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Abstract

We conducted a rapid systematic evidence synthesis of 21 studies on summative
assessment in general lower and upper secondary education (ages 14-18/19) in 10
jurisdictions (England, Estonia, Finland, Hong Kong, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand,
Ontario - Canada, Poland, and Republic of Ireland). A thematic synthesis found that
assessment systems generally achieve the purposes of allowing progression to the next
stage of education and assessing student learning. It was unclear whether assessment
policies support quality assurance or the accountability of schools or the education system.
Major concerns were raised about ensuring fairness and equality, which was not always met.
Regarding student outcomes, assessment systems have a complex relationship with student
attainment, and no definitive conclusions were drawn about their impact on student
motivation. Increased stress and anxiety outcomes were commonly (although not
universally) reported, particularly in high-stakes contexts. Compared with themes identified
across the policy sources, the research sources tend to focus on individual-level outcomes
for students or teachers, whereas policy sources tend to focus on national- or international-
level concerns. A key area of overlap was the desire for fairness and inclusivity for students,
which does not always appear to be met; the involvement of student voice in policy reform
was highlighted as an important strategy for addressing this.
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One page summary of key findings

The review included 21 primary research studies from seven jurisdictions. These
were predominantly studies from England (n = 12) and the Republic of Ireland (n =
7). This was followed by Finland, Hong Kong, and New Zealand (n = 2 each); and
Ontario and The Netherlands (n = 1 each). No eligible studies were identified for
Estonia, Poland, or Japan.

Summative assessment is a highly contentious topic, with debates on diverse
aspects, including potential harms to students; issues around equity, fairness, and
disadvantage; the form and function of the assessments; and the coverage of
knowledge and skills.

Key findings about purposes of the assessment

Assessment systems achieve the purpose of allowing progression to the next stage
of education and were generally found to capture individual student learning well.
There was insufficient evidence to determine whether the assessment policies
enable quality assurance or auditing of the quality of schools or the education
system.
The purpose of ensuring fairness and equality was not always met, with concerns
raised about gender stereotyping, teacher bias, subject bias, difference between
socioeconomic groups, and inequalities in the grading structures.
Concerns were also raised about whether the assessment systems:

o equipped students for the future, particularly practical skills.

o overemphasised maximising grades at the expense of learning.

o risked limiting opportunities if students failed to pass threshold grades.

o become overly complex when both formative and summative elements are
used.
were adequately explained to the students.

o unfairly prioritised certain academic subjects (e.g., maths) over others (e.g.,

art).

Facilitators to improved learning and successful assessment outcomes included:

o providing helpful, relevant feedback

o providing content specific to the subject being taught

o including student voice when designing or revising secondary level

assessments.

o

Key findings about the study outcomes

Assessments have a complex relationship with students’ attainment.

Student motivation varied depending on the system features, the purpose of the test,
and the individual student. Teachers are likely to be important facilitators of student
motivation.

Stress and anxiety were commonly reported, especially for high-stakes assessments,
although a few studies did not find this negative association.



Key findings across research and policy sources

The research sources tend to focus on individual level outcomes for students or
teachers, such as student anxiety (bottom-up), whereas policy sources tend to focus
on national or international-level concerns (top-down), such as labour market needs.
A key area of overlap between research and policy sources was around the desire for
fairness and inclusivity for students, which appears to not always be met in practice;
involvement of student voice in policy reform was highlighted as an important
strategy for addressing this.



Executive summary

Introduction

Summative assessments are tests or exams that measure students’ learning at the end of a
course or a school year. They are widely used in education systems around the world, but
they also raise many questions and debates about their purposes, effects, and implications.

We conducted a rapid systematic evidence synthesis of studies on summative assessment
in general lower and upper secondary education (ages 14-18/19) in 10 jurisdictions:
England, Estonia, Finland, Hong Kong, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Ontario -
Canada, Poland, and Republic of Ireland. The review aimed to inform discussions about
policy development, improvement, and reform in England, where summative assessment
policies have undergone several changes in recent years.

Methods

The review followed a standard systematic review methodology, with some adaptations to
suit the rapid nature of the project. The review question was:

What does academic research tell us about the extent to which the assessment systems
meet the purposes stated in the primary studies? What does rigorous evidence tell us about
the impact of assessment systems and policy on students’ motivation to learn and
attainment?

The review included primary research studies that met the following criteria:

e Published between 2012 and 2022.

¢ Reported on assessment systems and policy made at the jurisdiction level (i.e.,
national or state), relevant to the main summative assessment pathways in general
secondary education (academic and/or technical).

e Focused on general lower and upper secondary education (ages 14-18/19)

e Conducted in one of the 10 selected jurisdictions.

e Reported empirical data on student outcomes (attainment, motivation, stress and
anxiety) or purposes of summative assessment policies.

o Written in English

o Reported large-scale primary research (qualitative and quantitative), secondary
analysis, or systematic literature review/ cross-jurisdiction map.

The review team extracted data from each study using a tool that covered information on
assessment characteristics, study characteristics, methods, findings, debates in the
literature, and critical appraisal.

The synthesis occurred in three main stages: thematic summaries, thematic synthesis, and a
comparative synthesis that ties in the findings from the policy documents. Thematic
summaries produce a descriptive account of the evidence (Thomas, O’Mara-Eves, Harden,



Newman, 2017)". The thematic synthesis explores themes identified in the studies and
develops new theories or frameworks by exploring points of convergence and difference
amongst the studies (Thomas et al., 2017). The comparative synthesis brings together our
understanding of summative assessment that we have gained through exploring the
research evidence (the focus of this report) and what we have learned through examining
the policy sources (the focus of individual jurisdiction reports). Finally, a comparison of
policies across jurisdictions are presented in tabular form in the comparative table section of
the report.

Results of thematic summaries and thematic synthesis

The review included 21 primary research studies from seven jurisdictions. These were
predominantly studies from England (n = 12) and the Republic of Ireland (n = 7). This was
followed by two each from Finland, Hong Kong, and New Zealand, and one each from
Ontario and the Netherlands. No eligible studies were found for Estonia, Poland, and Japan.

Through the thematic summaries, we identified that the most reported purpose of the
assessment system was to assess whether learning objectives have been achieved (n = 9),
followed by enabling progression through levels of education (n = 8). In contrast, the most
reported use of the assessment system was to enable progression through levels of
education (n = 14), with the majority of those focused on progression to higher education (n
= 12). The next most common use was to allow employers to differentiate between
candidates (n = 11). Most of the studies explicitly stated that the assessment used
examinations to assess the required standard (n = 15), sometimes in combination with other
assessment types such as coursework.

The results of the thematic synthesis suggest that summative assessment systems generally
achieve the purposes of allowing progression to the next stage of education and assessing
student learning. However, there were major concerns raised about fairness and equality for
students, which was not always met by the assessment policies. For example, some studies
reported gender stereotyping, teacher bias, subject bias, socioeconomic differences, and
grading inequalities in relation to summative assessment. Some studies also questioned
whether the assessment systems equipped students for the future.

Summative assessment systems appear to have a complex relationship with student
outcomes including attainment, motivation, stress, and anxiety. These outcomes may vary
depending on the features of the assessment system, the purpose of the test, and the
individual student. Some studies reported positive effects of summative assessment on
student outcomes, such as increased motivation, improved learning, and enhanced
performance. Other studies reported negative effects, such as increased stress and anxiety,
reduced motivation, and distorted learning.

The review identified several debates and challenges in the literature on various aspects of
summative assessment, including potential harms to students, implications for teaching
practice, reliability and validity of assessments, predictability of content, high stakes

1 Thomas, J, O’Mara-Eves, A, Harden, A, & Newman, M. (2017). Synthesis methods for combining and
configuring textual or mixed methods data. In D Gough, S Oliver, and J Thomas (eds.), An introduction to
systematic reviews (2" ed.), London: SAGE.
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assessment, relevance of disadvantage, student voice in policy reform, and breadth versus
depth of knowledge and skills.

Results of comparative synthesis

The comparative synthesis identified that there is a gap between the research and policy
sources in terms of their focus and perspective. The research sources tend to focus on
individual level outcomes for students or teachers, such as student anxiety, motivation, or
attainment, whereas policy sources tend to focus on national or international-level concerns,
such as labour market needs, quality assurance, or international comparisons.

A key area of overlap between research and policy sources is the desire for fairness and
inclusivity for students, which appears to not always be met in practice. Some jurisdictions
have implemented reforms to address this issue, such as introducing more flexibility and
choice for students, reducing high-stakes testing, or involving student voice in policy
development and implementation.

The jurisdictions vary in their balance of formative and summative assessment, with some
jurisdictions relying more on external examinations and others using more continuous
assessment or a combination of both. The jurisdictions also differ in their timing and extent of
assessment policy reform, with some jurisdictions undergoing several major changes in
recent years and others maintaining more stability or continuity.

The comparison tables provide a descriptive analysis ‘at a glance’ of the key policy
differences and similarities between the jurisdictions. The key results mirror a lot of the
findings mentioned above. A key point is that every jurisdiction has its own ways of doing
things, although there are some parallels. The parallels are particularly evident between the
EU countries, in terms of aspirations to deliver a system that values formative feedback and
recognises student individuality. While it was difficult to determine whether a given
jurisdiction has high, medium, or low stakes from the perspective of the student, most
systems offered a mixture of different assessment forms, typically culminating in a final
examination. The emphasis placed on the final exam may differ; for example, England
places heavy emphasis on the final exams, whereas Finland, the Republic of Ireland,
Ontario, and New Zealand seem to give more relative weight to other assessment types.

11



Main report

Introduction

Background

Summative assessments in general lower and upper secondary education (ages 14-18/19)
are prevalent in education systems across the world. According to the jurisdiction report for
England,

Assessment practises and policies [in England] have evolved over time, with
adjustments made to the types of assessments used and how they are delivered. The
current summative assessment system in the United Kingdom comprises modifications
to the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE), Advanced Subsidiary (AS)
level, and Advanced (A) level qualifications. The assessment system reforms were first
announced in 2013, and they were gradually implemented beginning in 2015. These
reforms attempt to create a more academically challenging curriculum focused on
preparing pupils for further education, higher education, and jobs. Furthermore,
subject-specific adjustments, such as enhanced breadth and depth of information and
new themes and concepts, were included in the reforms. These changes were
implemented as part of a larger attempt to improve the rigour and quality of the UK
education system, as well as to ensure that qualifications are better connected with the
needs of employers and further education institutions.

...Problems with the current system have been noted, such as a lack of congruence
between the curriculum and exams. Further, contextual variables such as changing
educational demands, political agendas, economic situations, and societal
expectations drive national-level assessment policies and revisions in England.

This has led to numerous policy reforms and upheaval. Questions remain about whether the
current system could be further improved.

This review of research ultimately aims to inform discussions about policy development,
improvement, and reform. To identify good — and possibly bad — practice when it comes to
assessment policy, we will take an international approach. Looking within and across 10
jurisdictions, we will examine whether assessment systems achieve their stated purposes
and what impact they have on student outcomes (namely attainment and motivation to
learn).

The commissioning context and broader project

The organisation edpol.net (now known as Centre for Education Systems, CES)
commissioned this review through the Charitable Foundation for Education Development.
edpol.net — and now the CES - sought to present evidence-based insight into education
policy making problems and how to improve them. CES has identified a need to develop an
independent education policy knowledge centre, intended ultimately as a knowledge
repository to inform education policy in England. The centre aims to provide a
comprehensive picture of education policy across a range of international jurisdictions, and
to cover key policy topics such as assessment, accountability, school structures, admissions,
teacher development and support, curriculum etc.

12



The broader project involved three phases, namely:

A scoping study - by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER).
Started November 2022 and completed January 2023 (see Appendix A).

An evidence synthesis - by the UCL EPPI-Centre. Started February 2023 and
completed July 2023. The policy comparison table was conducted in October —
November 2023. This includes:

Ten individual jurisdiction reports. Available on the EPPI Centre and CES
websites.

A cross-jurisdiction report of research evidence — the focus of this document.

A feasibility report - by the UCL EPPI-Centre. Started February 2023 and
completed July 2023. Available by request from the first author of this report.

The remainder of this document relates only to Phase 2, unless where otherwise stated. The
overarching research questions for Phase 22 are:

RQ1: What is the current summative assessment system(s) for pupils in general
lower and upper secondary education (excluding HE/FE)? Specific aspects to
explore: at what ages/stages does the assessment take place; what forms do
assessments take (e.g. teacher assessment, examination, coursework); mode of
assessment (paper-based, electronic); is it standardised; and how long has the
system been in place/when was it introduced?

RQ2: What are the stated purposes of each summative assessment, i.e. for what
explicit purposes are the outcomes of summative assessments used (e.g. grading
and sorting; certification; institutional accountability), and are results published?
RQ3: What is the process through which national-level assessment policy is
made? Who specifies what needs to be assessed and how is this determined?
(e.g. Is there a regulatory authority or an awarding body specifying minimum
content?)

RQ4: Through what mechanisms is the current summative assessment system
evaluated?

RQ5: What contextual factors are reported to have driven national-level
assessment policy and / or any reforms over the last 10 years, and what does this
mean for transferability to the context in England?

RQ6: What does academic research tell us about the extent to which the
assessment systems meet the purposes stated in RQ2? What does rigorous,
quantitative evidence tell us about the impact of assessment systems and policy
on students’ motivation to learn, and attainment?

Within Phase 2, there are two components: individual jurisdiction reports and a cross-
jurisdiction report.

2 Phase 1 also aimed to address RQ1-5 through brief mapping of the evidence rather than through detailed
mapping and synthesis of the evidence. Phase 3 (the feasibility report) has its own set of research questions,
with the aim of considering the potential for adopting a similar approach in other education policy domains
(e.g., curriculum, accountability).

13



The individual jurisdiction reports contain a summary of the policy sources for a given
jurisdiction, organised by research questions 1-5. The jurisdiction report also includes a
summary of any studies found in the research review for that particular research question, in
an attempt to address RQ6. These are designed to give an overview of the current policy
and research on summative education at the secondary level within a particular jurisdiction.
The methods for the policy sources are provided in Appendix B. These individual jurisdiction
reports are published separately and are available for the following jurisdictions:

England

Estonia

Finland

Hong Kong

Japan

New Zealand
Ontario (Canada)
Poland

Republic of Ireland
The Netherlands

This cross-jurisdiction report aims to explore summative assessment policy in general
secondary education across the abovementioned jurisdictions. It mainly draws on a review of
published research (see methods in the following sections) and focuses on research
question 6. There is, however, a section that considers the similarities and differences
between the themes identified in the research and policy sources.

This cross-jurisdiction report takes a holistic look (i.e., over the whole set of research
sources) and consists of observations about the generalisability and transferability of
findings, and limitations in the evidence base. We had initially envisaged making
comparisons between jurisdictions, but heterogeneity and gaps in the evidence makes direct
comparisons challenging. Instead, we consider themes that emerged throughout the dataset
and how those themes might inform policy development, plus a section on transferability to
the English context.

Methods for the research evidence review

Research question
The focus of this report is to address research question 6:

What does academic research tell us about the extent to which the assessment systems
meet the purposes stated in the primary studies? What does rigorous evidence tell us about
the impact of assessment systems and policy on students’ motivation to learn and
attainment?

Note that this was a slight modification of research question 6 as originally stated, by
removing the restriction to quantitative evidence. This allowed for the inclusion of other
research designs, such as interviews and focus groups, to gain greater insights into the
barriers and facilitators to effective assessment systems. This expansion of scope is
consistent with the inclusion criteria applied by NFER in Phase 1.

14



Design

This is a rapid systematic review of the research evidence, with three types of synthesis:
thematic summary, thematic synthesis, and a comparative synthesis. For the most part, we
followed the processes of a full systematic review, including double screening and double
data extraction. The rapid elements were relatively minor: the lack of citation chasing of the
included studies and the use of a light touch critical appraisal tool.

Study identification

We used evidence identified from searches undertaken by the National Foundation for
Educational Research (NFER). NFER were commissioned at a prior stage to search for
documents that would enable a policy and research review to be undertaken. The
methodology for this is reported elsewhere?®. It was decided at the initiation meeting with the
funder for this part of the study, that additional searching would be out of scope. This meant
that the evidence synthesised in this report was restricted to the results produced by NFER
in the first part of this study.

We only considered evidence identified by NFER from their searching of key databases. At
the point we began work on this study, we received 48 research studies included on title and
abstract. Figure 1 shows the flow of literature through the screening stages, which are
described in detail below.

Items identified by MFER
(48)

\

EX methods (11) J

(48)

v

[Br‘ief methods screening

\ ' ™
Full-text screening (37) EX topic n;i;“atcsh(:;th reviEw
h vy
' ™
EX age range (2)
h vy
' ™
EX jurisdiction (6]
i b vy

( IN on FT (21) J EX design/methods (2) )

3 Sharp et al. (ibid).
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Figure 1. Flow of literature through the screening process. Note: FT = full-text document, EX =
excluded document, NFER = National Foundation for Educational Research. Numbers in brackets
represent the number of items (documents) included or excluded for the reasons given. Not all
exclusion codes were used in this review, likely because studies were screened for date, language,
and publication type at earlier stages in the review.

We first checked the studies were in scope in terms of methodology. Two researchers coded
the methods* to a) identify the methods used in each study and b) to rule out any studies
where methods were unclear and/or opinion based. After double checking each other’s
coding, 31 studies were retained at this stage.

Next, we screened the studies on full text using the following inclusion criteria:

e Publication date
o Include if published 2012 or later. Exclude if published 2011 or earlier.
e Outcomes
o Include reports on students’ motivation to learn and academic
attainment/achievement. Exclude if measured outcomes do not include
student motivation or attainment.
e Population
o Include reports on general lower and upper secondary education (ages 14-
18/19). Exclude reports on early years, primary/elementary school, further
education, and higher education.
e Intervention
o Include reports on assessment systems and policy made at the jurisdiction
level (i.e., national or state), relevant to the main summative assessment
pathways in general secondary education (academic and/or technical).
Exclude reports on localised (e.g., local education authority or school-based)
assessment policies.
e Jurisdictions
o Include reports conducted in the following jurisdictions:
= England (reference jurisdiction)
= Estonia (PISA high performer; northern European jurisdiction;
availability of English language information may be variable)
= Finland (PISA high performer; Scandinavian jurisdiction)
= Hong Kong (Asian PISA high performer)
= Jreland (performed similarly to the UK in PISA 2018; European
neighbour)
= Japan (Asian PISA high performer; availability of English language
information may be variable)
= New Zealand (performed similarly to the UK in PISA 2018; Pacific Rim
country)
= Ontario (Canada) (Canada is a PISA high performer; north American
jurisdiction; assessment / education systems vary across the

4 We coded the type of study methods used (e.g., interviews, cross-sectional surveys) and excluded any that did
not meet our inclusion criterion. That is, we only included large-scale primary research studies (qualitative and
quantitative), and secondary analysis and systematic literature reviews/ cross-jurisdiction mapping studies. We
exclude small-scale quantitative and qualitative studies (operationalised by NFER in Phase 1), non-systematic
literature reviews, and non-empirical papers (e.g., think pieces, commentaries, policy documents).

16



Canadian provinces so a focus on a single province / jurisdiction is
helpful)
= Poland (PISA high performer; northern European jurisdiction;
availability of English language information may be variable)
= Netherlands (performed similarly to the UK in PISA 2018; northern
European jurisdiction; availability of English language information may
be variable).
o Exclude if the report relates to other countries or jurisdictions.
e Study type
o Large-scale primary research studies (qualitative and quantitative), and
secondary analysis and systematic literature reviews/ cross-jurisdiction
mapping studies. Exclude small-scale quantitative and qualitative studies
(operationalised by NFER in Phase 1°), non-systematic literature reviews, and
non-empirical papers (e.g., think pieces, commentaries, policy documents).
e Publication type
o Include peer-reviewed and grey literature. Exclude if the item is a policy
document or an opinion piece.
e Publication language
o English language only. Exclude if published in languages other than English.

Two researchers did this screening and double checked all results. At this stage, 16 studies
were excluded, leaving 21 in the review.

Data Extraction

We developed and piloted a data extraction code set for use on the included studies. Some
of the items in the data extraction tool were developed a priori, while others were developed
inductively. This means that they were developed (added or amended) as we interacted with
the studies and new themes emerged. This allowed us to capture information that would be
relevant to the review that was not anticipated. For example, we had not anticipated the
difference between purposes and uses of the assessment; this distinction in the code set
was added after piloting suggested there was a distinction in the evidence base.

This coding aimed to provide us with suitable evidence to help us address research question
six, but also reflected elements of research questions one to five (e.g., characteristics of the
assessment system). The data extraction code set included extracting information about:

e The assessment characteristics — a description of the summative assessment, a
description of the summative assessment system evaluated in the paper, the policy’s
target age groups, the form of assessment (e.g., teacher assessment, exam
assessment, coursework assessment, etc), the mode of assessment (e.g., paper,
electronic, etc), and whether the assessment was standardised.

e The stated purposes of the assessment, e.g., to determine pupil access to further
and higher education.

e The stated uses of the assessment (could be same as purpose but also different).

e The study characteristics — the year the study commenced /publication year, the
jurisdiction(s), the sampling for the evaluation, key aspects about the sample, such
as age of participants, and sample size.

5 Small-scale quantitative or qualitative studies were those with fewer than 50 cases.
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¢ Results of the study/evaluation. We extracted key information reported by the
authors that addressed the paper aims and in particular covered findings on
attainment, stress and anxiety reported as related to the evaluated summative
assessment, and any findings reported that related to students’ motivation to learn.

¢ Debates about assessment. In discussions with the funder, we identified that there
were some key themes of interest to extract if any of the papers reported on them.
These included, ‘high stakes versus low stakes assessment’, ‘potential harms of
summative assessment to pupils’ and ‘reported implications of summative
assessment for future policy making’.

The full, final data extraction tool can be found in Appendix C. The data extraction was
undertaken by three researchers. Each study was extracted by one of the three reviewers
and then checked by a second reviewer to ensure consistency and accuracy of

coding. Some discrepancies were discussed amongst all three reviewers, when a third
opinion was deemed necessary.

Critical Appraisal

We critically appraised the included studies, but it was challenging. This was largely because
the scope of the review was wide. For example, we included a wide range of assessments
within the permitted age range for the review, with varied purposes. The studies were also
drawn from a range of jurisdictions that had disparate cultural, political, and policy contexts,
and a range of methodologies (qualitative, quantitative, and mixed method), and a range of
publication types (journal, reports, online sources). This level of heterogeneity made it
difficult to attempt to apply a standard systematic review critical appraisal tool.

Instead, we opted for a more pragmatic approach that screened for: author’s claims about
their study’s overall quality, any reported methodological limitations that may call into
question the validity and reliability of analysis conducted, and any ethical concerns raised by
the authors. We also noted any concerns from the coders (our research team) about the
research and analysis process, such as a lack of clarity of methods.

The critical appraisal judgements were undertaken by three researchers, and we double
coded and checked each other’s entries. This was a quality check of our own processes.
The results of the critical appraisal are shown in Table 1.

Synthesis
The synthesis occurred in three main stages: thematic summaries, thematic synthesis, and a
comparative synthesis that ties in the findings from the policy documents.

The thematic summaries produce a descriptive account of the evidence (Thomas, O’Mara-
Eves, Harden, Newman, 2017)8. We started by generating tables that showed the
characteristics and frequencies of the studies in the review. These tables, and their
accompanying descriptive text, give an overview of the evidence base. The tables and text
within the thematic summaries are organised in the same way as the themes in the data
extraction tool, i.e., grouped by assessment characteristics, study characteristics, critical
appraisal, debates in the field, and study findings.

Thematic synthesis, in contrast, aims to knit the findings together in a way that creates new
understandings. Rather than simply just describing the state of the evidence as in thematic

6 Thomas, J, O’Mara-Eves, A, Harden, A, & Newman, M. (2017). Synthesis methods for combining and
configuring textual or mixed methods data. In D Gough, S Oliver, and J Thomas (eds.), An introduction to
systematic reviews (2" ed.), London: SAGE.
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summaries, the synthesis attempts to develop new theories or frameworks by exploring
points of convergence and difference amongst the studies (Thomas et al., 2017). We try to
move beyond the labels and frequencies of the thematic summary to consider the content of
each theme, such as the magnitude and direction of an effect, or participants’ views about a
particular phenomenon.

We started by generating tables of the line-by-line coded text associated with each theme.
We were then able to see how the studies dealt with a particular concept. For example, we
looked at all the data that had been extracted for the theme of attainment findings to see
what the studies could tell us about the relationship between assessment systems and
attainment. We highlight points of similarity and divergence. In practise, for this review,
synthesis was impeded for some of the themes because of the vast heterogeneity in the
data set. In other words, there was more divergence than similarity. At the end of the
thematic synthesis, we generated a conceptual framework that attempted to show how the
different themes might relate to each other.

The comparative synthesis attempts to bring together our understanding of summative
assessment that we have gained through exploring the research evidence (the focus of this
report) and what we have learned through examining the policy sources (the focus of the
individual jurisdiction reports; methods available in Appendix B). The approach taken here is
most similar to a ‘segregated mixed method synthesis’ as detailed by Sandelowski, Voils,
and Barroso (2006) 7, in which two different evidence types are synthesised separately (in
this case, the research studies and the policy sources), and then brought together in a mixed
research synthesis in a process that they called configuration. While we formally synthesised
the research evidence, we did not undertake a formal synthesis across the policy sources,
so this report cannot truly be called a mixed methods synthesis. Instead, we acknowledge
the procedure of comparing the themes identified across the two evidence types (research
papers and policy sources) by using the label ‘comparative synthesis’.

For the comparative synthesis, we took as a starting point the conceptual framework that
was generated through the thematic synthesis and then compared that with core themes that
were identified across the policy sources. We were particularly interested in how well the two
types of evidence overlapped and which aspects were unique. That is, we looked for points
of convergence and divergence.

7 Sandelowski M, Voils Cl, Barroso J. (2006). Defining and designing mixed research synthesis studies. Res Sch.
13(1):29.
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Table 1. Summary of critical appraisal of the included papers

Number of
Critical appraisal questions studies
Did the research clearly state they had ethical approval or an
advisory board?
Yes 2
No 19
What was the richness of the study (amount of content that
speaks to the review's questions)?

High 13
Low 8
Are the methods transparent and clear?

Yes 18
No 3

Are there any serious limitations reported by the authors?

Yes 2

20

Notes

This question was designed to capture whether the study had some sort of external
accountability, ethical checks, or quality assurance

Ethics approval or an advisory board were clearly mentioned

No explicit mention of ethics approval or an advisory board

This question was designed to indicate how well the study could inform our review’s
aims. This is akin to the relevance of the study to the review’s focus.

Rich coverage of our review aims

Limited scope related to our review aims

This question was intended to identify studies without adequate reporting of their
methods

Good transparency and clarity of methods

Three studies had unclear methods so that replicability would be difficult and/or
aspects of their designs were not transparent

This question was designed to identify any major concerns about the study as
identified by the primary study authors

Limitations had to be explicitly mentioned by the primary study authors. This does not
mean other studies did not have serious limitations.

Baird 2016 reported that a critical limitation of their study was that “students prior
attainment is not controlled for in associations between predictability views and
examination results” (P. 29). They also mention sample bias towards higher achieving
students which could have affected the results.

The other study was Baird 2019. Some key serious limitations were mentioned as
follows: representativeness of the interview and quant data (e.g., "the data cannot be
said, even closely, to represent a randomised control trial — P.77), modular and linear
assessment routes were not available in each subject in every academic year which



Number of
Critical appraisal questions studies

No 19
Does the reviewer have any concerns about the study?

Yes 17

No 4

21

Notes

meant outcomes for these might be confounded with the standard setting process,
the analysis was limited by missing values (especially of SES students), different
teaching approaches were noted by the authors between modular and linear
assessments which could affect the results, and the assessment route is almost
entirely confounded with school of entry.

Either limitations noted but not considered serious by the authors, or Limitations not
adequately discussed

This question was designed to identify any major concerns about the study as
identified by the systematic reviewers

In summary, the key issues were:

e Authors acknowledging limitations but failing to deal with them/mitigate them.

e Authors failing to acknowledge some limitations/ Insufficient discussion of
limitations.

e Limited search strategy and limited discussion of their quality assurance

processes (this was a review).

Poor reporting of methods including key details of things like the sample.

Lack of clarity about the groups being compared.

Lack of sample representativeness

Concerns about author impartiality.

Concerns about missing data.

Seemingly weak rationale for approach and decisions about what to analyse.

Lack of clarity in presentation of results and merging of key topics.

Small sample size.

Reviewers felt no comments on serious limitations were necessary.



Methods for the cross-jurisdictional comparison table
The aim of the comparative tables was to provide a descriptive analysis ‘at a glance’ of the
key policy differences and similarities between the jurisdictions.

The original review of policy sources took place between February and June 2023. It is
important to note that this review reflects the evidence we found at that time. No updating
has been done between the project completion and the publication date.

The approach taken for the comparative table was to use the existing individual jurisdiction
briefs as our data sources. We extracted data in line with the research questions as
specified in the Methods of this report and specific features of interest identified by the
funder. We supplemented data extracted from the briefs with searches using desktop Al from
BING and ChatGPT technology. These Al checks were conducted in November 2023. In all
cases, we verified the response by the Al by following links to the cited documents or
identifying the relevant documents through a follow-on search in Google. We only extracted
information for each research question as stated in these sources and did not apply any
interpretation. Between the briefs and Al, we managed to address all questions in the
comparison table. A final step was for the two researchers to check each other’s entries, and
to ask an independent subject expert to review the content and presentation of this part of
the review work.

The tables were organised by research question. The table rows were determined in
conjunction with the funder, and the columns represent each jurisdiction. While we provided
a textual summary to accompany the tables (see below), we did not draw any conclusions
about whether any jurisdiction—or its components—are ‘better’ or ‘worse’ than any others.
We acknowledge that this may have limited value in terms of identifying ways in which a
given system could be improved; it may simply indicate that there are alternative options.

The comparison table was completed after the individual jurisdiction briefs were finalised.
There was a gap of 4 months between the two. The table is designed as a snapshot of key
features of interest rather than being a summary of what is in the text of the brief, and
therefore some new information may be introduced as new in the table. It should be seen as
complementary to the individual reports, rather than a summary of them.

Results of the thematic summary

The review included 21 primary research studies from seven jurisdictions (Table 2). The
jurisdictions ranged in the number of studies provided for the review. Most of the studies
were from England (n = 12), followed by Ireland (n = 7); there were no studies included for
Estonia, Poland, and Japan.
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Table 2. Number of studies for each jurisdiction of interest

Jurisdiction Number of studies (n = 21)
England 12
Estonia 0
Finland 2
Hong Kong 2
Japan 0
New Zealand 2
Ontario (Canada) 1
Poland 0
The Netherlands 1
The Republic of Ireland 7

Note. Some studies reported on more than one jurisdiction, so the sum of column two is
greater than the total number of studies in the review (n = 21).

The key characteristics of the summative assessment systems are reported in Table 3.
Examples of systems include the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE), the
Higher Irish Leaving Certificate and The English Baccalaureate. The qualifications generally
covered age ranges of either 14-16- or 17—18-year-olds. Most of the systems included in
this review were what would be termed ‘high stakes’ assessment. A high-stakes test is a test
with important consequences for the test taker, and which has important benefits, such as a
qualification needed for further education or for a profession/employment.

Most of these assessments (n = 15) used examinations to assess the required standard.
Examinations were either used as a standalone method or in combination with teacher
assessments, coursework or some sort of practical investigation for the student to perform.
From the primary studies, it was not always clear what the medium of the assessment was
used, although paper-based assessments were explicitly mentioned in some studies. Some
studies mentioned standardisation as a feature of the system, but few specified this detail.
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Table 3. Reported Characteristics of the Summative Assessment Systems

Study

Jurisdiction of
Interest

Name of Summative
Assessment System(s)

Targeted Age Group

and/or

Stage of Education

Format of Assessment

Baird (2016)

Baird (2019)

Banks (2015)

Benton (2014)

Brown (2022)

Cadwallader
(2013)
Carroll (2018)

Elwood (2017)

Hargreaves
(2020)
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Republic of Ireland

England

Republic of Ireland

England

England

England

England

Republic of Ireland

Ontario, Canada

Higher

Irish Leaving

Certificate

General Certificate of
Secondary Education
(GCSE)

Leaving Certificate (LC)

Entry-Level Qualifications

(ELQs)

General Certificate of
Secondary Education
(GCSE)

The English Baccalaureate
(EBacc)

Programme for

International Student

Assessment (PISA)

General Certificate of
Secondary Education

(GCSE)

Leaving Certificate (LC)

Mid-stakes testing (EQAQO)

Median age of examinees =

18

14-16

Upper Secondary School

16

Students taking their GCSEs

16

Final year of
compulsory
schooling

Unclear

16-18

Upper secondary
students

Grade 9
Secondary school

e Examination

e Practical Investigation

e Teacher assessment

e Examination

e Coursework
Examination

Unclear

e Examination
e Coursework

Unclear

Unclear

Examination

Unclear



Jurisdiction of

Name of Summative

Targeted Age Group
and/or

Study Interest Assessment System(s) Stage of Education Format of Assessment
Hepworth England, Programme for International 15 Unclear
(2021) Republic of = Student Assessment (PISA)
Ireland

Jerrim (2022a) England General Certificate of Year 11 Examination
(Test anxiety) Secondary Education

(GCSE)
Jerrim (2022b) England General Certificate of Year 11 Examination
(Power) Secondary Education

(GCSE)
Lessof (2018) England General Certificate of o Key Stage 4 (KS4) Examination

Secondary Education e Year 11.

(GCSE)
Machin (2018) England General Certificate of 16 e Teacher assessment

McCoy (2018)
Nieminen (2022)

Ofqual (2012)
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Republic of Ireland
Finland

England

Finland,

Hong Kong,
Netherlands, New
Zealand, Republic
of Ireland

Secondary Education (or
GCSEs)

Leaving Certificate (LC)

Assessment for Learning
(AfL)

Advanced Level General
Certificates of Education
(A-levels)

Varied, depending on
jurisdiction and subject

Students in their sixth year
e 12 (6™ grade)
e 15 (9" grade)

18

Final stage of secondary
school for the given
jurisdiction

e Examination
e Coursework

Examination
e Teacher assessment
e Examination
e Coursework
e Portfolio, product (e.g. a

computer program),
performance (e.g. drama,
music), etc.

Examination

Varied, depending on jurisdiction
and subject.



Study

Jurisdiction of
Interest

Name of Summative
Assessment System(s)

Targeted Age Group
and/or
Stage of Education Format of Assessment

Putwain (2016)

Smyth (2012)

Tong (2015)

Zhao (2022)
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England

Republic of Ireland

Hong Kong

New Zealand

General Certificate of
Secondary Education
(GCSE)

Junior Certificate
Leaving Certificate

School-based Assessment
(SBA), an integral part of the
English Language
assessment for the Hong
Kong Diploma of Secondary
Education (HKDSE)
National Certificate of
Educational Achievement
(NCEA)

Students in their final year of Examination
secondary school

15 Examination
18
e 15 e Classroom-based
e Secondary 5 (i.e., assessment
Grade 11) e Provision and receipt of
feedback
Years 11-13 e Teacher assessment

e Examination



We extracted data on the study design and sample characteristics (see Table 4). Many of the
included studies (18/21) had nationwide coverage; three focused on specific regions within a
jurisdiction. The sample size varied widely, from 35 participants to 675,000 participants. The
study participants were mostly students (18/21) but also included teachers (3 studies),
educational/policy specialists (1 study) and guidance counsellors (1 study) and parents (1
study). While most of the studies used primary data collection, a minority used other
methods such as secondary analysis of large-scale datasets (7/21 studies).

In addition to the study characteristics, we also extracted information reported within the
studies about the purposes and uses of the assessments (Table 5). In some of the studies,
such as Baird (2019), the purposes and uses overlapped, and in others, such as Caroll
(2018), the stated purposes and uses differed. For example, in the Carroll (2018) study, the
reported uses of the assessment, the GCSE, was to determine which students are eligible
for higher education and to allow employers to differentiate between candidates. In contrast,
the reported purposes of these assessments in Carroll (2018) were to progress students to
higher education, to assess whether learning objectives have been achieved, or assess
student progress (i.e., pupil knowledge, skill acquisition), and to enable international
comparisons to be made.

Our final table (Table 6) relates to the findings of the individual studies. The majority of the
included studies reported findings that related to the stated purpose of the assessment
system (17/21). Other outcomes of interest to this review that were reported were attainment
(13/21), stress or anxiety (11/21), and motivation to learn (6/21).
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Table 4. Study Design and Population Sample of the Studies

Study
Baird
(2016)

Baird
(2019)

Banks
(2015)

Benton
(2014)

Brown
(2022)

Cadwallade
r (2013)

Carroll
(2018)

28

Publicatio
n Type
Journal
Article

Research
Report

Journal
Article

Journal
Article

Journal
Article

Research
Report

Research
Report

Data collection
method

Questionnaire

Semi-structured
Interview

e Survey
e |[nterview

Longitudinal Study
of Young People in
England (LSYPE)
Data

Systematic Review

GCSE and A-Levels

results

National Pupil
Database (NPD)

Population Sample

Coverage
Nationwid
e

Nationwid
e

Nationwid
e

Nationwid
e

Varied
according
to study
Nationwid
e

Nationwid
e

Characteristic
s

Universal
(General
population)

Universal
(General
population)
Universal
(General
population)

Universal
(General
population)

Universal
(General
population)
Universal
(General
population)
Universal
(General
population)

Actors within
the education
system
Students

Teachers

Students

Students

Students

Students

Students

Stage of
Education
and/or age
Higher Level
Leaving
Certificate (LC)
examination
sitters

Not applicable

Final year of
secondary
school

(sixth year)

13-16-year-olds

GCSE sitters

16-year-old
GCSE sitters

Unclear

Size
1002
35
e Student
surveys
(N =748)
e 6-person
group
interviews
(N =53
groups)
Approximately
10,000

22 included articles

Approximately
675,000

5,194



Study
Elwood
(2017)

Hargreaves

(2020)

Hepworth
(2021)
(Section
3.2)
Jerrim
(2022a)
(Test
anxiety)

Jerrim

(2022b)
(Power)

Lessof
(2018)

Machin
(2018)
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Publicatio
n Type
Journal
Article

Journal
Article

Research
Report

Journal
Article

Journal
Article

Research
Report

Research
Discussion
Paper

Data collection
method
Interview

Interview

Interview

Programme for
International
Student
Assessment (PISA)
data

Programme for
International
Student
Assessment (PISA)
data

Longitudinal Study
of Young

People in England
(LSYPE) data

Administrative data
on the census of
students in state
schools

Population Sample

Coverage
Nationwid
e

Region:

Ontario

Nationwid
e

Nationwid
e

Nationwid
e

Nationwid
e

Nationwid
e

Characteristic
s

Universal
(General
population)
Unclear

Universal
(General
population)

Universal
(General
population)

Universal
(General
population)

Universal
(General
population)

Universal
(General
population)

Actors within
the education
system
Students

Teachers

Educationalists
and policy
experts

Students

Students

Students

Students

Stage of
Education
and/or age
Unclear

Not applicable

Not applicable

Year 11
(15-year-olds)

15/16-year-olds

Year 11
completers

16-year-olds

Size
81

Not clearly specified
as the paper reports
on several research
projects
Unclear

4,914

Approximately 4800

Each chapter has a
different total
sample size.
Chapter 2: 9,350
Chapter 3: 4,200
Chapter 4: 4,091
383,730



Study
McCoy
(2018)

Nieminen
(2022)

Ofqual
(2012)

Putwain
(2016)

Smyth
(2012)
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Publicatio
n Type
Research
Report

Journal
Article

Research
Report

Journal
Article

Journal
Article

Data collection
method

State Examinations
Commission Data

Survey
Review of different
jurisdictions

Questionnaire

e Questionnair
e
e interview

Population Sample

Coverage
Nationwid
e

Nationwid
e

Nationwid
e and
regions
Region:
North-
west of
England
Nationwid
e

Actors within Stage of
Characteristic the education Education
s system and/or age
Universal e Students Sixth
(General e School year
population) principals (student
e Guidance s)
counsellor
]
e Parents
Universal Students Ninth graders
(General (15-year-olds)
population)
Unclear Not applicable Not applicable

Universal Students Final year of

(General secondary

population) education (Year
11)

Universal Students Third year

(General

population)

Size

e State
Examination
s
Commission
Data
pertaining to
sixth year
students

(N=
153,156)

e Number of
interviewees
is unclear

278

Not applicable

325 school students
(male n =142,
female n = 183)

e Questionnair
e (N =897)
e 6-Person
Group
Interview
(N =47)



Study

Tong
(2015)

Zhao
(2022)

31

Publicatio
n Type

Journal
Article

Journal
Article

Data collection
method

e Survey
e interview

Experimental
research design

Population Sample

Coverage

Nationwid
e

Nationwid
e

Characteristic

S

Universal
(General
population)

Universal
(General
population)

Actors within
the education
system
Students

Students

Students

Stage of
Education
and/or age
Sixth year

Secondary 5

Secondary

School, years
10-13 (16-18
years of age)

Size

479

Questionnair
e (N =748)
6-Person
Group
Interview

(N =53)
Surveys

(N = 423)
Interviews

(N =45)



Table 5. Reported Purposes and Uses of Summative Assessment Systems

To
determin To assess
eaccess To school- or To assess
To to progress To system- school-level To To allow
determin vocationa to higher assess level performanc incentivi employers
e pupil |l or levels of whether performanc e toinform se to
access technical seconda learning e for quality parents/care To enable teachers differentia
to education ry objectiv  assurance rs decisions internation and/or te
Study/ tertiary , school es have or about al school between
stated educatio internshi educatio been accountabili school compariso manager candidate Other
purpose n ps n achieved ty applications ns S S S
P U P U P U P U P U P U P U P U P U P U
Baird v v N4
(2016)
Baird v v v v
(2019)
Banks v v v
(2015)
Benton v v 1
(2014)
Brown v v v v v 2
(2022)
Cadwallad N4 3
er (2013)
Carroll v v v v v
(2018)
Elwood v v v
(2017)
Hargreave v v v
s (2020)
Hepworth v v 4
(2021)
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Study/
stated
purpose
Jerrim
(2022a)
(Test
anxiety)
Jerrim
(2022b)
(Power)
Lessof
(2018)
Machin
(2018)
McCoy
(2018)
Nieminen
(2022)
Ofqual
(2012)
Putwain
(2016)
Smyth
(2012)
Tong
(2015)
Zhao
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To
determin
e pupil
access
to
tertiary
educatio
n
v
v
v v
v v
v v
v
v
v

To
determin
e access
to
vocationa
|l or
technical
education

internshi
ps

To
progress
to higher
levels of
seconda
ry
school
educatio
n

v

To
assess
whether
learning
objectiv
es have
been
achieved

v

To assess
school- or
system-
level

performanc
e for quality

assurance
or

accountabili

ty

To assess
school-level
performanc
e to inform
parents/care
rs decisions
about
school
applications

To enable
internation
al
compariso
ns

To
incentivi
se
teachers
and/or
school
manager
s

To allow
employers
to
differentia
te
between
candidate Other
3 3
v
v
v
v 5
6 6
v
v
v



To

determin
eaccess To
To to progress To
determin vocationa to higher assess
e pupil |l or levels of whether
access technical seconda learning
to education ry objectiv
Study/ tertiary , school es have
stated educatio internshi educatio been
purpose n ps n achieved
(2022)

To assess
school- or
system-
level
performanc
e for quality
assurance
or
accountabili

ty

To assess
school-level
performanc
e to inform
parents/care
rs decisions
about
school
applications

To enable

internation

al

compariso

ns

To
incentivi
se
teachers
and/or
school
manager
s

To allow
employers

to

differentia

te

between
candidate

S

Other
s

Note. P = purpose, U = use. 1 = To offer an alternative for, and engage, certain groups of learners (e.g. students with prior records of low
attainment or disabilities). 2 = To ensure equality within education and the demonstrability of a wide range of skills and abilities. 3 = To ensure
equality within education and increase the student uptake of particular subjects. 4 = To help teachers develop their pedagogical practice,
thereby reducing the need for later intervention. 5 = To ensure fair grading and to encourage the uptake of certain subjects. 6 = To create the

best learning opportunities for every learner.

Table 6. Reporting of outcome types in the primary studies

Purpose
Study Were the purpose(s) of the
featured summative
assessment system explicitly
reported in the study?

Baird (2016) Yes
Baird (2019) Yes
Banks (2015) Yes
Benton (2014) Yes
Brown (2022) Yes
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Did the study evaluate

Did the studies report findings relating to the
following outcomes:
Motivation to
learn

the purpose(s) reported

in the study?

Yes
Yes
No

Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes
No

Yes
Yes

Attainment

No
Yes
No
No
Yes

Stress/anxiety

No
Yes
Yes
No
Yes



Cadwallader (2013) Yes Yes Yes No No
Carroll (2018) Yes Yes Yes No No
Elwood (2017) Yes Yes No No No
Hargreaves (2020) Yes Yes No No Yes
Hepworth (2021) Yes Yes Yes Yes No
Jerrim (2022a) (Test Yes No Yes No Yes
anxiety)

Jerrim (2022b) (Power) No No Yes No No
Lessof (2018) No No Yes No Yes
Machin (2018) Yes Yes Yes No No
McCoy (2018) Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Nieminen (2022) Yes Yes No No Yes
Ofqual (2012) Yes Yes No No No
Putwain (2016) No No Yes No Yes
Smyth (2012) No No No Yes Yes
Tong (2015) Yes Yes No No No
Zhao (2022) Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Total “Yes” 17 15 13 6 11
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Key conclusions from the thematic summary

e The review included 21 primary research studies from seven jurisdictions. Most of the
studies were from England (n = 12). This was followed by the Republic of Ireland (n =
7); Finland, Hong Kong, and New Zealand (n = 2 each); and Ontario and The
Netherlands (n = 1 each). There were no eligible studies identified for Estonia,
Poland, and Japan.

e The most reported purpose of the assessment system was to assess whether
learning objectives have been achieved (n = 9), then to enable progression through
levels of education (n = 8).

e The most reported use of the assessment system was to enable progression through
levels of education (n = 14), with the majority of those focused on progression to
higher education (n = 12). The next most common use was to allow employers to
differentiate between candidates (n = 11).

o Most of the studies explicitly stated that the assessment used examinations to
assess the required standard (n = 15), sometimes in combination with other
assessment types such as coursework.

Results of the thematic synthesis

We synthesised five key themes related to what the studies identified as ‘purposes’ of the
assessment within each paper. These themes were: Progression, Student learning, Quality
Assurance, International Comparisons, and Fairness and Equality. We also synthesised
three key outcomes of the assessments: Attainment, Motivation, and Stress/Anxiety. The key
findings for each are summarised below. In all cases, the reader is reminder that most of the
data came from England (n = 12) or Ireland (n = 7), and so the findings may not fully
represent the range of possible themes that might be evident in other contexts and cultural
settings.

Themes about purposes of the assessment

We identified five broad themes that studies mentioned as the key purpose of the
assessment policy or system. These were: to determine progression to the next stage of
education; to assess student learning; to enable quality checks of schools or the education
system; to enable international comparisons; or to establish fair and equitable assessment.
Many of the studies mentioned more than one of these themes, which we elaborate on
below.

Progression to the next stage of education
This theme was related to assessments which allow students to progress beyond their
current level of education. These included:

e Assessments that enable students to access higher levels of secondary school
education. For example, in England, this usually involves pupils taking GCSEs at age
16 to progress to A-levels at age 18.

« Assessments that determine pupil access to tertiary/university/higher education. For
example, A levels in England are used by pupils to access higher education in
universities.

« Assessments that enable students to progress to vocational or technical education.

The debates in the included papers usually discussed progression using what is termed
‘high stakes’ assessment, whereby progression hinges on passing qualifications at a certain
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threshold of grade to progress to the next level. Additionally, students are noted to progress
linearly (from one level of qualification to another).

Eight studies were coded in this theme and had ‘progression’ of pupils as a stated purpose
of the assessment. Of these eight studies, five provided findings from the study about this
theme. The results are presented in Appendix D.

Overall, the studies indicate that the assessment systems do achieve the purpose of
allowing progression to the next stage of education, whether it be upper secondary, tertiary,
or vocational education. In particular, the studies on the GCSE assessments for 14-16 in
England reported that it was an appropriate pathway into the next stage of education (Baird
2019; Ofqual 2012). There were, however, some concerns across the different assessments
about whether the assessment systems equipped the students with the learning they needed
in the future (e.g., Baird 2016). Relatedly, the importance of learning practical skills as part of
the assessment process was raised (Ofqual, 2012). Further, because of the emphasis on
progression to the next stage of education, students may place a strong emphasis on
maximising grades (Elwood, 2017). Finally, where progression to further education and
employment hinges on very strict threshold assessment levels, failure to meet the threshold
could impact students’ access to education and employment (Machin 2018).

Student learning

This theme covered findings from the included studies about whether stated pupil learning
objectives had been fulfilled, and/or findings about knowledge or skill acquisition, and what
aspects of the assessments facilitated or hindered this. This theme also covered how well
the assessments prepared students for future study. Seven studies were coded in this
theme (see Appendix E).

The assessments tried to build in the goal of improving student knowledge as an outcome,
but the main aim of the assessments was still viewed by students as leading to a
qualification to help them progress to other qualifications (Elwood 2017; Nieminen 2022;
Tong 2015). Some studies noted the complexity of assessments that combines formative
and summative elements (Nieminen 2022; Tong 2015). Helpful feedback, relevant to the
task, was considered important (Tong 2015), as was the provision of content specific to the
subject being taught (Ofqual 2012).

In general, GCSEs and A levels were considered to capture individual student learning well
(Carroll 2018; Ofqual 2012), but some students complained that certain aspects (coursework
and exams) were not explained correctly to students (Brown 2022). A commonality among
the above studies, was the need to include student voice and perspectives when designing
or revising secondary level assessments as they are best placed to judge what methods
work best for them and which also meets appropriate learning outcomes (Brown 2022;
Elwood 2017; Nieminen 2022; Tong 2015).

Quality assurance

This theme was related to assessments that were conducted to determine the quality of
schools or implemented systems, thereby ensuring transparency and accountability while
improving learning and teaching methods. Specifically, governments used such
assessments to identify under-performing schools as a basis for intervention and/or school
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closure, monitor the performances of teachers (Baird, 2019; Hargreaves, 2020), as well as
justify the introduction of new systems or educational policy reforms (Elwood, 2013).

Four studies were coded as having ‘quality assurance or accountability of school or system’
as a stated purpose, but only one had provided findings about the theme. The one study with
data findings (Hargreaves 2020), from Ontario Canda, found that improvements in student
attainment scores gave staff confidence in their teaching, especially when teaching students
with learning disabilities. The report cautioned against EQAO being used to promote
improvements and interventions in particular schools and districts and to rank schools.

As only one study addressed the theme, it was not possible to conduct a synthesis of
combined literature, which usually requires findings from two or more studies. Further, it
should be noted that this study did not adequately discuss any limitations in methodology.
While the author appropriately notes their impartiality on pages 400-402, whether this
affected their interpretation of the data is unclear. Even if the themes and findings accurately
represent the data, the expression of the findings are strong given uncertainties around
generalisability.

Given the above, the lack of studies assessing whether assessment systems meet this
stated purpose may suggest a gap in the literature. This conclusion, however, is strictly
based on the studies that the findings of this report are grounded in. A more comprehensive
search strategy, focused more on quality assurance, may be necessary to check if this is
indeed a literature gap.

International comparisons

This theme was related to assessment systems seeking to enable international comparisons
between separate countries, specifically the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA). In facilitating cross-country comparisons, PISA assumes the role of a
measure used by countries to attain a deeper understanding of the strengths and
weaknesses of their education systems, monitor effective educational trends, and determine
ways to improve educational policies over time by learning from other countries (Hepworth,
2021).

Four studies were coded as having assessments with the purpose of ‘enabling international
comparisons’. Only two of these studies provided some findings about the theme (Carroll
2018 and (Hepworth 2021) and were studies based in England and Republic of Ireland. The
search strategy used within this review was not conducted specifically to examine the
effectiveness of PISA and a synthesis of the two studies under this theme, which are about
PISA, may not fairly represent a collective perspective of relevant and appropriate extant
literature on literature about international comparisons. Furthermore, two studies on PISA
are not sufficient evidence to make judgements or summary statements about PISA. Further,
it should be noted that both studies did not adequately address any limitations in their
methodology, which may call into question the validity or reliability of the content.

Fairness and equality

Four papers mentioned establishing fairness and equality as a purpose of the assessment
system. While all four studies provided findings about this theme, the aspects of the
assessment system addressed in each study were slightly different. The results are
presented in Appendix F.
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The studies discussed a wide range of ways that fairness and equality issues permeate
assessment. Examples of unfairness and concern, include gender stereotyping, teacher
bias, subject bias, and inequalities in the grading structures (Benton 2014, Brown 2022,
Cadwallader 2013, and McCoy 2018). Additionally, fairness and equality (or perception of it
by students), were seen to be linked to low achieving students staying in education and their
attainment (Benton 2014). Assessment systems that place greater emphasis on specific
subjects to promote a robust education system for all, have been largely critiqued by
stakeholders as being unfair to students who might not excel, or be interested in, said
subjects (McCoy 2018). Academic subjects were argued to sometimes be prioritised over
other ‘marginal’ subjects, such as art (Cadwallader 2013).

Summary of findings about purposes of the assessment

o Research question 6 asked what the academic research tells us about the extent to
which the assessment systems meet the stated purposes. We found mixed evidence,
mostly from England and Ireland, on this theme: some purposes are generally met
(with varying levels of caveats), while others are under-researched.

¢ Assessment systems do achieve the purpose of allowing progression to the next
stage of education, whether it be upper secondary, tertiary, or vocational education.

o Systems were generally found to capture individual student learning well.

e There was insufficient evidence to determine whether the assessment policies
enable quality assurance or auditing of the quality of schools or the education
system.

e PISA may be used for international comparisons of education systems in terms of
student performance, but whether it adequately achieves this purpose is not
answerable in this review due to the study identification methods used.

o The purpose of ensuring fairness and equality was not always met, with concerns
raised about gender stereotyping, teacher bias, subject bias, and inequalities in the
grading structures.

e Concerns were raised about whether the assessment systems:

o equipped the students with the learning they needed in the future, particularly
practical skills.

o overemphasised maximising grades at the expense of learning.

o risked limiting short- to medium-term opportunities if students failed to pass
threshold grades.

o become overly complex when the system combines formative and summative
elements.

o were adequately explained to the students.

o prioritised certain core academic subjects (such as maths) over other
‘marginal’ subjects (such as art) in ways that could be unfair to students with
skills or interests in the latter.

¢ Facilitators to improved learning included:

o providing helpful, relevant feedback

o providing content specific to the subject being taught

o including student voice when designing or revising secondary level
assessments
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Themes about the study outcomes

Research question 6 asked about the impact of assessment systems and policy on students’
motivation to learn and attainment, so data was extracted on those themes. We also
identified a recurring theme relating to student stress or anxiety, which we additionally
extracted and synthesised.

Attainment

This theme was related to the outcome of student educational attainment. This refers to the
successfully completion of an assessment for the award of some qualification, or about
academic achievement. Successful completion of a level of education refers to the
achievement of the learning objectives of that level, typically validated through the
assessment of acquired knowledge, skills and competencies. Thirteen studies were coded
with the outcome of student attainment, and the results are presented in Appendix G.

Some studies raised concerns about reforms of qualifications on attainment (Baird 2016;
Brown 2022; McCoy 2018). For example, student participants raised concerns about the
poor linkage between the content of the taught subjects and the summative assessment
(Baird 2016; McCoy 2018). However, other studies found no issues with the assessed
qualifications — e.g., no evidence of a positive or negative effect of the assessment (Benton
2014) and GCSEs attainment not being found to be associated with worry, fear of failure or
test anxiety (Jerrim 2022a, b).

Facilitators of attainment included the support of teachers (Brown 2022), enthusiasm for the
subject (Hepworth 2021), student positive perception of examination (Baird 2016), student
choice in subjects studied (Cadwallader 2013), doing separate science subjects rather than
combined (Carroll 2018), doing homework (Lessof 2018), getting enough sleep (ibid) and
school attendance (ibid). The concept of ‘academic buoyancy’, which describes student
ability to withstand and respond positively to setbacks, was cited as a key attribute for
overcoming anxiety about GCSE examinations (Putwain 2016). On the other hand,
disadvantage and social economic status was cited as a key factor separating students into
higher and lower achievement (Baird 2019; Lessof 2018), and success often hinged on tight
threshold grading (Machin 2018).

In summary, assessment systems and policy appear to have a relationship with students’
attainment, but in complex ways.

Student motivation

This theme was related to student motivation to learn and attitudes about assessment. Six
studies were coded with the outcome of student motivation, and the results are presented in
Appendix H.

Two studies cited a difference of opinion when considering the impact of assessments on
motivation (Baird 2019, Brown 2022). Those teachers who thought assessment and
examinations were good for motivation, expressed this view because the assessments were
perceived to raise student expectations, and taught them resilience (Baird 2019). Some
teachers considered motivation altered according to the context. For example, the purpose
of the test: higher levels of motivation for tests which had individual consequences (Zhao
2022), and for learning material they would be assessed on (McCoy 2018).

Motivation was perceived by teachers to less good when students worked in groups or did
not have the opportunity to resist or redo results (Baird 2019). Teachers were cited as
important factors supporting student motivation, through their own enthusiasm of the
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subjects and support with revision (Brown 2022, Hepworth 2021, Smyth 2022). Regular
practice test taking was also seen as important preparation (Baird 2019, Smyth 2022).
Engaging teachers in assessment policy and reform was also seen as important for
motivating teachers to deliver engaging teaching (Hepworth 2021).

In summary, student motivation varied depending on the system features, the purpose of the
test, and the individual student.

Student stress and anxiety

This theme was related to the stress and anxiety experienced by students as a result of
studying for and/or taking the evaluated assessment. Twelve studies were coded with this
theme, and the results are presented in Appendix I.

Several studies reported students feeling pressure when preparing for or taking
assessments that were ‘high stakes’ and especially assessments that would have
consequences for students personally (Banks 2015, Brown 2022, McCoy 2018, Smyth 2022,
and Zhao 2022). The main causes of pressure were the consequences to the student for
their future (Banks 2015, Brown 2022, McCoy 2018, Smyth 2022, and Zhao 2022), the
volume of content to cover (McCoy 2018) and competing demands (Smyth 2022). Of those
studies reporting concerns, teachers and students noted that assessments, especially ‘high
stakes’ assessment, was having ill-effects on student wellbeing, personal freedom and
happiness (Hargreaves 2020, Smyth 2022). Jurisdictions where high-stakes assessment
was not commonplace, reported lower levels of stress (Nieminen 2022). Stress and test
anxiety was reported to be higher for female students (Banks 2015, Smyth 2022).

While some of this pressure was noted to be driven by students themselves (Banks 2015),
teachers were noted to sometimes exacerbate these internal pressures (Banks 2015, Brown
2022, Smyth 2022). Although stress and test anxiety were considered negatively by some
studies (Baird 2019, Brown 2022, Hargreaves 2020, McCoy 2018, Smyth 2022), some
studies reported no association between test anxiety and attainment (Jerrim 2022) or had
the opinion that “a little bit of stress is a good thing” (Lessof 2018, P.87).

Summary of findings about the study outcomes

o Evidence primarily from England and Ireland suggests that assessment systems and
policy have a relationship with students’ attainment, but in complex ways.

o Facilitators of attainment include student positive perception of examination,
the support of teachers, student choice or enthusiasm for the subject, doing
separate science subjects rather than combined, doing homework, getting
enough sleep, and school attendance.

o Barriers to attainment include social economic status, strict threshold grading,
and perceived poor linkage between the content of the taught subjects and
the summative assessment.

e Student motivation varied depending on the system features, the purpose of the test,
and the individual student. Teachers are likely to be important facilitators of student
motivation.

e Stress and anxiety were commonly reported for high-stakes assessments, although a
few studies did not find this negative association. The main causes of pressure were
the consequences to the student for their future, the volume of content to cover, and
competing demands. Teachers were noted to sometimes exacerbate these internal
pressures.
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Debates in the literature on summative assessment

Informing the context of the review work reported here were several debates around the
benefits and challenges of different approaches to secondary education assessment. In the
included papers for the review, we identified many debates which permeated the background
context and discussions that are summarised below.

Potential harms to students

This was by far the most mentioned debate within the included papers. A lot of the ‘harms’
discussed in the included papers related to the perceived hardness of the assessment,
stress / pressure / anxiety that those assessments caused students, and the resulting impact
of high-stakes exams on young people’s emotional well-being (Baird 2019, Banks 2015,
Brown 2022, Hargreaves 2020, Jerrim 2022, Putwain 2016). Some studies also raised
concerns about the over-emphasis on students taking academic based forms of
assessment, and the lack of choice students or lack of specialism with subject choice
(Cadwallader 2013; Ofqual 2012). One study commented that harm comes from ‘the idea of
rewarding those who perform best’ (McCoy 2018). An exception to this was the Finnish
assessment system which was reported to “not include a strong tendency towards test
anxiety” (Nieminen 2022, P.7). A perhaps unintended harm discussed is the affect
assessments have on teaching, with ‘teaching to the test’ becoming a known phenomenon
(Smyth 2012).

Implications for teaching practice

This debate centres around possible implications of assessments (current and future) for
teachers and their practice. Baird (2019) comments that “the introduction of linear
examinations, somewhat counterintuitively, appears to have led to more school
assessments, particularly more mock examinations" (P.138), with the consequence of
increased workloads for teachers. Some studies discuss the implications of the assessments
on the curriculum. For example, Elwood (2017) discusses a narrowing of the curriculum to
meet the demands of the assessment. Hepworth (2021) discusses Improving teacher quality
as a renewed policy goal related to assessment. Machin (2018) argues that exam thresholds
have also become increasingly important for incentivising teachers, especially in schools
where pay is linked to school performance and rankings, and concerns are raised that this
might lead to manipulation of marks by teachers. Putwain (2016) comments that teachers
have an important role to play in helping prepare students with approaches for coping with
the pressure of forthcoming examinations. Teacher support for assessments is especially
key in high stakes assessment environments (Smyth 2012). Related to this point, Tong
(2015) argues that teachers need to be skilled in providing feedback and enabling the
students to make use of it to enhance their learning.

Implications for future assessment

Key themes here included the perception of the assessments by people external to the
education system. For example, Baird (2019) found that teachers considered linear
assessments to be ‘harder’ in terms of ‘rigour’ and credibility with the public and potential
employers. Some of the discussion was around the concept of fairness, with Baird (2019)
commenting that “some teachers felt that the ‘all or nothing culture’, created by the ‘high-
stakes final, terminal exams’ would have a disproportionate impact on Pupil Premium
students who wouldn’t have the best attendance, supportive family structures, or the cultural
capital that would be needed” (P.121).

Hepworth (2021) cites the importance of designing future assessment in collaboration with
key stakeholders, and “placing trust in schools to select the appropriate supports and
interventions that make the most sense for their pupils” (P.63). Putwain (2016) argues that
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supporting student with the development of ‘academic buoyancy’ could be an effective way
of ameliorating the influence of worry or stress on attainment. Tong (2015) argues for the
importance of including cultural contexts and embedding this into future assessment.

Reliability and validity of assessments

This debate was around the reliability and validity of current assessment types. Baird (2016)
argues that “too much transparency can undermine learner autonomy and call into question
the validity of inferences made from the assessments” (p. 5). Ofqual (2012) discusses the
assessment format and discusses the use of multiple-choice questions “to test large
amounts of content and assess skills such as the ability to use the English language” but are
not commonly used for A level assessments, and questions if they should be (p. 234).

Predictability of content within assessments

Baird (2016) discusses how assessments can be criticised for being repetitive and
predictable, which was argued to be a good tool for encouraging learning. Elwood (2017)
comments on the mixed effect of predictability of content: “predictability is a dilemma
because assessment transparency has positive effects, but if an assessment is overly
predictable, it can have negative consequences for learning" (P.3). Elwood raises concerns
about “teaching-to-the-test” and too much predictability leading to a “failure to develop a
broad and deep understanding of subjects” among students (P.4).

High stakes assessment

Machin (2018) discusses the serious implications for students’ future learning if they do not
reach the required threshold grades. For example, Machin (ibid) argues that particular
grades are needed at GCSE level to progress to A level, with selection criteria directly linked
to performance. Smyth (2012) questions the effect of high stakes or national tests on
teaching, learning and student outcomes in the Republic of Ireland. Zhao (2022) discusses
how students will adjust their performance according to what is at stake with the assessment
and prioritise individual consequence over national interest.

Relevance of disadvantage

Disadvantages may be in the process or outcomes of assessments perceived by students,
and experiences by certain student groups, for example, those from low-income
backgrounds, or between gender groups. Four studies were coded as addressing this
theme.

Brown (2022) discusses the “unfairness” some students find with assessments. Lessof
(2018) discusses the inequity with performance that is related to certain student groups
undertaking assessments at KS4 and the longstanding effects this can have on social
division. Machin (2018) discusses how students with the same ability can have different
trajectories depending on the outcome of assessments, and the link of this to high stakes
assessment. Debates on this topic highlight the importance of fairness and equality in
determining the life trajectories of young people.

Student voice in policy reform

Two studies emphasised the importance of student voice in policy development or reform.
Elwood (2013) discusses that students are often not consulted about the types of
assessment to develop and yet when asked directly, they had clear views on it. For example,
“students expressed concern with regard to how their achievements were being (de)valued,
especially in relation to the currency of different qualifications” (p. 12). Elwood argues that
student views around models and design of qualifications “seem to be at odds with what is
being promoted by current government agendas for rigorous and robust qualifications” (p.
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12). For these reasons Elwood supports students having a voice and a platform for raising
concerns.

Breadth versus depth

Debates under this heading covered the types and appropriate levels of content that should
be covered. For example, Ofqual (2012) discusses whether a high mathematical content for
chemistry A level is good for students, or a broader approach might better prepare students
better for studying in a higher education.

Summary of the debates identified in the literature

Key points of contention in the field of summative assessment in general lower and upper
secondary education (ages 14-18/19), largely drawn from English and Irish evidence
sources, were:

e Potential harms to the student, particularly in relation to stress and anxiety

¢ Implications for teaching practice, including workload, providing appropriate
feedback, supporting students, narrowing the curriculum, and teaching to the test.

¢ Implications for future assessment, including design of future assessment with key
stakeholders, ensuring fairness, and appreciating and embedding cultural context in
assessment design.

¢ Reliability and validity of assessments, including the appropriateness of transparency
and assessment format in assessment types.

e Predictability of content within assessments, which can have benefits (such as
transparency for the student) and harms (such as narrowly focused learning and
teaching to the test).

¢ High stakes assessments, which can have serious consequences for students’
futures, and were often (but not always) associated with stress and anxiety.

¢ Relevance of disadvantage, which highlight the importance of fairness and equality in
determining the life trajectories of young people.

e Student voice in policy reform, which is seen as crucial for developing assessments
that are perceived as fair and valued.

e Breadth versus depth of curriculum content covered was emphasised as important in
some studies, but it was not clear whether broader or more narrowly focused
assessment systems are more desirable.

Conceptual framework of summative assessment

To help make sense of the diverse themes identified in the thematic synthesis, we
constructed a conceptual framework that organised (i.e., configured) the themes. This is
presented in Figure 1.

In the top left corner, we can see three red boxes that were stated purposes of the
assessment at the school- or system-level. These were: to assess school level performance
to inform parents’ or carers’ decisions about school applications, to incentivise teachers
and/or school managers, and to assess school- or system-level performance for quality
assurance or accountability reasons. (Note that, in the synthesis above, these three themes
were merged into one higher theme around quality assurance and accountability). Also,
within this larger box is it a purple box indicating a purpose to enable international
comparisons, such as PISA. This is at a higher level of the system than the three
aforementioned purposes, but it also has an accountability element and—importantly—they
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all have implications for future assessment and future teacher practise (as emphasised in
the adjacent grey boxes).

Moving across the figure to the top right corner, we see two themes in green boxes. The first
relates to the purpose to ensure fairness or equality in assessment; the second is one of the
debates that was raised throughout the papers around the relevance of disadvantage. The
fact that this purpose was not always met was one of the reasons that it often came under
criticism. This is partly linked to the sandy yellow box, which related to technical issues,
including standardisation. One of the main reasons for standardisation and other technical
aspects (e.g., establishing reliability and validity) was to ensure fairness and equality, but
these processed were also sometimes noted to reduce inclusivity and exacerbate
disadvantage.

The technical issues including standardisation also overlaps with some of the more specific
themes around the form and content of the assessments in the bottom right corner of the
figure. In the lighter blue boxes, we saw the issues of breadth versus depth of subject matter
coverage and the predictability of content as being important themes for student motivation
and whether students had learned the skills needed for their future life. Issues such as
teaching to the test and narrowing of the curriculum to maximise grades cropped up here.
These were seen as undermining one of the purposes of assessment, that being to assess
whether learning objectives had been achieved and/or to assess student progress (the
darker blue box).

To the bottom left corner, we see a cluster of orange boxes that relate to the purposes of the
assessment regarding progression beyond the students’ current schooling. Three of these
related to moving on to other forms of education, those being higher levels of secondary
school education, tertiary education, and vocational or technical education. The fourth
orange box was for the purpose of allowing employers to differentiate between candidates.
All four of these determine whether an assessment system is considered to be high or low
stakes. The greater the emphasis on progression beyond current schooling, the higher the
stakes.

At the bottom of the figure, we have two separate boxes: A lilac box relating to debates about
the potential harms to students, and a pale turquoise box relating to calls for the need for
student voice and policy reform. These were seen to underpin much of the rest of the
framework. Any aspect of the assessment has the potential for to harm to students, while
student voice in policy reform may mediate this impact.

In the middle of the figure is a darker-bordered box, containing our three main student
outcomes: attainment, motivations to learn, and stress or anxiety. These were put at the
centre of the framework because of the way in which the research studies generally took a
student-centred approach. Overall, the research papers saw the other themes and debates
raised here as potentially impacting on these three (and occasionally other) student
outcomes.

The relations between all of these themes are complex, which is why we have not positioned
lines of direction or indicators of magnitude of strength between them. Future research could
look at the direction and strength of some of these associations. Also, as we will see in the
comparative synthesis, this conceptual framework is developed very much with the research
evidence perspective in mind. A broader systems perspective would look at impacts for
different actors in this system, such as teachers, head teachers, assistant assessment
system managers, and policy makers.
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Results of the comparative synthesis

After reviewing the ten individual jurisdiction reports, five major themes were identified
across the policy summaries:

o the balance of formative versus summative assessment within jurisdictions,
which was often linked to concerns about high-stakes testing. For instance, in
Finland, the key consideration for education policymakers and educators is the
balance between two assessments as they aim to promote effective learning and
ensure fair evaluation of students’ knowledge and skills.

¢ the amount of student choice/flexibility within a system, which included different
pathways or types of qualification or certification that students could attain.
Understanding that students have varied interests, strengths, and career aspirations,
jurisdictions such as Ontario have sought to offer different pathways or types of
qualifications/certifications that students can attain. This approach acknowledges that
not all students follow a single, standardised path and encourages personalised
learning experiences that cater to individual needs and goals.

¢ the timing and extent of assessment policy reform. Policymakers have
recognised the requirement to adapt assessment practices to meet the growing
demands of the 21st-century education landscape. Reforms have intended to align
assessment methods with the anticipated learning outcomes and pedagogical
approaches, fostering a holistic and comprehensive assessment of student
performance. The timing and extent of these reforms have varied across jurisdictions
in the European Union and overseas, reflecting local contexts, educational
ideologies, and the readiness to embrace change.

e an emphasis on fairness and inclusivity in recent reforms. In all jurisdictions,
there is a rising recognition of the prominence of delivering equal opportunities for all
students, regardless of their background or circumstances. Efforts have been made
to promote equity in assessment processes, ensuring that students from different
backgrounds have attained a level of achievement for themselves.

e a strong emphasis on the labour market and international competitiveness, with
varying levels of motivation towards these external influences.

These themes were overlaid with the themes identified in the research evidence (see Table
7). From this comparative synthesis, we conclude that the research evidence base may be
under-representing some of the key themes that may be of interest to policymakers. In
contrast, research papers tended to focus more on the experiences or outcomes for students
or teachers; for example, policy reports did not have the same emphasis on concerns about
student stress and anxiety as in the research papers. The policy reports were also unable to
capture nuances about fairness and equality as expressed by research participants in the
reviewed research studies. These differences may be because of the study identification
methods that we followed in the review, or it may be that the researchers tend to focus on
individual level outcomes for students or teachers, whereas policymakers tend to focus on
national or international-level concerns.

It is, however, clear that educational assessment policy is part of a broader system of
external influences, including the jurisdiction’s education system, local and international
labour markets, and international competition, as well as internal factors, including students,
teachers, headteachers, schools, and the assessment/certification agency. Each of these
influences and factors were touched on to differing extents in the research and policy
documents, but as noted above, the research tended to look at policies impacts from the
bottom-up, whereas policy documents take a more top-down perspective.
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Table 7. Observations of the coverage of policy themes in the research evidence in this review

Themes across the policy reports

The balance of formative versus
summative assessment

The amount of choice/flexibility within a
system, which included different
pathways or types of
qualification/certification that students
could attain

The timing and extent of assessment
policy reform

An emphasis on fairness and
inclusivity in recent reforms

A strong emphasis on the labour
market and international
competitiveness.

Amount and type of coverage in the research in this review

Low

Low

Moderate

Good

Low

This only received light coverage in the research studies. Most of the assessments
covered were high-stakes, terminal assessments.

This received moderate attention in the background sections of the papers but was
not the focus of evaluations identified here.

Reactions to policy reform was reported, including both student and teacher
perceptions about the introduction of features including school-based
assessments, linear assessments, and higher-level offers of some subjects.

This was covered in several studies, with mixed findings as to whether fairness
and equity were achieved. Student voice and stakeholder engagement were seen
as important to achieve this in the future.

This was indirectly addressed in our observation that the stated purposes of the
assessment were not always the same as the stated uses of the assessment, with
use by the labour market in recruitment selection processes quite common even
though it was not often an intended purpose acknowledged by the studies. A
growing realisation that labour market needs are important in policy design may
lead to different types of assessment, possibly with a greater focus on skills.

International comparisons did arise in the research review, but additional relevant
studies may have been identified if the search strategy had been developed with
this as its focus.

Note. The evidence base was largely comprised of evidence from England and Ireland, possibly because of the limitation on English language.
Different coverage may be evident in other countries/languages.

48



Results of the comparison tables

The following tables (see Tables 8-12) provide a descriptive analysis ‘at a glance’ of the key
policy differences and similarities between the jurisdictions.

RQ1: What is the current summative assessment system(s)?

The results for this research question are presented in Table 8 towards the end of this
section.

Stages of formal assessment

Eight of the ten jurisdictions clearly divide upper secondary into a lower stage and an upper
stage that each have their own qualification (the exceptions are Ontario and Japan, which
are discussed further below). Across jurisdictions, the lower stage typically ends at around
15 or 16 years of age, with the exception of Ontario, which runs through to 18 years. The
end of the lower stage typically coincides with the end of compulsory education, except for
England, Finland, and Poland, where compulsory education or training continues until 18
years of age.

The two exceptions to the two-stage system are Ontario and Japan. In Ontario, the lower
stage is not distinguished; rather, it forms a part of what is referred to as a ‘continuous
educational system’ for ages 14/15 through to-18. In Japan, a lower stage is marked by a
National Assessment of Academic Ability at around age 15 years,-but there is no associated
qualification, while at the upper stage; there is currently no national summative assessment
system.

At the upper stage, the same observations at the lower stage generally hold, with the
exceptions of Poland and Hong Kong. In Poland, students can exit with different
qualifications depending on the type of assessment taken. In Hong Kong, the system is
designed to provide various pathways to higher education and the workplace.

Vocational pathways

All jurisdictions offer a vocational pathway or route, typically at the post-compulsory upper
stage, apart from Japan. In Japan, vocational courses can be selected, but it is not clear that
a distinct qualification is awarded upon completion.

Subject choice

The jurisdictions varied widely in terms of the number of core (compulsory) subjects and
elective (optional) subjects that could be taken. There was a minimum of three core
subjects at the lower stage, with some jurisdictions making all lower stage subjects
compulsory. At the upper stage, the number of compulsory subjects varied from zero to up to
18. Finland stood out by its inclusion of at least one multidisciplinary learning module that
must be determined locally at the lower stage, while Ontario’s upper stage requires
additional mandatory 40 hours of community service.

The assessments

Some countries have limited assessment approaches (e.g., England’s system is
dominated by one assessment at each stage). Others have a wide range of assessments at
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each stage and include  much more of a mix between formative and summative
assessments.

Most of the systems had a mix of assessment forms, including examination, project work,
and school based or teacher assessments. Japan and Hong Kong have only examination as
the form of summative assessment. At the upper stage in all jurisdictions, there appeared to
be some form of final examination as the primary assessment method, although all offered a
mix of other assessment forms. Because of its credit system and lack of a national
summative assessment system at the upper stage, Japan has a more flexible approach to
assessment at the upper stage and will vary depending-on the credits selected by the
student.

Most systems had either fully or partially standardised assessments. The exceptions were
Poland, where examinations are not based on a common set of questions, and New
Zealand, in which there is no single set of exams that all students take at the same time.
Instead, New Zealand’s system is flexible and allows for different pathways depending on
the-interests or perceived strengths of the student. For Ontario, there was conflicting
evidence about whether it was standardised or not.

In terms of the mode of assessment, most systems reported a mix of paper and electronic
assessments, although generally more paper based. Estonia, Hong Kong, and Japan are
currently exclusively paper-based but are considering a shift to electronic assessment. In
Finland, the matriculation exam is fully electronic.

RQ2: What are the stated purposes of each summative assessment?

The results for this research question are presented in Table 9 towards the end of this
section. Of the ten jurisdictions, there was evidence that:

e Seven used assessment results for teacher training and/or to improve the
curriculum,

o Eight jurisdictions used results for regional and system accountability,

e Six used results to hold schools accountable; in order to improve schools or regions;
and/or to inform allocation of resources,

e Seven jurisdictions clearly publish results at the institution and regional level. In
Estonia, secondary school assessments are not published in league tables or official
statistics. In Hong Kong, TSA results are only published at a territory-wide level, and
the results of HKDSE are released at territory-wide level but not by individual school.
In Japan, national averages and mean subject scores for each of the 7 regions of
Japan and ranks the 47 prefectures accordingly, but institution-level results are not
necessarily published since the decision as to whether top publish is delegated to
education policymakers in each of the 1718 municipalities of Japan. Each
municipality can decide -whether to publish individual schools’ mean scores. In the
cases of Hong Kong and Japan, the purpose of summative assessment is more
about providing information to improve school performance and identifying system-
level changes that are needed; rather than focusing on individual student outcomes
(e.g., progression to further education).
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RQ3: What is the process through which national-level assessment policy is
made?

The results for this research question are presented in Table 10 towards the end of this
section.

In all cases, the national education department makes and usually specifies the
assessment policy. Typically, a different organisation has a specific remit to regulate how
the policy is being implemented regionally and at school level. In most cases, this an
independent organisation from government.

Seven jurisdictions explicitly encourage local interpretation and/or implementation of
the nationally set assessment policies. For example, Finnish teachers have independence
on how to assess the core curriculum content, while the Republic of Ireland emphasises the
'partnership approach'. In the Netherlands, schools have autonomy to tailor their educational
assessments to meet the needs and interests of their students and communities. Explicit
encouragement of local implementation was not evident in England, while it was only
partially evident in Poland and unclear in Japan.

RQ4: Through what mechanisms is the current summative assessment
system evaluated?

The results for this research question are presented in Table 11 towards the end of this
section.

Evaluation mechanisms are varied and include research, consultation with stakeholders
(e.g. Ontario's framework includes stakeholder involvement), monitoring, and a mixture of
other internal and external processes. The main purposes seem to be: to check the quality of
provision and adherence to the policy, to check for outcomes and effectiveness of the
assessment system, and to compare educational outcomes for students, schools, and
regions.

In eight of the ten jurisdictions, a government body is responsible for evaluation of the
summative assessment system. A notable exception is Estonia, where each school and its
teachers are responsible for evaluating the quality of the assessments that they use. In the
Republic of Ireland, there are variety of stakeholders involved in evaluation in addition to a
government body. In Japan, there are two associations that have published test standards
and codes of practice; however, they are not directly involved in decision-making on national
summative assessment policy.

RQ5: What contextual factors are reported to have driven national-level
assessment policy?

The results for this research question are presented in Table 12 towards the end of this
section.

Common internal drivers of policy (i.e., identified by actors within the
assessment/curriculum process) that were identified include concerns about educational
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outcomes; and addressing inequalities, fairness, and equity. Other themes that emerged
included: meeting the needs of a diverse range of students, aligning assessments with
curriculum standards, modernising the skills and competencies being taught and assessed,
and meeting the requirements of a global and local employment market.

Concerns specific to some countries include:

transparency of mechanisms and processes (Poland),

inclusivity and fairness (Estonia, Poland, the Republic of Ireland, the Netherlands,
Ontario and New Zealand),

the intense pressure that students are under (Hong Kong and Japan),

the possibilities of cheating or 'gaming the system' (England),

using more formative assessment or a mix of formative and summative, and
personalising the student journey (Estonia, the Netherlands, the Republic of Ireland
and New Zealand).

External drivers of policy (i.e., influencing factors outside the assessment or/curriculum
process) that were identified include:
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Competing in a global economy (England, Estonia, Poland, the Netherlands, Japan),
Historical influences from Chinese and British education systems in Hong Kong
Confucian heritage influence in Japan,

Concerns about inequity introduced by differential access to expensive tutoring
schools (juku) in Japan,

Aligning with EU requirements (Poland)

The COVID-19 pandemic necessitated a balance between assessment, expectations
and student flexibility and support (England) and integrating technology into
classrooms (Japan) or assessment (Finland) sooner than planned.

Responding to PISA results and other international comparisons (Republic of Ireland
and Hong Kong).



Overarching observations

From the table and the textual commentary, what stands out is that every jurisdiction has its
own ways of doing things, although there are some parallels. The parallels are particularly
evident between the EU countries; in terms of aspirations to deliver a system that values
formative feedback and recognises student individuality.

Most systems offer a two-stage approach (except Ontario and Japan),-and compulsory
education ends around 15/16 (except Ontario and Poland, where it is 18). Japan stands out
most of all with a fully credit-based system. Vocational pathways do not differentiate
between jurisdictions as anticipated; all jurisdictions offer them in at least some form, and
nine of the ten offer a formal VET programme.

It is difficult to determine whether a given jurisdiction has high, medium, or low stakes from
the perspective of the student. Most systems offered a mixture of different assessment
forms, typically culminating in a final examination. The emphasis placed on the final exam
may differ; for example, England places heavy emphasis on the final exams, whereas
Finland, the Republic of Ireland, Ontario, and New Zealand seem to give more relative
weight to other assessment types. This arguably reduces the personal stakes for the
students. Hong Kong and Japan are also arguably lower stakes systems because, despite
being exam-only at the lower stage, the implications of performance are at the school- and
system-levels rather than for the individual students; however, this interpretation would be at
odds with other known pressures in those systems around cultural expectations of student
performance.

Evaluation of the systems is formalised in all jurisdictions, yet seven of the jurisdictions
encourage local implementation of the policies. This latter point allows for some flexibility in
meeting local needs.

A host of both internal and external drivers have been proposed as influencing summative
assessment policy across jurisdictions. Broadly, concerns about wellbeing, inclusivity and
fairness, modernisation, and competing in a global economy stood out as recurring themes.
Individual jurisdictions, however, had specific influences that drove specific policies that may
not transfer to other contexts.

Finally, we observed differences across jurisdictions regarding whether the system looked at
the student more holistically, by considering broader aspects of their personal development
or student experience or took a narrow lens to what education is about, by focusing more on
the academic aspects of learning. Examples of attempts to take a broader perspective
include Hong Kong, which conducts an Attitudinal and Learning Experience Questionnaire
alongside the academic assessments to gauge student experiences, and Ontario, which
requires community service as part of the assessable curriculum. Some systems had more
of an emphasis on diversity, inclusion, and meeting the needs of the children (e.g., through
broader skill development); rather than system level performance or narrow academic foci.
Across most systems, however, there appeared to be a growing move towards a system that
reduced stress and increased equity for the students. How these ambitions are enacted in
future policy reforms remains to be seen.
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Table 8. Jurisdiction-level summary information about secondary school assessment policy and practice for research question 1 (correct as of

November 2023)

RQ1: What is the current summative assessment system(s)?

Stages of
formal
assessment
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England
Lower
stage:
GCSE
(14-16y)

Upper
stage: AS
and A-
stage (17-
18y)

Finland
Lower
stage:
Basic
(14-
16y)

Upper
stage:
Genera
| Upper
Second
ary
Educati
on (17-
18y)

Estonia
Lower
stage:
Basic
School
State
Examinat
ion (up to
age 16)

Upper
stage:
Upper
secondar
y school
leaving
certificat
e (16-
19y)

Poland
Lower
stage:
(aged
13- 16
years)
none!

Upper
stage:
‘Matura
exam
(age
18y) ©

Republic
of Ireland
Lower
stage:
Junior
Cycle
Examinati
on (12-15
years)

Upper
stage:
Senior
Cycle of
Examinati
on (15 to
18 or 19
years)
End is the
Irish
Leaving
Certificate
examinati
on

The
Netherlands
Lower stage:
Summative
assessment
s are
conducted
during age
12-16,
culminating
in the VMBO
(preparatory
secondary
vocational
education)?
Upper stage:
The
Secondary
School
Leaving
Examination
(Examen
Voortgezet
Onderwijs)
(17-18y)

Hong
Kong
Lower
stage:
TSA, (14-
15
years)?

Upper
stage:
Hong
Kong
Diploma
of
Secondar
y
Educatio
n
(HKDSE)
(17-18
years)

Ontario
Lower
stage:
(ages
14/15-16)
none 4

Upper
level:
grades 9
to 127

Japan
Lower
stage:
National
Assessme
nt of
Academic
Ability
(NAAA)
(15 years)

Upper
stage:
nones

New
Zealand
Lower
stage:
NCEA? at
final year
of
compulsor
y
schooling
(Year 11,
age 15)

Upper
stage:
NCEA
Level 2
takes
place in
Year 12
(age 16)
and Level
3in Year
13 (age
17°



Is there a
technical or
vocational
secondary-
level
pathway
available?
Last age of
compulsory
education

Are
subjects
compulsory,
elective, or
a mix?
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England
Yes'0

16y for

compulsor

y full-time
education;
18y for

compulsor

y
education

or training
20

Lower
stage:
GCSE (9
usually
taken, 3
core
subjects —
maths,
English,
and
science -
plus 6
electives),
BTEC
(cover a
range of

Finland
Yes™

18y21

Lower
stage:
up to
20
compul
sory
subject
S, plus
at least
one
multidis
ciplinar
y
learnin

g
module

Estonia
Yes'2

16y

Lower
stage: up
to 7 core,
and up to
12
electives

Poland
Yes'3

18y

Lower
stage: all
subjects
are
compuls
ory (up
to 18
subjects)

Republic The

of Ireland = Netherlands
Yes' Yes's

16y 16y22

Lower Lower stage:
stage: 10  Mixed?
subjects, 7

core, and

2 optional

Hong
Kong
Yes'6

15y

Lower
stage:
three
compulso
ry
subjects
(Chinese
language
, English
language
, and
maths)
are
examined

although

Ontario Japan
Yes'” Unclear's
18y 15y
Lower Lower
stage: stage: 4
Subjects  core

in lower subjects
secondar (maths,

y school @ Japanese,
in Ontario science,
are and
compulso English)
ry and

follow a

set

curriculu

m24

New
Zealand
Yes™®

16y

Lower
stage:
Level 1
NCEA
subjects
are
compulsor
y (English,
Maths and
Science)



What forms
do
assessment
s take (e.g.,
teacher
assessment

examination

coursework
) and when
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England
subjects,
some
core,
others
optional)
Upper
stage: 3-4
subjects
(pupil
choice),
BTEC
(cover a
range of
subjects)

Lower
stage:
Mix:
Largely
examinati
ons, with
elements
of project
work, and
practical
demonstra

Finland
determi
ned
locally

Upper
stage:
4
compul
sory
and 2-4
elective
subject
areas

Lower
stage:
Mix:
Examin
ation,
project
work,
practica
|
demon
stration

Estonia

Upper
stage: up
to 7 core,
and up to
12
electives

Lower
stage:
Mix:

Examinat

ion,
project
work,
practical

demonstr

ations
Includes

Poland

Upper
stage:
the basic
level is
compuls
ory (up
to 18
subjects)
and the
advance
d level
are
optional
for
students
(upto 10
subjects)
Lower
stage:
Mix,
Examinat
ion,
project
work,
presentat
ions,
portfolios

Republic
of Ireland

Upper
stage:
typically,
students
take six or
seven
subjects

Lower
stage:

Mix,
Examinati
on, project
work, and
teacher
assessme
nts

The
Netherlands

Upper stage:
Same as
lower

Lower stage:
Mix,
Examination,
project work,
and teacher
assessment
S

Hong
Kong
more
maybe
studied

Upper
stage: 4
core and
2-3
electives

Lower
stage:
TSAis
exam-
based
(Basic
Compete
ncy
Assessm
ent) plus
a

Ontario

Upper
stage: A
mix of
compulso
ry and
elective
subjects?®

Lower
stage: A
mix of
tools and
approach
es,
including
tests,
examinati
ons,
projects,

Japan

Upper
stage:
Unspecifie
d-
depends
on the
credits
selected

Lower
stage:
Examinati
on

New
Zealand

Upper
stage:
Level 2
and 3
NCEA is
not
compulsor

y26

Lower
stage:
Mixed
Internal
assessme
nts take
various
forms,
from
coursewor
K,



does it take
place?

What is the
balance
between
normative
and criteria
based

57

England
tions in
some
subjects
Main
assessme
nt (exam)
is terminal

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:
Adjusted
within a
cohort and
some
normalisin
g, but also
some
criteria
that need
to be met

Finland
s Can
vary by
local
context
and
student

Upper
stage:
Same
as
lower,
but end
exam

Lower
stage:
Appear
s to be
primaril
y
criteria-
based

Estonia
self- and
peer-
assessm
ent

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower,
but end
exam

Lower
stage: A
grading
system is
used to
classify
the
outputs
of
summati
ve
assessm
ent

Poland
observati
ons

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:
criteria
based It
uses
scoring
criteria

Republic
of Ireland

Upper
stage:
same as
lower, but
end exam

Lower
stage: a
combinati
on of
normative
and
criteria
based

The
Netherlands

Upper stage:

Same as
lower

Lower stage:

VWO is
overall
criterion-
referenced
with
normative
elements

Hong
Kong
questionn
aire
(Attitudin
al and
Learning
Experien
ce
Question
naire)
Upper
stage:
Mix:
examinati
on,
school-
based
assessm
ents
Lower
stage:
criteria-
based

Ontario
portfolios,
and
observati
ons

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:
rubrics
outline
the
criteria
for
assessin
g
different
aspects
of writing,
such as
organisati
on,

Japan

Upper
stage:
Unspecifie
d-
depends
on the
credits
selected

Lower
stage:
Primarily
criteria-
based

New
Zealand
projects,
presentati
ons, or
other
forms
External
are exams

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:
more
criteria
based



Mode of
assessment
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England

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:

Finland

Upper
stage:
A
grading
system
is used
to
classify
the
outputs
of
summa
tive
assess
ment

Lower
stage:

Estonia

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:

Poland

Upper
stage:
mixed
Dependi
ng on the
type and
purpose
of the
assessm
ent, it
can be
either
criteria-
based or
normativ
e Internal
assessm
entis
criteria
based,
external
(‘Matura’
)is
normativ
e

Lower
stage:

Republic
of Ireland

Upper
stage:
mainly
criteria
based but
some
elements
of
normative
(Transition
Year
programm
eis
offered by
some
schools as
an
optional
year
between
the Junior
Cycle and
the Senior
Cycle)

Lower
stage: A

The
Netherlands

Upper stage:
similar to the
lower level
Generally
speaking
more
normative

Lower level:
both paper

Hong
Kong

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:

Ontario
content,
and
language
conventio
ns

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage: A

Japan

Upper
stage:
Unspecifie
d because
there is no
national
summativ
e
assessme
nt system
at this
level

Lower
stage:

New
Zealand

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:



It is
standardise
d? If so, at
what
stages, and
is it at the
local/region
al or
national
level?
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England
Mixed, but
mostly
paper-
based

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower/

Lower
stage: Yes
for GCSE;
no for
BTECs

Finland
Mixed,
but
matricul
ation
exam is
fully
electro
nic

Upper
stage:
Same
as
lower

Lower
stage:
Yes, for
the last
year of
school
exam?’

Estonia
Currently
paper
based
but
consideri
ng
transition
to
electroni
c

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:
Yes

Poland
some are
paper-
based
and
some are
electroni
c

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:
no, it is
not
based on
a
common
set of
question
S

Republic
of Ireland
combinati
on of
paper and
electronic

Upper
stage:
mainly
paper

Lower
stage:
partially2®

The
Netherlands
based and
electronic,
depending
on the type
and form of
the
assessment

Upper stage:

Same as
lower

Lower stage:

partially2®

Hong
Kong
paper-
based

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:
Yes

Ontario
combinati
on of
paper
and
electronic

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:
Unclear

Japan
paper-
based

Upper
stage:
Unspecifie
d because
there is no
national
summativ
e
assessme
nt system
at this
level
Lower
stage: Yes

New
Zealand
assessme
nts can be
on paper
or
electronic
Move to
electronic
being
encourage
d

Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:
N030



When was
the current
system
introduced
(based on
the last
major policy
reform)?

60

England Finland

Upper Upper

stage: stage:

Same as Same

lower as
lower

Lower Lower

stage: stage:

GCSE: 2017

2017,

1996 for

BTECs

but new

reform

expected

for 2024

Upper Upper

stage: AS  stage:

and A- 2016

levels:

2017,

same for

BTECs

Estonia
Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:
2014

Upper
stage:
2013

Poland
Upper
stage:
mixed3’

Lower
stage:
1999
after
major
reform

Upper
stage:
2019 as
part of a
reform of
educatio
n

Republic
of Ireland
Upper
stage:
Yess?

Lower
stage:
1990s

Upper
stage:
same as
lower

The
Netherlands

Upper stage:

Nos?

Lower stage:

1999 with
reforms to
the
Mammoth
Act

Upper stage:

same as
lower

Hong
Kong
Upper
stage:
Yes

Lower
stage:
2009

Upper
stage:
2012

Ontario
Upper
stage:
Yes

Lower
stage:
Unclear

Upper
stage:
same as
lower

Japan
Upper
stage:
Unspecifie
d34

Lower
stage:
2013 (with
science
added in
2015 and
English in
2019)

Upper
stage:
Unspecifie
d35

New
Zealand
Upper
stage:
Same as
lower

Lower
stage:
2023

Upper
stage:
Differs
according
to level of
assessme
nt36



Table 9. Jurisdiction-level summary information about secondary school assessment policy and practice for research question 2 (correct as of

November 2023)

RQ2: What are the stated purposes of each summative assessment?

Stated
purposes
To improve
teacher
training
and/or
curriculum

For regional
and system
accountability
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England  Finland
No?” Yes

Yes for Yes#
both

GCSEs

and A

levels*3

Estonia
Yess38

N045

Poland

Yes

Yes?6

Republic
of Ireland
Yes?
uses of
lower
secondar
y school
assessme
nts in
Republic
of Ireland
Yes#*”

The
Netherlan
ds

Yes#0

No

Hong

Kong Ontario Japan
Yes* Unclear Yes42
Unclear Yes?® Yes?#®

New
Zealand
Unclear

Yes



Stated
purposes
To improve
schools/regio
ns and aid
allocation of
resources
For
tracking or
sorting of
students —
lower
secondary
For tracking
or sorting of
students —
upper
secondary
Are the
aggregated
results
published,
and if so, are
they
published at
institution or
regional
level?
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England
N050

Unclears¢

Unclear®?

Yes

Finland
N051

Unclear

Unclear

Yes

Estonia
Unclear

Yes

Yes®2

No%5

Poland

Yes

N 057

Unclear

Mixed®6

Republic
of Ireland
Unclear

Yes

Yes

Yes

The
Netherlan
ds

Yes®2

Yes

Yes

Yes

Hong
Kong
Yes®

Yes

Yes®3

Yes®”

Ontario
Unclear

Yess8

Yest4

Yes

Japan
Yes®*

No®®

Unclear

Yes®8

New
Zealand
Yes®s

Unclear®®

Unclear

Yes®®



Table 10. Jurisdiction-level summary information about secondary school assessment policy and practice for research question 3 (correct as of
November 2023)

RQ3: What is the process through which national-level assessment policy is made?

Who
makes/spe
cifies the
policy at
national
level?

Who writes
and
regulates
the policy
at national
level?

Is there
explicit
encourage
ment of
local (e.g.,
regional,
school, or
pupil level)
implement

63

England
Departmen
t for
Education

Ofqual™

No®2

Finland

The
National
Board of
Education
(Opetushalli
tus)7o

The Finnish
National
Agency for
Education?

Yes

Estonia
Central
governme
nt71

Central
governme
nt®

Yes

Poland
The
Ministry
for
Educati
on and

Science
72

The
Central
Examin
ation
Board
(CEB)™"

Somes3

Republic
of Ireland
Minister
of
Educatio
n,
supporte
d by the
Departm
ent of
Educatio
n

The
National
Council
for
Curriculu
m and
Assessm
ent
(NCCA)™8
Yes84

The

Netherland

S
Ministry of
Education,
Culture
and
Science

Ministry of
Education,
Culture
and
Science™®

Yesss

Hong Kong
Education
Bureau
(EDB)

Hong Kong
Examinatio
ns and
Assessme
nt Authority
(HKEAA )

Yessé

Ontario
Ontario
Ministry of
Education

Ontario
Ministry of

Education
81

Yes

Japan
Ministry of
Education,
Culture,
Sports,
Science
and
Technolog
y (MEXT)

Ministry of
Education,
Culture,
Sports,
Science
and
Technolog
y (MEXT)

Unclear

New
Zealand
The
Ministry of
Education
(MoE)™

The New
Zealand
Qualificati
ons
Authority
(NZQF)

Yes



ation of the
curriculum
and/or

assessmen
t?

Table 11. Jurisdiction-level summary information about secondary school assessment policy and practice for research question 4 (correct as of
November 2023)

RQ4: Through what mechanisms is the current summative assessment system evaluated?

What are
the
evaluation
mechanism
s?

64

England
Researc
h and
analysis;
consultat
ion;
monitorin
g and
oversight

standard
-setting;
and
evaluatio
n and
review

Finland
Various
stakeholde
rsé’

Estonia
Results
are
compared
across
different
types of
schools?8

Poland
Evaluation
and
accreditatio
n
processes?

Republic of
Ireland
Individual
school
monitoring
involving
various
internal
stakeholder
groups®

The
Netherlan
ds

internal
and
external
evaluation

processes
91

Hong
Kong
A
regular
stakeho
Ider
review
and
consult
ation
process

Ontario
Accountabili
ty
monitoring®?

Japan
School and
parent

questionnair

esg3

New
Zealand
Formal
quality
assurance

processes
94



Who is
responsible
for
evaluation?

65

England
Ofqual

Finland
Finnish
National
Agency for
Education
(EDUFI)

Estonia
Schools
and
teachers

Poland

The Polish
Accreditatio
n
Committee
and the
General
Council®s

Republic of
Ireland
Variety of
Stakeholder

896

The
Netherlan
ds

The
Inspectora
te of
Education

Hong
Kong
The
EDB for
the
TSA;
the
HKEAA
for the
HKDSE

Ontario

The
Education
Quality and
Accountabili
ty Office
(EQAOQ)

New
Japan Zealand
Central NZQA
Council for
Education®”



Table 12. Jurisdiction-level summary information about secondary school assessment policy and practice for research question 5 (correct as of
November 2023)

RQ5: What contextual factors are reported to have driven national-level assessment policy?

Internal
drivers of
policy
(identified
by actors
within the
assessme
nt/
curriculum
process)
External
drivers of
policy
(influencin
g factors
outside
the
assessme
nt/
curriculum
process)

66

England
Qualificati
on
standards
and
technolog

y98

Competin
gina
global

economy
108

Finland
Education
al

inequalitie
899

Social
justice
culture'®

Estonia

The need for

core

competence

S100

Competing
in a global
economy'"0

Poland
Education
al

outcomes
101

Competin
gina
global

economy
111

Republic
of
Ireland
Educatio
nal
outcome
s and
justice'0?

PISA
and
other
internati
onal
standard
s

The
Netherland
S

Quality
assurance
and
equity'%®

Competing
in a global
economy

Hong
Kong
Pressure
on
students
and to
provide
options
for

students
104

Global
education
al

influences
112

Ontario
Transpare
ncy and
fairness'®

None
mentioned
in the brief

Japan
Education
al

outcomes
106

Competin
gina
global
economy,
cultural
factors''3

New
Zealand

Inequalities
107

None
mentioned
in the brief



Discussion

Summary of findings across the research
This section brings together the summaries from the different parts of the report in one

place.

Description of the evidence on summative assessment in general lower and upper
secondary education (ages 14-18/19)

The review included 21 primary research studies from seven jurisdictions Most of the
studies were from England (n = 12) This was followed by the Republic of Ireland (n =
7); Finland, Hong Kong, and New Zealand (n = 2 each); and Ontario and The
Netherlands (n = 1 each) There were no eligible studies identified for Estonia,
Poland, and Japan.

The most reported purpose of the assessment system was to assess whether
learning objectives have been achieved (n = 9), then to enable progression through
levels of education (n = 8).

The most reported use of the assessment system was to enable progression through
levels of education (n = 14), with the majority of those focused on progression to
higher education (n = 12) The next most common use was to allow employers to
differentiate between candidates (n = 11).

Most of the studies explicitly stated that the assessment used examinations to
assess the required standard (n = 15), sometimes in combination with other
assessment types such as coursework.

Summary of findings about purposes of the assessment
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Assessment systems do achieve the purpose of allowing progression to the next
stage of education, whether it be upper secondary, tertiary, or vocational education.
Systems were generally found to capture individual student learning well.
There was insufficient evidence to determine whether the assessment policies
enable quality assurance or auditing of the quality of schools or the education
system.
PISA may be used for international comparisons of education systems in terms of
student performance, but whether it adequately achieves this purpose is not
answerable in this review due to the study identification methods used.
The purpose of ensuring fairness and equality was not always met, with concerns
raised about gender stereotyping, teacher bias, subject bias, and inequalities in the
grading structures.
Concerns were also raised about whether the assessment systems:
o equipped the students with the learning they needed in the future, particularly
practical skills.
o overemphasised maximising grades at the expense of learning
o risked limiting short- to medium-term opportunities if students failed to pass
threshold grades.
o become overly complex when the system combines formative and summative
elements.
o were adequately explained to the students.
o prioritised certain core academic subjects (such as maths) over other
‘marginal’ subjects (such as art) in ways that could be unfair to students with
skills or interests in the latter.



Facilitators to improved learning included:
o providing helpful, relevant feedback.
o providing content specific to the subject being taught.
o including student voice when designing or revising secondary level
assessments.

Summary of findings about the study outcomes

Assessment systems and policy appear to have a relationship with students’
attainment, but in complex ways.

o Facilitators of attainment include: student positive perception of examination,
the support of teachers, student choice or enthusiasm for the subject, doing
separate science subjects rather than combined, doing homework, getting
enough sleep, and school attendance.

o Barriers to attainment include: social economic status, strict threshold
grading, and perceived poor linkage between the content of the taught
subjects and the summative assessment.

Student motivation varied depending on the system features, the purpose of the test,
and the individual student Teachers are likely to be important facilitators of student
motivation.

Stress and anxiety were commonly reported for high-stakes assessments, although a
few studies did not find this negative association The main causes of pressure were
the consequences to the student for their future, the volume of content to cover, and
competing demands Teachers were noted to sometimes exacerbate these internal
pressures.

Summary of the debates identified in the literature
Key points of contention in the field of summative assessment in general lower and upper
secondary education (ages 14-18/19) were:
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Potential harms to the student, particularly in relation to stress and anxiety.
Implications for teaching practice, including workload, providing appropriate
feedback, supporting students, narrowing the curriculum, and teaching to the test.
Implications for future assessment, including design of future assessment with key
stakeholders, ensuring fairness, and appreciating and embedding cultural context in
assessment design.

Reliability and validity of assessments, including the appropriateness of transparency
and assessment format in assessment types.

Predictability of content within assessments, which can have benefits (such as
transparency for the student) and harms (such as narrowly focused learning and
teaching to the test).

High stakes assessments, which can have serious consequences for students’
futures, and were often (but not always) associated with stress and anxiety.
Relevance of disadvantage, which highlight the importance of fairness and equality in
determining the life trajectories of young people.

Student voice in policy reform, which is seen as crucial for developing assessments
that are perceived as fair and valued.

Breadth versus depth of curriculum content covered was emphasised as important in
some studies, but it was not clear whether broader or more narrowly focused
assessment systems are more desirable.



Summary of findings from the comparative synthesis
e The research sources tend to focus on individual level outcomes for students or
teachers (bottom-up), whereas policy sources tend to focus on national or
international-level concerns (top-down).
o AKkey area of overlap was around the desire for fairness and inclusivity for students,
which appears to not always be met; involvement of student voice in policy reform
was highlighted as an important strategy for addressing this.

Transferability to the English context

Each jurisdiction that we examined in this project differed in so many ways, making it
challenging to unpick which factors might be the most important for understanding
transferability to England. We have, however, some clues from the policy sources about how
some of the systems differ to the English context.

Perhaps the closest jurisdiction—geographically, culturally, and systemically—to the English
context is the Republic of Ireland It is also the jurisdiction where most of the research
evidence came from after England. This makes it particularly important to consider
transferability of the Irish assessment system to England.

In Ireland, there is a focus on the assessment system’s continual evaluation and monitoring
in order to maintain its effectiveness and adaptability to changing educational settings.
These contextual factors highlight the importance of connecting assessment practises with
curriculum goals, focusing on important skills and abilities (such as critical thinking, problem-
solving, communication, collaboration, creativity, and digital literacy), and exploring
possibilities for continuous assessment approaches when considering transferability to the
English education system. According to the OECD (2020)2 report, understanding the
experiences and lessons learned from Ireland’s assessment reforms might provide useful
insights for England’s own assessment policy and reforms, allowing for a more student-
centred and holistic approach to assessment.

Finland is also an important system to consider, given the lower reported stress of students —
purportedly due to the more balanced mix of formative and summative assessments. The
Finnish model of national-level assessment policy and reforms may not be entirely
transferable due to differences in their education systems and societal contexts. However,
some of the potential lessons highlighted in the sources that could be relevant to
assessment policy and reforms in England include:

e teacher autonomy and trust: Finland’s education system is based on a high level of
trust in teachers and a belief that they are the best reviewers of how to educate their
students This has led to a system where teachers are given a lot of autonomy and
professional freedom, which could be relevant to assessment policies that aim to
empower teachers to make decisions about their own assessments.

o formative assessment: Finland places a strong emphasis on formative assessment,
or assessment that is used to inform and improve learning as it happens, rather than
simply evaluating it at the end This could be relevant to assessment policies that aim
to prioritise learning over grading.

e equity: Finland has a strong commitment to equity and reducing inequality in
education outcomes This could be relevant to assessment policies that aim to

8 OECD. (2020). Education in Ireland. Retrieved from https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/7b915e09-
en/index.html?itemld=/content/component/7b915e09-en
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address issues of educational inequality, such as by providing support and resources
to schools in disadvantaged areas.

As another near neighbour to England, the Netherlands may also have important lessons for
transferability. The reforms and standards for assessment and its monitoring may be
relevant for England, as they could provide examples for improving the quality of education
and assessment practices. For instance, the OECD report notes that the emphasis on
competency-based learning and formative assessment aligns with current trends in
England’s education system. However, it also highlights that the decentralised system of
assessment may pose challenges for transferability, as England’s assessment system is
more centrally regulated.

Finally, a report by Suto and Oates (2021)° on high-stakes testing in high-performing
education systems provided many useful insights. The report emphasises how national
legislation, cultural circumstances, and public expectations influence high-stakes testing
practises in Ontario, although arguably this applies to other jurisdictions. It suggests that it is
essential to consider the policy context and cultural factors that shape the education system
in England when assessing the transferability of these practices.

The report also highlights the need of understand the broader systemic elements that lead to
high-stakes testing success in various countries (Suto & Oates, 2021). The systemic
elements include teacher training and support, curriculum alignment, assessment design,
and the utilisation of outcomes for accountability and school improvement. The report
recommends that England investigate these systemic elements and apply them
appropriately to its own environment.

In addition, the Suto and Oates (2021) report emphasises the importance of incorporating
curriculum standards into assessment practises in order to assure the validity and reliability
of high-stakes assessments England could harmonise its curriculum and assessment
frameworks to design clear objectives and guarantee that assessments successfully
evaluate the desired learning outcomes.

Finally, the report underlines the need to involve many stakeholders in the design and
implementation of high-stakes testing, such as teachers, school administrators, legislators,
and the broader community (Suto & Oates, 2021). This was echoed in evidence identified in
the research review England may benefit from high-performing education systems’
experiences in engaging stakeholders to develop support and ensure the effective
implementation of any high-stakes testing reforms.

Overall, the transferability of national-level assessment policy and reforms between
countries is complex, but there are clear insights to be gained.

Strengths and limitations of the review

As with any piece of research, there will be strengths and limitations of the work In terms of
limitations, the review question was very broad, which perhaps made it difficult to pin down
key concepts. For example, a key aspect of research question 6 is to explore whether
purposes were achieved, but the purposes were mostly not pre-defined—they were derived
from what we saw in the evidence. This meant that study identification processes had to be

9Suto, I., & Oates, T. (2021). High-stakes testing after basic secondary education: How and why is it done in
high-performing education systems? Cambridge Assessment Research Report. Cambridge, UK
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broad and there were inefficiencies in data extraction as we came to understand the data-
driven themes.

Given the wide scope of the review, we did not identify a large number of studies in each
jurisdiction—with no eligible studies for three jurisdictions. This inhibited the ability to take a
comparative approach We observed that there may be a difference between high and low
stakes assessment, and the relative balance of formative and summative assessments, but
not enough evidence to do a synthesis on these features.

In terms of our processes, we did not do an extensive critical appraisal of the studies. As a
rapid review with limited resources, we took a necessarily pragmatic approach, but this may
undermine the emphasis we place on studies. Ordinarily, the critical appraisal would be
integrated into the synthesis more (Liabo, Gough, & Harden, 2017); here, we used it to
identify major red flags in the set of studies.

Finally, while the team is highly skilled in terms of research methods, education research,
and education policy, they had limited prior subject knowledge of secondary school
summative assessments. Some aspects (e.g., developing the data extraction tool) may have
been more efficient if a subject matter expert had contributed.

There were various strengths of the review Importantly, we conducted a thorough and
extensive review with good quality checks of processes and procedures. These included
double screening, double data extraction, and decision making checked by multiple
reviewers. The level of rigour went way beyond the typical expectations of a rapid review.

We were also able to adapt the synthesis methods to the evidence identified. For example,
the novel introduction of the comparative synthesis added informational value above that
proposed in the original review plan; this was done in response to observations of
divergence and convergence in themes across the two types of evidence. This type of
responsive synthesis was enabled by having a team of experienced researchers in
systematic review methods and evidence synthesis.

Despite the paucity of studies from some jurisdictions, the review was able to address the
research questions adequately. We managed to synthesise a lot of detail from the included
studies, which meant that there was good depth of information for most aspects of the
review. Related to this, we highlighted some important potential research gaps and drew
together important points pertinent to developing future assessments, such as involving
students in the design.

Deviations from proposal
Deviations from what was originally proposed allowed for more evidence to be included and
for deeper synthesis to be conducted.

o We expanded research question 6 to remove the restriction to quantitative evidence.

e We widened student impacts to include stress and anxiety.

o We distinguished between assessment purposes and uses.

¢ We introduced a comparative synthesis, to investigate how the policy sources and
research papers aligned.

Conclusion

We conducted a rapid systematic evidence synthesis of 21 studies on summative
assessment in general lower and upper secondary education (ages 14-18/19) in 10
jurisdictions (England, Estonia, Finland, Hong Kong, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand,
Ontario - Canada, Poland, and Republic of Ireland). We found that summative assessment is

71



a highly contentious topic, with debates on diverse aspects, including potential harms to
students; issues around equity, fairness, and disadvantage; the form and function of the
assessments; and the coverage of knowledge and skills. There is no one-size-fits-all
approach to summative assessment, but a student-centred approach that fully integrates
student and teacher voice and that takes into account the various layers of the system in
which it operates is recommended for future policy reform.
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Appendix A. NFER Scoping study

Click on the image below to open the document.
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Appendix B. Methods for the review of policy sources

We only considered evidence identified by NFER from their searching of key databases.
NFER handed over an excel spreadsheet with a list of 326 sources across the 10
jurisdictions. The number of documents varied across the jurisdictions, ranging from 13 to 49
The sources were listed as web links only and there was no indication from the spreadsheet
about the length or coverage of the included documents. Some sources were highlighted to
potentially identify them as priority sources to address the research questions. However, a
scoping exercise of one jurisdiction revealed that all sources listed under each jurisdiction
would need to be considered in our synthesis.

These steps set out our process for reviewing the NFER sources for this phase of our study.
We:

¢ Identified and described the sources of information to be used, such as government
reports, private data, or Wikipedia articles.

¢ Reviewed the information from these sources and provide page numbers or title
names, as well as assign a quality indicator based on factors such as credibility, bias,
and relevance

o Reviewed the unhighlighted sources using the same process as in step 2.

¢ Identified and reconciled any discrepancies in the information extracted from both
highlighted and un-highlighted sources, considering the nature of the source and the
quality indicator assigned.

o Populated the jurisdiction brief template with these summaries.

e Compiled and included a list of references.

o Used the above to produce a report for each jurisdiction. The briefs are a synthesised
summary of the information for each research question.

o Checked the draft report for each jurisdiction for coherence and proofread for errors

e A second researcher reviewed the draft report for each jurisdiction for quality.

o Sent a sample of the draft reports for each jurisdiction to the funder for checking and
approval.

Each jurisdiction brief had the same structure, designed to address each of the research
questions The structure consisted of:

e Background information Here we provided a brief overview of the current summative
assessment system(s) in place and discussed the specific aspects being explored,
including the ages/stages at which assessments take place, forms of assessment
(teacher assessment, examination, coursework), mode of assessment (paper-based,
electronic), standardisation, length of time the system has been in place

e Adiscussion of the stated purposes of the summative assessments (including
benefits) and how the outcomes are used (grading and sorting; certification;
institutional accountability), reliability and validity, and the potential impact of
publishing results.

¢ Adiscussion of the national-level assessment policy process Here we included a
brief discussion on the key stakeholders involved in the policy process, including
government officials, educators, and parents Here we discussed the process through
which national-level assessment policy is made, including who specifies what needs
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to be assessed and how this is determined We also identified any regulatory
authorities or awarding bodies that play a role in specifying minimum content.

A summary of how stakeholders, including educators and parents are involved in the
evaluation process We discussed the mechanisms through which the current
summative assessment system is evaluated, including any feedback loops or
continuous improvement processes.

A discussion of any noted challenges in evaluating the summative assessment
system, and discussed the contextual factors that have driven national-level
assessment policy and/or any reforms over the last 10 years Part of this discussion
was to try and assess what these factors mean for the transferability of the current
system to the context in England and to highlight any obvious implications for
policymakers and other stakeholders

A summary of the findings of any research studies identified in the research review
that related to the particular jurisdiction.



Appendix C. Data extraction tool

ASSESSMENT CHARACTERISTICS

78

General context: Name or brief description of summative assessment system(s) as
discussed in the paper
Evaluation: Name or brief description of aspect of summative assessment system(s)
evaluated in the paper
Policy's targeted age/stage of education (add detail)
Form of assessment
o Teacher assessment
Examination
Coursework
Other (please add)
Unclear
Mode of assessment

o Paper-based

o Electronic

o Other (please add)

o Unclear

Is it standardised?

o Yes

o No

o Unclear

What are the stated PURPOSES of the summative assessment? That is, for what
explicit PURPOSES were the outcomes of summative assessments designed to be
used (eg grading and sorting; certification; institutional accountability)

o 1 To progress through levels of education (Combined theme) Merger of three
themes of progressing through (1) higher levels of secondary education, (2)
vocational/technical education, and (3) tertiary/higher education

» To determine pupil access to tertiary/university/higher education

= To progress to higher levels of secondary school education (e.g.,
GCSE's to A-levels)

= To determine access to vocational/technical education, internships, etc

o 2 To assess whether learning objectives have been achieved, or assess pupil
knowledge/skill acquisition

o To allow employers to differentiate between candidates

o 3 For QA/ accountability of school or system (Combined theme), Merged two
themes of assessing school or system level QA or accountability, informing
parents

= To assess school- or system-level performance for quality assurance
or accountability

» To assess school-level performance to inform parents/carers decisions
about school applications

o 4 To enable international comparisons (e.g., PISA)

o 5 To ensure fairness or equality in assessment

o Other (please add)

o Unclear

What are the stated USES of the summative assessment? That is, for what explicit
USES of the outcomes of summative assessments (eg grading and sorting;

O O O O



certification; institutional accountability), whether they were intended in the original
policy development or not

O
O
(@)

O
o
O

To determine pupil access to tertiary/university/higher education

To determine access to vocational/technical education, internships, etc

To progress to higher levels of secondary school education (e.g., GCSE's to
A-levels)

To assess whether learning objectives have been achieved, or assess student
progress (i.e., pupil knowledge/skill acquisition)

To allow employers to differentiate between candidates

To assess school- or system-level performance for quality assurance or
accountability

Incentivising teachers and/or school managers

To assess school-level performance to inform parents/carers decisions about
school applications

To enable international comparisons (e.g., PISA)

Other (please add)

Unclear

STUDY CHARACTERISTICS
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o Year the study commenced (or publication year if unclear)
o Jurisdiction (tick all that apply)

o England

o Estonia

o Finland

o Hong Kong

o Japan

o The Netherlands

o New Zealand

o Ontario (Canada)

o Poland

o Republic of Ireland

o Includes other jurisdictions

e Coverage of the evaluation (sampling)

o Nationwide

o Region/s

o Systematic review (coverage may vary by included study)

e Sample

o Age as reported by authors or as per SR inclusion criteria (add info) As
reported by the authors (range, mean, other) or based on a systematic review
inclusion criterion

o Sample size in primary study evaluation (add info)

o Number of participants/respondents in the primary study Do not use for
systematic reviews

o Sample size in systematic review (number of studies; add info) Number of
studies included in the review Do not use if it's a primary study

o Sample characteristics (tick all that apply) If there are separate analyses for

universal and subgroups, you can tick both
= Universal (general population)
= Specific characteristics (e.g., SEND) - (add info)
= Unclear sample characteristics



RESULTS OF THE STUDY

¢ Did the study attempt to evaluate the stated purpose/s of the policy in some way?
o YES, study explicitly evaluated the stated purpose/s of the assessment policy
= [f YES, what did they find in relation to the stated purpose/s? ADD info
What does this research tell us about the extent to which the
assessment systems meet the purposes stated in above?

o NO, the study evaluated another aspect of assessment not related to the
stated purpose In other words, stated purpose of assessment not addressed
in the evaluation

= |If NO, move on to the next question

o Attainment

o Reported (add study conclusion)

o Not reported
e Students’ motivation to learn

o Reported (add study conclusion)

o Not reported
o Stress/anxiety

o Reported (add study conclusion)

o Not reported

DEBATES ABOUT CURRICULUM ASSESSMENT (ADD THEMES)

¢ Implications for discussions about summative assessment Can include discussion of
transferability of findings to other contexts

o Potential harms to students (e.qg., stress)

o Implications for teacher practice

o Implications for future assessment

e Technical issues (e.g., reliability, validity)

e Predictability of content; teaching to the test

¢ Relevance of disadvantage

e High stakes versus low stakes

e Student voice in policy reform

o Breadth versus depth of subject matter coverage

e Policy reform

CRITICAL APPRAISAL
¢ Did the research have an advisory panel and/or ethics approval?
o Yes
o No
o Unclear

o Second reviewer query
¢ Richness of study (amount of content that speaks to the review's questions)
o High (rich coverage of our review aims)
o Low (limited scope related to our review question)
o Second reviewer query
e Are the methods clearly stated?
o Yes - transparency of methods
o No - important aspects of methods not reported or unclear
o Second reviewer query
o Are serious limitations raised by the study author/s?
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O
O
O

O

Yes - serious limitations mentioned by the authors

Yes - limitations noted but not considered serious by the authors
Limitations not adequately discussed

Second reviewer query

Reviewer comments on limitations

(@)
O

Add any reviewer concerns about methods here
No comments to make



Appendix D. Study findings about progression to the next stage of education

Age range
covered by
IAuthor Jurisdiction Assessment  [assessment Findings about progression
Baird [Republic of Ireland |Irish Leaving |Median age of [The qualification reported in this paper is the Irish Leaving certificate which is
2016 certificate examinees = 18 [taken when young people are around age 18, so progression here is into higher
education or employment.
Student participants reported the tests undertaken for the Irish Leaving
certificate (regardless of subject) did not test the right kind of learning. Only one
third of respondents said they would be able to use what they had learned in the
future.
Baird [England General 14-16 Progression in this paper is between GCSE and A level qualifications.
2019 Certificate of
Secondary
Education Teachers interviewed for the study reported that content of the assessment was
(GCSE) correctly geared towards a route into A levels. However, there were concerns

that the assessment 'would potentially leave more of the lower attaining
students behind'. There was also expressed concern that students who were
more interested in a vocational route would lose out from the increased
emphasis on the more traditional curriculum. The study reported not finding any
evidence of effects of the format of the assessment (GCSE) upon progression to
A level While teachers considered a 'modular format' would better support
outcomes (and therefore progression), especially of 'lower attainment students',
this was not supported by the study's findings on attainment. Some teachers
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Age range

covered by
IAuthor |Jurisdiction Assessment  jassessment Findings about progression
maintained that linear assessments were the gold standard for student
progression.
Caroll |[England PISA and 14-16 Only the purpose was mentioned. No results about progression.
2018 GCSE
Elwood [Republic of Ireland |Irish Leaving [16-18 This paper discusses the Irish leaving certificate. As this is taken by age 18,
2017 certificate progression here is onto higher education or employment.
'The authors comment that the assessment helps prepare young people for the
future and 'the world outside of school' Pupils said they took the assessment to
'optimise their performance’ in the assessment (in order to stand a better
chance of progression to higher levels of qualification). One student participant
commented that "I’'m more kind of learning how to get as many points as
possible, not trying to learn to get knowledge out of the subject ... all | want to
do is get as many points as | can to get to a college course" (p. 14).
Machin [England General 16 Progression in this paper is between GCSE and A level qualifications.
2018 Certificate of
Secondary
Education Certain minimum grades were reported as being needed for progression, and
(GCSE) failure to achieve these result in students having to re-sit assessments. Page 10

for example says: "from 2015 onwards, it has been compulsory for students who
do not achieve a C in English or maths to re-sit the exam over the next year
(which is typically in a college of further education, where such students will be
most likely enrolled in some form of vocational education)". The thresholds
were reported to have serious implications for progression, with "about 9
percent of students have dropped out of any form of education by the age of 18

(rising to 11 percent of students within +/- 10 marks of the Grade C threshold)"
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Jurisdiction

Assessment

Age range
covered by
assessment

Findings about progression

(p- 23). The results suggest "about 90% of people (in the range of marks from
grades C to D) manage to start a high-level qualification within this time and
thus it is not a very high yard-stick of achievement Yet, just failing to geta C
grade manifestly has a huge effect on the probability of getting back on track
within 3 years" (P. 24). The study also found that being on the borderline of
achieving grade C affected the probability of students enrolling in tertiary
education: "Marginally achieving a C grade increases the probability of
commencing tertiary education by 25 to 4 percentage points in a context where
about 27 percent of this sample have started tertiary education by this age (205
percent for those within 10 marks of the C threshold)" (P. 24).

McCoy
2018

Republic of Ireland

Irish Leaving
certificate

12t0 15

Only the purpose was mentioned. No results about progression.

Ofqual
2012

England; Other
countries (Finland,
Hong Kong,
Netherlands, New
Zealand, Republic
of Ireland)

Advanced
Level General
Certificates of
Education (A
levels); range
of
assessments

18

Progression in this paper for England is between A level qualification and higher
education or employment pathways.

The report findings state that the assessments being reviewed offer students "a
broader range [that] allows a student greater flexibility in the pathways that they
can study in higher education” (p. 13) It was noted for example that "A levels
offer one of the broadest programmes of study seen" across a range of
jurisdictions analysed (p. 13). A levels were noted to offer breadth as well as
depth, particularly of science subjects such as Biology. However, A levels were
noted to be more focused on reading and interpretation of text, rather than
emphasis on "practical skills", which could also be of benefit to further
education.
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Appendix E. Study findings about student learning

Author  [Jurisdiction

Assessment

IAge range
covered by
assessment

Findings about student learning

Benton
2014

England

Entry-Level
Qualifications
(ELQs)

16

ELQs are ‘aimed at learners who may not be ready for a GCSE, or who will
benefit from reinforcing their basic ... skills while studying towards the GCSE’
(p. 3). The study aimed to assess the extent to which taking ELQs is
associated with increased aspirations for future study and learning.

The reports main finding was that the ELQ (Entry Level Qualifications) was
associated with increased chance of pupils staying in education post-16.
However, ELQs were not seen as beneficial for entering HE (Higher
Education) in the short-term.

The report noted that “two thirds of these pupils were at a level of attainment
where taking an ELQ may have been beneficial” for learning outcomes (p.
15).

Brown
2022

England

General Certificate
of Secondary
Education (GCSE)

BN

6

The overall study aimed to investigate young people’s views and experiences
of GCSE study and assessment.

In terms of use of GCSEs (General Certificate of Secondary Education) to
meet learning objectives, students expressed some frustration at not being
“shown properly how to actually do the coursework and the exam” (p. 17).

They also noted a lack of social equity in being supported with undertaking
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covered by
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Findings about student learning

and preparing for exams, commenting that some pupils benefited unfairly
from parents who could afford to pay for private tuition support.

Carroll
2018

England

PISA
GCSE

16

In this study, the PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment)
was noted to be “designed to measure the extent to which pupils can apply
particular areas of knowledge to solve problems within real world situations”.
It was also noted that “GCSEs are intended to test individual pupils’
knowledge of and ability to apply specific content as defined in the
qualification specification” (p3).

PISA was noted to measure different things to GCSEs in terms of student
learning GCSEs were noted to better capture individual student learning and
to measure “the extent to which pupils can apply particular areas of
knowledge” (p. 3).

Elwood
2017

Republic of
Ireland

Irish Leaving
Certificate

16-18

The report aimed to evaluate students’ reflections about the definition of
predictability within the context of the Irish Leaving Certificate. Having
predictability in the assessment was argued to focus student learning of the
content and skills required across a broad variety of subjects studied.

The report comments that while “the aims and objectives of the system are to
engender positive learning outcomes and prepare young people for the world
outside of school, the reality is that young people are consumed with
optimising their performance on these examinations and see this as the main
goal of their schooling" (p. 15). The paper argues that “neglecting to include
students’ reflections on these perennial assessment dilemmas fails to see

them in their totality and means we miss valuable insight into how
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Jurisdiction
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Age range
covered by
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Findings about student learning

assessment problems play out in reality for test-takers” (p. 15). The paper
calls for students to be included in assessment reforms since they are
knowledgeable about what methods work best for them.

Nieminen
2022

Finland

Assessment for
Learning

12 and 15

The ‘Assessment for Learning’ is noted to be a ‘low stakes’ measure for
developmental evaluation purposes. This study aimed to evaluate student
perspectives of how mathematics is assessed in Finland and compared a
variety of assessment methods at testing student knowledge.

The study comments that “students perceive the assessment culture of
mathematics in Finland as exam-driven: a closed-book exam appears to be
the “default practice” (p. 14). The paper discusses how this perception
contradicts the national guidelines, “in which students’ active role and
participation in mathematics assessment” is encouraged (p. 14). An
explanation for this perception provided by the authors is that “exams are
deemed suitable for assessing mathematical knowledge” (p. 14). Another is
that the findings reflect “the complexity of implementing formative
assessment” and the “broader educational and pedagogical studies of their
teachers” (p. 14). The authors call for “greater consideration of the students
perspective” within assessment development (p. 17).

Ofqual
2012

England; Other
countries
(Finland, Hong
Kong,
Netherlands,

New Zealand,

Advanced Level
General Certificates
of Education (A
levels); range of
assessments

18

This study reviewed four subjects (Mathematics, Chemistry, English, and
History) in 5 jurisdictions (named in next column) in comparison with A levels
in each of those subjects in England In the context of this theme, the study
evaluated how these assessments identified young people suitable for higher
education.
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Age range

covered by
Author  [urisdiction Assessment assessment Findings about student learning
Republic of The report found that “The courses which provide the best foundation for
Ireland) study at a UK (United Kingdom) university include a focus on genre-based
study over single text study, testing of both content and skills, and where
components are organised according to a coherent set of theoretical
principles" (p14). Some points specific to the individual subjects were also
noted for benefiting student learning. For example, using coursework and
personal study in A levels was particularly beneficial to historical studies, and
A level Further Mathematics was found to be the broadest and deepest of the
various qualification reviewed for this study (p. 14).
Tong Hong Kong School-based 15 School-based Assessment (SBA) in Honk Kong is an English language-
2015 Assessment (SBA), based assessment that includes formative and summative elements.
an integral part of Completion of it contributes to the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary
the English Education (HKDSE) (which was implemented from 2012).
Language
assessment for the
Hong Kong The report found that the SBA stimulated “higher-level thinking and learning,
Diploma of and that helped structure the learning process for work that was carried out in
Secondary groups” (p. 10). However, “students were not satisfied with the general
Education feedback given as it was not particularly relevant to one specific task,” and
(HKDSE) many students did not know how to apply the feedback given (p. 10)

Students were reported to be “sceptical about the capacity of SBA to perform
the functions ascribed to it, such as advancing their learning and language
skills (items 1, 5 and 6), or measuring their knowledge and skills (items 2, 3
and 12)” (p. 7). The report concluded that “Student voices are to be valued
because their perceptions influence how they learn and affect the quality of
their learning” (p. 26). This study also noted the “challenge facing curriculum

developers is to find ways to incorporate a range of assessments—formal
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and informal; standardised and school-based—in a balanced and principled
manner” (p. 26).
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Appendix F. Study findings about equality and fairness within the education system

(GCSE)

IAuthor Jurisdiction [Assessment Age range
covered by the |_ . , - .
assessment Findings about equality and fairness within the education system
Benton England Entry-Level 16 For pupils with low levels of prior attainment, ELQs are associated with
(2014) Qualifications significantly increased chances of pupils stating that they wish to stay in
(ELQs) education post-16 and that they are intending to apply to university in the
future (p. 267).
IAs well as being associated with aspirations for future study, ELQs were
associated with low achieving students staying in education (ibid).
However, ELQs were not considered good preparation for higher education,
even for low achieving students (p. 269).
Brown England General Certificate of [16
Secondary Education
(2022) & This study was a synthesis of evidence from published literature in 22

included studies.

Several factors were cited as important in considering fairness and equality
within GCSEs.
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Jurisdiction

Assessment

Age range
covered by the
assessment

Findings about equality and fairness within the education system

For example, having a choice of assessment (e.g., exams and coursework)
was seen as important (p. 65).

Some students raised concerns about teacher bias in teacher assessments
(ibid), and ‘gender stereotyping’ (ibid).

For example, girls found it easier to work hard for GCSEs without any
negative effect upon peer acceptance (ibid).

“Young people linked a perceived lack of fairness and equality within their
experiences of GCSE with a detrimental impact on enjoyment, motivation
and ultimately attainment” (ibid).

Some young people expressed concerns that GCSE reforms have led of
differences in assessment requirements across different assessment
contexts, such as the countries of the UK (ibid).

Cadwallader
(2013)

England

The English
Baccalaureate
(EBacc)

The core subjects studied for the EBacc were questioned in this study In
particular, the marginalisation of vocational subjects and the arts. The
current core subjects were perceived to be potentially disadvantaging “pupils
who are not academically inclined” (p. 2-3).
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Findings about equality and fairness within the education system

The authors cite a House of Commons report (2011) which said that
“academic subjects are not the only path to a successful future, and all
young people, regardless of their background, must continue to have
opportunities to study the subjects in which they are likely to be most
successful, and which pupils, parents and schools think will serve them
best”, p. 4).

McCoy
(2018)

Republic of
Ireland

Leaving Certificate
(LC)

Grading reforms which had led to wider grade bands were perceived as
being unfavourable to students who received grades at the top of the grade
band (p. 32).

Furthermore, placing specific emphasis on specific subjects (i.e., higher
level subjects such as mathematics) was also perceived as being
disadvantageous to students who may not be academically inclined in those
subject areas P41).
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Appendix G. Study findings about student attainment

structure on grade outcomes in English, mathematics or science.
Nor did we find any statistical evidence of effects of structure upon
progression to A level So there was no evidence to suggest that
either modular or linear GCSEs lead to better educational outcomes
Importantly, equity gaps in gender, socioeconomic status and school
type were not affected by structure once prior attainment was taken
into account. While some teachers believed that certain groups of
students would perform better in a modular system, this view was

of Secondary
Education (GCSE)

Age range
covered by
Author Findings Jurisdiction Assessment assessment
Baird 2016 Students thought the assessment did not cover the right kinds of England Entry-Level 16
learning (p27) Of particular concern was that students felt Qualifications
examinations placed too much pressure on memory. (ELQs)
“Students who believed narrowing of the curriculum was a good
tactic tended to perform worse in the English and Biology
examinations" (p. 28).
“Students who perceived that preparing for the examination was a
valuable learning experience tended to score higher in the English
and Biology examinations” (p. 28).
Baird 2019 “We found no educationally significant effect of examination England General Certificate | 16
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Findings

Jurisdiction

Assessment

Age range
covered by
assessment

not supported by analysis of outcome data, where such beliefs could
be investigated" (p. 140).

"Findings do not support claims that modular or linear exams tend to
favour male or female students or influence low and high SES
students differently As expected, high SES students performed
better than low SES students in GCSEs and female students
performed better than male students in GCSE English. However,
GCSE gaps related to gender and SES remained relatively
unchanged for linear and modular examinations Results relating to
GCSE gaps between state and independent schools were less clear
There was weak evidence that state schools performed better in
modular than linear exams compared to independent schools" (p.
136).

Benton 2014

In relation to the main impact of ELQs, the results report that “no
statistically significant effects were found relating to this qualification
type”, indicating that “overall, there is no evidence of these
qualifications having either a positive or a negative effect on the
future aspirations and destinations of pupils" (p. 10).

Comparisons between low and high achieving students on this
qualification are noted to be flawed because “ELQs were never
designed or intended to be taken by high attaining pupils” (p. 16).

England

Entry-Level
Qualifications
(ELQs)

16
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Age range

covered by

Author Findings Jurisdiction Assessment assessment
Brown 2022 | Teachers were reported to be “an important source of educational England General Certificate | 16

and emotional support for motivation and, ultimately, attainment at of Secondary

GCSE" (p. 18). Education (GCSE)

Some young people expressed concerns around GCSE reforms and

how this was affecting attainment between different groups of young

people (p. 17). Some young people linked successful performance

on exams to having private tutors (p. 17).
Cadwallader | The study reported a strong link between the EBacc and prior England The English 16
2013 attainment (p. 12). Baccalaureate

(EBacc)

They argue that student choice of subjects in the EBacc leads to
better attainment outcomes, with those subjects of interest to
individual students resulting in better grades (p. 12).

The authors found “some evidence for a small but statistically
significant effect of studying the EBacc being carried over to A-level,
whereby those with the EBacc scored about half a grade more on
their total A-level score” (p. 13).

The study suggests “the combination of subjects which is at the core
of the EBacc may be associated with higher overall academic
performance” (p. 13). Furthermore, students who studied the
constellation of subjects included in the EBacc “attain, on average,

95




Author

Findings

Jurisdiction

Assessment

Age range
covered by
assessment

just under half of a grade more (451) at GCSE” (p. 8). Additionally,
“Whether or not a pupil took GCSEs that could have led to the
EBacc does seem to influence A- level performance: those who took
the EBacc achieve just over half a grade (509) more on their A-level
score” (p. 9).

However, the authors caution that the EBacc only explains a very
small amount of the variance in GCSE and A level attainment overall
(p. 8 and 9). Furthermore, given that those pupils who take A-levels
are “a self-selecting group of relatively high achievers”, they say that
the results of effect on A level is not particularly surprising (p. 13).

Carroll 2018

The authors report that “our analysis suggests that roughly a tenth of
students averaging at grade C at GCSE (ie of middling ability in
GCSEs, see Gill, 2017) are amongst the top fifth of students when it
comes to collaborative problem solving (see main report). Even
amongst pupils with an average GCSE grade of D, one in twenty will
be amongst the top fifth of performers in collaborative problem
solving" (p. 5).

They also state that “Even after accounting for differences in
achievement at GCSE, in every domain, those studying separate
sciences were around 20 PISA points ahead of those studying
combined science — a difference equivalent to roughly 6 months
progress" (p. 6). Also, that "the differences in medians between

England

PISA
GCSE

16
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Age range

disadvantage were associated with lower attainment, even after
controlling for other factors “ (p. 12). Furthermore, “disadvantage is
likely to have a layering effect — the more elements of disadvantage
a young person faces, the lower their attainment is likely to be

of Secondary
Education (GCSE)

covered by

Author Findings Jurisdiction Assessment assessment

those taking separate and combined sciences was around 40 PISA

points amongst those with grade D, around 25 points amongst those

with grade A, and 10 points amongst those with grade A™ (p. 6).
Hepworth This report’s context is that the Republic of Ireland achieved the England, PISA 15
2021 highest PISA score for Reading up to 2009. The report looks into the | Republic of GCSE

factors why this has been the case It concludes that “the most Ireland

notable differences being pupils in the Republic of Ireland report a

greater enjoyment of reading and a greater number of cultural

possessions in their home" (p. 62). Additionally, “Targeted support

through DEIS and the NLNS was judged to have played a role in this

success by evaluations and the experts in this study" (p. 64).
Jerrim 2022a | The results find a significant association between emotion and England General Certificate | 16

attainment at GCSE level However, the authors comment the effect of Secondary

size for this is ‘trivially small’ (p. 16). Education (GCSE)

The authors find no association between “fear of failure and GCSE

grades” (p. 17).
Jerrim 2022b | The authors find “little evidence of a clear link between test anxiety England General Certificate | 16

and GCSE performance" (p. 14), and this also applies to sub-groups of Secondary

such as SES. Education (GCSE)
Lessof 2018 | The authors comment that there is evidence that “many aspects of England General Certificate | 16
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Elements of disadvantage which were found to be associated with
lower attainment, even after controlling for all the other modelled
factors" (p. 12).

The authors also found that several factors were related to low
attainment (p. 13):

“Young people who suffered from cyber-bullying, all other
factors being equal, were found to have lower attainment
than those who did not”

“Young people with challenging parental relationships
showed lower attainment regardless of their background —
those whose parents reported that they argued more than
once a week had lower attainment than those who argued
less often”

Sleeping for nine and a half hours or more per night (that is,
more than the optimal amount of sleep) was associated with
lower attainment (even after factors such as psychological
distress and the other modelled variables had been
controlled for)”

“Truanting for several days at a time (or longer)
corresponded to markedly lower attainment”

“Young people who usually did all of their homework had
higher attainment than those who usually did most of their
homework and, particularly, those who usually only did some
or none of it”.
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Another important factor is ethnicity The authors say that “after
controlling for all the other modelled factors, the attainment of young
people from Black African and Black Caribbean backgrounds was
slightly lower than that of other groups, a finding that would merit
further investigation" (p. 14).

However, some factors were not as important For example, the
authors argue that “While the attainment of boys was lower than that
of girls in absolute terms, this gap was no longer significant when
other factors were controlled for” (p. 13). They found that other
related factors were more important than gender per se. For
example: “The higher incidence of Special Educational Needs (SEN)
and disabilities which affect schooling among boys" (p. 13).

Machin 2018

The authors found that “higher tier students are much better
performing than lower tier students” (p. 13). They conclude from
their analysis of GCSE results that getting a grade C is within the
English education system is very important to future success (p. 16)
For example, they say that “just failing to get a C grade manifestly
has a huge effect on the probability of getting back on track within 3
years” (p. 24).

The authors also evaluated students who got close to the threshold
and contested the grading. They found that “a high proportion of
students who request a re- mark do not actually cross the relevant

England

General Certificate
of Secondary
Education (GCSE)

16
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Age range

113

this research study) to “encourage the take-up of Higher Level
subjects at Leaving Certificate” (p. 32) The grading separates
subjects into ‘ordinary’ and ‘higher’.

“Increased higher-level take-up has not translated into

increased attainment, as there has been a significant drop in
grades, all else being equal, for mathematics and Irish at higher
level and Irish at ordinary level” (p. ii). The authors comment that
“The models confirm that the drop in average grades is significant,
all else being equal, for mathematics and Irish at higher level and for
Irish at ordinary level" (p. 68).

“Both higher- and lower-performing students felt that the gap
between the points awarded for higher and ordinary papers is too
wide and that ordinary-level points do not fairly reflect the workload
and effort involved” (p. ii).

The authors say policymakers need to look LC as it is concerning
that their findings show students struggle to meet the requirements
of the higher-level courses (p. 68). They also suggest the
language of ‘higher’ and ‘ordinary’ levels for subjects being studied

covered by
Author Findings Jurisdiction Assessment assessment
threshold, and that crossing it is only likely for those students that
originally scored a mark very close to the threshold" (p. 16).
McCoy 2018 | The Irish Leaving Certificate is used to progress students to higher Republic of Irish Leaving 18
education, and new grading bands were applied to the LC (prior to Ireland Certificate
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Age range

Academic buoyancy was found to moderate the relationship
between the worry and task-focus and orientation (p. 13). In
particular, “the relationship between worry and task-focus and
orientation was stronger for low academic buoyancy" (p. 13)
Academic buoyancy was defined as “withstanding and successfully
responding to routine school challenges and setbacks”.

Education (GCSE)

covered by
Author Findings Jurisdiction Assessment assessment
is unhelpful and potentially demoralising for students studying the
‘ordinary’ level (p. 68).
Putwain This study found that “the relationship between worry and GCSE England General Certificate | 16
2016 score was partially mediated by task-focus and orientation” (p. 13). of Secondary
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Appendix H. Study findings about student motivation

For example, some teachers who were interviewed for the study
considered that GCSEs were good at motivating students who had
done well on early modules (p. 138). These teachers said doing well
in exams raised student expectations (p. 86).

Teachers who were more positive about the assessment said that
“regular stepping stones of modular exams could keep students
motivated” (p. 87).

“Setting targets and getting feedback on those in the short-term” was
also suggested by the authors to be motivational (p. 19).

The authors said a head teacher commented “it was important to turn
students into ‘resilient learners’ and ‘it's okay to fail” (p. 88).

However, the authors note that an early module failure in exams could
also have negative consequences. For example, it could provide a

Education (GCSE)

Age range
covered by
Author Findings Jurisdiction Assessment assessment
Baird This study showed mixed opinions by teachers about the impact of England General Certificate 16
2019 GCSE exams on motivation. of Secondary
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‘reality check’ to prevent them falling into ‘denial’ or, on the other
hand, it could also be a ‘demotivator’ (p. 87).

Additionally, motivation was perceived by teachers to less good when
students worked in groups, where it was observed to have been
“demotivating” (p. 138). In such cases, “the lack of opportunity to ‘put
it right’ in the case of a failure” was also identified as a demotivating
factor by teachers (p. 87).

Also, that students overall lacked motivation “due to the ‘hardness’ of
the new examinations” (p. 113).

Of particular relevance to reform of the assessment, was that
teachers raised concerns “that not having any equivalency between
the results this year and previous years would result in not only
demotivation of students, but of teachers as well” (p. 108).

Brown
2022

Relationships with teachers was cited as an important factor in
motivating students to study and providing emotional support (p. 18;
p. 67). One student said for example “if | don’t get on with the teacher
then not a lot tends to get done” (ibid). Another said, “if | can get on
with the teacher then that’s like | usually want to work well for them"
(ibid).

England

General Certificate
of Secondary
Education (GCSE)

16
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The authors comment that students had both positive and negative
feelings about GCSEs (p. 20). The authors say that while the needs of
‘competence’, ‘autonomy’ and ‘relatedness’ were met through doing
GCSEs for some students, for others they were detrimental to
motivation (ibid).

Hepworth
2021

Nothing was explicitly written about this the theme of motivation
However, motivation was alluded to in terms of factors that supported
student enjoyment of subjects. For example, the authors said
enjoyment of reading supported their attainment (p. 62)

The authors also said that “integrated policy making which is co-
created with teachers” was important for “keeping teachers on board
and maintaining enthusiasm” (p. 59).

England,
Republic of
Ireland

PISA
GCSE

15

McCoy
2018

The study found that the separation of grades into ‘ordinary’ and
‘higher’ levels impacted student motivation to study (p. 79), with low
scoring being a demotivator (p. . iii).

Teachers said students were only motivated to learn what they would
be assessed on, and less interested in things outside of that (p. 82).

There was a suggestion related to this, that students strategically
choose subjects that are easier to pass (p. 83).

Republic of
Ireland

Irish Leaving
Certificate

18
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Smyth
2022

Teachers own enthusiasm and love for the subject were seen as
crucial factors in motivating student learning (p. 16). Students
reported knowing when teachers loved their jobs and teaching “You
know when you know that a teacher just, you know that they don’t
want to be there and they’re just sitting there” (p. 16).

The findings suggest that frequent test-based assessments were
useful tools for keeping students motivated (p. 19). As was supported
teacher learning, such as through revision sessions, which didn’t just
leave the learning up to students (ibid).

Republic of
Ireland

Irish Leaving
Certificate

18

Zhao
2022

This study found that students’ perceptions of tests were a meaningful
predictor of “test- taking motivation” (p. 15).

The authors found that “students’ general belief about tests was a
positive indicator of their perceived effort expenditure” (p. 2). In other
words, how students perceived test taking affected their motivation to
study, and consequently their attainment.

Effort and motivation were found to be “notably lower” when students
undertook national level assessment versus assessments that had a
consequence for the individual (abstract). Students adjusted their
perceptions of the test importance in accordance with the
consequences attached to them (p. 410).

New Zealand

National Certificate
of Educational
Achievement
(NCEA)

11-13
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Appendix l. Study findings about student stress and anxiety

exam for their future pathways” in the final year (p. 12). Female
students were noted to feel more stressed than male students (p. 9).

The authors say while most of this stress was “internally driven”
pressure (ibid), teachers were noted to contribute to “fostering a
‘hot-house’ climate of exam preparation” (ibid). Additionally, the

“schooling process” was noted to have an impact on stress levels (p.

2).

The teacher-student relationship was cited as an important factor —
“Students with more positive interactions with their teachers have
lower stress levels, with higher stress levels among those who have
experienced bullying from peers” (p. 2).

Stress was also lower for students who were “facilitated in their
choice of subjects” for their final years of study (ibid).

of Secondary
Education (GCSE)

Age range
covered by
Author Findings Jurisdiction Assessment assessment
Baird 2019 | Interviewed teachers raised “significant concern about the rising England General Certificate | 16
impact of the linear structure on students’ mental health” (p. 128). of Secondary
Education (GCSE)
Banks 2015 | Students reported stress related to the “importance of the impending | England General Certificate | 16
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Age range

covered by

Author Findings Jurisdiction Assessment assessment
Brown 2022 | Students reported not enjoying their GCSEs because of the stress of | England General Certificate | 16

the exams (‘test anxiety’) and fear of failure (p. 18). Students also of Secondary

reported concerns with “the need to manage simultaneous deadlines Education (GCSE)

as well as wider commitments” (ibid).

The relationship with teachers was also a cited factor in this study:

“Some young people, even those with generally positive

relationships with teachers, referred to teachers as ‘stress amplifiers’

who ‘pressurise students’™ (ibid).
Elwood Students expressed concerns of qualifications being ‘devalued’ with | Republic of Irish Leaving 16-18
2013 assessment reforms (p. 10). They wanted results to be as valued as | Ireland Certificate

previous years as they were conscientious of the importance of this

for them accessing higher education (ibid).
Hargreaves | Assessments were criticised for resulting in “ill-being” of students (p. | England, PISA 15
2020 23). The study reported a strength of feeling among teachers that Republic of GCSE

assessments were not neutral but “rather an intervention that can Ireland

actively harm their students’ well- being” (p. 21).
Jerrim 2022 | This study set out to examine test anxiety associated with GCSE England General Certificate | 16

examination It found “very little difference in GCSE outcomes”
between young people with different anxiety levels (p. 13). They
conclude that “test anxiety is not related to the grades young people
achieve in their GCSEs” (p. 16).

of Secondary
Education (GCSE)
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Age range
covered by
assessment

Lessof 2018

This study, using data from the LSYPE, found “young people
reporting particularly low levels of psychological distress or
particularly high levels of psychological distress had lower
attainment than those with moderate levels of psychological
distress" (p. 13). They found that “young people who are “too laid
back” or “too stressed” are both disadvantaged” (p. 87). However,
they say further research is needed to confirm their findings, which
argue “a little bit of stress is a good thing” (ibid).

England

General Certificate
of Secondary
Education (GCSE)

16

McCoy
2018

The authors say that “student stress remains a significant challenge
for schools”, with head teachers reporting “an increase in emotional,
psychological and mental health difficulties" (p. 100). Students
spoke in the study about “constant levels of stress” (p. 102).

The report goes on to say that "The large volume of information
covered by students within subjects, along with the number of
subjects, was identified as a precursor to the high stress levels" (p.
101).

Teachers reported that student attendance was being affected by
stress, with it manifesting differently for boys and girls (ibid).

Republic of
Ireland

Irish Leaving
Certificate

18

Nieminen
2022

In this study, “students generally reported relatively low levels of
critical assessment pressure” (p. 14).

Finland

Assessment for
Learning

12 and 15
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Age range

Students reported the pressure from teachers about the
consequences of tests: “Teachers make out that if you fail the
Leaving, it's the end of the world or something” (ibid).

Students described how the preparation for the tests and an
“escalation of demands” was affecting their enjoyment of the subject
and their happiness, for example one said “you don’t have a laugh
anymore... We don’t socialize either You stay in and study and not
go anywhere and stuff like that and no one really goes out” (ibid).

The authors comment that “Given the even higher stakes attached
to Leaving Certificate performance, it is not surprising that these
final year students report particularly high levels of pressure and
stress" (p. 20).

covered by

Author Findings Jurisdiction Assessment assessment
Putwain The authors report that students’ approach to coping with the England General Certificate 16
2016 pressure greatly affected the amount of test anxiety experienced. of Secondary

Academic buoyancy was found to moderate the relationship Education (GCSE)

between the worry and task-focus and orientation (p. 13). Academic

buoyancy was defined as “withstanding and successfully responding

to routine school challenges and setbacks”.
Smyth 2022 | Students, especially female students, reported high levels of test- Republic of Irish Leaving 18

related stress (p. 14). Ireland Certificate
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Age range

to the next level” (p. 13).

Stress was adjusted according to the consequence of the test —
those assessments which would have a more personal
consequence, were associated with higher levels of test anxiety
(ibid).

of Educational
Achievement
(NCEA)

covered by
Author Findings Jurisdiction Assessment assessment
Zhao 2022 | This study reports an increase in test anxiety related to “test stakes | New Zealand | National Certificate | 11-13
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1 At this stage, there is no high-stakes exam. Students are assessed through a variety of assessments throughout the academic year.

2 The VMBO is a four-year programme that combines vocational training with theoretical education in languages, mathematics, history, arts, and sciences.
3 TSA = Territory-wide System Assessment.

% This stage is not distinguished as part of what Ontario calls a ‘continuous educational system’ for ages 14/15 through to 18.

5> National Certificate of Educational Achievement.

6 Various types of upper secondary school: general secondary school, technical school, sectoral vocational school, and special school. The Matura is a high-stakes exam,
Polish equivalent of the French Baccalaureate or English A-levels.

7 Upper stage: Operates from grades 9 to 12. The Ontario Secondary School Diploma (0OSSD) includes a grade 9 mathematics assessment. The Ontario

Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) or the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Course (OSSLC), also in grade 10. A random selection of students is assessed
for the Pan-Canadian Assessment Programme (PCAP), in grades 8 and 10. The Specialist High Skills Major (SHSM) enables learners to concentrate on a
particular economic area while earning credits towards their Ontario Secondary School Diploma (grades 11 and 12).

8 There are currently no summative national examinations equivalent to the NAAA at the end of upper secondary school, although it was reported (in one source only) that
MEXT was considering introducing a similar assessment for the end of upper secondary.

° This is comparable to A levels/T levels/BTEC). NCEAs at Level 3 provide the necessary qualifications to meet University entrance requirements for students wishing to go
on to HE.

10 BTEC Level 1 and 2 (equal to GCSEs and can be taken alongside or instead of them (at age 16+). BTEC Level 3 (equal to A-levels and can be taken alongside

or instead of them). Vocational qualifications can be taken but there is not a distinct pathway until upper secondary level.

11 Vocational Upper Secondary (age 16+) Education and Training.
12 y/ocational education and training (VET) programmes are available (age 16+). The summative assessment in VET and academic education may not
necessarily take place at the same time.

13 Can take a vocational exam if go to vocational or sectoral or special school (age 16+).
1 Further Education and Training (FET) course are available (final two years of Senior Cycle, typically age 16+).
15 Yes. Preparatory vocational education (lower secondary education, Voorbereidend Middelbaar Beroepsonderwijs — VMBO, ages 12-16), and senior

secondary vocational education as well as training (Middelbaar Beroepsonderwijs — MBO, ages 17-18).
16 Diploma of Vocational Education (DVE), which is a credit-based system with flexible curriculum (age 16+).

7 Yes. There are three programmes available (age 16+)
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18 Vocational subjects can be studied (age 15+), but it is unclear from the policy sources whether there is a distinct vocational pathway/qualification available.

1% Vocational qualifications can be taken from NCEA Level 1 to Level 3 (age 15+) and often include structured workplace learning. In New Zealand, students can select from
hundreds of individual ‘standards’ within each of the 6 creative industries to accumulate the number of credits required to pass at each NCEA level.

20 This is the age of compulsory full-time education and is sometimes called the school-leaving age. Most children attend school until this age, but it is legal to get full-time
education elsewhere (e.g., home schooling). It is compulsory for young people to be in education or training (including apprenticeships) until the age of 18.

21 Compulsory education level in Finland is reached when students are 18 years-old or have completed an upper secondary qualification (General Upper Secondary or
vocational training qualification)

22 5chool attendance is compulsory for all children aged from 5 to 16 in the Netherlands. People aged 16-18 have to get the basic qualification (HAVO or VWO) before
leaving school.

23 Divided into subject-specific domains. There is a common component which is core component, a profile component, and a free choice component. The

core subjects ensure that students have a broad and general education, while the optional subjects allow them to personalize their curriculum and prepare
for their future career.

2 However, there is some evidence to suggest this may vary at the school stage. General subjects are: maths, reading, arts, social studies, history, geography, science,
music and PE.

25 Students must complete a total of 30 credits to receive the diploma, of which 18 are compulsory. Students must also complete 40 hours of community service.

26 However, some schools require students to study English or another language-rich subject to meet university entrance literacy requirements.

27 Other assessments may not be standardised.

28 Some is school-based.

2|t is partially standardised as it involves both national and school-based examinations. The national examination is standardised at the end of each level of

VMBO, while the teacher assessment and coursework are more varied and depend on the school’s own system or external parties’ requirements.

30 The NCEA is a national program, but it is not ‘standardized’ in the sense of having a single set of exams that all students take at the same time. Instead, it is flexible and
allows for different pathways depending on the student’s perceived strengths.

31 Internal assessment is not standardised. External (Matura exam) is standardised.

32 standardisation is carried out by the Leaving Certificate Examinations Board.

33 Not standardised at the national level, but rather depends on the type and level of education. Students can choose their own learning profiles/pathways.

34 This is because there is no national summative assessment system at this level.

35 This is because there is no national summative assessment system at this level

36 Between 2022 and 2023. In 2024, full pilots of all TMoA NCEA Level 2 Wahanga Ako and all NZC NCEA Level 2 subjects will be conducted ahead of the implementation of
all NCEA Level 2 Wahanga Ako and NZC subjects in 2026.
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37 No, GCSEs and A levels are not directly used to improve teacher training and/or curriculum, but they may have some impact on them through their role as
a measure of student achievement and a reflection of national standards.

38 Used to provide feedback to teachers and students on the effectiveness of the learning process. They are used to support school improvement through formative
assessment and digital tools.

39 Used for improving policy.

40 Used for institutional accountability and to help educational institutions improve their programmes and identify areas of weakness.

41 Used particularly for TSA, to enable teachers to understand students’ learning problems and needs so that targeted and appropriate teaching practices can be put in
place.

42 Used to inform curriculum planning by analysing learning patterns of students.

3 Through the publication and use of school performance tables.

4 It is used to compare school performance and quality between schools and regions.

4 Not 61explicitly stated as being used for accountability.

46 They are used for both regional and system accountability and used to monitor quality.

47 The terminal assessments are used for this purpose. The classroom assessments are not.

8 They provide data and evidence on student achievement and inform decision-making at various levels, including schools, school boards, and the Ministry

of Education.

49 Used to identify problematic policy areas.
%0 No, GCSEs and A levels are not directly used to improve schools/regions and aid allocation of resources, but they may have some impact on them through
their role as a measure of student achievement and a reflection of national standards.

51 Secondary school assessments are not used to improve schools/regions and aid allocation of resources.

52 They are used to support school improvement.

53 Although school performance is only a small aspect of resource allocation.

54 To identify weaker performing schools.

5 NCEA achievement data contributes to school review, enabling schools to take their students’ progress into account (against national expectations) when

planning school programmes, goals, and targets.

6 Our expert reviewer has advised that final year assessments are used to sort students or schools into different categories or tiers based on their grades in practice;
however, this was not mentioned in the sources as a stated purpose.

57 Lower level is used to assess eligibility for upper or advanced assessments.

8 The grades are used for sorting students into different levels or ‘streams’ based on their academic performance.
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59 NAAAs at age 15 are not used to determine student progression or qualifications

0 From the evidence we gathered, it is not clear in what way assessment is being used to improve progression nor how this relates to grouping/sorting.

61 Qur expert reviewer has advised that final year assessments are used to sort students or schools into different categories or tiers based on their grades in practice;
however, this was not mentioned in the sources as a stated purpose.

62 They are used to establish and demonstrate students’ knowledge and skills.

83 Sorting for progression is a particularly important function for the HKDSE.

54 The grades are used for sorting students into different levels or ‘streams’ based on their academic performance.

85 No, secondary school assessments are not published in league tables or official statistics.

66 Mixed. The results of internal school exams are not published. The results of summative assessments (such as the Matura Exam) are publicly available.

57 Yes at the regional, but not at the institution level. TSA results are only published at a territory-wide level. Results of the HKDSE are released at territory-wide level but
not by individual school.

% Yes at the regional, but not necessarily at the institution level. For the NAAA, MEXT publishes national averages and mean subject scores for each of the 7 regions of
Japan, and ranks the 47 prefectures accordingly. Education policymakers in all 1718 municipalities have the discretion to publish the results of individual school-mean test
scores under their jurisdiction or not.

59 NZQA publishes annual secondary school statistics online at a national and regional level (there are 10 regions in NZ). The published data also includes results for literacy
and numeracy requirements, NCEA certificate endorsements and course endorsements. Annual school league tables are also published by NZQA.

70 Responsible for specifying the national core curriculum.

Y In collaboration with stakeholders which include regions, schools, parents, and pupils.

72 Sets the objectives and framework.

3 |s responsible for setting education policy.

74 Establishes the qualification standards, regulates them, and sets the rules for how exams are conducted. Underpinning this is a competitive system of multiple exam
boards.

75 |s accountable for the progress and implementation of the national core curriculum, including assessment guidance. The Matriculation Examination Board (MEB) is
responsible for the matriculation exam.

76 Write the national curriculum framework. The Ministry of Education and Research (MER) oversees developing and carrying out national assessment policies in
collaboration with the Estonian Qualifications Authority (EQA) (Kutsekoda).

7 Develops the curriculum and guidelines for implementation. The National Qualifications Framework (NQF) is used to ensure consistency and coherence in the
assessment of learning outcomes across the education system.

78 The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) develops the curriculum. The State Examinations Commission (SEC) is responsible for the development,
assessment, accreditation and certification of the second-level examinations of the Irish state: the Junior Certificate and the Leaving Certificate. The SEC also has a role in
standard setting and quality assurance.

7 They work closely with other stakeholders, such as the Inspectorate of Education, the National Institute for Curriculum Development (SLO), the College for Examinations
(CvE), and the Education Council, to monitor and evaluate the quality.
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80 |s responsible for administering the TSA and HKDSE assessments, based on curriculum advised by the Curriculum Development Council (CDC) for TSA and HKEAA for
HKDSE core subjects.

81 Ontario Ministry of Education writes it. The Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO), is responsible for evaluating the quality and effectiveness of elementary
and secondary school education.

82 No, assessments are determined by the DfE, Ofqual, and exam boards.

8 National guidance must be followed, but local authorities, schools, and students can have some choice/influence. Local authorities have some autonomy in managing
schools but must follow national guidance. Schools have some flexibility to adapt the curriculum to their context and to meet student needs (e.g. deciding on methods and
forms of assessments). Pupils can influence the assessment by choosing some optional subjects or courses according to their interests and abilities.

84 For example, the Primary Curriculum Framework emphasises the partnership approach and recognises local diversity.

85 For example, schools have autonomy to tailor their education to the needs and interests of their students and communities.

8 L ocal implementation of the assessment can involve locally-designed SBA.

87 Including the Finnish National Agency for Education (EDUFI), universities, and teacher training institutions.

8 Results of national assessments are used to monitor educational performance of students, guide policy, and improve the curriculum. Results are

compared across different types of schools to evaluate the effectiveness of educational policies and practices.

8 Through external quality assurance mechanisms, such as the evaluation and accreditation of educational institutions, the evaluation of the education system, and the
monitoring and evaluation of educational outcomes.

% Individual schools are encouraged to self-evaluate. National processes such as PISA. Assessment by various internal stakeholder groups.

%1 Combination of external and internal processes, including monitoring by Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, and self-evaluation from schools.

92 Through education authorities, continuous improvement processes, collaboration and partnerships, research and evidence-based practices, and accountability measures.
9 Questionnaires are completed by students, parents and schools to provide a view of the relationship between student performance, learning environments, student
lifestyles and teaching practices. The Central Council for Education (an advisory body to MEXT) conducts research and produces reports that inform policy decisions.

9 NZQA reviews and quality assures the NCEA through a formal process known as the Managing National Assessment Review (MNA) which takes place at least once every
4 years. NZQA follows a standard consultation process for any changes to the NZQF, this process includes consultations with a range of educational professionals and
stakeholders including those from the secondary schooling sector, university sector, Institutes of Technology and Polytechnics (ITP) sector and Private Training
Establishment (PTE) sector.

% The Polish Accreditation Committee and the General Council for Higher Education are responsible for the external evaluation and accreditation of institutions.

The Ministry of Education and Science evaluates the education system, and the National Centre for Educational Development monitors and evaluates educational
outcomes. The National Examination Board (Centralna Komisja Egzaminacyjna, CKE) employs a thorough and rigorous approach for evaluating the summative assessment
system. They regularly conduct reviews, evaluations, and audits to ensure the quality and fairness of the assessment system.

% There are a variety of stakeholders involved in evaluation. The Inspectorate, a division of the Department of Education, is responsible for evaluating the quality of
education provision in schools and centres for education.
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97 Mostly the Central Council for Education. The Japan Language Testing Association (JLTA) published the Code of Good Testing Practice and in 2007, the Japan Association
for Research on Testing (now called the Japan Institute for Educational Measurement) published test standards. However, they are not directly involved in government
discussions or decision making on national assessment of academic ability.

% Concerns about the rigour and comparability of qualifications, the need to better prepare students for the demands of higher education and employment, and the desire
to raise standards and improve educational outcomes. Emphasis on minimising the quantity of coursework and other forms of internal evaluation in favour of end-of-
course tests to increase the reliability and validity of results and limit the possibility of cheating or gaming the system. Desire to improve the use of technology in
assessment to make tests more accessible to students with disabilities and lessen the administrative burden on instructors and examiners.

9 A growing concern over the ‘increasing inequalities’ in educational outcomes, leading to a push for more basic assessment practices that better consider students’
individual needs and strengths. A greater emphasis on the development of ‘21st century skills’, such as problem-solving, critical thinking. Increased attention to the use of
technology in assessment, including the use of digital tools and platforms for assessment purposes.

100 Increasing recognition that learning outcomes are important and must be monitored through assessment. Estonia’s assessment policies and changes are motivated by a
desire to foster the development of core competencies, such as digital and civic abilities, which are regarded as critical for success in the 21st century.

A national commitment to providing a high-quality equitable education for all students. Strong emphasis on formative feedback to inform students and teachers.

101 Increasing recognition that learning outcomes are important and must be monitored through assessment. Estonia’s assessment policies and changes are motivated by a
desire to foster the development of core competencies, such as digital and civic abilities, which are regarded as critical for success in the 21st century.

A national commitment to providing a high-quality equitable education for all students. Strong emphasis on formative feedback to inform students and teachers.

102 The need to align assessment with educational objectives, to promote student-centred learning, and improve educational justice and inclusivity. The importance of
balancing summative and formative assessment.

103 The desire to improve the quality and relevance of education to meet the changing needs of society and the labour market. to address issues of equity and inclusion,
particularly for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Greater emphasis on student-centred learning and personalised approaches to education, which has influenced
the way assessments are designed and used.

104 Modernising the system by increasing pathways and accessibility through tuition-free vocational options. Widespread concerns amongst students, parents and
educational professionals about the intense pressure that students.

105 The Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) driving transparency, fairness, and supporting students from diverse backgrounds. Also, data-driven assessment
making.

106 Stronger emphasis on summative than formative assessment. A credit system was introduced by MEXT in the 1990s due to concerns about equity and access within the
post-compulsory education system. Students who graduate (about 98% of all students) are awarded the Senior High School Graduation Certificate (sotsugyo shomeisho)
and are eligible to sit for university entrance examinations.

107 Emerging concerns around educational inequality and early school leaving, and to ensure that the summative assessment system caters for the diverse needs of
students. Some of the key reforms have been to increase the number of vocational ‘standards’ and pathways on offer, greater range and flexibility in subject/course choice
and in forms of assessment/credit accumulation and the introduction of curriculum content and qualifications specifically to meet the needs, skills and aspirations of Maori
and Pasifika students who represent more than one-third of the student population.

108 COVID-19 pandemic necessitated a balance between assessment expectations and student flexibility and support.

109 Finland’s strong focus on equity and social justice have immensely influenced the development of assessment policies and practices in the country.
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110 Creating a highly skilled and competitive workforce.

111 Globally recognised educational standards. As a member of the European Union, Poland is subject to a range of international agreements and obligations that require it
to maintain high standards of education and to ensure that its qualifications are recognised throughout Europe and beyond.

112 Hong Kong's history as both a Chinese and British territory (now a Special Administrative Region of China) means that its educational system and schools are a hybrid of
British and Chinese traditions. Recent changes have moved away from a UK system towards a US and Chinese style system. Concerns about low PISA scores on
psychosocial factors compared to high academic performance.

113 Tests in Japan are seen as valuable for the development of student’s self-discipline and determination, influenced by the context of Japan’s Confucian heritage
influence. Juku — after-school tutoring schools (also known as cram schools) - are attended by over half of all Japanese students. This has raised concerns about equity as
attending juku is expensive; the Japanese government has tried several policy responses to limit attendance at juku but has not been successful in decreasing their
influence. Covid pandemic accelerated plans to integrate technology into classrooms. The most recent ‘Course of Study guidance’ (2020-22) aims to nurture student’s cross
curricular competencies (e.g., problem solving), partly in response to international criticism by academic experts and education professionals that independent/critical
thinking and problem-solving have not been fostered in Japan’s teaching approach or outcome-based assessment.
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