
interpreting 
information from
different sources
Teachers evaluate pupils’ attainment based on outcomes from different assessment
activities (for example, tests, observations and other classroom assessments). In most
cases, assessment outcomes complement each other, but occasionally they appear to
contradict one another, or to contradict the teacher’s expectations based on his/her
knowledge of the pupils. Since learning is not always a linear process, inconsistencies
are normal. Think of learning, and therefore assessment, as a climbing frame rather
than a ladder: pupils may not always continue upwards; they may take a sideways step
to reinforce learning, or even take a step down when learning is not fully secure.
Teachers need to reconcile apparent inconsistencies in order to move learning 
forward and report accurately to parents and others. This leaflet gives guidance 
on how to interpret differences in a meaningful way.

Why do assessments give different results?

Assessments give different results for several reasons and assessment outcomes
should be interpreted in context.

Assessment results can differ between subjects when pupils are more secure in their
achievement in some subjects than others. Assessments within a subject can also give
different results, because pupils can be more secure in some topics than others. Other
reasons for differences can be:

• the mode of the assessment (e.g. pupils may respond differently to practical, 
written, mental or oral activities)

• the length of the assessment activity

• technical aspects of the assessment (whether the task or test was valid and reliable)

• the extent of ‘scaffolding’ or support available

• extraneous factors (such as a pupil’s mood, the level of background noise, etc.).

Interpretation of assessment results should take factors like these into account. 
They are the main reason why good assessment is cumulative and needs to include a 
variety of assessment types over time, as well as outcomes from both formative and
summative assessments (see Starting out in assessment). 

Drawing conclusions from different assessment outcomes

All assessment methods have limitations (see Starting out in assessment). Be aware 
of these. Don’t attempt to read more into a set of results than is warranted by the 
information available. Use outcomes from different assessments of a pupil to test your
ideas about the attainment of that pupil. With this approach, inconsistent outcomes
can prompt questions. Perhaps an assessment in a different mode might have given 
a different outcome? Perhaps there was a flaw in the assessment method? Perhaps 
extraneous factors affected the pupil? Or perhaps the inconsistent result highlights
that a pupil has not yet grasped a key concept or skill, despite attaining well in other
areas of learning? Consider all possibilities. 



When summarising achievement, use the various assessment outcomes to build a
broad picture of attainment (see Moderation of assessment judgements for guidance
on making such judgements consistent with those of other teachers). If most 
assessment outcomes suggest that a pupil is comfortably at level 3, for example, 
while others suggest level 2 or level 4 attainment, it may simply be that the pupil is 
beginning to work at level 4 in some areas and therefore shows the potential to
progress. Equally, it might be that level 3 understanding is well developed but not 
yet fully secure in some areas, which continue to need reinforcement. Use such 
differences to inform your future lesson planning.

Inconsistencies can be particularly noticeable at the transition point between key
stages. It is common for a pupil’s learning to ‘dip’ over the long summer holiday (the
usual time of transition), but even when accounting for this, apparent inconsistencies
in achievement may remain. For example, pupils assessed at level 3 at the end of key
stage 1, or level 5 at the end of key stage 2, may appear to be at a lower level when 
assessed by their new teacher at the next key stage. It is worth remembering that the
curriculum content becomes wider with each key stage, and so a pupil who achieved
a certain level in one key stage may need to spend time broadening out that 
knowledge and consolidating skills in the new context. This does not necessarily
mean that the pupil has stopped making progress: it may simply mean that he/she 
is exploring the ‘climbing frame’ of learning more fully. If level judgements at the 
previous key stage do not seem to match those made on transfer to the current key
stage, treat the earlier judgements as indicative of the pupil’s potential in the wider
curriculum of the current key stage.

Advice from practitioners

• Interpret data in context and seek explanations for discrepancies.

• When combining data, combine like with like. For example, it would be unreasonable
to say that a pupil who scored 4, 5, 15, and 32 on four tests had an average score of
14, if the four tests were of different subjects and from different total scores. Ensure
your comparisons are valid.

• If inconsistent data suggests poor assessment practice, take steps to improve future
assessment activities.  

• Liaise with schools from/to which your pupils commonly arrive/transfer. Under-
take joint activities to understand each other’s assessment judgements. Moderate
together (see Moderation of assessment judgements) but also undertake activities
encouraging dialogue about assessment principles and practice in each key stage. 

There are many reasons why assessment outcomes appear inconsistent. Don’t 
assume that inconsistent results necessarily indicate a problem with the assessments.
Discrepancies can help to build a more complete picture of pupils’ attainment as well
as inform future planning. Use apparent discrepancies as prompts to investigate 
further and discuss with colleagues. You may find that your assessment practice 
becomes stronger as a result.
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