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1 Executive Summary

The aim of the Sharing Standards project is for teachers to moderate each
other’s Year 6 writing so they can receive a reliable and objective indication of
the standard of their own pupils’ writing.

The project uses a Comparative Judgement approach. Comparative Judge-
ment asks judges to make decisions between pairs of items, deciding in this case
between two portfolios of pupils’ writing. Judges are simply asked to decide
which portfolio is,

The better writing?

Once enough judgements have been made a scale of writing from the best to
the worst can be constructed.

One hundred and ninety-nine schools completed the project to deadline in
2016-2017, using 1,649 teachers to judge the writing portfolios of 8,512 pupils.
Schools judged their own work, but also shared in the judging of other schools’
work.

Every 5th judgement a teacher made was of work from other schools. These
moderation judgements were anonymous, and excluded a school’s own pupils,
so a teacher was never able to compare the work of their own pupils to that of
pupils in other schools. As a result, a school determines its own internal order of
writing ability, but the relative standard of their work compared to other schools
is determined objectively by teachers in other schools anonymously judging their
work.

The result of the project is a national scale of writing with 8,512 pieces of
work. Using statistical predictions, the work is graded according to national
standards of “Greater Depth”, “Expected Standard” and “Working Towards.”

∗With thanks to Oxford University Press for their support in this project.
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No criteria are used at any stage of the project: the scale relies entirely on the
judgement of teachers as to “The better writing?”

The schools involved in the project not only benefit from objective and
reliable measures of writing ability, but they also benefit from a wide exposure
to a range of writing and writing approaches across the country. Teachers were
willing participants in the judging, showed high levels of engagement and a high
degree of consistency in their judging.

The project sheds some interesting light on how schools differ in their in-
terpretation of the Key Stage 2 writing standards. Highly performing schools
are relatively harsh in their judgement of poorly performing pupils within their
schools. Poorly performing schools, however, are relatively conservative in re-
warding high achievers within their schools.

Overall, the project demonstrates that teacher assessment can be used to
produce objective, highly reliable results that can be used in a high stakes
context. The results are valid to the extent that we trust teachers to identify
“The better writing?” The future of a Comparative Judgement approach to
teacher assessment seems hugely promising.

2 Background

Teachers are required to assess the writing of pupils at the end of Key Stage 2
(KS2) as part of their statutory assessment. Every pupil’s writing is assessed
using an Interim Framework. The Interim Framework contains detailed de-
scriptions of the qualities of writing expected at key grades. The key grades are
“Greater Depth” (GDS), “Expected Standard” (EXS) and “Working Towards”
(WTS). EXS and GDS combined are known as EXS+. The teacher assessment
is included in the accountability measures for a school, so the assessment is high
stakes.

The Sharing Standards project is run by No More Marking Ltd to help
schools make decisions about the grade levels of their pupils’ writing. Schools
sign up to the project and pay a fee for participation. In return they receive
reports that contextualise their writing in the national standards.

The project uses the online Comparative Judgement platform www.nomoremarking.com.
Teachers are asked to prepare, scan and upload mini portfolios of their Year 6
pupils’ writing to the website, where it is anonymised and prepared for judging.
Teachers from the participating schools act as judges for the work, judging a
mixture of their own pupils’ work and the work of pupils from other schools.
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3 Procedure

3.1 The Writing Portfolios

Teachers are asked to prepare mini-portfolios of their pupils’ writing using the
following guidelines:

• The writing should be extracts from different pieces of writing, ideally
three pieces from three different genres.

• The portfolio could not exceed three pages per pupil in its entirety.

• The writing should have been done under independent conditions, as de-
fined by the Standards and Testing Agency.

A random sample of 20 per cent of the portfolios from each school is used
for moderation.

3.2 Judging

Once all the schools’ work has been uploaded to the website, teachers are given
one week to complete their judging. Most schools set up a single hour long
session for the teachers to complete the judging together as a school. While
discussion is helpful during the sessions, the judgements are made separately
and independently by the participating teachers.

Judges are asked to answer the question for each pair of portfolios, which is
“The better writing?” Portfolios are presented in their entirety, with one port-
folio compared to another portfolio. Judges are given no training or guidance in
what to look for in making their decisions, and judging is open to all teaching
staff within a school, not just the Year 6 teachers. Every school is asked to
complete 10 judgements per portfolio they upload. A school with 30 pupils is
therefore asked to complete 300 judgements amongst their teaching staff.

The judging proceeds as follows:

• Judgements 1 to 4: within school paired judgements.

• Judgement 5: moderation judgements of portfolios from other schools.

In this pattern, 80 per cent of a school’s judging is done on its own work,
with 20 per cent acting as moderation. The work of a school’s own pupils is
excluded from their moderation judging, so teachers would never judge their
own work against the work of pupils from other schools. It is therefore not
possible for teachers to favour their pupils’ work over that of pupils from other
schools because they are never asked to compare their pupils’ work with pupils
from other schools.
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The aim of the judging pattern is for each school to be responsible for the
order of their own pupils within their own school. The judging of teachers in
other schools is used to determine the relative standard of the work of their own
pupils compared to pupils in other schools.

3.3 Analysis

Once all the judging is complete the moderation judgements are used to adjust
the scores of each school’s judging session. Each script that is included in
moderation judging is anchored to its moderation value. The result of anchoring
is that every school’s scores are adjusted in line with the moderation values.

With all the scores from all the pupils on the same scale it is possible to esti-
mate the location of grade thresholds. Using the national relationship between
the 2016 reading and writing results, it is possible to predict for the study cohort
the proportion of pupils we would expect to achieve specific grade standards.

4 Results

4.1 Participating Schools

In total, 199 schools completed at least 5 judgements per portfolio to deadline,
and could therefore be considered to have completed the project to a high quality
(table 1). On average, schools completed nearly 14 judgements per portfolio,
higher than the recommended 10.

schools portfolios judges decisions decisions / portfolios
199 8512 1649 115121 13.52

Table 1: Participating Schools

4.2 Reliability of Judging: Within School

Reliability of the within school judging was generally high, and increasing in
line with the number of judgements done per portfolio (figure 1 on the next
page).

4.3 Reliability of Judging: Between School

Any teachers whose judging within their own school was unreliable (infit >1.2)
was excluded from the moderation judging. The moderation judging was split
into 5 different tasks, each linked together by 22 common scripts. The reliability
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Figure 1: Reliability of within school judging

of the judging of the moderation tasks was high (table 2). Median decision time
ranged from 30 seconds to 46 seconds per decision.

pot pupils judges decisions timeTaken reliability
1 415 328 5874 30.65 0.88
2 438 269 4334 39.90 0.84
3 363 259 4383 46.00 0.86
4 376 270 4664 38.40 0.87
5 432 305 5713 41.70 0.87

Table 2: Moderation judging

4.4 Grading

Once the measurement scale was in place, the grades were set statistically. Two
options were possible. A common centres approach1 would suggest that the
study cohort should receive the same overall results as last year. However, the
schools joining this study were concerned that they had received overly severe

1See, for example, http://www.cambridgeassessment.org.uk/Images/181083-formalising-
and-evaluating-the-benchmark-centres-methodology-for-setting-gcse-standards.pdf
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results last year, so a common centres approach would simply carry forward this
severity.

The concerns of schools is backed by a comparison of the reading and writing
results for the study cohort in 2016. In 2016, the study cohort performed worse
than the national cohort in writing while their reading results were similar (table
3). This underperformance in writing may be because these schools were more
effective at teaching reading and/or less effective at teaching writing. However,
it is more likely that this difference came about because of inconsistent standards
being applied to writing across the country in 2016.

To compensate for the low results in 2016 for the study cohort, a regression
model was used to model the national relationship between reading and writing
results in 2016. The model was then used to predict the proportions of grades
at each level for each school within the study cohort.

National
2016

writing

Study
cohort
2016

writing

Difference
National

2016
reading

Study
cohort
2016

reading

Difference

EXS+ 74 71 -3 66 66 0
GDS 15 12 -3 19 18 -1

Table 3: Reading and Writing Results 2016

As the writing results in 2016 were the first sitting of a new assessment
arrangement, the sawtooth effect2 suggests that outcomes are likely to rise in
2017. The sawtooth effect is the principle that when any new change in assess-
ment is introduced, there are gradual increases in performance over the first few
years as teachers and schools adapt to the changes. Past experience can be used
to estimate the size of the sawtooth effect for KS2 writing. In 2012, teacher
assessment of writing replaced writing tests for the first time. In 2012, level 4+
writing (equivalent to EXS+) was 81 per cent, and level 5 (equivalent to GDS)
was 22 per cent. In 2013, the second year of the new assessments, level 4 was
83 per cent and level 5 23 per cent.

The increase of 2 per cent at the level 4 standard and 1 per cent at the level
5 standard can be taken as a likely approximation of the sawtooth effect for
writing. The sawtooth effect was therefore added to the overall predictions for
the study cohort to reach the final outcomes of 76 per cent at EXS+ and 16 per
cent at GDS.

This process is based on a large and geographically diverse group of pupils
and schools. Using statistical information in this way and allowing for the
sawtooth effect represents established good practice in standard setting. The

2Ofqual. (2016). An investigation into the Sawtooth Effect in GCSE and AS / A level
assessments. Coventry, UK: Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation.
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2012: first year
of new writing

assessment
arrangements

2013: second
year of new

writing
assessment

arrangements

Estimation of
sawtooth effect
for KS2 writing

Writing level 4
+ (equivalent to
new EXS+)

81 83 +2

Writing level 5
(equivalent to
new GDS)

22 23 +1

Table 4: Sawtooth Effect Adjustment

process respects the ethical imperative outlined by Cresswell in 20033, in that it
does not penalise pupils in cohorts that are subject to new assessment arrange-
ments. However, this process cannot predict what the national results will be
this summer. The sawtooth effect may turn out to be larger or smaller than
estimated. In future studies, anchor scripts can be used to monitor changes in
standards over time.

4.5 The relationship of the results in this report with the
results using the interim frameworks

These results are based on Comparative Judgement, which is a best fit mod-
eration approach. The interim frameworks use a secure fit approach. Results
from a smaller pilot in 2016 which compared the results of the Comparative
Judgement approach with the results from the final local authority moderation
show a strong correlation between the two different processes, although there
were inconsistencies between schools. There were also some anomalies: some
pupils received much higher or lower marks in the Comparative Judgement pro-
cess than in the interim framework process. On further investigation, this was
normally to do with pupils writing very good pieces that missed out elements of
the frameworks, or very formulaic pieces that nevertheless ticked many of the
framework’s boxes.

3Cresswell, M.J. (2003) Heaps, Prototypes and Ethics: The Consequences of Using Judge-
ments of Student Performance to Set Examination Standards in a Time of Change. London,
University of London, Institute of Education.
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4.6 Do these grades represent end-of-year standards, or
where pupils are at this moment in time?

These results are based on work that was completed from December 2016 to
March 2017. Obviously, pupils may improve their writing from March to June,
when the final assessments are made. These results are therefore best seen
as representing “on track to achieve” standards, rather than final, end of year
standards.

4.7 School Differences

The school summary results show some between school variation, but very high
within school variation (figure 2). Only 18 schools had no pupils working at
Greater Depth (10 per cent), which compares with 27 schools (15 per cent) in
2016. Some schools within the study cohort were reluctant to award Greater
Depth in 2016, perhaps believing that the gold standard lay elsewhere. In
contrast, 9 schools (5 per cent) had no pupils below the Expected Standard,
which compares with only 1 school (0.5 per cent) in 2016. The results suggest
that some schools within the study cohort were not awarding Expected Standard
where they should have been in 2016. Poorly performing pupils within good
schools are likely to have been severely graded.

The research on human judgement4 would suggest that all judgement is rel-
ative, so all schools would find pupils working at greater depth relative to their
cohort and all schools would find pupils working towards the expected stan-
dard relative to their cohort. Our results, however, suggest that this is only
partly happening with teacher assessment of writing at KS2. Highly perform-
ing schools are relatively harsh in their judgement of poorly performing pupils
within their schools, which is what the theory would suggest. Poorly performing
schools, however, are relatively conservative in awarding high achievers within
their schools.

5 National Scale of Writing

Examples of writing are included in the Appendices. All the examples were
part of the moderation judging. For each portfolio, it is possible to calculate
the probability of the writing achieving the key grades. The probability is
calculated by comparing the score of a portfolio with the threshold of the grade
boundary. The probability reflects the likelihood that any judge would choose
the portfolio as better than a portfolio at the boundary. In table 5 on page 10
the column prob EXS represents the probability of a portfolio being above the

4see, for example, Laming, D. (2003). Human judgment: the eye of the beholder. Cengage
Learning EMEA.
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EXS threshold, prob GDS represents the probability of a portfolio being above
the GDS threshold.

For example, the portfolio 4KRRY4 is just above the threshold of Greater
Depth with a 51 per cent chance of achieving Greater Depth or Expected Stan-
dard. Its most likely grade is therefore Greater Depth. Portfolio 3DZKFG has
a 38 per cent chance of being chosen as better by any given judge than portfolio
4KRRY4, so we can say portfolio 3DZKFG has a 38 per cent chance of being
at Greater Depth.

portfolio score grade prob EXS prob GDS percentile
2TYEPN 5.86 GDS 1.00 0.98 100.00
4KRRY4 1.85 GDS 0.96 0.51 85.00
3DZKFG 1.29 EXS 0.93 0.38 75.00
257UM6 0.86 EXS 0.89 0.28 66.00
U2R7UN 0.42 EXS 0.84 0.20 56.00
PYWR5W -0.01 EXS 0.77 0.14 47.00
RGN7DM -0.49 EXS 0.68 0.09 37.00
H2ZZKD -1.11 EXS 0.53 0.05 26.00
XWYQME -1.88 TWD 0.34 0.02 16.00
6BSDPH -6.68 TWD 0.00 0.00 0.00

Table 5: Probabilities of portfolios achieving different grades

6 Washback Effects

Apart from achieving a reliable scale of writing across schools, teachers reported
that the engagement of judging scripts from a range of schools was a positive
experience. This comment from a school was typical:

Whilst it was good to keep judging our own children’s writing, we
found it especially useful judging the writing of other schools, where
we could come to it without ‘prejudice’ of knowing the children - plus
it gave us a fantastic insight to standards, strengths and areas for
improvement of children in other schools compared to our own. But,
most of all, having the opportunity to see writing from other schools
really supported us in honing the type of writing tasks we give to our
children, and that aspect of collaboration (without actually working
together as such!) felt like a very positive step.
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7 Conditions of Writing

One controversial aspect of the writing assessments is the conditions under which
the writing is undertaken. The rules on independent writing are open to inter-
pretation. Schools often express suspicion as to the conditions under which
pupils in other schools produce the writing for moderation. This study, how-
ever, cannot shed any direct light on the extent to which conditions affect the
quality of writing. The only insight we can offer is that the high reliability of
judging within and between schools demonstrates a wide variation in the qual-
ity of writing produced. If the conditions of writing were overly lax then this
variation may not have been so apparent.

8 Discussion

The success of this project rested on the willingness of schools to share and
collaborate. In this respect the project was a great success. Schools worked
hard to produce the portfolios and judge them. Their willingness to judge was
so strong that the moderation scripts were judged to a high degree of reliability.

The validity of the scale of writing produced by the project is harder to
demonstrate, and will take time. The scale is reliable, which is the prerequisite
for validity, but the extent to which teachers’ judgement of ‘the better writing’
accords with any gold standard measure of writing, should such a thing exist,
is a much longer term project.

Many interesting challenges for the project lie ahead. We do not know
how schools will use the data from the project, nor how it will be received by
moderators. We have some evidence here that there is systematic bias in how
schools in 2016 interpreted the statements in the Interim Framework. Highly
performing schools are relatively harsh in their judgement of poorly performing
pupils within their schools. Poorly performing schools, however, are relatively
conservative in awarding high achievers within their schools.

Finally, there is the workload challenge. This project added to the workload
of Year 6 teachers, which is already high. Long term success of a Comparative
Judgement approach depends on it replacing existing approaches rather than
being an addition to those processes. The extent to which schools trust Com-
parative Judgement results to the extent that they replace moderation training
with Comparative Judging remains to be seen.

Overall, however, this project shows that teacher assessment of writing can
be used to produce objective, highly reliable results. The results are valid to the
extent that we trust teachers to identify ‘the better writing.’ Most importantly,
the process involves teachers, enhances professional development, but cannot be
undermined by schools seeking to improve their writing results for accountability
purposes.
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Examples of Portfolios

2TYEPN-1
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2TYEPN-2
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2TYEPN-3
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4KRRY4-1
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4KRRY4-2
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3DZKFG-1
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257UM6-3
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U2R7UN-1
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U2R7UN-3
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PYWR5W-1
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PYWR5W-2
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PYWR5W-3
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H2ZZKD-1
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H2ZZKD-2
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H2ZZKD-3
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XWYQME-1

34



XWYQME-2
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XWYQME-3

36



6BSDPH-1
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6BSDPH-2
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6BSDPH-3
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