
 

Language for Assessment 

The language used by adults to assess student progress is essential to ensuring 

assessment is accurate, judgements are robust and planning for next steps is 

effective. The RIG discovered a wide variety of systems in use not only across 

different settings but also within settings. We have included several examples 

of different systems in the Basketful.  

Below is a brief guide to help understand why it is important to use appropriate 

language when assessing progress and some top tips for assessment: 

Why is accuracy and consistency of language important? 

 Planning for ‘what next?’ 

o Only through accurate use of language, particularly in settings 

where learners make extremely small steps of progress, is it 

possible to plan accurately for the next step in skill development.  

o One person’s ‘Independent’ may look very different from another’s. 

For some, ‘Independent’ means absolutely no support at all. For 

others it may reflect that an adult is present but not supporting, 

or that an adult gives a prompt to address the task, or that the 

adult reframes or verbally explains the task, or that the adult 

models the task and then asks the student to have a go. It is 

important that whatever the definitions are, all adults share the 

same definition in order to ensure mastery and best support the 

student to make further progress 

 

 Making robust judgements 

o Judgements about progress can only be robust if there is 

consistency of language of assessment. If a learner in one group 

has been supported simply by the presence of an adult, another by 

a verbal prompt, another by a visual prompt, this must be reflected 

in any judgements made since students have clearly achieved 

different things. Comparisons cannot be made in isolation of the 

language of assessment. 

o Moderation within and between schools must involve a shared 

understanding of the different systems used. Only then can 

accurate moderation of judgements take place.  
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 Ensuring the system used fits the needs of the learner 

o The system used must be appropriate for the nature of the 

learner. In many mainstream settings, a simple code indicating 

Independent or With Support provides enough information to 

accurately assess what the learner needs to be able to do next. 

Where a student makes far smaller steps of progress, it may take 

a number of months to be able to develop a single skill and the 

ongoing assessment for learning will reflect this in the level of 

prompting required; for example a student may move between a full 

physical prompt to wash up their cup to a simple verbal prompt or 

visual prompt to sequence the activity correctly. To simply assess 

as ‘with support’ each time does not provide accurate enough 

information to plan for further progress. 

What types of systems are there? 

o Prompt Hierarchies: These may include any number of steps depending 

on the needs of the learners and the settings in which they are being 

used. They typically range between levels of physical, gestural, verbal and 

visual prompting. They may be used on a ‘most to least’ basis where the 

scaffolding is gradually reduced as a student becomes more adept at a 

skill, or a ‘least to most’ basis where a student may have learned a skill 

and is working towards mastering and generalising it. A number of 

examples are attached. 

 

o MAPP- Assessing Lateral Progress. In many settings in which students 

do not make hierarchical progress (typically those in special schools 

whose attainment is unlikely ever to rise above ‘low’), there is a far 

greater emphasis on assessing lateral progress. This means that the 

student’s progress is assessed on the basis of their ability to complete a 

task independently, with accuracy (fluency), to maintain the skill over 

time and to generalise the skill. MAPP (Mapping and Assessing Pupil 

Progress) is used widely in these settings and provides a common language 

with a clearly defined skill continuum which enables robust moderation 

both within and between settings. An example is attached. 

 

o Engagement: for those students who may not be engaging in subject 

specific learning (typically those previously defined as working below P3i), 
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the language of Engagement is a useful tool to accurately define and 

assess progress. Student progress can be assessed against levels of 

responsiveness, curiosity, investigation, discovery, anticipation, 

persistence and initiation. Tools such as Engagement for Learning 

enable adults to score a learner in 0-4 in one, some or all of these areas 

and as such map progress on a scale of engagement.  This tool may also be 

useful students in SRPs who may not yet be equipped with the necessary 

skills for subject specific learning. 

 

Tips for Effective Assessment: 

o Training for all staff involved in assessment is essential. Supporting 

staff to know what information is important and what isn’t means that 

more time can be spent more meaningfully supporting students to make 

progress rather than completing reams of paperwork. It is important to 

know which phonemes and graphemes a student can match, it isn’t 

necessarily important to know that they were distracted or unfocussed 

that day, (unless of course this was the actual learning objective).  

o Develop effective systems. The RIG saw many different systems in 

classrooms, both high and low tech- from iPad Apps to Post-it notes. 

Whatever the system, it has to work effectively for those who are 

assessing progress and making judgements about next steps.  

o Not everything needs assessing. Targeted accurate assessment is far 

better than trying to record everything that happens related to student 

progress. Using key assessment points in the year or planning to assess 

certain things at different points is far more effective and manageable.  

o Not everything needs recording. A key piece of work or observation 

record well annotated and with planning for next steps is far more 

effective than including every single piece of work in an assessment 

record or including photographs which show very little without a context. 

o Work collaboratively. Moderation clusters and ‘Critical Friends’ need to 

understand what progress looks like in each setting they are working with 

and this includes understanding the language for assessment being used. 

It helps if there is a common language but a common understanding is 

more important. If this isn’t achieved, moderation judgements cannot be 

robust. 
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