
understanding
tests
Good assessment practice recognises and values many types of evidence, formal and
informal. Formal tests (statutory, optional or commercial) can provide useful evidence
about what pupils know and can do. The key thing with tests, as with any form of 
assessment, is to select them when appropriate, use them wisely and interpret their
outcomes with care (see Starting out in assessment). 

Why use tests?

Tests are taken under controlled, standardised conditions. This means that the test
outcomes of pupils in different circumstances can be directly compared. Some tests
provide age-standardised scores, meaning that age is taken into account when 
comparing the test performance of different pupils.

Good tests are designed to be valid and reliable (see below), as well as relatively easy
to administer, and can be taken by large groups at once. Used alongside outcomes
from other assessments, tests help give a more complete picture of pupils’ attainment.
They can be particularly useful for highlighting strengths and weaknesses across
classes or year groups and providing summative data for monitoring attainment and
progress at class, year group or school level.

How are tests developed?

Good tests are rigorously developed, following a sequence of stages. Test development
typically begins with a test specification and an item (question) specification. 
These set out which parts of the curriculum are to be tested, and define technical
characteristics (such as length of test, time allowed and target audience). They also
outline, amongst other things, test content and format (for example, whether items
will be multiple choice, short-answer or longer constructed-response items and, if a
mixture, the relative proportions). 

The next stage is to draft a pool of items and informally trial, or pilot, them. Feedback
from the informal trial is used to refine test items, which are submitted to a professional
review group before being formally trialled on a large-scale random sample. Rigorous
analysis of trial results is carried out and the best items are selected for the final 
version of the test. The selection process is ratified by the review group and further
refinements made as necessary. In many cases, such as the national curriculum tests,
a second formal trial takes place. Analysis of this trial precedes a final review exercise,
and materials are then finalised for publication. This may include standardisation, if
appropriate. 

Trial test analysis typically shows how many pupils answered each item correctly, how
well each item distinguished between pupils of different achievement levels, whether
there was any gender bias, whether the time allowed was suitable and how reliable the
test was (that is, the extent to which the test items measured the same thing or gave a
result that could be replicated if pupils were to take the test again). More complex
analysis is also possible. See Resources and useful weblinks for a link to the NFER 
assessment web pages, which give more information.

Thus, a well-developed test will have been designed and reviewed at various stages 
by many interested parties, including teachers. Its content will be explicit, enabling
teachers to judge content validity (that is, how well it matches the taught curriculum).



Marking schemes and procedures will have been trialled alongside the test items to
ensure they are workable and give credit for all appropriate responses, and analysis of
the final trial will have ensured that the test is technically sound, enabling conclusions
to be drawn with confidence.  

Selecting a test

Some tests are statutory (e.g. national curriculum tests in years 2 and 6) while others
are optional (tests for years 3, 4 or 5, or commercial tests). The statutory national 
curriculum tests and optional tests are developed rigorously as outlined above. 
Some other published tests use similar processes of review, trial and refinement, 
although others do not. When selecting a test, take account of information provided
by the publisher about the development process, to help you evaluate the validity and
reliability of the test. Take account also of information about administering the test
and interpreting the results. Most technically-sound tests will offer some advice on
administering the test in a certain way to give comparability with other schools using
it. This is particularly true for standardised tests. 

Preparing pupils for a test

In the case of many tests, no preparation is necessary or should be undertaken. 
Sometimes, test familiarisation is useful. However, while some forms of test preparation
can be healthy, others are less so – particularly when preparation takes the form of
coaching for short-term success, which can lead to ‘surface learning’ (soon forgotten),
rather than ‘deep learning’ (which endures and can be built upon in later lessons).
The amount of preparation is also critical, with limited gain from excessive amounts
of preparation. 

Some practitioners advise that, rather than focusing on short-term coaching, teachers
should integrate test preparation into their teaching. When teaching a particular
topic, select test questions on that topic and use them as discussion points. You could:

• ask all pupils to think about the question and write an answer, then discuss it as a
class

• produce several potential answers to a question and ask pupils (individually or in
pairs/groups) to judge which is the best answer

• ask each pupil to write their own answer and then discuss in a small group, with
each group attempting to reach a consensus about the best answer. This may mean
integrating elements of different answers into the ‘best’ answer, and can result in
further learning/reinforcement along the way. 

Strategies like these enable pupils to become familiar with test questions and format,
but in a focused, unpressured environment, allowing them to rehearse their knowledge
and increase their engagement with a topic. 

The aim when undertaking test preparation should be to minimise stress and maximise
learning. Bear in mind that pupils who are secure in their subject knowledge are more
likely to be confident in a test situation and therefore more able to show what they
can do. 
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