agreed notes 


Notes from ALL/SSAT meeting with QCA and Exam boards on GCSE and A level grading

Friday October 6th 2006

QCA

14.00 – 16.00

Present:

ALL representatives:

Helen Myers, President Elect.  Note-taker at the meeting.

Peter Downes (ALL and Cambs. LA) 

Chair of this meeting.

Independent Schools Modern Languages Association

Geoffrey Plow, University College School

SSAT Language Colleges Headteachers’ Steering Group

David Blow, The Ashcombe School 

QCA 

Chris Maynard 

Angus Alton 

AQA 

Gill Tayles, Senior Subject Officer

Martin Taylor, Senior Research Office

OCR 

Mike Forster, Manager of Operational Research Team

Edexcel 

Jeremy Pritchard, Head of Technical Support – Standards and Award

AGENDA

1. Welcome and introductions

2. Documentation from previous meeting between QCA and ALL on exam grading 30.1.06

(a) ALL document ‘The "severe grading" of MFL grades at GCSE and A level’.

[web version:  http://www.all-london.org.uk/all_position_statement.htm ]

(b) Summary of the meeting ‘Notes of a meeting held at QCA on 30 January, 2006.

Topic: ‘severe grading’ in MFL at GCSE and A level’ 

[web version:   http://www.all-london.org.uk/all_qca_meeting.htm]

3. Confirm that colleagues from the exam boards have read both documents and give an opportunity for clarification

4. Consider any provisional data which the exam boards/QCA are able to provide in advance of the meeting regarding 2006 results

5. Establish any adjustments etc to the process of setting the grade boundaries for 2006 for whatever reason e.g. issues around grading having been raised, change in entry profile etc.

6. Proposals for action to address the issues

NOTES (taken by Helen Myers – to be confirmed by those attending the meeting)

1. Welcome & Introductions

Peter Downes (PD) took the chair on behalf of the ALL delegation. He welcomed those present and thanked CM for enabling the meeting to take place. Each person outlined his/her role in relation to the issue under consideration. PD, as the only person there not currently engaged professionally in the issue,  outlined his own personal interest in severe ML exam grading which has spanned his whole career, as a Head of Languages, Headteacher, and Examiner.  He views this as a serious problem which has not yet been resolved.

2. Documentation from previous meeting between QCA and ALL on exam grading 30.1.06

David Blow (DJB) summarised the documentation issued:

-  ‘The "severe grading" of MFL grades at GCSE and A level’ – a long paper which was considered at the January meeting between ALL and QCA

-  Notes from the meeting January 06
Further documents circulated prior to the meeting:

- Additions to Statement from CEM report – this document was produced in the light of an analysis produced by CEM in Easter 06, using a different model.

- September 06 Up-date:   Figures from the JCQ website and a summary of issues arising from the data which is publicly available  at this moment regarding June 06 results.

DJB noted that a proper analysis would not become possible until value-added information was available but that there were some questions raised by the preliminary analysis of the raw data, especially regarding GCSE French and GCSE German.  It is generally recognised that the ability profile is changing with the reduction of numbers being mainly low ability students.  This would then naturally lead to an increase in the percentage of candidates being awarded higher grades .  The crucial question was whether the increase had been high enough noting that examiners and boards may be hesitant in making such large increases.

He noted an awareness that this is highly sensitive political issue and so in relation to the whole ‘severe grading’ issue DJB and Helen Myers (HEM) had taken the precaution of raising the issue with Ralph Tabberer (Director General of Schools) and Lid King (National Director for Languages within the Department for Education and Skills) with whom the issue will be followed up shortly.

3. Confirm that colleagues from the exam boards have read both documents and give an opportunity for clarification

Observation: (MF)

How great is the match between KS3 and KS4 data? Are the results of  Independent Schools included in the KS3 data?

Response: We would need to ask the DfES for exact information on this.  The national data set is for 600,000, so is likely to be within 90% match.  Awareness that for some subjects the match would not be helpful e.g. Latin which is taken by such a small proportion.

Question: (MT) There seem to be some conflicting statements – page 2 of the “Severe Grading” paper – overall A*-C has remained constant but in the Sept 2006 update there is a statement that the numbers of A*-C have dropped.

Response: Page 2 referred to DfES ‘Any modern language’.  The other Sep statement referred specifically to French and German.  The differing experience of different languages contributes to the complexity of the issue.  ACTION: ask from DfES what is the percentage of all 15 year olds who gain A*-C gained in any GCSE ML.  For June 06, Spanish seemed to remain constant, French and German are in decline.

Question: (PD) To what extent are demographic changes a factor?

Response: JCQ press release suggests a very small fall this year.  Likely to change in 5 years’ time. 

4. Consider any provisional data which the exam boards/QCA are able to provide in advance of the meeting regarding 2006 results

No data provided.

5. Establish any adjustments etc to the process of setting the grade boundaries for 2006 for whatever reason e.g. issues around grading having been raised, change in entry profile etc.

Given the nature of the cohort changing significantly numerically and quantitatively, ALL/SSAT wanted to know what process the exam boards used to address this.  

Many schools and experienced teachers had expressed concerns that if anything the grade boundaries in June 06 seemed to be higher i.e. pupils were getting lower grades than expected.  This in a context where the ability profile was probably higher overall.  There is a concern that the ‘improvement’ in percentage terms was not as great as the schools had expected, given that it was in general a more able entry.

QCA noted that there did seem to be a lot of complaints relating to the June 06 results, but were genuinely puzzled as to what had triggered this.

Key points made by representatives of the exam boards:

ROLE

Their brief is to maintain standards over time. Awarders award grades for work which is worthy of a particular grade, not according to a pre-determined pass rate.  Where awarders set boundaries which cause percentages to fluctuate, they would be expected to be able to explain this fluctuation (e.g. change in ability profile of entry).

GRADE BOUNDARIES

The difficulty of papers will vary, and so raw boundaries will fluctuate.

If the mean score falls, this can indicate weaker candidates or a harder exam.

REACHING JUDGEMENTS: EXAMINERS

Judgement of the examiners is very important.

It is not easy to make final decisions between for example 32 or 33 out of 40 for a certain grade.  

REACHING JUDGEMENTS: SCRIPTS

Judgements cannot be criterion referenced when tasks are not identical.  It is difficult to gauge the difficulty of a task; you need to look at the scripts to judge this.

Awarders make judgements in comparison with archive scripts.

REACHING JUDGEMENTS: ROLE OF STATISTICS

Decisions cannot be criterion referenced where tasks are not identical. 

It is more than criterion-referenced.  You need a balance of judgmental and technical information to inform the judgement.

KS3 data is used by AQA and Edexcel to give idea of ability profile.  

The situation is more difficult for OCR, more of whose centres are in the Independent sector than other boards.  The situation is much easier when it is a stable large intake over a period of years.  In MFL, the entry is not stable. With a large, stable entry, the percentage of candidates obtaining each grade would normally  be the same as in previous years.  In MFL the entry is not now stable. Everyone is aware that the entry number has decreased and that on the whole it is the less able who have dropped out.

Following the Code of Practice from QCA, the awarding bodies use statistics and judgements to arrive at the boundaries.  There is no indication in the Code of Practice regarding at what point the data is brought in.  In some boards, the awarders see the technical data before, and in some  they see the data after making their recommendations. 

AA pointed out that the approaches used by the exam boards vary: OCR issues statistics at the beginning, Edexcel issues a smaller amount , then discusses.  All are legitimate approaches.

For GCSE MFL, statistically recommended grade boundaries based on KS3 prior attainment are made available by AQA and these are taken into account by the awarding committee whilst considering the final recommendation for grade boundaries.

JUNE 06 EXPERIENCE

Larger percentage of pupils getting higher grades

No pressure brought to bear on awarders to avoid increasing the percentage of higher grades awarded.  Where KS3 profiles had improved, GCSE outcomes were expected to iprove accordingly.

6. Proposals for action to address the issues

The main issue was:

(1) The fundamental issue of ‘severe grading’ where grades awarded in MFL are consistently lower than other subjects 

A potential but as yet unsubstantiated concern was:

(2) The short-term issue of awarding for June 2006 – accepting that the full statistics are not yet available, there is a feeling that 'severe grading’ has become,  if anything, more severe.

PD asked the question: Given the overall disparity relative to other subjects, what might be the process for moving towards greater equity if not absolute comparability?

Points made by QCA / Exam Boards:

A simple solution would be to change the grade boundaries.  However belief that this would not be acceptable to the Languages community: A level teachers would be unhappy that pupils would not be ready for A level courses, and it would annoy people who had already been awarded grades which they would then feel were devalued.

Boundaries set to gain a grade at higher tier are often very low.  However, if exams were changed and boundaries went up, perception that there would be complaints from the language community.

If assessments are deemed not to be producing ‘the grade they deserve’, we need to look at the nature of the assessment.  Could look at the style of the exam and improve its accessibility.

It may be possible to make ‘meta archives’ available to the language community whereby scripts could be seen from all exam boards.

Maths is in a similar position to ML.

Several points were raised about how the wider world viewed or judged grade boundaries.

Remit of QCA is to maintain standards over time.  If ministers felt sufficiently strongly that there should be comparability across subjects, QCA would be obliged to do this, although it would be difficult.

Response from ALL reps and SSAT reps

Proposal to put the issue of changing the grade boundaries to the Language Communities to find out whether they would see this would be an acceptable way of dealing with the issue. ALL and SSAT reps believed that that Language Communities would welcome this action particularly in a situation where the subject is in free fall with extremely serious consequences (e.g. universities closing departments; PGCE students not having placements).

Note that the issue of the A level standard required was also an issue to be explored.

Although feeling that the ideal would be to have comparability across all subjects, and that in particular maths, history, geography, science and English should be broadly comparable, agreement that ML falls into a similar category as maths, and suggestion that this would be a good starting point for progressing the issue.  Currently, ML is the most severely graded – below maths.  To bring the standard required for ML at least in line with maths would be a move in the right direction and signal an intellectual robustness.

Agreement that there are concerns about the nature of the exam sat and the low boundaries at higher level which lead to pupils being depressed as they come out of an exam, and indicate that the exam does not discriminate as well as it might.  ALL reps believed that teachers would not complain about higher boundaries if the nature of the exam changed to be a more positive experience showing what pupils could do.

We note that Modern Languages Criteria are about to be revised for first teaching in 2009 and that consideration of revised criteria has already started, but are looking for action which can be taken sooner rather than later, without needing to change criteria.

We note that the Language Community is not perceived to be speaking with one voice.

We note that there are issues concerning motivation, early entry, the place of the second language, but stress that these do not change the fundamental issue of severe grading.

SUMMARY OF ACTION PROPOSED BY ALL reps and SSAT reps

· ALL and SSAT consult with teachers to gauge their views on proposal

· ALL and SSAT formally make a political approach to the DfES (Lid King and Ralph Tabberer ) to move to less disparity between subject awards

· ALL to consult with members regarding the effectiveness of the papers to suit the full range and allow candidates to feel that they have been able to demonstrate what they know, understand and can do.  

· QCA/exam boards to respond to any direction from DfES

· QCA/Exam boards to look at technical issues on the actual questions set in the exam papers and the resulting spread of marks (within the current criteria) of papers. his type of activity is often undertaken at QCA senior examiner conferences.  However, no conference is planned of rML in the academic year 2006-7
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