
     
 

Primary Assessment in England – consultation response 

Introduction to PACEY 
1. PACEY is the Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years. Our aim is for all children 

to experience high quality childcare and early learning. We support early years professionals, 

including our 30,000 members, to provide high quality provision through training, resources, 

advice and peer support, and champion the vital role they play in preparing children for a 

bright future. 

2. PACEY welcomes the Department for Education’s consultation on primary assessment in 

England. Our response focuses on two particular areas: the Early Years Foundation Stage and 

Profile (Questions 1-4) and baseline assessment in primary school (Questions 5-10).  

The Early Years Foundation Stage and Profile  
3. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) curriculum and its accompanying statutory 

assessment, the EYFSP, are well established, understood and respected by early years 

practitioners in England and beyond. We strongly support the Government’s decision to 

retain the EYFSP in 2017-18 and hope that this will be made permanent. Any alteration to 

the Profile would necessitate changes to early years practice, as well as Ofsted inspections, 

at a time when providers are already facing big challenges such as the implementation of 30 

hours free childcare, with many struggling to remain sustainable. Therefore, we believe that 

changes should only be made if there is compelling evidence that they will improve 

children’s outcomes. It is also difficult to see how the EYFSP could be revised in tandem with 

other significant changes (e.g. the introduction of a baseline assessment) without having an 

adverse impact on children’s introduction to formal schooling in the reception year.  

 

4. That said, we would support some revision of the Early Learning Goals in the EYFSP, and the 

criteria for what constitutes a Good Level of Development (GLD). We believe that these have 

been arbitrarily set by government and are not evidence based.1 The Early Learning Goals for 

literacy and mathematical development are particularly unrealistic and should be reviewed. 

Unrealistic expectations for children can have an extremely detrimental effect on their 

educational experience, and there is evidence that the current emphasis on assessment is 

increasing anxiety among very young children.2 Moreover, early literacy and numeracy 

outcomes are very poor predictors of later success in school. Under the current system, over 

thirty per cent of children, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, are unfairly 

seen as ‘failing’.  The GLD should be revised to reflect a more rounded view of children’s 

attainment. We do not believe that an enhanced focus on literacy and numeracy in the early 

years would be beneficial to young children’s wellbeing or development. 

 

5. We do support the Characteristics of Effective Learning in the EYFSP. These are closely linked 

to self-regulation, which the Department has noted has an important influence on early 

learning, and should be given greater prominence in the Profile.  

 

6. Finally, PACEY believes that the EYFS should be extended to include year 1. In England, 

formal schooling, and the teaching of literacy and numeracy, starts significantly sooner than 

in many other high performing countries, notably South Korea and Finland. There is a wealth 



     
 

of evidence arising from anthropological, psychological, neuroscientific and educational 

studies that an extended period of playful learning is highly beneficial for the development 

of children under the age of seven.3 For example, studies from across the globe have shown 

that formal teaching of literacy in the early years does not improve children’s reading 

development, and may actually be damaging.4 

Baseline assessment in primary school 
7. PACEY does not agree with the Department that progress measures are a reliable or 

proportionate means of strengthening accountability in primary schools. We are particularly 

unconvinced by the reliability and ethicality of carrying out baseline assessments of very 

young children in their first few weeks or months of formal schooling. There is no evidence 

that baseline assessments at age four or five provide a guide to predicted performance at 

age 11. Perhaps for this reason, there is also no evidence that other high performing 

countries rely on them. 

 

8. There are many additional reasons why baseline assessments do not provide a reliable 

means of measuring progress. During the seven-year period that a child is at primary school, 

there are likely to be significant changes to the cohort of children, staff and governing body, 

as well as to the curriculum and budget. It is also extremely difficult to find a means of 

assessing young children that is both accurate and non-disruptive. Research undertaken by 

University College London into the implementation of the reception baseline assessment in 

2015 found that less than 10 per cent of teachers and school leaders believed that the data 

from the assessment was accurate, fair or a good way to assess how primary schools 

perform.5 It also found that baseline assessment was ineffective in helping teachers to 

identify additional needs and had a significant impact on teachers’ workloads. 

 

9. Another important reason for rejecting a baseline assessment of young children at age four 

or five is for its potentially detrimental impact on their wellbeing and learning, with a very 

real risk that children with low scores will be unfairly labelled as low ability. We strongly 

agree with the Education Select Committee’s conclusion that ‘the government fails to 

appreciate the potential harmful consequences of introducing a baseline measure for school 

accountability in reception’.6 

 

10. Finally, we believe that so-called ‘high stakes’ accountability measures such as the baseline 

assessment are also unreliable because they can easily result in ‘gaming’ of the system by 

individual schools.7 There is a strong incentive for schools to secure a low baseline in order 

to gain a more favourable outcome for the league tables. Like many of our colleagues, 

PACEY believes that a much more effective way to measure school performance is through 

greater use of random sampling, as recently recommended by the Assessment Review 

Group.8 
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