
 

  
 
 

Assessments in schools today

  
  

In this post, we explore how assessment is conducted in schools across England during the
2024-25 academic year. Our focus is on high-level summative assessments, the types
typically recorded in school databases and shared with governors, trusts, and parents.

Assessment in primary schools

The majority of primary schools rely on externally sourced assessments for core subjects.
Across all subjects, a clear pattern emerges: in Reception classes, formal assessments are
least common, with many schools relying solely on the class teacher’s judgement of students'
work. By Year 6, however, the use of past SATs papers to assess students becomes
widespread.

External assessments, whether shared MAT assessments, commercial standardised
assessments or curriculum provider assessments, are extensively used in primary schools.
They are actually least used in Year 6 (64% of teachers report using them in at least one
subject) and Reception (70%). They are most used in Year 5 (82%). However, as the table
below shows, the mix of assessment used by subject changes as students progress through
the school.

External assessments are most commonly used in maths, with around half of teachers opting
for commercial standardised assessments and one in five using assessments tied to their
curriculum package. In reading, curriculum-linked assessments are more prevalent in
Reception and Key Stage 1, likely due to their connection with phonics programmes. For older
students, however, over half of teachers use commercial standardised assessments.
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The table below shows the overall proportion of teachers who say they use each type of
assessment in their class.
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Beyond the core subjects of English and maths, external assessments are rarely used in
primary schools. Even in science, fewer than 10% of teachers utilise a shared assessment.
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Assessment in secondary schools

The organisation of assessments varies significantly by subject. Formal end-of-year exams
are most common in Year 10 for core academic subjects, with around 90% of teachers
reporting that their schools conduct these assessments. In younger year groups, the
approach is more varied. For instance, between 50% and 60% of English and humanities
teachers report holding end-of-Year 7 exams.

In smaller curriculum subjects, end-of-Year 10 exams are often held to prepare students for
their GCSEs the following year. However, only about a third of teachers conduct formal
exams in these subjects during Key Stage 3.
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This variation in examination practices partly reflects differences in how well curriculum
knowledge and skills can be assessed through written exams. While maths teachers generally
believe their subject can be almost entirely evaluated in this way, teachers in most other
subjects view written exams as an incomplete measure of student mastery. Subjects where
written exams are perceived to be particularly misaligned with the curriculum include foreign
languages, computing, design and technology, music, art, and physical education.
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As students progress through secondary school, assessments increasingly shift from regular
classroom settings to dedicated examination halls with formal timetables, likely to prepare
them for the structure of GCSE assessments. For instance, 24% of maths exams in Year 8 are
conducted according to a special examination timetable, compared to 82% in Year 10. In Year
8, teacher judgement of classwork remains a significant component of end-of-year
assessments in English, humanities, and many smaller subjects in numerous schools.
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Across the country, most formal assessments are created in-house, typically by the Head of
Department or through collaboration among teachers. External assessments are most
commonly used in maths, with 24% of Year 8 assessments and 21% of Year 10 assessments
written externally.
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The internal creation of assessments remains common, even within multi-academy trusts. In
trusts with more than three schools, only 15% of teachers report using assessments created by
the trust or shared with staff from other schools.
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The communication of assessment performance varies by subject and evolves as students
progress through school. By Year 10, most subjects report attainment using grades, with half
of teachers also providing students with a predicted GCSE grade based on their assessment
performance.

In Year 8, nearly half of students across all subjects receive simple descriptors indicating
whether they are meeting expectations. For more detailed feedback, subjects such as maths,
science, languages, and humanities tend to use percentage marks on tests. Standardised
metrics, such as scaled or standardised scores, are rarely employed.
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(This post can be referenced as: Allen, R. (2025, January 3). Assessments in schools today.
Teacher Tapp blogpost. https://teachertapp.com/uk/articles/assessments-in-schools-
today/)
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