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What is Focused Assessment?
The assessment of working 
scientifically (science enquiry) is a 
challenge. How do you assess what 
thirty children are thinking and 
doing in a lively practical session? 
In this article, we will unpick what 
the challenges are in more depth 
and explain how the TAPS Focused 
Assessment approach offers a 
manageable response to them. 

The TAPS Focused Assessment 
approach embeds assessment within 
normal classroom science activities. 
In essence, a Focused Assessment is a 
lesson plan for a science enquiry, with 
an identified focus for assessment 
and guidance on how to interpret 
the children’s responses in relation 
to expectations for that age group. 
We recommend that they are used 
about two-thirds of the way through 
a science topic, so there is still time 
for teaching to respond, and the 
assessment can also be used as a 
broad indicator that contributes 
to building a picture of the child’s 
achievement in working scientifically. 

This is a free, downloadable 
resource, developed by teachers and 

university researchers with funding 
from the Primary Science Teaching 
Trust (PSTT). The materials and further 
explanation can be found on the 
PSTT website: https://pstt.org.uk/
resources/curriculum-materials/
assessment

There are two kinds of resource: 
ones that focus on assessment of 
a particular concept, such as what 
damages teeth, or suitability of 
materials for their use, and those that 
we discuss here in this article – which 
support the assessment of an aspect of 
working scientifically, such as raising 
questions, or interpreting data, in a 
conceptual context.

Importantly, they assess children 
doing a real, hands-on enquiry, 
so they have more validity than a 
pencil and paper test. They help us 
to make judgements about the ways 
in which children behave in action. 
Although the teacher will focus his/her 
attention on a fairly narrow area, the 
children may well use a whole range 
of knowledge and skills during their 
investigation.

So many children, so little time!
Assessment always involves sampling – 

we can never know the whole of what 
is happening inside a child’s head, all 
of the time. Once we have reconciled 
ourselves to the fact that assessment 
cannot be perfect, we need to identify 
our choices and make some decisions 
about how to make it ‘good enough’ for 
purpose. In the limited time we have, 
we can either assess a few children in 
depth over a broad range of science, 
or we can assess more children over 
a narrower range. The TAPS Focused 
Assessments have selected a focus for 
assessment that is narrow enough to 
make it possible to assess all the children 
in a class within a reasonable timeframe. 
The classroom organisation for this varies 
a great deal with the age of the children 
and the specific enquiry, but aims to 
make assessment of children in action 
manageable.

Working scientifically is 
complex!
Any full scientific enquiry involves 
a complex set of skills, knowledge 
and attitudes. It involves deciding 
on a productive question and how 
to go about answering it. There are 
decisions to be made about what 
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information will be 
recorded and how it 
will be interpreted. 
The English National 
Curriculum is designed 
to show how different 
skills and knowledge 
are brought together, 
as in this statement on 
‘Working Scientifically’ 
for Lower Key Stage 
Two (age 7-9): ‘using 
results to draw simple 
conclusions, make 
predictions for new 
values, suggest improvements and raise 
further questions’ (DfE, 2013). But to 
simplify this complexity we can group 
working scientifically into three broad 
strands: ‘Plan, Do and Review’ and 
TAPS has designed activities that help 
teachers to assess within one strand at a 
time. A different strand can be the focus 
each term so that, over a school year, 
they build up to give an overall picture. 
Some project teachers also decided to 
focus their teaching that term on the 
same strand.

We recognise that working 
scientifically is complex, and realise 
that one assessment will not give 
a definitive view of all a child 
understands and can do, but suggest 
that Focused Assessment can offer 
particular insight, which can be 
combined with information gained 
from informal observations. 

I know my children – do I need 
to do this?
A great strength of primary teaching is 
that teachers get to know the children 
in their class well, and see them as 
whole people with different strengths 
across the curriculum. However, in 
forming a holistic view of a child, 
we sometimes over-generalise, and 
miss a child’s particular strengths 
or don’t realise that there are areas 
that they haven’t understood. Some 
children come to our attention more 
than others but, by making sure we 
have observed every child, we can 
be sure that we have some evidence 
against which to check our informal 
judgements and that no one has 
slipped past our attention.

Psychological research into 
unconscious biases (Kahneman, 2011) 
shows that we are all vulnerable to 
make judgements that we are not 
aware of, and this happens even 

if we are aware of the dangers of 
cultural stereotyping. One bias is the 
‘halo effect’, where having formed a 
good view of a person, we are then 
more likely to see all their actions 
as good. Another is confirmation 
bias, when we notice or look for 
evidence that confirms our ideas and 
reinforces them. As teachers, we might 
assume that a child has understood 
something more than they have. In the 
TAPS project, experienced classroom 
teachers sometimes used the Focused 
Assessments to check where they were 
unsure about what a child or group of 
children could do and also to make sure 
that every child had a moment of the 
teacher’s thoughtful attention.

We propose that this attention 
to every child helps to make our 
summative assessment more valid than 
relying only on informal judgements. 
We would strongly recommend an 
‘expansive’ approach (Lum, 2015) 
in which teachers make judgements 
about the value of the different sources 
of evidence they have available to 
them and combine them accordingly.

A focus on what? Concepts, 
contexts and types of enquiry
The child’s knowledge of the context 
and understanding of relevant concepts 
has an impact on how they make sense 
of the situation and what possibilities 
they consider. Some areas of science 
lend themselves more easily to a 
certain type of enquiry than others; for 
example, learning about natural habitats 
is not generally amenable to fair testing, 
but observation over time and pattern-
seeking enquiries are useful approaches. 
Where variables can be identified and 
controlled, there is potential for a fair 
test type of enquiry – e.g. What’s the 
most waterproof material? How can 
we make the best parachute? As we 

want children to encounter the full 
range of types of enquiry, this range of 
concept contexts is actually very helpful; 
however, it may need mapping out to 
check that children are encountering 
a good range in working scientifically. 
There is a full range of Focused 
Assessments available, currently based 
on the English National Curriculum, so 
that teachers can use them to assess the 
full range of types of enquiry, and these 
have been mapped out to show how 
they could build up over a child’s time in 
primary school. 

Ongoing research
So far, the TAPS project teachers 
and tutors have looked at how the 
Focused Assessments are being 
used in the project schools, and this 
inevitably means that the teachers 
have been thinking in depth about 
science assessment. We have made 
detailed classroom observations of 
Focused Assessments in action, so far 
mostly in the classes of experienced 
teachers, looking to see to what 
extent our claims about them are true 
in practice (see the articles by TAPS 
project teachers Kerry-Anne Barber 
and James Mepsted in this issue for 
their perspectives.) Our next step is to 
find out how the Focused Assessments 
are being used more widely and by less 
experienced teachers and how we can 
improve the resource for them. With 
over 30,000 downloads to date, we 
would like to find out what the wider 
audience thinks of them and how they 
are using them. We would welcome 
your feedback – please e-mail us on 
primaryscience@bathspa.ac.uk
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