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Introduction

The influence of primary education on shaping our lives cannot be underesti-
mated. Everyone remembers something from their early days in school. It
might be the smell of polish or disinfectant, the sound of the bell or the sun-
light filling the space in the hall as you walked into assembly. It might be feel-
ing scared because you had to read a whole sentence in front of the class, or
being milk monitor for the first time. It might be enjoying creative lessons, art,
embroidery and cooking, or having a new exercise book in which to write. It
might be playing or singing in a musical event or taking part in a dramatic pro-
duction. It might be listening to your teacher read stories. It might be the pride
associated with an unexpected achievement or the embarrassment of failure.
The strength of these memories is an indication of the importance that those
years in primary school have held for us as individuals. It is important, there-
fore, that all primary school teachers are dedicated to making that experience
as effective and as happy as possible for all pupils. This involves being thor-
oughly professional. This book is intended to be a contribution to raising the
awareness of primary teachers and trainee teachers as to what is involved in
all the different professional dimensions of their work in schools.

Professional Issues for Primary Teachers is a companion volume to
Teaching Children 3–11 (edited by Anne Cockburn, also published by Paul
Chapman Publishing). This new book also emanates from the primary team at
the University of East Anglia, Norwich, but with significant contributions
from a number of other colleagues who are associated in some way with the
university.

Since our collective experience has been mainly in the UK, specifically in
England, we inevitably draw on primary practice, legislation and government
guidance in this country. Readers in other parts of the UK and oversees will
nevertheless find that the principles dealt with here have a more general rel-
evance.

The book deals with the key professional issues in primary teaching that are
addressed in primary teacher training courses. It contributes specifically to the
QTS Standards for Professional Values and Practice (DfES/TTA, 2002). The
book aims to enable the reader to understand the nature of primary education
in England and the professional demands made upon primary school teachers,
including those from parents, the children themselves, the law, government
agencies, society and the profession.

xiii
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Some chapters are written by tutors on the primary PGCE course at UEA,
others by practising headteachers or teachers in schools within the UEA pri-
mary partnership, and some by teachers or advisers undertaking educational
research at UEA. This blend of authors is a feature of the book, providing
what we hope is a useful mixture of demands upon the reader. We also hope
that you will enjoy the opportunities to engage with some of the philosophical
aspects of primary school teaching, that you will find your thinking about pro-
fessional issues is given shape and that you get from this book the basic infor-
mation you need to operate in your own professional context.

Each chapter contains an explanation and discussion of the issues, issues for
reflection, a summary of key points and annotated suggestions for further
reading. Tutors working with professional development groups of primary
trainees will find the questions posed in the issues for reflection to be helpful
starting points for discussions.

The Internet websites to which we refer in this book were consulted during
the period April to August 2003. Addresses and details were correct at the
dates of consultation but may have been subject to subsequent change.

Derek Haylock and Ann Browne
University of East Anglia, Norwich
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1
Primary Education in
England
Ann Oliver

The following topics and issues are covered in this chapter:

● how we have got to where we are in current primary school practice;
● the emergence of distinctive primary practice;
● the increase in central control of education;
● the tension between progressive and traditional approaches;
● good primary practice and effective primary teaching;
● the diversity of primary schools, including alternative schools;
● the current primary school curriculum, including the National Curriculum, the

Foundation Stage guidance, the National Literacy Strategy (NLS) and the National
Numeracy Strategy (NNS);

● primary practice related to grouping by ability;
● national tests and their influence on the primary curriculum;
● the current promotion of excellence and enjoyment; and
● the importance of teachers focusing on the individual.

This chapter provides a brief overview of primary schooling in this country,
setting the context for the discussion of professional issues in primary educa-
tion in subsequent chapters. The main theme that emerges in this chapter is
the ongoing tensions that confront primary school teachers within a culture of
testing, raising standards, centralized control and accountability. I have
included comments from practising primary school teachers to illustrate this
theme and to show how these tensions impact on them.

1
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The Development of Primary Education in England

The emergence of primary schools

The history of primary school education in England is comparatively recent.
It was not until the mid-1960s that all children between the ages of 5 and 11
could be educated in schools specifically allocated to children within this age
range. It is hard to believe that before 1944 there was not even a Ministry for
Education. This was established through the 1944 Education Act. The main
feature of this Act was the division of responsibility between central govern-
ment, the LEAs, headteachers and schools’ governing bodies. Primary educa-
tion since then has seen many changes, with the autonomy of the headteacher
and the local authorities gradually usurped by more and more directives and
control from central government.

Today, parents in England have a legal obligation to ensure that their child
is being educated. The LEA is required by law to make a place in a school
available, although a significant proportion of parents choose to send their
children to private fee-paying schools and a small number opt to teach their
children at home. Children must start primary education no later than the
term following their fifth birthday, though in most cases primary schools take
children into their reception classes at age 4 and, increasingly, into their
nursery classes when they are 3. Primary education officially ends after the
school year in which the child turns 11.

There are about 4 million primary age children attending over 18,000
primary schools. On average children aged 5 to 11 find themselves in a school
of 225 pupils with eight teachers, one of whom is the headteacher. There are
30 children in each class. Children are taught most of the curriculum by their
class teacher, who is very likely to be female (OFSTED, 1999a). The largest
primary schools have over 800 pupils. The smallest have fewer than 20 pupils,
all of whom are taught by a single teacher.

Distinctive primary practice

The primary school curriculum and approaches to teaching and learning since
1944 have undergone remarkable changes. Primary practice in education in
the 1950s was characteristically didactic, teacher-centred and narrowly
focused on reading, writing and arithmetic. But more progressive influences
were beginning to have an impact and to shift the focus towards the needs of
the child. Froebel’s theory and practice of natural development and spon-
taneity established the first kindergarten movement. Maria Montessori
emphasized structured learning, sense training and individualization, based on
the idea that teachers should listen to children in order to inform teaching.
Alexander (2002) describes the relationship between primary education,
education policy and society at that time as a mixture of nineteenth-century
elementary education and a progressive counter-culture. ‘The one sought to
produce a workforce which was functionally literate and numerate but socially

Professional Issues for Primary Teachers2
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conformist and politically docile, while the other celebrated individual fulfil-
ment … (Alexander, 2002, p. 17).

In the 1960s educational developments were rapid and a distinctive primary
school practice began to emerge. Society was changing dramatically and, in the
context of the new liberalism, local authorities encouraged innovation in
schools. Primary schools found a freedom from constraints with the decline of
selective secondary schools and the consequent abolition of the 11-plus
examination in most LEAs, together with a decline in the role taken by their
inspectors.

The Plowden Report (CACE, 1967) was the most influential factor in the
emergence of a distinctive ‘child-centred’ primary school practice. The recom-
mendations of Plowden included the establishment of educational priority
areas, the expansion of nursery education and more involvement of parents in
primary schools. However, the Plowden Report’s influence on primary practice
came from its emphasis on placing the child ‘at the heart of the education
process’, non-streaming and a more humanist approach to teaching and learn-
ing. The philosophical position adopted by Plowden, and the freedom given to
primary headteachers to determine their own curriculum, combined to gener-
ate many of the characteristics of ‘good primary practice’ that until recently
were still the dominant orthodoxy in primary education: group work, topic-
based work and projects, integrated studies, display of pupils’ work, discovery
learning, independent learning, differentiation and individual needs.

The current educational context

The Plowden Report was quickly followed by strong criticisms from right-
wing educationalists through a series of so-called ‘Black Papers’, the first of
which was published in 1969. The battle between progressives and traditional-
ists has continued ever since. Table 1.1 indicates some of the key words and
phrases that might characterize these contrasting approaches.

As these arguments continued between 1967 and 1988 there was no sys-
tematic monitoring or enforcement of the primary school curriculum.
Eventually, after a succession of discussion papers exploring the issues raised

Table 1.1 Contrasting progressive and traditional approaches to primary education

Progressive Traditional

Child-centred Subject-focused
Broad curriculum Back to basics
Individual learning Teacher-directed
Differentiation Whole-class teaching
Choice Prescription
Discovery learning Direct teaching
Experience Attainment
Informal assessment Formal testing

Primary Education in England 3
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in the debate, the government introduced the 1988 Education Reform Act.
This was the most important Education Act since 1944 and the changes were
profound. The main provision was the introduction of a National Curriculum.
Teachers would no longer be free to be curriculum innovators. Instead they
became, in effect, curriculum deliverers. Control of the curriculum was taken
away from the schools and LEAs and passed to agencies accountable to
central government. The National Curriculum Council (NCC) and the School
Examination and Assessment Council (SEAC) were established to oversee
respectively the content of the curriculum and the associated system of
national testing. These were followed closely by the School Curriculum and
Assessment Authority (SCAA), which combined these roles, and then in 1997
by the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA). The Office for
Standards in Education (OFSTED) was set up to take over responsibility for
inspecting schools, to ensure the implementation of the curriculum and to
monitor standards.

In 1995 OFSTED commissioned research (Sammons, Hillman and
Mortimore, 1995) to ascertain key characteristics of effective primary schools.
The factors identified included:

● professional leadership;
● shared vision and goals;
● purposeful teaching;
● high expectations;
● positive reinforcement;
● monitoring progress; and
● home–school partnership.

‘Good primary practice’ had been replaced by ‘effective primary teaching’.
Schools had entered a new era where technique and performance were meas-
ured and monitored, where the school’s standards were determined by pupils’
achievements in national tests and the results published in league tables. Gone
were the days where a primary headteacher could determine the curriculum
and teachers could decide how to deliver it. Didactic formats, often at odds
with teachers’ perceptions of good primary practice, were introduced with the
National Literacy Strategy (DfEE, 1998a) and later with the National
Numeracy Strategy (DfEE, 1999a). At the turn of the millennium, dialogue
about primary school practice had become characterized by language such as
standards, levels, achievement, tests, targets, success, failure, improvement,
effective teaching, management, leadership, development plans and, most of
all, OFSTED inspections and reports. To consider the philosophical issues
related in this shift of emphasis the reader is referred to Chapter 3.

The Diversity of Primary Schools

In England there is a bewildering variety of primary schools in both the state
and independent sectors. Primary trainee teachers are often surprised by the

Professional Issues for Primary Teachers4
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diversity of schools in which they get placed. A trainee placed in a large and
challenging inner-city junior school may complain that they have drawn the
short straw when they compare their lot with the trainee placed in a small
rural all-age primary school. Trainees have to come to terms with the huge
diversity of primary schools and recognize that the experience of teaching in
one school might be very different from another. Primary schools vary, for
example, in terms of the age range of their pupils, the size of the school, their
resources, the turnover of staff, their geographical and social setting and their
religious affiliation, as well as having their distinctive curriculum expertise and
extra-curricular opportunities. Cullingford (1997, p. 109) comments that ‘it is
simply not good enough to talk of primary education as though it is the same
thing across the UK as a whole. It is not’.

One teacher described her experience as follows:

My first teaching job was in a junior school in a small village with 37 children in a
1930s building. There were two classes, lower junior (13 pupils aged 7 to 9) and
upper junior (24 pupils aged 9 to 11). The headteacher and I were the only full-time
members of staff. We shared a tiny office. It was all very informal and friendly. My
second job was in a town centre primary school with 570 children, aged 4 to 11, from
a wide range of backgrounds and cultures. Everything had to be highly organized
and tightly prescribed: 45-minute lessons, year group planning meetings, setting for
maths and English, children lining up, desks in rows, endless staff meetings and
policy reviews. It was like a different job altogether, requiring completely different
skills. I’m now deputy head in an open-plan primary school where I’m part of a team
of three teachers working with 80 children. I’ve had to start learning new skills all
over again.

(Primary school deputy headteacher)

Age ranges in primary schools

Schooling in England up to the age of 16 is now based on the following
‘stages’:

● Foundation Stage for children aged 3 to 5 years. The year in which pupils
have their fifth birthday is called Year R (reception);

● Key Stage 1, for children aged 5 to 7 years (Years 1 and 2);
● Key Stage 2, for children aged 7 to 11 years (Years 3, 4, 5 and 6);
● Key Stage 3, for children aged 11 to 14 years (Years 7, 8 and 9); and
● Key Stage 4, for pupils aged 14 to 16 years (Years 10 and 11).

However, the ways in which pupils in these stages are organized into schools
can vary enormously, depending on the local circumstances, demography and
history. For example, within our own region we have maintained schools with
primary-aged children that include:

● all-age primary schools taking children in Year R and Key Stages 1 and 2;
● infant schools for children in Year R and Key Stage 1;
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● junior schools for children in Key Stage 2 (Years 3 to 6);
● first schools for children in Year R and Years 1 to 3;
● middle schools for children in Years 4 to 7;
● primary schools for children in Year R and Years 1 to 4;
● middle schools, for children in Years 5 to 8;
● first and middle schools, for children in Year R and Years 1 to 7;
● discrete nursery schools, for children in the Foundation Stage; and
● primary, infant and first schools with nursery classes.

The first three of these represent the most common patterns of primary
schooling across the UK. A number of LEAs who have adopted the other
models in the past are gradually reorganizing back to the primary and
infant/junior structures to fit better with the Key Stages. There is also an
increasing number of schools with nursery classes. This development is consis-
tent with the government’s intention to provide universal, free nursery provi-
sion for all 3-year-olds by the year 2004.

Categories of maintained primary schools
Maintained (state) schools are non-fee-paying, funded by taxes and mostly
organized by LEAs. The headteacher and the school governors have control
over the day-to-day organization and running of the school. The governing
body of the school is overseen by the LEA, and a link adviser is allocated to
each school by the LEA. Further discussion of the roles of governing bodies
is provided in Chapter 6.

Primary state schools can be divided into four main types (Jacques and
Hyland, 2003):

● Community schools (formally known as county schools), with no religious
affiliation; the LEA is the employer.

● Voluntary controlled (VC) schools; these are usually Church of England,
though there are some Methodist VC schools and some without religious
affiliation. The LEA is the employer, but the governing body determines
worship and may make some condition of appointment related to the
school’s religious ethos. The term ‘controlled’ means that the church has
handed over the control of the school to the LEA, so the influence of the
church is less significant than in a VA school.

● Voluntary aided (VA) schools, such as Roman Catholic, Church of England
and Jewish and Muslim schools.The governing body is the employer; it deter-
mines religious instruction and will usually make some associated conditions
of employment such as religious commitment. The term ‘aided’ refers to the
fact that the LEA provides a large proportion of capital expenditure, as well
as paying maintenance and teaching costs and salaries. The religious affilia-
tion of a VA school is likely to have a higher profile than in a VC school.

● Foundation schools. There is a relatively small number of these, mainly
former grant maintained schools. The governing body is the contractual
employer. Most of the school’s funding comes direct from central govern-
ment, bypassing the LEA.
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All state primary schools, other than special schools, should take children of
all abilities. There is no selection at any level, although each school will have
admissions criteria that have to be applied when the number of applicants
exceeds the number of places available. Church schools, for example, may give
priority to families who are church-goers.

Many children with special educational needs are provided for within main-
stream primary schools. Sometimes this is through a special unit attached to the
school, such as a unit for hearing-impaired children. However, for those children
for whom a place in mainstream schooling is not appropriate, there is provision
within special schools which cater for pupils with a range of moderate and
severe special needs.These issues are discussed more fully in Chapters 9 and 10.

Alternative schools

Outside the state system, schools such as Steiner-Waldorf schools, Montessori
schools and democratic schools provide education for primary-aged children
based on alternative philosophies. Alternative schools are characterized by an
emphasis on such principles as student-initiated learning, enquiry and discov-
ery, shared problem-solving and decision-making. They tend to be fairly small
schools, recognizing that it is difficult to foster positive relationships between
pupils, parents, staff and the local community in larger schools. They claim to
adopt a more holistic approach to learning than is possible in state schools.
Steiner-Waldorf schools, for example, seek to cultivate feeling and will, as well
as intelligence. Montessori schools emphasize young children’s learning
through activity and social development. Democratic schools give pupils a
major role in decision-making about all aspects of school life and learning.The
importance of dialogue is a key feature in alternative schools.

Alternative schools are free to experiment in a way that state schools
bound by government orders are not. They are more concerned with the all-
round development and achievement of pupils than performance measured
by national tests and positions in league tables. At present, alternative schools
receive no public funding at all. The government talks about diversity and
parental choice, but within the state system this is limited to diversity within
the centrally prescribed educational frameworks and legislation. However, a
number of state primary schools are working to adopt principles applied in
alternative education. For example, many primary schools now have school
councils and a commitment to pupils participating in democratic discussion
(see Chapters 8, 14 and 15).

The Primary Curriculum

The National Curriculum

The National Curriculum is a statutory entitlement for all children in state
schools of the age of 5 and over. It was introduced to England (and Wales) in
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1988. Since then it has undergone a number of revisions. At the time of
writing, the version in use in primary schools was published in 1999 and
became statutory in the year 2000 (DfEE/QCA, 1999).

The National Curriculum framework for Key Stages 1 and 2 provides teach-
ing requirements for the three core subjects (English, mathematics and science)
and the foundation subjects (design and technology, information and communi-
cations technology, history, geography, art and design, music and physical edu-
cation). Non-statutory guidelines are also provided for teaching personal, social
and health education, citizenship, modern foreign languages at Key Stage 2 and
values in education. Schools are also required by law to teach religious educa-
tion, but there is not a National Curriculum for this subject (see Chapter 16).

The four main purposes of the National Curriculum (DfEE/QCA, 1999) are:

● to establish the entitlement of pupils to a number of areas of learning, irre-
spective of their social background, culture, race, gender, difference in
ability and disabilities;

● to establish standards by making expectations for learning and attainment
explicit to pupils, parents, teachers, governors, and the public. The standards
can be used to set targets for improvement, measure progress and monitor
performance between individuals and schools;

● to promote continuity and coherence, facilitating transition between
schools and phases of education and providing a foundation for learning;
and

● to promote public understanding of the work of schools and in the learning
achievements which are the products of compulsory education.

A central message from the government is that teachers have the power to
decide how they teach the National Curriculum and the government supports
them in this. However, in practice, many primary schools do not take advan-
tage of this apparent freedom and opt for conformity to non-statutory guid-
ance and what they perceive to be the expectations of OFSTED. For example,
the QCA offers non-statutory guidance to implement the curriculum for the
foundation subjects in the form of schemes of work. Many primary schools
have adopted these QCA schemes as the basis for their planning. ‘Teachers
already have great freedoms to exercise their professional judgement about
how they teach. But many teachers believe that either the Government, or
OFSTED, or the QCA effectively restrict that freedom’ (DfES, 2003a, p. 16).

The Foundation Stage curriculum

Non-statutory guidance is provided for teachers of children in the Foundation
Stage (DfEE/QCA, 2000). The recommended curriculum for children aged 3
to 5 years covers the following areas of learning:

● personal, social and emotional development;
● communication, language and literacy;
● mathematical development;
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● knowledge and understanding of the world;
● physical development; and
● creative development.

For each of these areas, the guidance provides ‘early learning goals’ which
establish expectations for most children to reach by the end of the foundation
stage. These ‘are not a curriculum in themselves’ but ‘provide the basis for
planning throughout the foundation stage, so laying secure foundations for
future learning’ (DfEE/QCA, 2000, p. 26).

The National Literacy Strategy

The two most significant and influential non-statutory documents affecting
the primary school curriculum are the literacy and numeracy strategies. The
National Literacy Strategy, introduced in 1998, is a non-statutory approach to
teaching English within a highly structured framework. The history of the
implementation of the NLS demonstrates very clearly the conflict between
centrally generated policies that are seen as prescriptive and the primary
teacher’s own professional judgement.

In general, the majority of primary schools seem to have included the strat-
egy as their preferred method of delivering the English curriculum across Key
Stages 1 and 2.To begin with, the recommended structure of the ‘literacy hour’
(DfEE, 1998a) was a daily lesson consisting of approximately:

● 15 minutes of shared text work, when the teacher leads shared reading or
writing with the whole class;

● 15 minutes of focused word- or sentence-level work;
● 20 minutes of independent reading, writing or word and sentence work

while the teacher works with one or two ability-groups each day on guided
text work; and

● 10 minutes when each class is brought back for a plenary so that what has
been taught and learnt can be reviewed.

Although there was a perceived view that this was how it had to be done,
many primary school teachers found it difficult to teach the English curricu-
lum within this structure. Consequently, many teachers modified the struc-
tures of the literacy hour to suit their teaching style and the particular needs
of the pupils in their classes. There is certainly now much more variation in lit-
eracy lessons and, with encouragement from the top, this is increasing. Over
the course of a week children will spend time on each of the elements listed in
the framework, but the time and emphasis may vary each day depending on
the work the children are doing.

But the strategy goes further than just recommending a structure for the
daily hour of literacy. It takes a particular view of how literacy is taught and
learnt most effectively. Hancock and Mansfield comment, for example, on the
NLS approach to teaching reading:
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This is portrayed as learning about the smallest elements (e.g. the letter names and
sounds) and then combining these to make words that enable the reading of
phrases, sentences and texts. It is a beguilingly logical theory but it is probably more
an account of how government would like learning to read to be, rather than how
those children inside the process variously experience it.

(Hancock and Mansfield, 2001, p. 98)

The National Numeracy Strategy 

The National Numeracy Strategy was set up by the government in 1999 to
complement the National Literacy Strategy. Generally, primary schools have
welcomed the structure and approaches of the NNS and it has been adopted
widely as a means of delivering the mathematics curriculum.This may be asso-
ciated with the fact that many primary school teachers are anxious about
teaching mathematics and welcome the security of central guidance on what
they should be doing and how to do it.Although the strategy refers to ‘numer-
acy’, its content covers all aspects of mathematics in the National Curriculum.

The NNS recommends that primary schools provide a daily numeracy
lesson, increasing from 45 minutes for younger children to one hour for pupils
in Key Stage 2. The lessons are designed so that everyone in the class works
on mathematics at the same time and all the lessons follow a common format:
an oral/mental starter, a main activity and a plenary. The distribution of time
between these three elements can vary depending on the material. However,
it is made very clear that all three elements should occur in every lesson and
it is rare to see a numeracy lesson in a primary school nowadays that does not
follow this structure.The NNS framework (DfEE, 1999a) provides an example
of a programme of study for each year group, with the mathematical content
suggested for each day of each week across the school year. The majority of
primary schools seem to have adopted this example for their own long-term
planning.

The NNS promotes a greater emphasis on mental calculations. Direct inter-
active teaching and questioning of either the whole class or groups of pupils
are significant features of the strategy. There is a greater emphasis on whole-
class teaching than had previously been the case in most primary school math-
ematics teaching. There is an expectation that for most of the time most of the
children in the class will be working on the same mathematical topic.
Differentiation should be limited to, at most, three groups working at differ-
ent levels of challenge. In practice, teachers find that addressing issues of dif-
ferentiation across the ability range is the major challenge that faces them in
teaching this subject.

Extended problem-solving and mathematical investigations are not easily
integrated into the prescribed format. This is a concern about the NNS voiced
by many teachers, especially in relation to challenging the more able pupils. ‘I
let Jay and Ben work independently of the class. The numeracy strategy just
doesn’t meet their needs. It would be a waste of their time doing the mental
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starter with the others. At the moment they are working on a project which
will probably take three lessons’ (Year 6 class teacher).

The primary timetable

Over the course of a year, a primary school in England must be open for 190
days (38 weeks). These 38 weeks have conventionally been divided up into
three terms of 12 or 13 weeks, with a long summer break. However, there is an
increasing variety in this respect, with some LEAs moving to four-term and
six-term models. The minimum recommended lengths of a full school week in
England are 21 hours for pupils in Key Stage 1 and 23.5 hours for those in Key
Stage 2.

There is no prescribed structure for the primary school day. Although there
is considerable variety in this respect, a common pattern, particularly in Key
Stage 2, would be two major teaching sessions of an hour or more in the
morning, one for each of numeracy and literacy, with time also allocated to
class registration and school assemblies. Schools are required to teach all the
National Curriculum subjects to all pupils, but most schools find that science
and the foundation subjects have to be squeezed into the afternoons and do
not get the time that is needed to give the pupils the broad and balanced expe-
rience intended. Children in the Foundation Stage are more likely to experi-
ence a more integrated day, with smaller slots of teaching input at various
times and opportunities for independent play activities.

Confident teachers, however, will always be ready and willing to respond to
children’s learning in a flexible way. Many would see such an approach as the
essence of good primary teaching.

When the National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy came in I thought, ‘Give us a
break!’ Now I enjoy it. I’m slightly frazzled by the teaching hours per week but in a
small school we can be flexible. Today I was outside with the children and there was
a bucket of stagnant water with gnats’ larvae, so we spent 20 minutes of the literacy
hour talking about it. That wasn’t in the plan. I’m happy to bend the curriculum.

(Teaching primary school headteacher)

Grouping by ability

In larger primary schools, particularly in Key Stage 2, children from different
classes are often put into sets for teaching on the basis of ability, particularly
for numeracy and increasingly for literacy. In smaller schools setting is not a
possibility, so teachers have to develop greater skills in differentiation; this will
often involve identifying ability groups within the class and the provision of
differentiated learning activities. At one extreme, primary teachers could find
themselves working with, say, a high-ability set of children in one year group.
At the other extreme, they could be teaching a class containing children from
four different year groups across the whole ability range.
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National testing

The National Curriculum (DfEE/QCA, 1999) provides level descriptions
which enable children to be assigned a level of achievement. Levels 2 and 4
are the levels that are expected to be achieved by most pupils at the end of
Key Stages 1 and 2 respectively.

Towards the end of Key Stage 1, children in Year 2 (the year in which they
turn 7) are required to take national tests in English and mathematics, pro-
duced by the QCA. Towards the end of Key Stage 2 , children in Year 6 (the
year in which they turn 11) are required to take national tests in English,
mathematics and science. Scores on these tests are converted into National
Curriculum levels, within the range 1–3 for Key Stage 1 and 1–5 for Key Stage
2. Teachers of Year 2 and Year 6 children are also required to make their own
‘teacher assessments’ of the pupils’ levels of achievement in the subjects
tested, based on evidence collected over the school year.

Schools send parents a report telling them what levels their children have
reached in tests and in the teacher assessment. A summary of school results is
published in the school prospectus and in the governors’ annual report to
parents. Primary schools are required to set targets for achievement in
national tests, in line with government target-setting. For example, the gov-
ernment’s target for 2002 was that 80 per cent of 11-year-olds would achieve
level 4 in English and 75 per cent would achieve level 4 in mathematics. This
target was not met.

The test results of primary schools with Year 6 pupils are published in league
tables, designed to give parents information about standards. The major
problem with these league tables is that raw results do not take into account the
levels of achievement of the pupils on entry to the school. This has prompted
consideration of ways of indicating the ‘value added’ to the pupil by the school.
Each year schools receive an ‘autumn package’ from the standards unit at the
DfES, containing their summary of Performance and Assessment data
(PANDA). This shows the school how their pupils’ achievements compare with
those of other similar schools and gives them a basis for determining the value-
added element of pupils’ attainment levels in the national tests.

The QCA also provides optional tests for 8-, 9- and 10-year-olds that
schools can use to check progress and to monitor levels of achievement. Many
schools have taken to using these, so that children find themselves tested for-
mally at the end of every year from Year 2 to Year 6. In addition, children are
assessed throughout the Foundation Stage, by means of a profile which iden-
tifies their achievements in relation to the early learning goals.

Many comments made by teachers show a distrust of the whole system of
national tests, league tables, target-setting and performance data: ‘I am a Year
6 teacher and I am teaching to the test! It’s ridiculous! We start drilling the
children for the tests in February’ (Primary teacher). Teachers are concerned
that the tests focus too much attention on the narrow range of achievements
that are most easily assessed in written test papers: ‘I’m not sure what the tests
mean. In science lessons John comes up with brilliant ideas, he can look at
many possibilities, he has an enquiring mind and he knows a lot. But he has
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