Despite 
three-quarters of the children living 10 minutes or less from their 
school, fewer than 10 per cent of children reported that they cycled  
to school.

Why cycle?
Learning to ride a bicycle can be a developmental milestone for some 
children because it can offer a route to independence. Regular cycling 
can help to improve physical and mental fitness while bicycles offer an 
affordable, “green” mode of transport.

But, despite the advantages of cycling there is no denying the 
potential, associated safety issues – the risk of someone who cycles 
being killed or seriously injured is reported to be highest for young 

As easy as  
riding a bike
The government-funded Bikeability scheme trains children to be confident and safe cyclists and has so 
far reached 1.5 million young people. Claire Hodgson looks at how the initiative engages with schools 
and reports on research into its impact

cycle on today’s roads and so encourage more people to cycle more 
often with less risk. Hundreds of thousands of young cyclists have 
already received Bikeability training and it is estimated that more than  
1.5 million had been trained by March 2015.

But how effective is Bikeability?
The NFER recently carried out some research to investigate the impact 
of Bikeability training on children’s ability to perceive and appropriately 
respond to on-road hazards faced by people who cycle. The research 
also sought to establish whether or not Bikeability increases on-road 
cycling confidence.

What did the research involve?
The research involved pupils who were in year 5 in summer 2014 and 
tracked them as they moved into year 6 in the autumn term. A total of 
668 pupils were involved in taking one or more on-screen quizzes and a 
questionnaire to find out about their attitudes towards cycling.

Participating schools and their pupils were either in the intervention 
or comparison group. Schools in the intervention group had pupils who 
participated in Bikeability training during the summer term (trained 
pupils). Pupils in the comparison schools did not receive any training 
in the summer term, although they were expected to be given training 
while in year 6.

What did the assessments involve?
The NFER developed an on-screen quiz to measure pupils’ hazard 
perception and appropriate response ability. In order to engage 
respondents, the quiz told the story of three children’s cycling journeys. 
As it was presented on-screen, the quiz included photographs and film 
clips showing different aspects of the children’s journeys, for example 
choosing where and when to start their ride, considering road position 
and priorities for different manoeuvres, and completing the journey. 
Children completed the quizzes on PCs or laptops, taking about  
30 minutes to answer a series of closed response questions.

The results of the quiz were converted into a single measure of 
each child’s ability to perceive and appropriately respond to hazards. 
Differences in these scores over time and comparing the two groups of 
children could be analysed to assess the impact of the training.

When did the assessments take place?
The research took place over three phases:
n Phase 1: background information about the pupils’ cycling experience 

and confidence was gathered and an initial on-screen quiz assessment 
was carried out early in the summer term before any training  
took place.

n Phase 2: on-screen quiz assessment information was gathered one to 
three weeks after the training took place (in the summer term).

n Phase 3: on-screen quiz assessment information was gathered at 
least two months after the training took place (in the autumn term). 
Children also completed the questionnaire to indicate their cycling 
experience and confidence. 

So, does Bikeability work?
Essentially, yes. The research revealed some interesting findings relating 
to the two groups of children involved:
n Children who participated in Bikeability Level 2 training scored 

significantly higher on the quiz than the children who had not 
received training. Interestingly, this effect was undiminished even 
when the children re-took the quiz more than two months later. 

n Children who received training reported that they felt more confident 
when cycling on the road after training. This increase was statistically 
significant.
It is worth noting that while children may score highly on the 

on-screen quiz, demonstrating that they can perceive hazards and know 
how to appropriately respond to hazards, this does not necessarily 
mean that they would be able to apply the skills in a real life, on-road 
situation. However, this does not detract from the finding that children 
do appear to respond positively to the training and that it increases 
their understanding and identification of hazards and equips them with 
the knowledge of how best to respond to a range of on-road situations. 
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What next?
The policy purpose of Bikeability is to give children the skills and 
confidence needed to cycle on today’s roads and so encourage more 
people to cycle more often with less risk. While the research has shown 
that Bikeability does help children to develop skills and confidence, this 
does not necessarily translate into an increase in cycling. 

Why is this? It could be that the opportunities for children to practise 
their new-found skills are limited. Perhaps adults lack the confidence to 
allow children out on their bikes. Encouragement to get out and about on 
two wheels could help to further develop and promote the learning and 
confidence – and allow children to demonstrate what they can do.   

• Claire Hodgson is a research director in the NFER’s Centre for 
Assessment.

Further information
n The full report on the Bikeability research can be found at 

www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/BIKE01/
n More information about Bikeability can be found at 

https://bikeability.org.uk/

“Learning to ride a bicycle can be a 
developmental milestone for some 

children because it can offer a route to 
independence. Regular cycling can help  
to improve physical and mental fitness  

while bicycles offer an affordable,  
‘green’ mode of transport ”
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“Children do appear to respond positively 
to the training and it increases their 
understanding and identification of 
hazards and equips them with the 

knowledge of how best to respond to a 
range of on-road situations”

This innovative tool provides:

• A set of key statements 
defining a research- 
engaged school

• A downloadable chart 
and report of your results 
including suggested 
next steps

• Links to resources (from 
NFER and elsewhere) to 
help with your school 
improvement plan

To access the tool visit 
www.nfer.ac.uk/selfreviewtool

A free online tool to review 
your research-engagement

Self-Review Tool

“I like the quick review because the 
language is very clear and makes  

progression clear too”
Research Lead.

NEW
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all the learning and individual traits that teachers want children to possess 
(see image). A traffic light system of colour-coding is attached to each 
word to identify whether pupils are strong in this characteristic (green), 
whether some are proficient (amber), or whether it is something the school 
needs to work towards (red).

In all, staff at Paget Primary carried out five individual enquiry strands 
over two terms last year, divided according to age group.

The nursery class was inspired by the video Austin’s Butterfly, a clip 
from Ron Berger that shows children improving their work through a 
series of drafts based on peer feedback.

Teachers at Paget used similar techniques and worked with a small 
group of children on drawing geometric shapes, including rockets and 
spacecraft (see image). Over a short time they made great improvements 
in their observation and drawing skills. The message was that, with the 
right feedback, children can produce high-quality work.

“We should have high expectations of pupils,” Ms Thomas said. “This 
is crucial for teachers – constantly to expect more and better from pupils.”

Teachers in years 1 and 2 focused on independent learning as their 
research project. “When pupils were asked what good independent 
learning meant to them, they responded that it was about sitting up 
straight and folding their arms, so it was clear there was work to be done,” 
Ms Thomas said.

Staff set about introducing new concepts into class that would develop 
the skills associated with independent learning. Teachers observed that 
some pupils expected things to be done for them, or for the teacher to 
always intervene. Pupils were encouraged to take more responsibility for 
their own learning, for example by asking friends for help or doing some 
independent research.

Ms Thomas continued: “After a while we noticed that pupils did 
not always refer straight to the teacher but found ways of solving their 
problem. At the same time, this improved teaching and learning because 
the children were more focused and sustained learning for longer because 
they weren’t constantly seeking the attention of the teacher.”

Meanwhile, staff teaching years 3 and 4 did a baseline assessment asking 
pupils how they rated their abilities in different aspects of learning. They 
discovered that children who were particularly confident rated themselves 
the highest, even though they were not necessarily the most competent. 

As part of the exercise, pupils were asked why they thought a particular 
piece of work was good, and were expected to discuss aspects such as 
presentation as well as content. This enabled them to see what a good 
piece of work should look like.

“Of course we want children to be confident, but not overly so, when 
they think they can do everything and do it well,” Ms Thomas said. “The 
teachers learned a great deal about children’s perceptions of themselves, 
and where they saw their strengths and weaknesses. Again, the outcome 
was that teachers were able to set higher expectations, and to encourage 
and stretch, and not to accept mediocrity.”

Peer-tutoring was the focus for enquiry for staff teaching years 5 and 6. 
Again teachers wanted to create more opportunities for pupils to reflect, 

When teachers at Paget Primary School began to observe their 
reception pupils and how they interacted, they noticed a 
worrying trend. Although the children played together quite 

happily, there was very little talk going on between them.
“There was very little conversation going on about their activity, what 

they were doing and how they were doing it,” explained Carole Thomas, 
assistant headteacher at the Birmingham school. “Staff had videoed them 
and noticed particular patterns of behaviour. The children played nicely 
together, but didn’t seem to be talking.

“What we wanted was for them to use language; to show curiosity 
about what they were doing and to use the appropriate vocabulary for 
the activity. None of this was happening. So the staff put in a lot of work 
on encouraging them to talk to each other, using the correct words about 
what they were doing and the items they were using.

“Staff modelled the words themselves to get across the message that 
this was the expectation they had of the children. After a while, with some 
perseverance, the language started to flow.”

The exercise with the reception class was one of a number of evidence-
informed projects undertaken by staff at the primary school over two 
terms last year through the Enquiring Schools programme – work that has 
since earned the school the Research Mark from the National Foundation 
for Educational Research (NFER).

“We were keen for our staff to carry out their own research into 
what works, apply this through their own enquiries and to understand 
the difference this approach could bring to their classroom practice, 
and teaching and learning,” Ms Thomas explained. “It was a way of 
empowering them to take control over teaching in their class and to find 
ways of improving it.

“INSET days are all very well, but being told how to do something and 
going off to do it on your own to see how it works with your pupils is 
something else entirely. We were excited at the prospect of giving them the 
time and support to be able to carry out their own enquiries.”

Three key pieces of research formed the basis of their own investigations. 
Research into the power of feedback and peer review as described in Ron 
Berger’s book, An Ethic of Excellence, was particularly influential.

Staff at Paget also referred to the Education Endowment Foundation’s 
Teaching and Learning Toolkit to examine strategies to support 
independent learning. And Professor John Hattie’s book Visible Learning, 
encouraged teachers to think about the impact of feedback, meta-
cognition and language of learning as high-impact strategies.

Prior to their engagement with the research and application through 
enquiry, teachers identified priorities through workshops and discussion 
using, for example, a Bag for Life activity – an NFER strategy which lists 

Great expectations
Staff at Paget Primary School have carried out a range of enquiry and research-led investigations to 
help boost their pupils’ confidence, communication and learning skills. Dorothy Lepkowska explains

amend and modify their work. The strategy they explored involved 
sticking paper plates listing particular concepts to the classroom wall, 
joined by ribbons, on which children could peg their names to say they 
had achieved that skill. The joining of the plates showed pupils how they 
were acquiring related skills. Children who struggled with a certain aspect 
of their work were able to seek help from classmates who were more 
proficient in that area. The exercise lent itself well to literacy teaching, 
specifically different genres. 

Ms Thomas said: “By using these methods we empowered teachers to 
use research in a way that was of practical use to them in the classroom. 
We wanted them to ‘live’ it and not just read about it. Crucially, it was 
tailored towards our pupils and their learning, and where we felt it was 
most needed.

The Enquiring Schools methodology is based on seven steps, which 
helps a school to focus and gives structure to the exercise.

Gareth Mills, who heads up the programme at NFER, explained: “The 
whole rationale of the programme is to build a bridge between research 
and practice. There is a lot of educational research out there, but the trick 
is to ensure it is being used effectively.”

One of the key issues, Mr Mills highlights, was to factor in the time 
to access the research first and then plan the enquiries. He visited Paget 
five times to talk to teachers, offer advice and help, and ensure that each 
project remained on track. He also observed the presentations from staff 
that led to the awarding of the Research Mark.

“Enquiring Schools is an approach to teacher development and school 
improvement that involves engagement with research,” he added. “We 
have found that the best way to learn is to involve teachers in collaborative 
inquiry in issues that genuinely affect them or their pupils, and help to 
bring about change in schools. In self-improving schools everyone is a 
learner,  teachers as well as children.”

And while the experience is empowering, it can also be a little scary 
for participants. Ms Thomas added: “It can actually be a potentially 
threatening exercise because, in analysing your own practice, you see your 
own shortcomings as a teacher. But all of our staff entered into the exercise 
with enthusiasm and a strong desire to ensure they were getting it right in 
the classroom.”  

• Dorothy Lepkowska is a freelance education journalist.
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Further information
n Enquiring Schools: www.nfer.ac.uk/schools/enquiring-schools/
n Ron Berger’s Austin’s Butterfly: http://bit.ly/17TByYW
n Professor John Hattie’s Visible Learning: http://visible-learning.org/
n The Education Endowment Foundation’s Teaching and Learning 

Toolkit: http://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/toolkit/

“After a while we noticed that pupils  
did not always refer straight to the 

teacher but found ways of solving their 
problem. At the same time, this  

improved teaching and learning because 
the children were more focused and 

sustained learning for longer”

Enquiring School: An example of the Bag for Life technique, 
which identifies the traits that teachers want their pupils to 
develop (above); examples of the drawing development project 
using rockets and spacecraft (right); Gareth Mills from the NFER 
presents Paget Primary School with its Research Mark (opposite)
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Involving practitioners in development
Developing the baseline assessment was a research process involving 
tried and tested procedures and analyses. At the heart was our systematic 
collection of information and responses from a large number of reception 
teachers and other early years practitioners. Starting from a review of the 
research background, we drafted a range of assessment approaches – far 
more than we would eventually need.

The aim was to be in line with current thinking on pedagogy and with 
expert opinion on how to assess children of this age. These draft approaches 
were then reviewed and trialled over a series of development stages, so that 
we could select and refine our ideas and finally devise an assessment that 
best meets the needs of those who will use it.

More than 500 schools and 3,000 children helped to shape our 
assessment over the summer and autumn of 2014. Alongside their busy 
classroom schedule, they tried out the activities and observations and offered 
systematic feedback on their experiences. At the same time, researchers 
visited reception classes to talk to the practitioners and the children and to 
observe how the assessments work in the real world.

In this way, we have built a baseline assessment that embodies many of 
the principles and practices that reception practitioners have told us they 
find natural and useful.

Engaging children in meaningful activities
One central principle behind the assessment is the importance of engaging 
children’s interest in a meaningful task, rather than setting up a random 
series of “hoops to jump through”. 

Underpinning our view of what an appropriate baseline assessment 
should look like is the recognition that social and cultural interactions 
play an important role in the learning process (Vygotsky, 1978). In other 

Starting in a reception class is an important step in a child’s educational 
career. It is the beginning of school education which will continue 
throughout the primary and secondary phases. Wherever children 

have been in their pre-school years, a positive start in reception is a crucial 
springboard for later learning. 

Correspondingly, the reception teacher needs to get to know each young 
learner quickly upon arrival in school, to plan the right learning experiences 
and address any difficulties. It is this natural process of finding out about 
each child’s personality, likes and dislikes, strengths and weaknesses that, 
when formalised, becomes a reception baseline assessment.

Our new NFER Reception Baseline Assessment provides a scheme which 
reflects and structures the very same characteristics that the classroom 
practitioner will be observing in new pupils in the first half term of school. 
By pinpointing accurately and reliably children’s achievements on school 
entry, a baseline score also offers a starting point for measuring progress 
over the school years. 

It is this accountability purpose that has driven the current Department 
for Education policy, but a well-designed baseline assessment can meet the 
needs of early years practitioners and of school leaders too. Parents and 
carers are also closely involved in their children’s learning, and need updates 
on progress at this important time.

The principles of 
effective assessment

The NFER has worked with hundreds of schools 
and thousands of pupils to develop its Reception 
Baseline Assessment. Catherine Kirkup and 
Marian Sainsbury look at some of the principles of 
effective assessment that have emerged

words it is taken as a given that assessment is an educational experience 
that will have an impact on the child and must therefore be appropriate and 
meaningful. 

For example, 92 per cent of reception teachers thought it was “very 
important” for children to have concrete objects to manipulate in the 
numeracy tasks.

Reception children are naturally curious and already have an impressive 
range of skills and interests on starting school. The assessment activities 
should tap into this interest, curiosity and enthusiasm. 

Although the assessment tasks are pre-planned and teacher-led, the aim 
is to provide a “playful orientation” (Wood, 2007) by means of authentic 
interactions and attractive materials. Tasks are set in everyday contexts that 
are familiar to most children and give them plenty to talk about. Many of 
the assessment activities reflect everyday classroom practices. The resources 
we provide are appealing to children and enjoyable for them to use.

The structure of the assessment
The assessment consists of a combination of assessment tasks 
and observations. It covers the three core domains (Language and 
Communication; Literacy and Numeracy) plus an optional module 
(Foundations for Learning) that, together with the core modules, provides 
a holistic picture of each child. Language and communication is widely 
recognised as a fundamental building block for children’s overall cognitive 
development. 

Children’s talking and listening is spontaneous, and the assessment 
recognises this by asking practitioners to record an overall judgement 
based on observations of their pupils’ abilities, for example, listening with 
attention, recounting events that have happened to them, or following 
instructions. Children’s enjoyment of stories and books underpins both 
language and literacy and is also assessed by means of observations over 
time.

The foundations of literacy are found in children’s knowledge of 
language, their growing abilities to pick out sounds in words and link 
these with letters, and their early mark-making and writing. These specific 
achievements lend themselves to simple assessment activities covering, for 
example, vocabulary, sequencing, letter recognition and writing the child’s 
own name. 

We provide a set of appealing resources and straightforward instructions 
so that a teacher or teaching assistant can take a child through these 
activities in a few minutes.

Similarly, early numeracy achievements such as counting, number 
recognition, addition, subtraction and recognising shapes are assessed 
through a straightforward series of one-to-one activities. Children 
manipulate actual objects and the tasks are set in a natural and meaningful 
context. The “counting bears” have proved to be a firm favourite with 
children during the development research.

The characteristics of effective learning that a child exhibits and key 
aspects of personal, social and emotional development that help a child 
to settle in at school can only be assessed by observation over time. The 
optional Foundations of Learning checklist has been carefully designed 
with the help of views from many practitioners about the most informative 
and manageable observations that can be made over the first few weeks in 
reception.

Children starting school have a wide range of abilities, likes and dislikes 
and it is crucial that the assessment should be sensitive to each individual 
child, including those with SEN. The assessment tasks are in the hands 
of the practitioner who knows the child best, and each one has natural 
discontinuation points so that a child is not presented with demands he/she 
finds too daunting. Practitioners can give help and support to a child who 
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“Reception children are naturally curious 
and already have an impressive range of 

skills and interests on starting school. The 
assessment activities should tap into this 

interest, curiosity and enthusiasm”

is struggling, as long as they reflect this in the assessment judgements they 
make.

Scores and data
For the practitioner, our main aim in developing the NFER Reception 
Baseline Assessment has been to offer a systematic way of making and 
recording key judgements about each child’s development and attainment. 
Each judgement is framed as a simple yes/no choice, rather than requiring 
interpretation of complex performance descriptions. 

Practitioners can choose to record their judgements directly on screen 
or on paper, transferring the data later. For each individual child, the 
system provides a summary score, together with a number of analyses 
of performance. These analyses offer some suggestions to set alongside 
the practitioner’s growing knowledge of each child in planning learning 
activities.

The summary scores can also be used to provide a management overview 
of each intake and, over time, the baseline for tracking progress throughout 
infant schools and all-through primary schools. This fits with current policies 
on school accountability, which seek to pinpoint the contribution a school 
has made to children’s progress, rather than reflecting the characteristics of 
the intake. 

This high technical quality, in combination with an assessment approach 
which is sympathetic to the real world of the reception class, has been 
our goal throughout the development of the NFER Reception Baseline 
Assessment.  

• Catherine Kirkup is a research director at NFER’s Centre for Assessment. 
Marian Sainsbury is an NFER research associate.

Further information
To find out more about the NFER Reception Baseline Assessment or to pre-
order for September 2015, visit www.nfer.ac.uk/baseline

“Reception children are naturally curious 
and already have an impressive range of 

skills and interests on starting school. The 
assessment activities should tap into this 

interest, curiosity and enthusiasm”
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