BtC5 – Frequently Asked Questions
and answers

Q1 Does the focus in BtC5 on formative assessment mean that I should not summatively assess – provide a mark, a Level, a grade - at all?

A  We need to be clear about our assessment purpose and build this into our planning. Broadly speaking, formative assessment will inform teaching on an ongoing basis and provide a focus for learner’s next steps. Summative assessment will be much less frequent and may well be focussed on more global assessment of progress for ability grouping in specific tasks or providing information for other parties.

If we do decide to award and share a mark, grade or Level with the learner, we should have good reason to do so.  Research shows us that as soon as we provide a grade, then it becomes the focus of the learner’s attention – even if feedback on how to improve is also offered. The situation is somewhat different in award-bearing courses where a grade or level is tied to particular performance/ success criteria.  Learners need to be aware of these standards and how they are progressing in relation to them.  This is obviously the case in Senior Phase courses, but even here the learner’s focus should be ‘What I need to do to improve?’

Q2  Sharing success criteria with pupils is all very well, but when am I going to find the time for my teaching?
A  This rather misses the point that sharing success criteria – discussing with a class, group, individual what is required to succeed and the best way to go about achieving success – IS good teaching.  It is learning time well invested.  In addition, such sharing need not take long - some criteria will take longer than others to ‘share.’  Straightforward tasks should take very little time at all.

 Q3 Why can’t we share standards concentrating on the new CfE Levels similar to 5-14?
A  5-14 began well.  It had good intentions.  It’s A – F attainment target structure tied to particular stages was intended mainly to describe basic national levels of attainment and help to identify learners who were struggling and needed additional support. However, this approach had two serious pitfalls.

Firstly, children were ‘labelled’ from an early age in a way that was not helpful to the self-confidence of many. Nor did this labelling describe adequately the particular skills and attributes they had achieved – in theory, a learner could be stuck at a particular Level for ever.  As a 12 year old, how would you feel to be summed up to parents and peers as a ‘Level A pupil’ – obviously totally inadequate as you’re some five years behind everyone else. The feeling must be similar to a teacher being described as being part of a ‘failing’ school – except much more personal.

Secondly, the government of the time and some local authorities began to use narrow Maths, Reading and Writing attainment data to evaluate and publicise school ‘effectiveness.’  Not unnaturally, teachers began ‘teaching to the test’ – narrowing the curriculum and ‘forcing’ pupils through Levels as quickly as possible.

The BtC5 approach avoids these two pitfalls. The breadth of the new Levels allows a very wide spread of attainment and achievement with challenge being provided through breadth, depth and context. It is almost impossible to use BtC Levels to measure school or departmental effectiveness.  The Levels are too broad to be used as a measure of school success.  As a profession we are currently devising better ways of evaluating our overall success, ones which acknowledge the breadth and complexity of children’s achievements and the unique qualities of each of our school communities.

Q4  Do we need to have evidence of pupil achievement/progress in relation to all the Es and Os?

A  We certainly need to keep portfolios of evidence which demonstrate pupil progress – but the idea of a portfolio beginning in Early Years, covering every E and O and trailing after the pupil towards Senior Phase like some assessment comet is laughable.  What good would it do? Where would we find space to store them all for every pupil?

A portfolio system is needed but has to be manageable.  IT will increasingly offer significant advantages here as will the principle that the learner should take increasing responsibility for ‘managing’ the portfolio.  Not all evidence need be paper or DVD/Audio. We need to think of the portfolio as a ‘moveable feast’ of significant items which demonstrate progression particularly in the core areas of Literacy and Numeracy and HWB.  These items will take a variety of forms and will be provided from a variety of sources.  They will be regularly ‘refreshed’ and updated with items dropping out and being discarded (or taken home) as they fall out of date.

Q5   We have concerns about progression and challenge within CfE and the need for shared and moderated standards – will standards slip or just become variable across school? 

 

A  The National Assessment Resource will provide us with examples of pupil work and descriptions of how these were achieved.  Over time these examples will cover all CfE Experiences and Outcomes.  A significant number of draft examples (April 2010) are already available online.  These will be quality assured and supplemented shortly.  Discussion of these materials and of examples from practitioners' own schools will take place informally and (more) formally on a regular basis in every ASG and will involve every teacher. Teachers will undertake peer learning observations and be observed. No opting out.  There will also be moderation of standards over time by QIOs, HMIe and SQA. This will be a national system of quality assurance aimed at raising standards.  

 

Q6  Professional responsibility for assessment is fine but how do we know the standard we are working towards for pupils ….?
 

A  Teachers need to be confident about their own professional ability to make judgements about their own pupils.  Experience of moderation demonstrates that there is already a shared understanding of standards but that this needs to be regularly ‘serviced’. Hence the recognition that a national system of moderation is needed based on as varied evidence of learning as can be recorded and shared.  Regular peer dialogue and discussion are essential. The NAR will be a vital resource in this process. In addition it is not as if the knowledge and experience of 5-14 will suddenly disappear altogether.  The Writing assessment criteria, for example, will continue to provide useful information for formative assessment but teachers need no longer agonise over which 5-14 Level to award.

Q7  Will we have to moderate all outcomes in all areas of the curriculum?

A  No.  This would neither be feasible nor desirable.  We will share ideas and standards by selecting particular outcomes which meet our needs as teachers and our school priorities. The three core areas of Literacy, Numeracy and Health and wellbeing, though, will be priorities.

Q8  How do we prioritise what we moderate?

A  To a large degree, the criteria for prioritising would depend on the needs of individual teachers and schools.  These would be identified through ongoing assessment and/or school self-evaluation.  The core areas of Literacy, Numeracy and Health and wellbeing will certainly be priorities in the first years of establishing our sharing standards system. Much of the informal moderation will arise naturally through asking colleagues for second opinions about a particular pupil’s performance or piece of work – perhaps he or she is causing concern or is progressing particularly well.

Q9  Is the purpose of moderation to generate examples of progress within levels (beginning level 1, Midway through L1, Achieved L1)?

A  No.  One of the purposes of sharing standards is certainly to share and discuss the many ways in which a pupil may progress in his or her learning within a Level.  It’s not really helpful, though, to think of progress as being linear as implied by a ‘beginning – midway – achieved’ scale.  It suggests there is a block of knowledge to be mastered or a hierarchy of skills at each Level which is really not the case.  Learning is messier and more personalised than this.  If we are serious about ‘breadth, challenge and using skills/knowledge in a variety of contexts,’ then our descriptions of standards and progress should focus on these concepts.  

But moderation, or sharing standards as it is perhaps better called, also has a wider purpose – to improve our professional skills through discussion about what teachers and learners are doing.

Q10  Where are we going to find time and resources  for all this moderation and sharing of standards?
A  The Scottish Government has promised additional funding (about £3M across Scotland) for the first years of the new system.  At this point (April 2010) the details of how that is to be distributed are being worked out in discussion with COSLA.  We should take the initiative here and work out a cost-effective system which makes best use of existing resources.  The Highland Sharing Standards flyer disseminated to all schools in April 2010 is designed to start discussion about this system.  We should begin this discussion by considering time already available.  Should, for instance, one of the current five closure days be devoted annually to sharing standards?
Q11  How will our moderation be moderated?

A  The system is based on teachers working together within schools and across schools in ASGs.  This will provide some cross-checking of standards.  The National Assessment Resource will provide a comprehensive bank of quality assured examples for professional use.  These will complement examples from teachers’ own schools.  In addition, Highland Council Quality Improvement Officers will have a role in quality-assuring school and ASG systems.  Finally and as always, HMIe will inspect this aspect of provision in schools and local authority policy and guidance.

Q12  Will we be reporting on the achievement of levels?

A  Whilst each pupil report will identify the CfE Level at which the pupil is currently working, this is not a particularly useful piece of information for parent or learner.  Rather, reporting will focus on a description of how the learner is progressing in skills and knowledge with both teacher and learner involved in the evaluation.  Parents will also be offered opportunities to contribute.  For more information, see the flyer Reporting to Parents disseminated to all schools in April 2010.

Q13  How will we communicate the changes in assessment and reporting to parents?

A  This task has been taken on nationally by Learning and Teaching Scotland and there is to be a Scottish Government publicity campaign.  At local authority level, we will be consulting parents about the new reporting formats and will provide information on the Highland Council website.  Schools will wish to engage with parents directly also at Parent Nights and through newsletters and their own websites.

Q14  Against what standard would parents measure/trust professional judgement? 
A  LTS has produced a very attractive and useful pack which helps to explain standards.  This can be found on

http://www.ltscotland.org.uk/curriculumforexcellence/buildingthecurriculum/engagingwithparents/index.asp
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