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> Why I have embraced a 			
‘world without levels’
As the principal of a large inner-city primary academy
in the West Midlands, I have welcomed the opportunity
to look again at assessment in our school following
the implementation of the new National Curriculum.
Although levels have supported teachers in understanding
what children can and cannot do, as well as forming the
backbone of schools’ pupil tracking systems, I believe it is
time to allow teachers’ professional judgements, of what
their children have achieved, to take precedent over a
reliance on limited criteria and tick lists.

> What hasn’t changed?
Over the past 12 months we have implemented a new
assessment system in our school, which has been positively
received by senior leaders, teachers, parents and Ofsted.
We have been working with ScholarPack during this
process to ensure that what is happening in classrooms not
only informs teachers of the next steps in their children’s
learning, but also helps senior leaders to track progress and
standards effectively across the school.

The following guidance aims to support teachers and
senior leaders in thinking about the benefits of a new
‘world without levels’ as well as providing hints and tips
to ensure that whatever approach your school or
organisation has decided to take it is manageable,
accurate and purposeful.

• Do I have the right level of subject knowledge to
teach this?
• Am I clear about what learning outcomes I expect
from my teaching?
• Do I understand what the children already know before
acquiring the new skills/knowledge I am about to teach?

> What are the opportunities
and challenges that we face?
All schools in England and Wales are currently embracing
the freedoms of the new National Curriculum. Although
faced with higher expectations and a lot of ground to
cover, teachers are being encouraged to teach and assess
in ways that meet the learning needs of their children,
making decisions about pedagogies, teaching strategies
and assessment methods based on their knowledge of
their children. A liberating moment for the teaching
profession? Yes. However, for many teachers these
freedoms and flexibilities feel daunting and unnecessary.
Why change what I have been doing for years if it works?
After years of thinking about achievement in terms of
levels and sub-levels, it can be difficult to adjust to a
new way of thinking.

Despite the more challenging expectations of the
new National Curriculum the fundamental principles
that underpin effective assessment remain the same.
Whatever criteria teachers are using to assess learning
outcomes, it is still vital that they consider the following
questions before teaching:

• Can I use this information to make pedagogical choices,
which are tailored to the children’s learning styles?
• Do I know and understand how to use a range 		
of strategies to support my assessment of and effective
feedback to children?
All of these questions stand free of the assessment systems
schools might choose to use but it is vital that teachers’
assessments are accurate for any system to work. School
leaders often begin the process of change by looking at
how the ‘numbers’ will be generated. However, the process
of ensuring data is accurate should always begin with an
investment in the professional development of teachers.

• Have I used the gaps and misconceptions in the children’s
understanding to plan my teaching?
• Do I know what the barriers to learning are that my
children face?

> How can teachers be confident in their judgements if there are
no longer clear assessment criteria?

“The National Curriculum provides an outline of core
knowledge around which teachers can develop exciting
and stimulating lessons to promote the development of
pupils’ knowledge, understanding and skills as part of
the wider school curriculum.”
The National Curriculum in England, DFE (2013)

orbittech.net/scholarpack

Not so long ago, we were struggling to make best-fit
judgements using criteria from a range of sources (e.g.
National Curriculum, National Strategy documents,
attainment targets and end of key stage test documents).
Now, we only have the National Curriculum, which has
made things simpler. I acknowledge that this will change
slightly once we have been through the first round
of national testing, however it is a much more simple
assessment landscape than we have previously been
used to.

necessary skills and knowledge to make judgements about
their children’s learning without the complication of tick
lists of criteria which break learning down so far that the
picture of the whole child is lost. It is up to teachers to teach
well, and it is up to leadership teams to trust them when
they submit data. This does not mean that moderation and
testing should not support teachers in making summative
judgements, but no assessment can be accurate without
the skilful, on going, formative assessments carried out by
teachers in classrooms.

I believe we need to take control of assessment in schools,
and most importantly, in classrooms. Teachers have the
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Fig. 1
When making judgements
and recording progress in
steps at each checkpoint
(including the initial baseline)
we ask our teachers to
use the following simple
statements to make
judgements about learning:

01

EXCEEDING +
(Well above national standard/mastery)
The child shows an extraordinary
talent in this subject. These
children are Gifted and Talented.

02

EXCEEDING
(Above national standard/mastery)
The child has mastered what you
have taught (at an age-related
level) and they can demonstrate
this through the application of skills
in different contexts. The child is
beginning to grasp concepts from
higher year groups. These children
are the most able.

Using these statements gives an approximate indication
of a student’s score. Teachers can then hone in on
this judgement to choose the step that represents the
student’s ability at that point.
There are 6 steps attributed to each year (1 step for each
half term), which is the standard progress measure for the
average student. This is because students who start and
finish the year at the same level of ability (in relation to age
related expectation) will make 1 step of progress each half
term. Progress, however, may be more or less than 6 steps
at any ability level.
Many students will be above or below age related
expectation, but whatever their level of ability your formative
assessments can be used to feed into your judgements.
For example, the Whole Class Formative Markbook indicates
not only the student’s comprehension of the curriculum,
but also the proportion of the curriculum that has
been understood.
Once the teacher has made a judgement on the standard
that the children have reached they can then make a decision
about where they are on the progress scale. See Fig. 1 for an
example from Year 3, at the 6th checkpoint in the year.
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It is up to the teacher to make a judgement about
where the exceeding and exceeding plus children sit
on the progress scale, however, we find it helpful to
consider that they are ‘mastering’ the content for their
year group, not racing ahead to learn the content of the
year above. There is no logical reason why the children
should be placed too far beyond age-related unless
they are ‘Gifted and Talented’.
ScholarPack has been the perfect tool in recording
these judgements, and though the progress steps might
seem very small, our teachers have had little difficulty in
making assessment judgements at each checkpoint.

03

SECURE
(National standard)
The child is secure and
demonstrates that they
understand what has been
taught and can apply their
skills at an age-related level.
The majority of children fit
within this band or above.

Emerging children are those students
who are working 5 or more half terms
behind. Using a holistic approach will
help teachers determine the most
suitable step.
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Those that are likely to move to a
mastery level within the next term or
so are given the step score above.

XCE

4:2

More able children.

Developing children are those who
are up to 4 half terms behind.
We leave it up to teachers to group
these children using the step scores.
Those children who only need a short
intervention to ‘catch-up’ might sit in
the 3:4 or 3:3 boxes. Those for whom
it might take longer are usually given
a lower step.
Secure children are given a progress step
which reflects the checkpoint that they
have reached. In this case: Year 3, end of
term 6. Secure children who have only
just caught up sit in the box below (3:5).

04

DEVELOPING
(Working towards national standard)
The child is only able to access age-related
learning with support and greater independence
needs to be developed.
The child may need to learn content from lower year
groups to fill the gaps in their learning in order
to access age-related expectations.

Target setting is now very
straightforward. An average
The child may need intervention
child making good progress
to ‘catch-up’ with their peers.
will gain 1 step each checkpoint,
or in other words, 6 steps each year.
Knowing this helps us to identify how many
steps children might need to make in order to
eventually ‘catch-up’, based on their starting
point, and the end of key stage expectation.
The fact that this progress tracking system
works very similarly to APS makes it easy to see
if a cohort has reached an age-related level by
taking the average of their current step scores.
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05

EMERGING
(Below national standard)
The child is not working at
an age-related expectation.
The majority of these children
have a specific learning
difficulty or need.

>

Implementation timeline

> Final words of advice

You should implement this system at a pace that suits
the needs of the school. I would recommend that the
following stages are followed:

STAGE 1 Make sure that teachers are ready for the raised

STAGE 3 Use the ScholarPack team to train your teachers
to be confident in how to enter their checkpoint data.
STAGE 4 Hold moderation sessions before each checkpoint
to ensure that the data is as accurate as possible.

expectations of the new National Curriculum.
STAGE 2 Use what you already know about the children’s
abilities (i.e. are they SEN, Wave 2, Gifted and Talented etc.)
to set your baseline.

>

STAGE 5 Become familiar with the wide range of reporting
features in ScholarPack – training for all staff is key here.

A self-evaluation for school leaders

It is so important to keep things simple. It is an inescapable
fact that, in the early days, the school’s data will not be as
accurate as you are used to.

Question

The table below is a simple self-evaluation form based on
some of the lessons we have learnt in implementing our
new assessment system in school:

Yes No Unsure

Action for the school

Are you confident in your approach (your
values for children’s learning) before
implementing a new assessment system?
Do all staff have the subject knowledge
to teach the new National Curriculum?

• No new school system will be perfect overnight.
Think about how many years it took teachers to feel
confident in assessing against the old National
Curriculum levels descriptors.
• Ensure that good teaching and professional dialogue
remains at the heart of your implementation plan, and
encourage teachers to discuss their successes and
failures along the way so they can learn from each other.
The expectations of the new curriculum are much higher
than the old one.
• Expect the amount of children on track to be at
age-related by the end of the year to be lower than you
have been used to, but make sure teachers understand
that they have to use their assessments to ensure this
gap is closed swiftly.
• Building a sound understanding around steps assessment
is fundamental in achieving thorough engagement and
effective analysis for your school. Whether you are
new to ScholarPack, or just to assessment, the training
packages should be used to ensure your team have the
knowledge and the confidence to support and apply
their judgements.
• Finally, trust that with the right level of support and
training, your teachers are able to make accurate 		
assessments. That way, the data will take care of itself.

Have you got a CPD plan to meet
teachers’ training needs with regards to
the new curriculum?
Do you know how you will baseline
the children?
Are you clear about what systems teachers
will be using to assess the children?
Is there an opportunity for teachers to moderate
their judgements with the support of other
teachers, senior leaders, subject specialists
and across others schools and settings?

Moving to a new system of assessment is bound to have
its challenges, but hopefully this guidance serves to support
the confidence and understanding of schools making this
transition. We have been through this process and our
confidence in judgements and analysis grows stronger
every day. Good luck!

Are teachers using their assessments to
inform their teaching, helping children
perform well within the raised expectations
of the new curriculum?
Do you have a plan for how you will report
the new assessment outcomes to parents
and governors?
Have you made the most of ScholarPack
training packages so that the data is entered
accurately and your leadership team is
making full use of the reporting tools?
* We re-wrote APP using the new National Curriculum. We have also introduced informal testing. These are two examples of a range of strategies that teachers
could use to help them arrive at their judgements. ScholarPack’s formative assessment has a set of statements which can be RAG rated that you may find useful.
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