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In helping your child to do as well as possible at school, teachers will assess his/her
progress and give you feedback from time to time. This feedback can sometimes be
hard to understand, especially when the terms used are unfamiliar or unclear. The
aim of this leaflet is to tell you about the kinds of assessment your child’s school may
use and the type of information you may receive as a result. 

What will teachers assess?

The national curriculum in England includes a programme of study describing what
children aged five and over must be taught while at school. All subjects are assessed,
not just English, maths and science but also other subjects like music, art, geography,
history and PE.

The national curriculum includes attainment targets (also known as level descriptions),
which describe what children should be able to do at different ages in each subject.
You may have heard teachers describe a child as having reached ‘level 1’ or ‘level 3’, for
example. This means the child has learned to do the things described in the attainment
targets for that level. Teachers judge children’s progress in learning against these targets.

The national curriculum is for children aged 5 and over. Teachers of younger children,
at nursery school or in the reception year, use early learning goals, which describe
what the children should learn. Their teachers use these goals to assess how well the
children are doing in their early learning. 

Most children in primary school work between levels 1 and 5, and their learning 
develops gradually. Learning is like being on a climbing frame rather than a ladder.
Children learn something new (which is like climbing a new step on the climbing
frame of learning), then need to spend time finding out more about it or getting 
better at doing it (which is like exploring the climbing frame sideways). Sometimes
they need to climb down a step to build their confidence before going back up to the
higher level. When they are confident about what they have learned, they will begin
climbing up again to the next new skill or piece of knowledge. This means that 
learning takes time. Most children take about two years to move from one level 
of learning to the next. 

Children are expected to reach level 2 at the end of key stage 1 (the school year in
which they become seven years old) and level 4 at the end of key stage 2 (the school
year in which they become 11). Some children do better than this while others take
longer to work through the levels. ‘P scales’ might be used to assess children working
below level 1. These describe smaller steps of learning, and are especially useful for
children with special educational needs.



How will your child be assessed?

People often think that ‘assessment’ means taking a test, but tests are just one type of
assessment. There are many other ways that teachers assess children’s understanding
or skills. For example, a conversation with a child about something they are doing in
class can sometimes be enough to show what they do or don’t understand. Similarly,
watching a child at work or play can give a teacher valuable information about how
children approach a task, what they have understood and what skills they are 
developing. This is called formative assessment and helps the teacher plan the next
lessons. Another type of assessment is summative assessment, which is used at the
end of a topic, term or year, to show what children have learned. 

Sometimes your child might take a written test, or complete a piece of written work
that is used to show what he/she can do. Other assessment evidence a teacher might
use includes recordings or photographs (taken with parents’ permission) to show a
child’s progress. These methods of assessment can all give valuable information about
children’s learning and may be used by teachers when telling parents about their
child’s progress.

How will the school tell you about your child’s progress?

The teacher may talk to you about your child’s progress informally as you collect your
child from school, or more formally at a parents’ evening or open day. Some schools
use home/school diaries to communicate with parents. Teachers also write reports
(or records of achievement) on each child. The timing of these reports differs from
school to school – some send a report once a year, others twice or more. 

Progress may be described in different ways: you may be told what level your child 
is working at, or what score they got on a test. Teachers may describe to you some 
of the things your child has successfully learned to do, his/her particular strengths 
or weaknesses in learning, and what areas need to be worked on next. They may 
also tell you how your child compares with other children of the same age nationally.

What if you don’t understand some of the information?

As a starting point, there is a Glossary leaflet in this series, which describes some
common assessment terms. You can find this on the internet (at www.nfer.ac.uk/
gripping-assessment-primary) or through your child’s school. 

Some schools offer workshops or curriculum events for parents, which can also give 
a valuable chance to find out about assessment.  

You can also talk to your child’s teacher. Don’t be afraid to ask questions. Many 
parents are surprised by the differences between education now and when they went
to school themselves. A better understanding of the current system will help you to
recognise and encourage your child’s progress. 
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