Could replacing exams with teacher set assessments be the future for assessments in Wales?
By Carley Francis
“Exams!” This word could strike fear into the hearts of most people but none more than pupils and teachers. Within education systems across the world, including here in the UK, a high importance is placed on exams. Exams are used to determine not only the educational success of the young people who sit them but also the quality of teaching that is delivered by educational establishments across the country. After an exam series takes place, teachers are expected to engage in formal meetings with school leadership teams and local education governors to justify their results. Having taken part in such meetings myself over the last 2 years, I can assure you that this creates a large amount of pressure. The process of comparing your results to those of other schools, national averages and your own past successes is something that can be very daunting. In addition to the impact on teachers, it is also important to acknowledge that for a lot of pupils, exam results are used to determine their future educational and career opportunities. As a result, the high stakes nature of these exams is something that creates a lot of stress and anxiety in pupils across the country. Knowing that your future opportunities could be determined by your performance in a single hour and a half exam is quite frankly terrifying. I challenge anybody that questions to try sitting down with a hyperventilating 15-year-old in an attempt to get them to compose themselves for long enough to even enter an exam hall. But is all of this stress really worth it? Are exams actually a reliable and valid measure of educational success and does their function serve to benefit learners and staff within the education system?
The new curriculum
The education system in Wales is currently in the process of curriculum reform. One of the key aims of the new curriculum is to develop learners who are ambitious, creative and confident individuals. However, I can’t help but question whether this is possible when the end goal of education is simply passing exams. Research suggests that when education is focussed towards passing exams it encourages ‘surface learning’. This is where learners will simply practice holding the information needed for an exam in short term memory for the purpose of regurgitating it when needed. This can often mean that learner’s natural curiosity and ambition to learn is stifled with the view of “if it’s not in the exam, it’s not worth learning”. Therefore, we could question whether exams are merely encouraging memorization rather than deep intellectual learning. Also, in the majority of cases pupil’s never actually get to see their exam papers. This means that no feedback is received and pupils are not given the opportunity to reflect on their mistakes and make improvements. Is this really the best approach for developing ambitious, creative and confident learners?
A further aim of the new curriculum is that teachers are encouraged to be more creative and innovative in their teaching practices with the intention of them being given more freedom in curriculum planning. However, how creative can you be when you are forced to teach within the confines of an exam specification? The feedback received from the exam process is also very limited for teachers. At most, exam analysis allows teachers to see which questions pupils did better or worse in with no feedback being offered on the ‘how’ or ‘why’ this happened. This is not much use when it comes to improving our professional practices which is a second fundamental aim of the new curriculum.
The cancellation of exams
Within education in Wales, we currently find ourselves in a very bizarre situation. The 2021 exam series has officially been cancelled for the second year in a row. Following the debacle of the 2020 exam results, the approach taken by education leaders in Wales this year was to replace exams with alternative assessments. Part of the plan for the new assessments was the inclusion of ‘internal assessments’ which were set and marked by teachers. This has some key similarities to the assessment practices that are used within the Finnish education system. In Finland, all assessments of pupil learning are designed by teachers within each school. The general philosophy in Finland is that learners should be judged based on their own individual progress rather than national standardised measures. As a result, exams in Finland do not exist. Instead, assessments take the form of well-designed tasks which encourage deeper intellectual thinking. This helps to improve learner confidence and well-being while also giving teachers the freedom to be creative in their professional practice. It is no secret that Finland’s education system is highly successful and one that countries across the world look to when trying to improve their own practices. Finland have proven that an education system does not need to include exams to be successful. Is this something that can adopt here in Wales too? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Unfortunately, due to the ever unpredictable nature of the current pandemic, the replacement assessments in Wales have since been scrapped. Would they have been successful? Who knows. However, it does seem that an awful lot of hard work has gone into formulating these assessments for them to simply go to waste. Could this be the first step in the right direction when it comes to reforming assessments in Wales? Is this actually part of the long term plan to achieve the aims of the new curriculum? Only time will tell. One thing that I can be sure of however, is that the introduction of an assessment policy that reduces test anxiety, improves skills development in learners and provides educators with opportunities for professional development is certainly one that I can get behind.

