
Measuring and predicting 
progress at Key Stage 3

A guide to standardised tests 
in English and mathematics

Includes:
• Why measure and predict progress at Key Stage 3?
• How can standardised tests help schools to monitor progress?
• How can standardised tests help to inform teaching and learning? 



Arrange a visit with a standardised assessment consultant to show you how tests could help your school measure and predict progress at Key Stage 3 at hoddereducation.co.uk/assessrep. 

What are standardised tests?

Use standardised tests to monitor progress against 
national averages

Why do schools want to measure and predict progress 
at Key Stage 3?

What is a standardised test?
A standardised test is any form of test that requires all test 
takers to answer the same questions in the same way, and 
is then scored in a ‘standard’ or consistent manner. This 
makes it possible to compare the relative performance 
of individual students or groups of students. The term is 
primarily associated with large-scale tests administered to 
large populations of students.

Standardised assessment tests follow a rigorous 
development process involving pretesting and statistical 
analysis of the results. This allows schools to then 
benchmark their students’ performance against the nationally 
representative group of students used in the standardisation.

What are the limitations of  
standardised tests?
As with all tests, standardised tests don’t measure 
everything a student has been taught in a particular 
subject area. In addition, they are a snapshot at a point in 
time and may not be a true reflection of what a student 
knows. For example, they may be feeling unwell on the 
day or may not perform well under the pressure of test 
conditions. For these reasons, standardised tests are best 
used alongside regular in-class formative assessment, 
which provides teachers and students with valuable, real-
time information about what students know and can do, 
and what they need to do to improve. 
 

 
 
 

How are standardised tests developed?
Standardised tests are developed in a rigorous way to 
ensure that they are both valid (the test measures what it 
has been designed to assess) and reliable (the test results 
are consistent, dependable and replicable). 

This process typically takes at least 18 months and involves:
• developing a robust test framework that defines the 

content or skills to be assessed
• writing and reviewing the test questions
• trialling and pretesting the questions and tests with a 

representative sample of students (at least 1,000 per 
year group). Pretesting takes place at the time the tests 
are designed to be used

• statistically analysing these ‘pretest’ results to produce 
the standardised scores and other information for use 
by teachers, so that the results can be interpreted and 
used in a meaningful way

• producing the final test(s) on the basis of the outcomes 
of the trials and pretest.

Why use standardised tests?
Standardised tests are very useful when schools want to 
know how their students are performing relative to students 
in other schools. An individual student’s performance can be 
compared to the nationally representative standardisation 
group to show how the child has performed in comparison to 
the national average. They help teachers understand national  

 
expectations and assess their students’ performance in the 
broader national context. 

In addition, standardised tests enable school leaders and 
governors to benchmark their school’s performance against 
other schools within a group or cluster and nationally.

With no statutory assessment at Key Stage 3, using 
standardised tests can provide a valuable picture of 
how students are performing against national averages, 
enabling schools to check they are on track to meet 
expectations at GCSE. Powerful gap analysis can highlight 
gaps in learning with plenty of time for intervention, 
and the progress students make can be evidenced with 
outcomes provided by a standardised test.

Schools have told us this is hugely useful for everything 
from lesson planning to progress monitoring, and 
even in sharing details of attainment and areas for 
improvement with parents.

This guide looks at exactly how standardised tests are 
developed, how they work, and how they can help every 
school at Key Stage 3.



A Raw score
This is the total number of marks that a student has 
scored in a particular test. 
It is used as the starting point for all of the other scores.

A Standardised score
This is derived from the student’s raw score and 
placed on a scale that makes a comparison with  
the nationally representative sample of students. 
Standardised scores are useful for comparing the 
performance of cohorts, provided they have taken the 
same test and it has been administered correctly. 

A Percentile score
Percentiles can give you a better feel for the 
significance of a student’s performance because  
they show the percentage of students obtaining  
any score or lower. 
A percentile of 50 is average and a score that is in the 
68th percentile means that 68 per cent of the group 
scored below that student’s standardised score. The 
student is therefore in the top-third for his/her cohort.

 

Age-standardised score  
also known as ‘standardised age score’ (SAS)
This is also based on the student’s raw score, 
adjusted for age – in months – and placed on a 
scale that makes a comparison with those involved 
in the standardisation trial. 
This allows you to compare the performance of students 
against others of the same age. The benefit is that  
younger students in a class are not disadvantaged 
by better performance of older students in their year 
group. Please note, however, that age is less likely to 
have an impact on performance in standardised tests 
that are designed to assess curriculum knowledge and 
understanding because all students in the year group are 
being taught the same content. 

Reading and mathematics age
This is the average chronological age of the 
students who obtained each particular raw score in 
the standardisation trial. 
The reading or mathematics age can be used as a quick 
indication of a student’s maths ability. It is useful for 
monitoring the impact of interventions as well as being a 
good measure for students entering the school from other 
schools. Please note, that reading/maths ages are not the 
same as attainment. 

What information is produced from standardised tests and 
what does it tell you?
Standardised tests produce the following scores:

Arrange a visit with a standardised assessment consultant to show you how tests could help your school measure and predict progress at Key Stage 3 at hoddereducation.co.uk/assessrep. 

The scores are all  
independent of each 
other. They provide 

different information about  
a student’s performance and 

you should use the scores that 
best meet your needs 

and those of 
your school.
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Test scores are standardised to an average score of 100, immediately  
showing whether a student is above or below the mean, relative to the  
national standardisation sample.

What are the benefits of  
standardised tests?
Standardised tests are perceived as being fairer than non-
standardised tests because all students take the same test 
and the mark scheme is clearly defined. This consistency also 
allows a more reliable comparison of outcomes across all test 
takers, because everyone is taking the same test.

The test results also give an indication of how a student 
(or group) is performing in relation to students in other 
schools, and the use of standardised tests over time 
enables progress to be tracked in an independent way.

Standardised tests, which often include a mathematics or 
reading age, can be used before and after an intervention 
to measure the impact of that intervention. 



How can I use the results from standardised tests to support 
my students’ learning?
Using gap and strand analysis 
Jane is a Year 8 mathematics teacher who teaches 
three classes. After the half-term in the autumn, she 
gives all three classes PUMA Test 8 Autumn tests. Jane 
enters her students’ scores for each question into the 
marksheets for the test on MARK, the online analysis 
and reporting tool. Once the marks for all her classes 
have been entered, Jane is able to compare her classes’ 
average score on each question to the facility values of 
the questions. The facility values indicate the percentage 
of the nationally representative sample of students who 
answered the question correctly in the standardisation 
trial; a high facility value suggests the question is easy, as 
a large percentage of students got it correct, while a low 
facility value indicates the question is more difficult, as a 
small percentage of students answered it correctly. Jane 
notices that on the whole, her classes have performed 
similarly to the national sample. However, for the three 
questions on statistics, Jane notices that all three classes 
have average scores around 20%, significantly below the 
facility value of the questions (60% and 67%). As a result, 
Jane decides to adjust her planning for the second half of 
the autumn term to include a week to revisit the concepts 
in statistics that the questions covered.

National benchmarking with 
standardised scores  
Paul is the Head of Mathematics at a six-form entry 
secondary school. Paul knows there are three top set 
classes and that the school is strong in mathematics 
overall, achieving good GCSE results year-on-year. Paul is 
interested to find out how the most recent Year 7 intake 
are performing in comparison to national benchmarks, so 
he asked the Year 7 mathematics teachers to give their 
classes PUMA Test 7 Autumn after the half-term. Once 
the students have taken the tests, Paul asks the teachers 
to convert their raw scores to standardised scores and to 
calculate an average standardised score for each class. 
Paul can see immediately that the three top sets are well 
above the national average with average standardised 
scores of 111, 113 and 120, while two of the other classes 
are also strong with average standardised scores of 102 
and 104; only one class is below the national average 
with an average standardised score of 96. Paul is 
reassured that overall the Year 7 intake look strong in 
mathematics.

 
 

‘I want to track my students’ progress 
from autumn through spring and 
summer in Year 8’

‘I would like to see if we are getting 
better at mathematics as a school’

‘I want to determine the effectiveness 
of a mathematics resource used with 
my intervention group’

‘I want to see if there are any areas of 
mathematics the Year 7s are struggling with’

Use the Hodder Scale to monitor progress 
term-by-term and year-by-year.

Use the standardised scores to compare 
performance on a national scale.

Use their mathematics ages before and after the 
use of the resource to monitor impact.

Use the Gap Analysis on MARK to view which 
questions the class as a whole are struggling with.

How can the different scores help me? 

Find out more about PiRA and PUMA for key stage 
three at hoddereducation.co.uk/piraks3 
hoddereducation.co.uk/pumaks3.

www.rsassessment.com

Measuring and predicting progress at KS3 with PiRA and PUMA
PiRA (Progress in Reading and Language Assessment) 
and PUMA (Progress in Understanding Mathematics 
Assessment) for Key Stage 3 are standardised tests 
that enable schools to accurately measure and predict 
students’ progress in maths and reading and compare 
their performance against national averages. These 

tests monitor progress as students develop the skills 
needed for GCSE. These tests work alongside any 
teaching scheme. Curriculum maps are provided 
to help schools check they have taught all content 
covered in each test. View online at  
www.risingstars-uk.com/ks3-maps.
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