OFQUAL seminar on inter-subject comparability 20/10/08

Report from Helen Myers

I was delighted to be asked by Isabel Nisbet, acting Chief Executive of Ofqual (Office of the Qualifications and Examination regulator), to give a presentation along with representatives of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) and English at the first ever Ofqual seminar on Inter-subject comparability.

It was very well attended, including representatives from all examination boards, QCA (including Chris Maynard) and the DCSF (including Lid King).

The introduction was from Isabel Nisbet.  She explained that Ofqual had been set up by the Secretary of State as an independent body to ensure that the whole qualifications system has integrity,  thus splitting the former curriculum and regulatory monitoring roles of QCA.  (Qualifications and Curriculum Authority).

She stressed that this was the very beginning of a process to review standards and comparability between subjects. (It was interesting that later on, a former member of QCA expressed his relief at being able to discuss the matter openly rather than having to pretend that there wasn’t an issue!)  The notes from this meeting will be posted on the Ofqual website so that the review will be seen as an open and transparent process.

She acknowledged that pressure from subject associations (e.g. in the case of languages leading to the Dearing recommendation to investigate the issue of severe grading in languages) had been instrumental in bringing this crucial matter into the open.  The number of individual letters from schools had most definitely made an impact.  One very interesting point which was revealed by a representative from one of the boards was the existence of the '2%' rule whereby an exam board cannot easily change the numbers getting certain grades by more than 2%.  This has been a particularly sensitive point in Modern Languages as the ability profile of the cohort has changed dramatically over the last four years.

Following this introduction, we had an interesting historical overview from Paul Newton, Head of Assessment Research, into assessment over the decades since the 1920s,  showing how 'standards' were judged and 'grades' assigned and how the legacy is still affecting us today.

I was the first to present of the subjects.  The Powerpoint and my accompanying text are available here: 

http://www.all-london.org.uk/severe_grading.htm

These are some of the main points I made:

· I gave a historical overview, noting a major 'sea change' in the response to the issue of severe grading and echoing Isabel Nesbitt's comments at the start.  Whereas 5 years ago people were talking about 'perception' of severe grading, now the facts were accepted and the question was how to respond rather than to question the reality of the problem

· I stressed how helpful it had been to have ISMLA (the Independent Schools' Modern Language Association) in support, and noted that the three leading articles in its latest newsletter were about Severe grading

· Our sensitivity to the political context, and the meetings with Jim Knight, Nick Gibb and David Lawes

· I stressed just how small a change in grade boundaries would be needed to bring grades into line with other 'traditional' subjects .. a point later confirmed by an AQA presenter who had modelled the changes that would be needed

· The urgency with which Dearing had asked for the matter to be addressed, and his disappointment at the lack of action in the QCA report in February 2008

· I noted the support from John Dunford (ASCL General Secretary) and quoted his appeal: 

“This is not an issue of ‘dumbing-down’ language GCSEs, it is levelling the playing field with other similar subjects so that languages appeal to a wider range of students. Surely the most important goal is to have more students learning languages after age 14, not to maintain a grading standard that was unfair to begin with. We will only achieve this if the grading system is changed.”
The problem with language GCSE grading was brought to the government’s attention in Lord Dearing’s report on language learning, which identified it as one of the key issues to be addressed. For this reason, it is all the more disappointing that the QCA is failing to act to rectify this imbalance.”

Then we had a presentation from the Roger Porkess, Chief Executive, Mathematics in Education and Industry project who spoke on behalf of STEM subjects.  He said that his 'claim to fame' was as the inventor of the UMS system which converts raw marks to a uniform system of marks matching grades.  In particular, he noted the enormous difference in the distribution and range of marks allocated to candidates between maths/languages and essay subjects such as English.  It became clear that at A level, the raw mark to UMS conversion is actually an equally stepped process from the A/B borderline to the E/U borderline, and these two points will determine how the other grades will be distributed.  There was a strong exchange of views as to whether or not this was appropriate.  He urged that action be taken to address the issue of sever grading at A-level.

Peter Tymms, Director, Centre for Evaluation and Monitoring (CEM), Durham University who first coined the term “severe grading” then gave a presentation on possible actions which could be taken, and this was followed by Michelle Meadows, Head of Research, AQA on detailed modelling work she had done which confirmed our point about how small a change in marks would be required.

There were then discussion groups looking at some of the issues.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, many of the exam board representatives were in favour of the status quo, whereas those with more direct involvement in schools were urging action.

The most heartening aspect of the whole day was that no longer are we having to fight to establish the reality of severe grading; the next battle is to get action!
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