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INTRODUCTION
Welcome to our latest newsletter, the first of this new school year!

Most schools will be into the rhythm of the new school year and having considered all of the achievements 
of last year will now be focussing on the challenges ahead. 

We know that schools and teachers will be asking themselves ‘how can we do even better this year?’ In 
this issue of CEM Connect, we give a recap of some of the features of the InCAS assessment and offer a 
reminder of a selection of the essential value-added reports that will help you to evaluate your success.

Amongst all of the challenges in educational policy to overcome from rising pupil numbers, teacher 
workload and funding cuts, there is also that fundamental professional day-to-day challenge of finding the 
best ways to support your pupils to achieve their personal bests.

Ensuring practitioners have a clear understanding of what makes a good assessment and avoiding 
unnecessary ‘data’ production can help them to make better decisions about how to support their pupils. 
Professor Rob Coe’s hugely popular CEM Blog post and discussion at the 2018 Festival of Education, ‘But 
that is NOT AN ASSESSMENT’ offers five key criteria for what a good assessment must be.

We talk to Fraser Halliwell from Colegio Anglo Colombiano about how CEM assessments help them to 
support their students in achieving high expectations and enable them to monitor their progress along the 
way. We also feature a case study from the Haberdashers’ Aske’s Boys’ School about how they use CEM 
assessments to assist in target-setting and to support the exceptional achievements of their pupils.

We hope you enjoy reading this Autumn 2018 issue of CEM Connect. 

We are always keen to hear from you about what you would like to see in each new issue, so do let us know 
what you think: info@cem.dur.ac.uk

We are a large local school. 
We serve mainly a Colombian 
population, of about 130 students 
in each grade level, the majority 
of whom take the IB Diploma. We 
have maybe about 7 to 8 % who 
are certificate candidates each year.

We have been teaching the IB 
diploma here for around thirty years, 
so we are very experienced in 
running the diploma programme.

Learning conversations
What we do is we ask the students 
at the start of year 1 to take the 
adaptive test for CEM IBE. From 
that we receive the predictive 
graphs. That allows us to have 
learning conversations with the 
students about what their potential 
is, and how we might support them 
to get there.

Fraser Halliwell, Head of Secondary at  
Colegio Anglo Colombiano in Bogota, Columbia.

DISCOVERING 
STUDENT POTENTIAL 
WITH CEM IBE

Setting high expectations
Well, initially knowing what the 
students’ potential is at the start of 
the diploma course is of great value. 

Before we had CEM IBE, we were 
operating in the dark a little bit. 
What CEM IBE helped us to do, is 
to set high expectations. Many of 
the students, and also quite often 
the teachers, were surprised to 
see what the child’s potential was. 
By starting the course with a set 
of high expectations, that helps to 
ensure the students are working 
towards that potential.

What it also allows us to do is to 
monitor carefully the progress of 
the students along the way. So if 
we know what they are capable of 
we can monitor what it is that they 
are achieving at the end of the first 

semester, end of year exams, end 
of year 1, and mock exams in year 
2 and so on, to get a sense of those 
students that are achieving well, 
those who are underperforming and 
how we might be able to intervene 
to support them to do better.

Focus on progress
Since we’ve used it, we’ve seen 
an increase in our IB diploma 
performance. Other variables 
might have changed at the same 
time, but I am quite convinced that 
being able to focus on the child’s 
potential and monitor their progress 
against those data, we have a 
much better handle on how we are 
supporting our students and how 
we are helping them to achieve the 
success that they merit.
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INCAS
WHO IS THE ASSESSMENT FOR?
• The assessment is designed for children aged between five and 

eleven years. The age range can be extended for pupils with special 
educational needs to be used in the first year of secondary school.

• The Developed Ability module (consisting of the Picture Vocabulary and 
Non-Verbal ability subsections of the assessment) enables teachers 
to see if pupils’ reading is in line with their ability to learn. This is 
particularly useful for children for whom English is an additional 
language.

Reading:
• A pupil will only be presented with the Comprehension section if they have scored highly 

enough in the Word Recognition and Word Decoding sections. 

Mathematics:
• A pupil will only see the Subtraction section if their Addition 

score is greater than 5 years. 

• The Multiplication section is only seen if a pupil’s 
Subtraction score is greater than 7 years. 

• Pupils will see the Division section only if they have scored 
greater than 8 years in the Multiplication.

Understanding standard feedback
• The minimum age-equivalent score for General Maths is  

3 years.

• The minimum age-equivalent score for Reading is 4 years.

•  If a pupil has not completed a particular module or unit,  
an asterisk will appear in the table.

• The maximum age-equivalent score for any assessment is  
16 years.

WHO SEES WHAT?

InCAS
DIAGNOSING & REMEDIATING LITERACY

PROBLEMS USING InCAS SOFTWAREInCASDiagnosing & RemeDiating 
mathematical PRoblems Using 
incas softwaRe

DID YOU KNOW?

Next Steps 
GUIDANCE
InCAS is accompanied by two 
research-based booklets on 
diagnosing and remediating maths 
and literacy problems. 

The guidance illustrates how you 
can use the assessment reports to 
spot pupil profiles that may require 
further investigation.

to find out more about InCAS visit www.cem.org/incas

HOW TO INTERPRET
AGE STANDARDISED SCORES

Score Comparison % of the population 

Less than 70 Well below average 2% 

70 – 85 Below average 14% 

85 – 115 Average 68% 

115 – 130 Above average 14% 

More than 130 Well above average 2%

• The top whisker of the chart holds 25% of the 
children in the class or year. The box holds the 
next 50% of the children in the class or year, 
and the bottom whisker holds the final 25%. 

• The line in the middle of the box is called the 
median and represents the middle score when 
all the scores are placed in order. The whiskers 

normally extend to the highest and lowest scores 
in the class.

• Sometimes pupils will be shown on the graph 
outside this range if they have exceptionally high or 

low scores.
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But that is NOT AN ASSESSMENT!
By Professor Rob Coe, Director, CEM

Assessment must be:
Informative
Assessment must contain information. 
In practice, that means it could surprise 
you: it could tell you something you 
don’t already know. It follows that simply 
recording an overall holistic judgement 
about the level at which a student is 
working is NOT AN ASSESSMENT. 

If you have just taught a topic and then 
give students an assignment on it, you 
might find that some of them have not 
actually understood it. Or you might 
ask a child a very hard question and 
be surprised to find that they can do 
something well beyond what they have 
ever shown or been required to do 
before. 

If you know your pupils well, you should 
hope not to be too surprised too often: 
mostly assessment will confirm or be 
consistent with what you already know. 
The point is not that all assessment has 
to surprise you, just that in principle 
surprise has to be possible. 

Accurate
If the result of an assessment is 
surprising, it doesn’t necessarily follow 
that it is right and you are wrong. All 
assessment is imprecise and can be 
wrong: we know that there are many 
reasons why someone might give 
a wrong answer to a question they 
know and should get right, or a right 
answer to a question they don’t actually 
understand. 

An accurate, reliable assessment 
should probably make you question 
your judgement if assessment and prior 
judgement disagree, but an unreliable 
assessment (for example, the answer to 
a single question) may contain very little 
information and should not override an 
existing well-formed judgement. 

So if you can’t say something about the 
weight, trustworthiness and precision of 
an assessment outcome then it is NOT 
AN ASSESSMENT. 

Independent
If the result of an assessment is pre-
constrained in any way, then it is NOT 
AN ASSESSMENT. 

For example, if you ask a teacher 
to assign pupils to levels (eg 
‘approaching’, ‘expected’ or 
‘exceeding’) that have clear normative 
expectations (for example, if any child 
allocated ‘approaching’ will receive 
additional scrutiny, teacher workload 
and the implication that the teacher 
has not done a good job) then don’t 
be surprised if very few pupils end up 
in that category, but this is NOT AN 
ASSESSMENT. 

Other examples of this are the Y1 
‘phonics screening check’ that shows 
a massive bulge just above the ‘pass’ 
mark, or the Early Years Foundation 
Stage Profile, in which most children are 
given the ‘expected’ level on all 17 early 
learning goals.  

Generalisable
When we assess pupils we are 
almost never interested to know that 
something has been done once in one 
particular context. Instead, we want 
to know that they will be able to do it 
again, to respond similarly to similar 
tasks and to transfer that performance 
to other contexts. 

An assessment where the students are 
given hints about what questions are 
going to be asked, or an assessment 
where the assessed work has been 
directly shaped by comments and 
feedback from the teacher is NOT AN 
ASSESSMENT.

Replicable
A key part of generalisability is 
replicability, often referred to in 
assessment contexts as reliability. 

This usually refers to the 
interchangeability of arbitrary aspects of 
the assessment process that we want 
to be able to ignore, such as the time 
or occasion of testing the particular 
questions presented or the particular 
marker who assessed it.

If it isn’t replicable then it is NOT 
AN ASSESSMENT (or at least not a 
useful one). If the outcome would vary 
massively with a different occasion, 
different questions or a different marker, 
then it doesn’t actually tell us anything 
about the candidate’s knowledge or 
abilities. 

If an assessment outcome is 
consistently replicable with little 
variation, then we can take it as 
a precise, accurate estimate of 
likely future performance and give 
it significant weight of evidence 
in drawing inferences about the 
knowledge and abilities of the student 
to whom it relates. For all these 
reasons, knowing the reliability of an 
assessment is a vital part of judging its 
quality.

In schools, data has become a four-
letter word. But data is a good thing 
and we need to reclaim it.

It has become common to hear teachers use the word ‘data’ as if 
it were a bad thing. 
‘Data drops’ have come to epitomise a pointless exercise in collecting meaningless numbers and feeding them 
into a system that can have no possible benefit for learners. 

The problem is that data is often not actually data. The numbers that are typed into spreadsheets or tracking 
systems every six weeks don’t signify anything. 

If we are talking about assessment data, then some basic knowledge about assessment could help us to 
decide whether these numbers have any meaning or value. In my view, if some ‘data’ production process does 
not meet these five criteria, then it is NOT AN ASSESSMENT and no one should waste any time on it.

Visit www.cem.org/blog for more articles
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VALUE-ADDED AT 
A GLANCE

Things to look for
Scatter plots help you to see how your latest cohort 
has performed against their predictions. Any results 
that fall above the line indicate that these pupils have 
performed better than 
expected. Similarly, any 
results that fall below the 
line indicate that these 
pupils have performed 
below what was 
predicted. Results close 
to or on the line show 
that these pupils have 
performed in line with their 
predictions.

Questions to consider
Does the scatter plot show a cluster of pupils who 
have performed either above or below average? 
If so, you might want to try to identify groups (e.g. 

boys/girls, teaching sets, 
peer groups, etc.), or look 
at how these particular 
pupils performed in other 
subjects. You can look at 
the scatter plots alongside 
the table of results to see 
how each child performed 
across subjects. Have 
any interventions been 
particularly successful?
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Things to look for
The ASR report provides school-wide data, 
showing how each subject has performed. 
Subjects that have achieved significantly positive 
value-added (above what was expected) are 
highlighted in blue, while subjects that have not 
performed as well as expected are highlighted 
in yellow. Both blue and yellow subjects are 
considered significant value-added results, whilst 
white bars signify performance broadly in line with 
expectation. 

Questions to consider
Why have some subjects performed either above 
or below what was expected? What factors 
could have influenced the value-added score 
for these subjects? Is there anything you can 
learn from subjects that have seen significantly 
positive value-added – what has that department 
done this year that has worked really well with 
students?

How do these results compare to previous 
cohorts? 

WHICH REPORT IS MOST USEFUL TO ME?

Things to look for
The SPC chart provides subject level data, 
allowing you to look at how specific subjects 
have performed over time. The Average 
Standardised Residual score is plotted on the 
chart – if this falls within the highlighted band, 
then the subject has achieved value-added as 
expected. Anything above this band indicates 
that the subject has seen better than expected 
value-added, and any scores that fall below the 
highlighted band shows that the subject has not 
performed as well as expected.

Questions to consider
What was the ability of this cohort? How close 
has the department come to achieving its 
targets? Is there a trend appearing in the results? 
It may be worth looking in more detail at cohorts 
with similar predictions, to see what difference 
there has been in value-added scores between 
these groups. If there is a significant difference, 
you may want to consider if there have been 
any factors that may have had an impact on 
these cohorts e.g. change of staff or a shift in 
curriculum structure.

Tell us how you use your value-added data
We’ve been hearing some great things about the way our customers are using value-added reports to 
support school improvement. We would love to hear more about how you use your value-added data, how 
it helps you, and the questions it prompts. 

If you’d like to share your stories with us please email us at getinvolved@cem.dur.ac.uk
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If you’re a Senior Leader…

Scatter Plots

If you’re a Subject Teacher…

Value-added data can help you: 
• Target improved outcomes by helping you to 

ask the right questions about individual subject 
strengths

• Share best practice between departments

• Provide evidence to support judgements about 
assessment, support and interventions

• Tailor aspirational target-setting. 

As with any school data, value-added reports 
are just one piece of the puzzle. You know your 
children, school environment and teaching staff 
best, and any trends should be looked at over 
time. We advise against basing decisions on 
one year’s value-added data; what works in your 
school one year may not work the next, and many 
influencing factors might mean that what works for 
one school may not work in another.

If you’re a Head of Department…

Statistical Process Control Chart

NEW to our value-added 
reports? 
Or just in need of a quick 
REMINDER?
Value-added is the way we show the progress 
made from a baseline measure to an outcome 
measure such as GCSE or A-Level.

Our value-added reports can help you 
understand what is working for your school, 
and what isn’t. They are designed to support 
a culture of learning and improvement in 
school, and can be a great tool for starting 
conversations and sharing experience with 
colleagues. 



The Haberdashers’ Aske’s 
Boys’ School (Habs) is a 
large independent day 
school for boys aged 5-18, 
educating around 1100 
pupils.

To find out more about MidYIS visit www.cem.org/midyis

Doing good things with 
assessment data
‘Each pupil is assessed on entry to the 
school using CEM assessments and 
the results are shared electronically 
with all staff, pupil by pupil. In light of 
their MidYIS or Alis scores, individual 
Teaching and Learning advice is 
established for each pupil. 

‘We make all of this information easily 
available to all teachers electronically, 
so that they can see MidYIS profiles 
as they enter their own marks from 
homework and classwork. 

Using data to inform 
teaching and learning
‘We do not set targets for pupils; 
rather we use the data to inform 
our teaching on a day to day basis. 
For example, a student with a low 
Vocabulary score might come with the 
following advice for the teacher: 

• Provide regular opportunities to 
develop reading skills.

• Encourage the pupil to use new 
language and do not penalise for 
misuse.

• Allow time to complete long written 
passages or answer complex 
questions.

• Provide a glossary and/or 
‘scaffolding’ to structure work.

• Encourage the pupil to develop their 
own glossary and write their own 
meanings for words.

‘The advice is tailor-made for each 
profile. This allows us to focus on 

the strengths of each individual 
student profile. All our pupils 
are bright, but they are not 
equally capable in all areas 

and that is what the data and our 
presentation of it allow us to see.’

Triangulating the data
‘We make sure the Teaching and 
Learning advice is readily accessible 
throughout the year so that it can 
always be referred to. It is used to 
both prepare for lessons, and for 
teachers to use in support of the 

information they are 
learning about their 
pupils over the course 
of the academic year.

‘From long experience, 
we know that teachers 
find it very reassuring 
to put some baseline, 
objective, standardised 
data alongside 
the subjective and 
nuanced information 
they gain from 
classwork and 
homework.’

Understanding value-
added
‘After the GCSE or A-Level 
examinations, we use the results 
to calculate our value-added. This 
begins a conversation with our 
academic departments about trends 
and teaching strategies, and it will 
trigger specific action points with 
departments.

‘These conversations and the 
questions we ask ourselves about 
what we could do better still are driven 
by the following reports provided by 
CEM: 

• The summary worksheet which 
shows pupil and subject value-
added

• The scatter graphs of pupil and 
subject value-added

• The average standardised residual 
graph showing subject performance 
against expectation

• The SPC chart showing trends over 
time

‘These conversations begin as 
soon as the Autumn Term begins 
so it is important that our Heads of 
Department have these results quickly 
and we are very pleased that CEM are 
able to provide much of the data on 
results day. 

‘At the start of every year, we share 
the macro data (the MidYIS profile 
across year 7 in all skill areas) with 
colleagues and compare it to previous 

The school fulfils its aim to challenge 
bright boys and provides an 
outstanding educational experience. 
It enables pupils to perform to the 
highest level of their ability, make 
excellent progress and demonstrate 
exceptional achievement in their 
levels of attainment and co-curricular 
activities.

Habs have consistently used CEM 
assessments, including MidYIS and 
Alis, for the last 20 years. Director 
of Studies, Kirti Shah, explains here 
how they make the most of their CEM 
assessment data.

years. It most often shows us that the 
profile of our intake is the same year 
on year, despite what teachers may 
think! 

‘Showing trends over time is 
important: including the fact that our 
profile is actually very similar year on 
year. This reassures us that we can 
continue to achieve outstanding and 
high value-added results.’ 

Sharing best practice
‘The most useful aspect of the CEM 
data is that it provides an objective, 
standardised guide to the skills sets 
of our students. Combined with our 
own entrance exams, classwork and 
qualitative data, it provides one data 
point among many that we use to 
inform our teaching practice every day. 

My main recommendations for making 
the most of the information schools 
gather would be to:

1. Simplify the data to suit the needs 
of your school: lines of data on 
huge spreadsheets are not useful 
for most teachers. 

2. Make the data user-friendly: put it 
into the language of your school. 

3. Personalise the data to each 
student. 

The data is at its most powerful when 
it helps you to understand the needs, 
strengths and areas for improvement 
for each individual. Endless pages of 
data tell us little when it comes to our 
individual classroom but the MidYIS 
micro data offers really useful insight.’

HELPING PUPILS ACHIEVE 
OUTSTANDING SUCCESS
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Read them now at
www.cem.org/case-studies

LOOK OUT
FOR OUR NEW CASE STUDIES 
AND TESTIMONIAL VIDEOS

It was very handy to receive the 
feedback so quickly as it allowed me to 
have value-added conversations with 
staff and governors right away.”

Mr John Maguire, Senior Deputy Head at  
Haberdashers’ Aske’s Boys’ School

Your value-added reports are now available on the 
day you upload students’ GCSE and A-Level results. 
Simply upload your GCSE and A Level results 
through the Secure sites and we’ll do the rest.“ 

Value-added on results 
day this year was excellent.

Value-added 
feedback now 
available

www.cem.org

EVIDENCING

SUCCESS

TAKING CEM ASSESSMENTS 

AROUND THE WORLD
Sue Holt, Vice Principal, New Cairo British International School.

CEMCONNECT

12

Keep up to date with the latest news and 
research on our blog. Explore the CEM Blog

www.cem.org/blog

 FOLLOW US ON TWITTER
Latest Tweets @CEMatDurham

Keep an eye out for the monthly  

CEM Connect bulletins

BLOG

Our approved training provider,  
Evidence Based Education (EBE) is a team of 

assessment experts who can help you understand 
how to interpret and use your CEM assessment 

data to support pupil progress and improve school 
performance.

To find out more and book online visit  
www.evidencebased.education/training-cem-durham

Get more from your CEM assessment 
data with training from EBE 

Evidence Based Education

www.cem.org/case-studies
www.cem.org/blog

