
EDUCATION AND SKILLS COMMITTEE 

Scottish National Standardised Assessments  

Inquiry to assess the evidence base and the alternative approaches  

SUBMISSION FROM THE SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT 

The evidence base for moving away from the Scottish Survey of Literacy and 
Numeracy (SSLN) and introducing standardised assessments at P1, P4, P7, S3;  

Context 

1. In its 2015 review of education in Scotland1, the OECD made the following 
recommendation: 

“Strike a more even balance between the formative focus of assessment and 
developing a robust evidence base on learning outcomes and progression 

While learner outcomes should not be the only focus of a standards or appraisal 
system, stronger reference to learners’ progress will create improvement. The light 
sampling of literacy and numeracy at the national level has not provided sufficient 
evidence for stakeholders to use in their own evaluative activities or for national 
agencies to identify with confidence the areas of strength. Nor has it allowed 
identification of those aspects or localities where intervention might be needed. 
Local authorities have sought to fill this space with their own assessments but this 
is fragmented. The challenge now is to improve the quality of information on those 
aspects of CfE that are valued by stakeholders including all the capacities of CfE, 
while retaining the strongly formative focus.” 

Introduction 

2. The Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy (SSLN) was introduced in 
2011 and ran until 2016 (the final results were published in 2017).  The replacement 
for the SSLN is the Achievement of Curriculum for Excellence Levels (ACEL) Return 
which began in the 2015/2016 academic session.  The ACEL data is based on 
teachers’ professional judgement as to the highest CfE level that children and young 
people have achieved – the Scottish National Standardised Assessment is one piece 
of evidence for teachers to consider in reaching that judgement. 

The Scottish Survey of Literacy and Numeracy 

3. The SSLN was an annual sample survey which monitored national 
performance of school children at P4, P7 and S2 in numeracy and literacy in 
alternate years. All mainstream publicly funded and independent schools were 
invited to participate in the SSLN – in 2016, 97% of publicly funded schools took 
part.   

4. The SSLN sample was made up from two P4 and two P7 pupils from every 
participating primary school and up to twelve S2 pupils from every participating 
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secondary school. This produced a target sample size of around 4,000 pupils per 
stage. While this was a significant sample size, the results generated by the SSLN 
were estimates – there was an element of uncertainty within the results because the 
pupils sampled may not have reflected the population exactly.   

5. Based on stakeholder feedback, a recognised limitation of the SSLN was that 
it didn’t provide a breakdown below national level (the sample size was too small to 
provide reliable school or local authority level data) so the data it provided was 
therefore of limited value to schools and local authorities in determining where to 
target improvement activity. 

6. This point about the limited value of SSLN data in informing improvement 
activity was also identified by the OECD in its review of Scottish education:  

“The light sampling of literacy and numeracy at the national level has not 
provided sufficient evidence for other stakeholders to use in their own evaluative 
activities or for national agencies to identify with confidence the areas of strength 
in the years of the Broad General Education across the four capacities of CfE. 
Nor has it allowed identification of those aspects or localities where intervention 
might be needed.”2 

7. This informed one of the OECD’s key recommendations, referenced above, 
about the need to rebalance Scotland’s assessment model. 

8. This limitation of the survey prompted a review of the sample design and 
associated aspects, including the feasibility of expanding the sample size of the 
SSLN in order to produce local authority level reporting, by Scottish Government 
statisticians and the survey administrators, SQA, in November 2014.  It was 
concluded however that scaling up the survey model to produce local authority level 
results was not a viable or realistic option.  The key reasons behind this decision 
were: 

• The SSLN survey model was only designed to report at national level and, as 
such, it was unlikely that it would be “scalable” to the point that local authority 
results could be produced; 

• Smaller local authorities would need to provide a very high proportion of 
pupils in each stage for assessment; 

• Elements of the survey would be very challenging for schools to complete on 
a larger scale, particularly during an already busy assessment period; 

• A significant increase in workload for the teachers involved as well as the 
need to recruit a significant number of additional writing assessors and group 
discussion support assessors (who assessed performance in listening and 
talking); 
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• A wider exposure of SSLN items and materials was likely to compromise the 
security and integrity of the survey; 

• The item release and replacement strategy would need to change which 
would impact on the time series analysis – an increased sample size would 
also limit the ability to pre-test new items alongside the main survey. 

• A substantial increase in SQA and Scottish Government staff would be 
needed to process, check, analyse and publish the data.  Producing local 
authority level data would also make it very difficult to maintain the timeline of 
publishing results within a year of the survey; 

• Moving to local authority level results would have substantial cost implications 
for schools, SQA, and the Scottish Government.  

9. By April 2015, SSLN data was showing a general decline in the proportion of 
pupils performing well or very well in literacy and numeracy. Since the detailed 
assessment previously conducted had shown that upscaling the SSLN was not 
viable, the Scottish Government explored options for bringing forward an 
assessment model that would provide consistent, school and local authority level 
data as part of its consideration of the introduction of the National Improvement 
Framework for Scottish education.  The development of the National Improvement 
Framework was in response to another of the OECD’s recommendations about the 
need to “develop an integrating framework for assessment and evaluation that 
encompasses all system levels” 3.  

The Achievement of CfE Levels Return 

10. As part of the development of the National Improvement Framework, the 
Scottish Government decided to stop the SSLN and adopt in its place a new, 
census-based approach based on teachers’ professional judgement.  The 
Achievement of CfE Levels Return (not the Scottish National Standardised 
Assessment) is the replacement for the SSLN.  Data is collected from schools each 
June detailing the proportion of children in P1, P4, P7 and S3 who have achieved the 
relevant Curriculum for Excellence level.  This ACEL data is published each 
December – the 2017/18 data was published on 11 December 2018.    

11. Adopting this approach has a number of significant advantages over the 
SSLN:  

• It empowers teachers, placing primacy on their professional judgement as the 
key indicator of children’s progress prior to national qualifications; 

• It looks across the full CfE level not just elements of each level and 
determines whether a child or young person has achieved that level; 

• It embeds the primary method of assessing the standard of Scottish education 
within the curriculum.  A teacher’s professional judgement on whether a child 
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or young person has achieved a level is based on a range of evidence from a 
number of sources and potentially over a number of years; 

• It aligns to systems that schools and local authorities already have in place to 
monitor and tracking each individual child or young person’s progress within 
and between CfE levels; 

• It provides annual data at school and local authority level and data which is 
broken down by pupil characteristics, allowing school and local authority staff 
to analyse their own data for improvement purposes. National level data also 
contributes to national improvement planning. 

• It provides annual data on both literacy and numeracy rather than every two 
years and it includes an additional stage, Primary 1, that was not covered by 
the SSLN; 

• The results can be published and used for improvement purposes more 
quickly, within 6 months of the data being collected.  SSLN results were 
generally published 11 months after the survey took place.  

• Reflects the OECD’s endorsement that “an assessment system that 
encompasses a variety of assessment evidence, that includes rich tasks and 
a clear indication of expected benchmarks referenced to the breadth and 
depth of the curriculum, can enhance teachers’ assessment skills and 
learners’ progress.”4 

Supporting teachers’ professional judgement 

12. The Scottish Government has taken a number of steps to support teachers in 
making these judgements: the publication of literacy and numeracy benchmarks to 
provide clarity on what the achievement of a level looks like; the Quality Assurance 
and Moderation Support Officer (QAMSO) programme which is helping to ensure the 
consistency and robustness of teacher judgements across schools and local 
authorities; and the introduction of the Scottish National Standardised Assessment 
(SNSA) to bring an element of national consistency to teachers’ judgements.   

13. In deciding to introduce standardised assessments to support teachers’ 
professional judgement, the Scottish Government was aware that a range of 
standardised assessments were already in use by practitioners in 29 local 
authorities, clearly demonstrating the value that teachers see in these assessments 
in providing as part of their overall evidence of pupil progress.  It was evident 
however that a variety of assessment tools were in use providing a range of 
information to teachers and schools. None of these tools were specific to Curriculum 
for Excellence. This point was also identified by the OECD5, who also went on to 
note the potential negative implications of such an approach: 

“The different approaches to assessment undertaken by the local authorities 
open up the risk of duplication and militate against gaining a clearer all-Scotland 
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picture. Shared approaches to assessment by the local authorities would 
contribute to a strengthened “middle” between the centre, on the one hand, and 
schools, on the other.”6 

14. In developing a system of national assessments, the Scottish Government 
was mindful that there was limited public/parental knowledge about these local 
assessments.  Introducing a national assessment system had the potential to raise 
the profile of assessment and raise concerns among parents and teachers about the 
impact such a system would have on teaching and learning and on children and 
young people.  There is considerable evidence around the use of standardised 
assessments (in the UK and elsewhere) and the potentially negative impact that the 
use of such assessments can have.  For example, we know that many approaches 
to standardised assessment are seen as “high stakes”, with the primary purpose 
being to generate data for accountability purposes and that this often leads to 
adverse behaviours such as “teaching to the test” and the narrowing of the 
curriculum that results.   

Assessment for learning 

15. The Scottish Government directly addressed these concerns in designing and 
developing the SNSA.  The SNSA was informed by extensive consultation with local 
government colleagues, practitioners, parents and other interested stakeholders.  
Development focused on designing an assessment system in which the purpose of 
the assessment is to inform learning and, in turn, school improvement – not an 
assessment focused on school accountability.  This reflects a key principle of the 
Scottish education system, that assessment is for learning.  This was set out in the 
joint Scottish Government/ ADES letter to Directors of Education about the place of 
standardised assessment in October 2018.  

16. This has resulted in a unique assessment system that has been specifically 
designed for the Scottish context.  The SNSA is a diagnostic, supportive assessment 
that is designed to improve children’s learning, giving teachers helpful feedback on 
children’s next steps in aspects of reading, writing and numeracy.  This is 
fundamentally different to other models of standardised assessment which are about 
‘proving’ learning, with results being published.  Information from SNSA supports 
teachers’ professional judgement of the progress that children and young people are 
making towards the relevant Curriculum for Excellence level.  That judgement is 
reached based on all the evidence available to teachers – the SNSA is just one, 
nationally consistent, element of that evidence.    

17. The SNSA is:  

• Formative assessments, the key purpose of which is to provide diagnostic 
information to teachers on aspects of literacy and numeracy.  This helps the 
teacher to shape teaching and learning and to support their judgements about 
children and young people’s progress.   
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• Online, adaptive assessments meaning that the difficulty of the questions that 
children and young people get will vary depending on the answers they give 
to ensure an appropriate level of challenge.  

• Not for accountability purposes, no school or local authority level data is 
published.  Some national level SNSA is published to provide the overall 
picture of achievement in the assessments and to inform national 
improvement activity.  The Scottish Government does not publish school 
league tables.   

• Not designed to provide a definitive assessment to confirm whether a child 
has or has not achieved the appropriate level.  Instead, they are indicative 
and just one source of evidence that a teacher may call on in exercising their 
professional judgment as to whether a child has achieved a level. 

• Taken at any point in the school year, not during set assessment “windows” – 
it is for schools, in consultation with their local authority, to decide when 
children and young people should undertake the assessments.       

• Bespoke to Scotland, the assessments are specifically aligned to the 
Curriculum for Excellence literacy and numeracy benchmarks and the 
questions have been assured by Education Scotland as appropriate for the 
relevant level.   

18. On 11 December, the Scottish Government published a National Report on 
the first year of the assessments prepared by ACER UK Ltd – the contractor who 
developed the SNSA system. The report provides a detailed look at the design, 
scope and coverage of the assessments in 2017/18 as well as a series of bar charts 
which provide a national level summary of how well children and young people 
performed in the assessments.    

19. The Scottish Government, along with ACER, are also committed to 
continuous improvement. A User Review was conducted at the end of the first year 
of implementation and the report with recommendations for enhancements was 
published in August 2018 in time to impact on the delivery of the SNSA in 2018/19. 

20. One significant enhancement is systematically to collect children and young 
people’s views on their experience of the assessments which is now being gathered 
and will be fed into the improvement process. 

International comparisons to understand similar and differing approaches used 
elsewhere  

21. There is a wealth of evidence available on the performance and impact of 
standardised testing and assessment regimes across the world which the Scottish 
Government considered during the consultation on the National Improvement 
Framework and in developing the SNSA.  What was clear from studying these 
approaches was that there are a number of elements of a standardised assessment 
system which are considered to produce negative outcomes, not least “high stakes” 
models where the outcomes from the assessment are used for learning, teacher 
and/or school accountability, for example:    

https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/0054/00543870.pdf
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• Using results data from the assessments for accountability purposes such as 
school league tables can lead to adverse behaviours such as teaching to the 
test, the narrowing of the school curriculum and focusing time and resources 
on children and young people who are “borderline”. 

• High stakes tests/assessments where the results are used to determine 
whether children and young people have successfully completed a stage of 
their learning or their readiness to move to the next level place children under 
constant stress and anxiety. In some cases the results are also used to 
stream or set children increasing the amount of pressure. 

• Holding tests/assessments on set days, particularly for younger children, can 
produce unreliable results.  A child could for example, be anxious, hungry, 
distracted or just having a bad day – all of which could negatively impact on 
their performance. 

22. The OECD’s 2011 paper “Student Standardised Testing: Current Practices in 
OECD Countries and A Literature Review” 7 identifies many of these themes and 
also sets out key lessons for countries in their use of standardised assessments.  
Building on this, the OECD also made some helpful observations in its review of 
education in Scotland, based on international evidence, on how standardised 
assessments could be successfully incorporated within an effective assessment 
system: 

 “Standardised assessment tools can be used formatively in all parts of the 
system if they are referenced to the curriculum, flexible in their use, and provide 
high quality just-in-time information for teaching and learning, while at the same 
time having efficient ways to aggregate the results through the system.”8 

23. In developing the SNSA model as part of the National Improvement 
Framework, great care was taken therefore to avoid a high stakes approach (as 
described in paragraphs 15-17 above) and to ensure the formative benefits for 
learning and teaching described by the OECD. 

24. This was recognised by the Scottish Government’s International Council of 
Education Providers (ICEA) in its 2018 formal report in June 2018 the Council said: 

“The ICEA initially expressed reservations about the introduction of these 
assessments and shared their views with the Scottish Government.  The ICEA 
notes however, that the assessments are not “high stakes tests” and the results 
do not determine any key future outcomes for young people, such as which 
school they go to, or whether they can progress to the next level.  There is no 
pass or fail, and the ICEA notes that this approach to assessment and its central 
interpretation can be of formative use.” 

25. At the subsequent meeting of the ICEA in September 2018, Dr Allison 
Skerrett (from the University of Texas, Austin) speaking on behalf of the Council said 
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that Scotland had carefully designed the assessments, their modes of delivery and 
their purpose.  She said that Scotland has a real opportunity to be a model for other 
systems that have employed standardised assessments.  

What information the Government’s assessments can provide that contribute to 
improving the educational outcomes of children and young people. 

26. Key to the success of the SNSA is whether they provide a valid and reliable 
assessment of children and young people’s progress in literacy and numeracy and 
whether they provide high quality feedback to teachers that can be used to improve 
outcomes.   

27. Information published by the Scottish Government under Freedom of 
Information legislation on 18 September, 26 September and 17 October 2018 
suggests that the SNSA are a valid assessment of children’s literacy and numeracy 
under CfE.  Updated data on this is also included in appendix 5 to the National 
Report referenced in paragraph 18 above.  The evidence is also clear that the SNSA 
are a reliable assessment tool – ie the results they produce in relation to children and 
young people are an accurate reflection of their progress.  This data is quoted by 
Professor Lindsay Paterson in a blog on the issue that he posted on 14 November 
2018. 

28. Alignment to the Scottish curriculum is also key for Scottish teachers and sets 
the SNSA apart from other standardised assessments previously used by schools 
and local authorities. All questions in the SNSA are quality assured by Education 
Scotland and questions are trialled during the previous year to ensure they are 
appropriate for children and young people.   

29. The SNSA system generates a real-time report for the teacher each time a 
child undertakes an assessment.  The individual report provides the teacher with rich 
diagnostic information on the child’s capacity in the assessment on that particular 
day. Teachers are shown where the child sits on a common ‘long scale’, they are 
given detailed information on where the child has performed well and where less well 
and they are shown how the child’s assessment performance compares to the 
national norm. Teachers value the provision of this detailed evidence alongside their 
existing knowledge of the child and the indicators it provides on what would be 
appropriate next steps in learning. 

30. The system also provides class, school and local authority level reports all of 
which are designed to be used for improvement purposes. The class and school 
level reports are comprehensive and enable detailed analysis. This allow teachers 
and school managers to identify patterns in learning across groups of children and 
identify areas of strength or development needs.   

31. The positive impact that the assessments and the information they provide to 
teachers can have on learning and teaching for children and young people is clearly 
demonstrated in the series of P1 assessment case studies which the Scottish 
Government published in October.  It is particularly noteworthy that the practitioners 
providing feedback reported that information from the SNSA boosted teachers 
confidence in their own professional judgments and highlighted areas for further 
learning, including aspects that may have been missed, and picked up any patterns 
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within particular cohorts of learners. The information can also help redirect learning 
and support teachers in looking at how certain groupings might be working.  It has 
already supported staff to challenge perceptions about learners and shine a light on 
areas that might have been missed. 

32. It is also worth noting the following feedback from teachers provided through 
the EIS member survey on the assessments carried out in summer 2018: 

“Data is incredibly detailed and personalised. Feedback will be very useful in 
looking for next steps. Some of our data showed areas of weakness we hadn’t 
expected and some showed strengths, especially in P1, that we hadn’t expected. 
I think that they will support teacher judgement and will make us look at some 
things and children’s needs.” 

“This [numeracy assessment] highlighted areas which we had yet to cover 
towards the end of the year, and allowed me to see that 3 of my P1s already had 
sound knowledge of aspects they wouldn’t be learning about until the beginning 
of P2. I have therefore changed my approach with this group and feel confident 
to push them further than I may have done before.”  

33. An extensive training programme, provided by SCHOLAR from Heriot Watt 
University, was rolled out across the country. The training courses have been 
extended to cover everything from how to set up and run the assessments to how to 
use the data for improvement, and how to support children with additional special 
needs (ASN). These course are available in multiple formats including on-line. The 
evaluations have been very positive (95% rated satisfactory or better) and support 
teacher development. 

Conclusion 

34. There is a wide range of national level activity to support improvement in 
Scottish education.  The Scottish Government remains absolutely committed to the 
twin aims of excellence and equity to help ensure that all our children and young 
people are able to fulfil their potential.  Improving the data we have available and 
using that data for improvement purposes at all levels of the system is an important 
part of that commitment, alongside our education reform programme.  By expanding 
that evidence base and by providing diagnostic information to teachers and schools 
to help them tailor future teaching and learning, the SNSA are a key part of that 
reform and improvement agenda.  

 


