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Summary
This report aims to use current data, both qualitative and quantitative, to look at the aims and results of bringing standardised testing into schools and possibly to suggest some improvements to this system for modern day students and the changing British society. 

Introduction
Tests and examinations have been a feature of the British education system for many years and the focus of many recent reforms. With Britain on the brink of bringing back grammar schools and reevaluating its examination system, this report aims to inform and provoke debate amongst the people who will be affected by these reforms about the story behind them, the effects examinations seem to be having currently and perhaps some other recommendations for how we could measure and evaluate learning.  

The history of testing and its aims
Standardised testing initially came into British schools with the 1944 education act which brought in compulsory secondary education in the form of a tripartite system. This system allocated “pupils to different types of secondary schools” (Burt, 1959, P.99). It was a meritocratic system intended to reduce the gap between the classes so that “no child should be precluded by financial handicaps from securing an education appropriate to his merits” (Burt, 1959, P.100). The method used to select the secondary school that a child would attend was the 11+examination taken at the end of elementary school. 
In the 1950’s, as a way of holding schools accountable for “using common procedures and working to shared standards” (Black, 1998, P.15), the school leaving examinations were changed. In 1951 the system of O-levels was brought in, making each subject a qualification instead of having one general school leaving certificate, so that there was accountability across the whole grammar school curriculum. A few years later, an exam for the pupils in secondary modern schools called the CSE was introduced. The 1988 education act merged the two-tier system into one with the introduction of comprehensive secondary education and this brought about the system we have today of GCSEs and A levels (Abbott, 2012). 

Initially, the method of intelligence testing on which many exams have been based was a means of data collection in 1884 (Boake, 2002, P.384), to see how educated the nation was and to try to predict children’s development (Burt, 1959, P.103).They were done in schools to give the study a wider sample and the study found that only 3% of children performed at above 130 in these tests. Naturally, scholarship programs wanted to make sure it was these children they were investing in (Burt, 1959, P.110). Thus, the examinations became a means of selection as well as a means of prediction. The selection caused competition which motivated schools to raise standards and improved students’ work as they increased “industry and emulation” (Black, 1998, P.10). In some cases, testing was also seen as diagnostic because pupils who achieved “a score of only 70 might be automatically placed in a special school” (Black, 1998, P.14). 

To conclude, the main goals of testing seem to be to collect data, to improve standards through competition, to select students most suited for certain career paths and to screen for pupils who have learning difficulties.  

Analysis of testing and its impact on teaching and learning
When looking at the goals of standardised testing, it seems a worthy and useful pursuit: a way to hold schools accountable, to measure students’ progress and help them reach their potential. However, I would like to question whether testing achieves its aims, whether these aims are still relevant and how it affects teaching and learning.

If “The value of a selection procedure is to be judged primarily by the accuracy with which it forecasts the future educational progress of the children” (Burt, 1959, P.112). Then perhaps our examinations could be deemed very successful. However, there is some research showing that the educational progress of children also depends on the expectations placed on them. In one study, students took a test supposed to find children who were going to have an “intellectual growth spurt” in the next year and then a randomly chosen list of “intellectual bloomers” was given to their teachers, this changed the expectations their teachers had of them and their test scores had increased by more than the other children’s by the next year. In a way, test predictions are a self-fulfilling prophecy. What is predicted to the teachers is expected of the children and thus, through the teacher’s treatment, decides their potential (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1992). 
 
Another issue is that, whilst standardised testing was designed to give equal opportunities to students from all backgrounds, there is still a huge difference in the test scores of students from lower class backgrounds to those of their upper-class peers. This being of around 16.1% at key stage 2 in 2014 and this gap increasing to a gap of 27.4% at GCSE (Department for education, 2014).

On the other hand, one area where standardised tests really do seem to be cimproving schools is in data collection. Collecting data about which school systems allow students to progress quicker or further in certain areas and publishing it means that schools can learn from each other and parents can decide which school they want for their child based on what they think is important. This is now being done on a global scale with the PISA tests now taken in 72 countries (PISA, 2018). The only problem with this is that “Teachers and schools are evaluated almost exclusively on academic achievement measures” (Kohn, 2011) and so emotional development for example, is not able to be taken as a factor for these decisions or school ratings. 

It does seem that students are motivated by the competition for test scores, but some would argue that children are learning to value competition. Classrooms have become “tryouts for success and failure based on intelligence measures with a preset number of winners and losers” (McDermott and Raley, 2012, P.380) and this leads children to believe that someone else’s success is bought at the cost of their failure (Henry, 1963). Schooling classifies children based on their results and this factor makes examinations “high stakes” competition (Kohn, 2011).

For teachers the high stakes of these tests also have an effect; “one bad year can be career ending” (Tapper, 2018). This appears to be causing stress for many teachers and in recent years the numbers who resigned in the first five years or who had breakdowns has risen. It is well known that stress impacts brain function and thus it is certain that, due to their teaching standards constantly being tested, Britain’s teachers are not teaching to the best of their abilities, just as its “spaced out and stressed out” students (Stocks, 2017) are not learning to the best of theirs.

What could we do differently?
It seems to me that standardised testing might have strayed quite a long way from its aims, or perhaps that children are now growing up in a society that these aims do not have any relevance to.

Children today can use the internet to search for any information that they might need, it’s no longer useful to memorise facts for tests, what is needed is to learn ways to use information; how to analyse, interpret and put learning into practice. Examples such as Donaldson’s (2014) approach to curriculum reform show that schools are taking up approaches with more emphasis on new technologies and their uses. I would argue that this approach is very timely, given that new technologies are appearing all the time (Scott, 2018), and children should be prepared to use them.  

I would also argue that in the globalised world, where there is so much importance placed on collaboration, removing some of the assessment and competitive nature from classrooms could only be beneficial. Perhaps schools could remove standardised tests and be evaluated based on satisfaction ratings from parents, students and teachers, these I feel can be better measured by quantitative methods.

Finally, I believe what schooling should be held accountable for is forming well rounded people who can question and interpret the world around them, and I don’t believe that standardised testing holds them to that. I believe our measure of “well educated” needs to change. It was after all “learned engineers” (Anonymous, 1972) that built the gas chambers which killed as many as 6000 people a day during the holocaust. That is a world we want to move away from. 

Limitations
I understand that individualised approaches are hard to enact because British schools are often oversubscribed, and class sizes are growing by the year. Trying to find personal goals for 30 individuals would perhaps increase the workload of teachers who are already “burned out” (Tapper, 2018). Perhaps if schools weren’t spending so much on examinations, they could afford more resources for teachers and improve their working conditions?

There is also the limitation that much of the data that I have used is qualitative or small scale and so isn’t reproducible. There are also some authors who aren’t British, but I feel that this data best- suited the discussion I want to initiate which is not just about British schools and can’t be measured so scientifically as with many social issues. 
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