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SUMMARY

England’s primary school accountability and assessment system is not working 
well for disadvantaged children. By the end of primary school, disadvantaged 
children are, on average, 10 months behind their peers, and that gap is growing 
(EPI 2025). In 2026, 4 per cent of disadvantaged pupils met the higher standard 
in reading, writing and maths (combined), while 11 per cent of other pupils met 
the higher standard (DfE 2026b). In other words, non-disadvantaged pupils are 
nearly three times more likely to achieve the highest marks in SATs than their 
disadvantaged peers.

Change is needed. Building on the evidence outlined in our IPPR paper “Primary 
is what comes first”: How end of key stage 2 exams impact disadvantaged children 
(Carleton et al 2026) and a series of roundtables and interviews with experts, in 
this paper we outline recommendations to build a more equitable, accessible, 
functional and reliable system. 

We set out four recommendations for immediate implementation from the 2027/28 
academic year.
•	 Recommendation 1: The Department for Education should establish an 

independent ‘statutory accessibility and bias audit’ for all key stage 2 
assessments. 

•	 Recommendation 2: The Department for Education should remove the Spelling, 
Punctuation and Grammar (SPaG) test.

•	 Recommendation 3: The Department for Education should change how results 
are published and reported by:
	- ending the publication of school-level key stage 2 results, which would 

also end the publication of school-level league tables 
	- using rolling averages (for instance, three- or five-year averages) of 

attainment data from the department and from Ofsted for internal 
monitoring and inspection.

•	 Recommendation 4: The Department for Education should introduce a 
competency framework for pupil results in place of scaled scores.

However, reform must go further to build a truly equitable system that 
properly supports disadvantaged pupils. Therefore, we also set out a further 
recommendation to act as the foundation of a longer-term, more significant 
reform to primary school assessment.
•	 Recommendation 5: The Department for Education should introduce a random 

sampling approach to assessment across years 3–6.
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1. 
THE CASE FOR REFORM

THE BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE OF THIS PAPER
This paper is the second in our series exploring the impact of end of key stage 
2 assessments (commonly referred to as standard assessment tests; SATs) 
on disadvantaged pupils. The first, “Primary is what comes first”: How end of 
key stage 2 exams impact disadvantaged children, articulated the problem, 
presenting the results of a nationally representative poll of primary school 
senior leaders and in-depth qualitative interviews with primary school senior 
leaders and year 6 teachers (Carleton et al 2026). The paper argued that SATs 
do not work well enough for disadvantaged pupils, in three areas.
1.	 Perverse incentives and curriculum narrowing. The primary school assessment 

and accountability framework incentivises schools to narrow their curriculum 
and focus on tested subjects (‘teaching to the test’), particularly during SAT 
preparation periods. The loss of wider curriculum time and enrichment most 
significantly affects disadvantaged pupils, who are often less likely to have 
access to wider or extra-curricular opportunities, such as art, drama and music, 
outside school (Carleton et al 2026). Of those polled, 93 per cent felt that 
preparation for SATs has an impact on the breadth of curriculum in primary 
schools, with 77 per cent reporting more time being spent on tested subjects 
when preparing for SATs. 

2.	 An accountability framework that does not reflect school context. Primary 
schools are judged against a single national benchmark – without meaningful 
account taken of the communities they serve and the cohorts they have each 
year. We found this can obscure genuine school performance, especially in 
disadvantaged areas, and leave senior leaders facing scrutiny that they feel 
bears little relationship to what their school has delivered.

3.	 Increased teacher pressure that makes its way into the classroom. SATs-related 
accountability pressures drive teacher stress, affect pedagogy and are a factor 
in teachers’ decisions to leave the profession. These effects are felt most 
acutely in schools with the least capacity to absorb them, with consequences 
for the quality of teaching and pastoral support that teachers can provide 
pupils, and impacts falling principally on disadvantaged children. Of those 
polled, 79 per cent of senior leaders in the most disadvantaged primary 
schools reported a negative impact on day-to-day school life due to SATs.

Only 7 per cent of senior leaders polled believed that SATs should kept as they are. 
As a result, the paper found a strong case for reform of the primary assessment 
and accountability system that follows the tests. 

This paper represents a first step towards that reform. It outlines immediate 
steps that the government can take to improve the current system and mitigate 
against some of the areas in which the system is currently falling down. However, 
minor reform will not be sufficient in the long term. This paper therefore also 
articulates a blueprint for more significant reform, providing an outline for what 
a more equitable, accessible and functional system could look like in practice in 
the medium term.
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PRIMARY SCHOOL ASSESSMENT WITHIN THE WIDER ASSESSMENT AND 
ACCOUNTABILITY ARCHITECTURE
Primary school assessment does not operate in a vacuum and the issues the 
recommendations of this paper are designed to address are not exclusive to end 
of key stage 2 exams. In primary school, the performance of the phonics screening 
check and the reception baseline assessment are contested (Goldstein et al 2018, 
Wyse et al 2022). In secondary school, the reform or replacement of GCSEs remains 
a topic of debate, as does the utility of assessing school performance using a 
Progress 8 measure, which many see as faulty (Leckie and Goldstein 2019, Menzies 
et al 2023, Harris et al 2025). 

This paper deliberately focusses on key stage 2 assessment. Rethinking 
England’s approach to phonics, reception baseline assessments or GCSEs 
is, therefore, out of scope. Yet primary school assessment cannot be fully 
understood, or indeed fixed, in isolation from the wider school assessment 
and accountability architecture, and more work is needed to design the 
large-scale, long-term change that this architecture needs. This paper’s 
recommendations should be read as a necessary and deliverable first step 
within that wider piece of work on reform.

METHODS
Building on the evidence set out in “Primary is what comes first” (Carleton et al 
2026), the recommendations outlined in this paper are the product of a series 
of roundtables and interviews with nine experts from across primary teaching, 
assessment and accountability. While these roundtables and interviews were 
invaluable in the policy development process, the recommendations are the 
views of the authors alone.

DEFINING DISADVANTAGE
In the qualitative interviews and polling that were carried out as part of this work, 
and which were reported in “Primary is what comes first”, ‘disadvantage’ was 
defined as:

“pupils who face additional barriers to learning compared with their 
peers, including pupils eligible for free school meals, pupils with 
special educational needs and disabilities, pupils with English as an 
additional language, pupils with long-term health conditions and 
pupils from ethnic minority backgrounds”.

For key stage 2 assessment, the Department for Education (DfE) defines 
disadvantaged pupils primarily as those eligible for free school meals in 
the previous six years or pupils who have been in care (DfE 2026a). 
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2. 
IMMEDIATE CHANGES FROM 
THE 2027/28 ACADEMIC YEAR

In this chapter we set out four recommendations for immediate implementation 
from the 2027/28 academic year.

RECOMMENDATION 1: THE DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION SHOULD 
ESTABLISH AN INDEPENDENT ‘STATUTORY ACCESSIBILITY AND BIAS 
AUDIT’ FOR ALL KEY STAGE 2 ASSESSMENTS. 
The Department for Education (DfE) should establish an annual independent 
‘statutory accessibility and bias audit’, commissioned by the department and 
delivered independently of the Standards and Testing Agency (STA), to review 
key stage 2 test papers against defined criteria, including:
•	 cultural bias
•	 linguistic complexity
•	 cognitive load
•	 accessibility for pupils with additional needs. 

Findings should be published annually, and the STA should be required to respond, 
with findings directly feeding into the design of the following academic year’s tests.

End of key stage 2 test content routinely assumes shared cultural experience and 
background knowledge that pupils do not equally have (Carleton et al 2026). In 
previous years, tests have set pupils writing tasks centred on activities such as 
skiing or foreign travel. Tests that do not distinguish between pupils who do not 
have the relevant experience or who lack the underlying skills, and pupils who 
do have these things, are not measuring what they are designed to measure. 
Our polling found that 67 per cent of senior leaders do not think that schools 
have the support and resources they need to ensure that all pupils experience 
SATs fairly and equally, and 82 per cent believe SATs disproportionately affect 
disadvantaged pupils. 

Designing tests around assumed cultural touchpoints that not all pupils can relate 
to has an impact on disadvantaged children most significantly. Current access 
arrangements – such as giving pupils extra time, a separate room or a reader – are 
centred on how tests are administered. Whether the underlying content or format 
of the tests is fair in the first place is not currently adequately addressed when the 
accessibility of tests is evaluated. 

The evaluation of test accessibility must also consider pupils with special 
educational needs and disabilities. In our qualitative interviews, senior 
leaders described access arrangements such as those mentioned above as 
“cosmetically inclusive but substantively inadequate” (Carleton et al 2026). 
One leader described a pupil with special educational needs who had been 
performing well on practice papers, but who suffered a panic attack under exam 
conditions and was unable to finish the exam. The school was still required to 
submit the incomplete paper. Of senior leaders polled, 90 per cent said that 



IPPR  |  What comes next A fairer approach to primary assessment 9

pupils with special educational needs and disabilities experience the greatest 
negative impact from end of key stage 2 exams.

The STA has its own internal test and development framework, which consists 
of an ‘inclusion panel’ that reviews tests for accessibility to pupils with special 
educational needs and disabilities, and an external ‘equity advisor review group’ 
that reviews proposed reading tests to check “the subject matter is appropriate for 
all pupils” (STA 2024). It also runs ‘differential item functioning’ analysis to examine 
where performance differs by group (STA 2024). However, these mechanisms have 
not been sufficient to remove the structural disadvantages that some groups of 
children face. No fully independent, annual, public-facing audit exists to specifically 
assess the cultural bias, linguistic complexity and content accessibility of end of 
key stage 2 exams. The establishment of such an audit would create a low-cost, 
long-standing accountability mechanism to ensure that test content is appropriate 
and accessible to all pupils.

RECOMMENDATION 2: THE DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION SHOULD 
REMOVE THE SPELLING, PUNCTUATION AND GRAMMAR (SPAG) TEST.
The Spelling, Punctuation and Grammar (SPaG) test – sometimes referred to 
as the Grammar, Punctuation and Spelling (GPS) test – is not fit for purpose. 
Rather than have it reformed or replaced, the DfE should completely remove it, 
with the focus on spelling, punctuation and grammar kept through the existing 
English assessments. Alongside this, the DfE should review relevant aspects 
of the National Curriculum to remove grammatical terminology content (for 
instance, ‘fronted-adverbial instruction’) twhere there is limited evidence of 
benefit to pupils' writing (Wyse et al 2026).

While the DfE’s 2025 curriculum and assessment review acknowledged that “the 
[SPaG] test has led to a disproportionate amount of classroom time being spent 
on teaching grammatical constructs in isolation, often at the expense of a more 
integrated approach” (DfE 2025: 130), it suggests amending the test to keep “those 
elements of the current test that encourage effective teaching” (ibid), but it gives 
no further detail.

Rather than reforming the SPaG test or replacing it with something different, 
the DfE should go further and completely remove the test. The test assesses 
grammar, punctuation and spelling in isolation from pupils’ own writing. While 
pupils’ grammatical understanding is associated with the quality of their writing, 
evidence suggests grammar teaching benefits pupils’ writing ability mainly when 
it is contextualised, or taught together (Marjokorpi 2023). Where it is taught as 
abstract rules and terminology, its effect on writing quality is weak (Wyse 2001, 
Andrews et al 2006). Time spent studying abstract grammar rules in ways that 
do not improve pupils’ comprehension, understanding or application of English 
means they have less time to spend on other aspects of the curriculum.

Removing the test does not remove the need for schools to teach spelling, 
punctuation and grammar, nor does it remove the usefulness of a diagnostic 
mechanism for assessing school performance in this area. The assessment of 
spelling, punctuation and grammar should be kept within the wider key stage 2 
exam assessments, particularly the English assessment. Removing the SPaG test 
removes the standalone, high-stakes, faulty test, not the imperative to teach 
these concepts.

RECOMMENDATION 3: THE DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION SHOULD 
CHANGE HOW RESULTS ARE PUBLISHED AND REPORTED.
The DfE should change how results are published and reported by:
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•	 ending the publication of school-level key stage 2 results, which would also 
end the publication of school-level league tables

•	 using rolling averages (for instance, three- or five-year averages) of attainment 
data from the department and from Ofsted for monitoring and inspection.

Our previous paper in this series highlighted two issues with the current approach 
of publishing school-level data (Carleton et al 2026). 

First, school-level data creates inter-school competition and high-stakes 
accountability. Headteachers and classroom teachers are judged on their results, 
which can drive perverse behaviours around admissions, ‘teaching to the test’ and 
competition between schools rather than collaboration. Given the attainment gap 
between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged pupils, this disproportionately has 
an impact on schools working in the most deprived areas.

As one primary school senior leader reflected in an interview: 

“the local authority will hold you to account. The DfE will hold the 
local authority to account. Ofsted will challenge you around that data 
picture when it’s not true.” 
Primary school senior leader

Furthermore, it is not only what happens within the school walls that defines 
pupils’ outcomes: other parts of pupils’ lives also shape their performance in 
assessments. Reporting outcome data at a school level can mean that people 
consider the data as an accurate measure of a school’s effectiveness when in 
reality it reflects what is happening in pupils’ lives as well.

Second, failing to account for high levels of cohort variability (that is, the changes 
in ability between one year’s cohort and another) encourages schools to focus on 
‘cuspy’ children – children who, with some extra attention, may meet the expected 
standard – but at the expense of both other pupils and a varied curriculum. One 
primary school senior leader we spoke to articulated how this plays out in how 
their results are received: 

“I’ve got 45 per cent SEND [children with special educational needs and 
disabilities] in my current year 6, and only 7 per cent next year. So next 
year my results are going [to look very different] and everyone is going 
to go ‘Isn’t that amazing, the job they’ve done?’ But it’s just a different 
cohort of children.”
Primary school senior leader

Competition between schools does not necessarily drive standards and, 
outside of major cities, parents often do not have meaningful choice when it 
comes to selecting schools for their children (Gorard 2014, Burgess et al 2019). 
The publication of school-level data and school-level league tables raises 
the stakes of key stage 2 assessment for primary schools, creating perverse 
incentives for schools, which has a negative impact on disadvantaged pupils 
(Carleton et al 2026). The need to attract pupils to secure school funding, which 
is vital to offer the support pupils need, and the risk that they may lose their 
job if results fall below what is expected, raise the stakes for headteachers 
even further.

Ending this practice would retain the important features of the accountability 
system while removing some of the incentives for schools to act in ways counter 
to their own pupils’ interests. Many of the biggest challenges facing schools and 
the wider education sector – for instance in relation to attendance or the provision 
of support for pupils with special educational needs and disabilities – require a 
collaborative approach across schools, other services and local areas (Centre for 



IPPR  |  What comes next A fairer approach to primary assessment 11

Young Lives and Mission 44 2026). Primary school assessment and accountability 
infrastructure should therefore be designed to encourage collaboration between 
schools, not competition.

The introduction of a rolling average does not remove accountability or change 
the work of the DfE or Ofsted. Instead, it makes sure schools are judged on 
sustained performance, and not on a single-year snapshot. A school may do 
exceptionally well in its end of key stage 2 exams one year, and much less well 
the following year with the same approach and teachers. As alluded to above, 
far from the teaching worsening, this may reflect the differing abilities of the 
two cohorts. While natural cohort variation is less of a factor at the national 
level (each year, some schools do better, some do worse), this does not occur 
at the school level. A rolling average still allows the DfE and Ofsted to monitor 
the direction of travel of a school but smooths out some of the irregularities 
that come from natural cohort variation (Jerrim and Menzies 2019, Menzies and 
Jerrim 2020). Jerrim and Menzies (2019) suggest that this benefit is likely to be 
greatest in primary schools, where cohorts are smallest. 

RECOMMENDATION 4: THE DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION SHOULD 
INTRODUCE A COMPETENCY FRAMEWORK FOR PUPIL RESULTS IN PLACE 
OF SCALED SCORES.
Rather than using a binary approach for key stage 2 results, the DfE should 
introduce an asset-based competency framework. This competency framework 
should consist of a set of progressively more sophisticated statements describing 
positively what a pupil can do. Under the framework, no pupil would receive a 
single number or a pass/fail label, removing the harm that a ‘fail’ label causes. 

Results would provide information about what children are capable of, 
providing them, their parents and their future teachers with information 
about their strengths, competencies and areas for further development. For 
instance, in place of the binary met/not met expected standard in maths, 
pupils would receive statements summarising their abilities in fractions, 
decimals, percentages, statistics, geometry and more. Secondary schools 
would then have useful data on and insight into their incoming cohorts.

Currently, at the end of key stage 2, pupils are told whether they have met the 
‘expected standard’ at primary school. If they do not meet this standard, it frames 
the result as something they have personally failed. This is despite SATs nominally 
measuring school performance (Carleton et al 2026) and that, regardless of the 
result, they will make their transition from primary to secondary school anyway. 
The current binary approach also treats a pupil who narrowly misses the expected 
standard the same as a pupil who is operating much further below the threshold. 
There is no evidence that ability grouping itself harms disadvantaged pupils (Jerrim 
et al 2025), but telling pupils that they have “not met the expected standard” at 
a key transition point can be damaging for their confidence and self-esteem at a 
moment of important developmental transition (Carleton et al 2026). 

Furthermore, the utility of raw key stage 2 pupil performance data for 
secondary schools is a subject of debate. Teacher Tapp research suggests 
that while secondary schools that do use attainment groupings (setting or 
streaming)1 from year 7 (the first year of secondary school) initially base these 
off key stage 2 exams, “[secondary] school-based assessments and teacher 
judgements of students’ suitability for specific classes play an increasingly 
significant role” from the beginning of year 8 onwards (Allen 2025). 

1	 Setting and streaming are methods used to group pupils by attainment. Setting involves grouping 
pupils by attainment for specific subjects, and streaming involves grouping pupils for most, if not all, 
of their classes. 
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3. 
A BLUEPRINT FOR FURTHER 
CHANGE

The changes set out in the previous chapter would make the current accountability 
and assessment system fairer and more reliable in the immediate term. Taken 
together, they would reduce biases in the testing approach and lower the stakes 
of assessment, while retaining important accountability infrastructure and 
producing better-labelled results for pupils. However, these changes would leave 
the underlying architecture of the system unchanged. The fundamentals of this 
architecture – a single, high-stakes assessment window, concentrated at the end 
of key stage 2 – are the primary driver of the perverse incentives identified in our 
previous paper in this series (Carleton et al 2026). 

The impacts of curriculum narrowing and a loss of enrichment opportunities fall 
disproportionately on disadvantaged pupils (ibid). Removing the publication of 
school-level data and introducing rolling averages for accountability might make 
the resulting judgements fairer, but neither would remove the incentives for 
schools to ‘teach to the test’, narrow their curriculum to focus on tested subjects 
and reduce their extra-curricular offers. Furthermore, the disadvantage gap is 
already substantial by the end of key stage 2 (EPI 2025). An assessment architecture 
built around a week of high-stakes exams in the final term of primary school does 
little to respond to this gap earlier, before it has augmented so substantially.

Therefore, while the changes set out above would represent a meaningful step 
forward in the short term, more significant, structural change is needed to build 
an improved, more equitable system that both meets pupils’ needs and holds 
schools accountable for the quality of their teaching. 

A new framework is needed that performs the following four functions:
•	 lowers the stakes of any single assessment while retaining the validity and 

reliability of assessments
•	 is accessible to all pupils and schools, but particularly those facing the 

greatest disadvantage – for instance, pupils with special educational needs 
and disabilities, looked-after children, children eligible for free school 
meals and children from ethnic minority backgrounds

•	 captures genuine school and system performance, including the early 
identification of where a school needs support, without driving inter-
school competition

•	 treats primary school as a developmental stage in its own right and not simply 
as preparation for secondary school.

Our fifth recommendation, therefore, is as follows.

RECOMMENDATION 5: THE DEPARTMENT FOR EDUCATION SHOULD 
INTRODUCE A RANDOM SAMPLING APPROACH TO ASSESSMENT ACROSS 
YEARS 3–6.
The single year 6 test window should be replaced with a random sampling model 
spanning years 3–6, across a broader range of subjects. While assessment would 
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nominally be grouped by subject (for instance, history or science), the assessment 
tool would be designed to assess whether a pupil is developing appropriately for 
their age alongside their subject-related competencies.

The DfE would issue assessments to a sample (for example, 25 per cent) of 
schools each year, across the whole of key stage 2, testing a broad range of 
pupil knowledge and underlying child development. This data would be used to 
identify national, regional and local trends, as well as monitor cohort trends for 
specific groups of pupils, for example those in receipt of free school meals. The 
DfE should set a maximum time limit between assessments (for instance, three 
years). The DfE and Ofsted could use school-level data to monitor performance, 
with schools identified as consistently under-performing being offered additional 
resources and support. 

Which year group and subject are sampled, and in which schools, would be 
unpredictable from year to year. In a particular year, one school in an area 
may have their year 4 cohort assessed in geography, while a neighbouring 
school has their year 6 cohort assessed in maths and music. A third school, 
meanwhile, may not be assessed at all. This sampling would ensure schools 
are not incentivised to narrow the curriculum or teach to the test, as they 
cannot predict the content of assessments. 

This framework would provide a genuine solution to tackle the issues of the 
current system, while retaining all the important accountability functions the 
system needs to function appropriately. Because any subject, and any year group, 
could be assessed, schools would be incentivised to maintain a broad and varied 
curriculum, rather than narrowing towards specific tested content in English and 
maths. A system based around child development, furthermore, captures genuine 
developmental progress rather than rewarding narrow test preparation. 

The sampling approach across three different year groups would provide data for 
the DfE to see how the primary system is functioning at a system level. Moving to 
a random sampling model would mean Progress 8 could not exist in its current 
form, however. Progress 8 is itself a contested measure (Leckie and Goldstein 
2019), and the DfE should work on its reform, alongside reform of the secondary 
school assessment and accountability infrastructure. Whether, and how, sampled 
or aggregated data from this framework could inform a reformed measure of 
secondary school accountability is a question for that further work.

Taken together, the reforms set out in this paper address the challenges we 
identified previously with the current key stage 2 accountability and assessment 
arrangements (Carleton et al 2026). But building and quality-assuring this system 
at primary school level would be a substantial undertaking, and further work is 
required to develop the detail needed to support implementation. The purpose of 
this paper has been to set out the principles for a more equitable, sampling-based 
system, and begin the work of articulating what this could look like in practice. 
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