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Wednesday 15th January 2020 
 
Dear Parents, 
 
My apologies. This is a long letter. I am well aware that the longer the letter the less chance 
there is of people reading it! However, I hope that a majority of you find the few minutes 
required to contemplate what is a very important message. 
 
Accompanying this letter is a data sheet which has been produced by the Department for 
Education. The sheet shows how our children performed in the Year 6 SATs in 2018-19, 
compared to children in other local schools. It is one example of the data which the DfE 
promote as a means of comparing the performance of schools right across the UK. 
 
You will see that the data for our school is very positive and compares well to that of other 
local schools. I could take this opportunity, as many schools do, of using the data to trumpet 
how well this school is performing. However, instead I want to use this opportunity to 
emphasise to you the very real limitations that exist in trying to use data analysis as a way 
of comparing schools. 
 
If our data were weak, my deriding the use of SATs results to compare schools might be 
seen as an attempt to excuse away poor performance. But that isn’t the case. Our data is 
good. The evidence is there for everyone to see. I want to use our position, as a school with 
good SATs results, to ask you to consider what it says about our education system that data 
comparison is lauded as the most important means by which to judge the success of a 
school.  
 
I am not down playing the importance of academic rigour in schools. It is obviously of 
fundamental importance that our children achieve the highest possible levels of numeracy 
and literacy. I even appreciate that SATs tests have a role to play in this, as do all 
assessment measures. A degree of testing is appropriate as it can provide us with important 
data. I simply ask you to consider whether using the results achieved by one year group of 
children, in one week of tests, in just two subject areas, is an accurate means of comparing 
schools across the whole of the UK? 
 
There are many important facets to educating children and a majority of them are extremely 
difficult to measure. The real worth of a school can only be determined by seeing how it 
prepares children for adult life and whilst this certainly includes fully developing literacy and 
numeracy skills, it is far more important to fully develop the child’s character. We must work 
to develop their self-confidence, their ability to communicate with people of all ages, their 
ability to empathise, willingness to take risks, make mistakes, and to be able to cope with 
failure. 
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In reality, the DfE could only ensure a truly accurate measure of how well a school is 
performing if they introduced a highly amended inspection system, with very experienced 
inspectors spending quite considerable periods of time in each school. This would be difficult 
to implement and extremely costly. Instead the system we now have is not one which 
measures what is important, but rather one which places importance on what can be 
measured.  
 
Some Headteachers make it a priority to maximise their school’s results in SATs. Some trim 
their curriculum, devoting less time to subjects which are not tested by government. They 
know that if their schools achieve well in SATs, it is more likely that they will secure a good 
or even outstanding judgement in any Ofsted inspection. This is a nonsense. 
 
Prior to taking my last Headship, I visited a number of schools which had vacancies for 
Headteachers. One such school was in Margate. It was deemed to be failing, with very poor 
SATs results. I was given a tour by the acting Headteacher. The school was phenomenal. I 
saw teaching of a very high quality and staff who were going far beyond what could normally 
be expected of them in order to support children from the most challenging of backgrounds. 
But because these children – quite understandably – were not as successful as would be 
wished in the SATs, the school was judged to be failing.  
 
Similarly, I also toured a school which Ofsted had graded as Outstanding, and which had 
extremely high SATs results. It was an appalling place. The poor provision I saw was being 
rescued by the innate ability of the very privileged children who attended the school. 
 
At St Peter’s we have both a gifted and very hard working staff, and extremely focused and 
driven governors. With you, we have all created a warm and nurturing environment which 
allows our children to prosper – and to do it with a smile on their face. St Peter’s is a good 
school; as are a great many others which achieve more modest success in SATs tests. 
Please, the next time you are sitting with friends who start to criticise their or any other 
school because of the ‘poor results’, take a moment to consider what a blunt measure of 
education the SATs tests are.  
 
Best wishes 
 
 
 


