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ASSESSMENT IN INCLUSIVE SETTINGS

Translating the P scales

Introduction

There has been substantial international interest in the English development of the P scale performance descriptions. 

This brief paper is to introduce colleagues in the European Agency’s assessment project to the development of the scales, their implementation and some of the lessons learned.

A little history

The English national curriculum is broken into 8 level attainment targets for each subject.

The P scales were introduced in 1998 to allow assessment of the progress over time of pupils not attaining the levels of the ‘mainstream’ national curriculum (NC). They cover all subjects of the curriculum and are designed for pupils between the ages of 5 and 16.

It is now mandatory for all English maintained schools to:

· use the scales to track the progress of pupils for whom the scales are appropriate

· report the progress of such pupils against the P scales in all subjects of the national curriculum at ages 7, 11 and 14 (key stages 1, 2 and 3).  

There are eight P scale levels and eight national curriculum levels. So the full English National Curriculum has 16 levels: 

P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8  NC1 NC2 NC3 NC4 NC5 NC6 NC7 NC8.

The P scales and child development

In terms of typical development terms each level of  P scale progress is equivalent to approximately six months development. The scales run from:

· level, P1, where pupils are ‘encountering’ [meeting] activities and experiences, to 

· level P8 (for example in Speaking/Expressive communication) where, the child can use ‘because’ appropriately.  

For comparison, the national curriculum levels expect that an ‘average pupil’ will make two years progress at each level. 

An individual will progress at his or her own rate through the P and NC levels.

How to use the P scales 

The scales are for summative assessment and expected to be used infrequently, either annually or once a key stage.  

The P level descriptions are used for ‘best fit’ judgements.  Staff consider them against observations and assessments of the pupil’s performance over time. They are then in a position to choose the level which overall best describes the pupil’s attainment.

The lessons learned

1. While such scales can be reasonably devised for areas where substantial research has taken place (like literacy) it is less easy to build a developmental model in relation to such subjects as information and communication technology where there is little or no research into specific early learning in the area.

2. In very early learning the subject learning is not distinct.  So the first three P levels are the same in all subjects, except that some of the examples change.  

3. Early developmental scales can only be as clear as the boundaries and coherence of the subject area they address.  For example, the English national curriculum subject area Writing covers a wide range of topics, from setting out material on a page, to spelling correctly, to the ability to use a pen to write clearly.  The coherence of the area is weak and the P scales for writing are consequently less useful.

4. Teachers of pupils with profound and complex learning needs can see their pupils making very slow progress through the levels of the P scales. This has led to the creation of a range of commercial schemes to ‘fill in’ the gaps between the levels.  

5. These schemes are often used formatively rather than summatively, so that they can confuse parents and teachers about the purpose of P scales, that of summative assessment. 

6. Learning does not follow a simple ‘ladder’ of hierarchical progress through levels, but assessment criteria do.  Pupils with complex learning needs often benefit reinforcement across an area of learning.  They may acquire the ability to apply learning in a new context without necessarily going up a level.

7. Overall, the model may be more appropriately characterised as one in which individuals take a range of paths to learning but pass through certain common key points which can be seen in an assessment hierarchy
. 

8. There are many areas of learning, not least social learning, which P scales with their ‘subject’ perspective do not address.  It is interesting to look at the Citizenship / PSHE scales in this connection however. Any translation of the scales might well seek to close this gap.

9. Any ‘translation’ of the scales should be explicit about:

· their purpose as summative assessment tools

· the way the state or states will handle the demand for formative assessment tools

· the methodology for assessment including 

-ways of gathering an appropriately wide  range of evidence for a judgement

-ways of moderating, agreeing between professionals, what counts as the achievement of a particular level.

10.  Any developers need to pay particular attention to managing the bureaucracy of the whole process.
� Any translators should look at the Welsh Assembly Government materials, particularly the overarching developmental ‘map’ and consider its implications.














