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VALUE ADDED

Value added indicators are entirely different from 
formal academic league tables but they are a very 

subtle indicator of success, argues Anna Selby

Upping 
thE AntE

‘Value Added’ is a 
term that has been a 
buzzword in education 
circles for some years 
now. It is not, though, 

a concept that has gained much ground in 
the wider world where the conventional 
league tables are king and schools are 
graded by their exam results alone. 

Value Added looks at educational 
achievement from an entirely different 
viewpoint. And, once its real significance 
is understood, it might just have the 
power to turn the conventional league 
tables quite literally on their heads.

In the simplest terms, Value Added is 
the difference between the grades a child 
is predicted to gain on joining a school 
and those he or she actually attains at 
GCSE, AS and A level. When the actual 
performance exceeds the predicted one, 
that difference represents the improvement the 
child has made – the value that has been added 
during the intervening school years.

‘Most independent schools,’ explains Philip 
Cottam, Headmaster of Halliford School in 
Shepperton, ‘conduct baseline testing with 
their pupils on entry. This provides data against 
which we can measure not just the improvement 
in performance eventually achieved in public 
exams but development along the way. The 
CAT [Cognitive Ability] Tests used by most 
Independent schools come either from Durham 
University or the National Foundation for 
Educational Research and have three parts: verbal 
reasoning, non-verbal reasoning and quantitative 
reasoning, measuring verbal and numerical 
skills as well as such things as spatial awareness. 
Essentially, they’re an updated version of the old - 

style IQ tests of our youth.
‘The score is then compared to the national 

average of 100 to predict in percentage terms the 
likelihood of a pupil getting 5 GCSE grades at 
A-C or better. For those whose CAT score is 
below 100 that percentage nationally is 25-30%. 
For pupils at Independent schools, the percentage 
always increases to 60%, often far more. A few 
years ago at my own school we had a group 
predicted a 34-45% chance – this turned into 
83% overall. One boy who was predicted a 15% 
chance of 5 GCSEs actually got 6, another with a 
22% chance got 9. For a child who isn’t naturally 
academic or is a late developer, this leg-up is the 
difference between A levels and university and 
leaving school at 16. Personally, I think Value 
Added is the great unsung success story of the 
independent sector.’

Dr Anthony Wallersteiner, Headmaster of 

Stowe finds the CATs indispensable. 
‘They are really useful because Common 
Entrance is an imperfect system and you 
can inflate your score by rote learning and 
regurgitating parrot fashion great chunks 
of material you’ve learned. The CATs 
give you raw data to measure aptitude in 
a range of subjects and we publish the 
results to the heads of department to 
disseminate among the teachers. By the 
end of that first academic year, we’ve got a 
pretty good idea of everyone’s capabilities 
and we can usually push people up two 
grades – so if they get a C grade in CATs, 
we can get them an A. We have a pretty 
comprehensive intake here but we manage 
to take pupils who score below the national 
average up to the As and Bs level.’

So how do Independent schools achieve 
such a dramatic turnaround? Toby Mullins 
is Headmaster of Seaford College, whose 

intake is very broad. ‘Compared to a very selective 
school achieving 90% A*-B at A-level, their worst 
student would be on a level with my best. But 
those worst students we would get the very best 
out of, turning their Bs into As. What we do here 
is simple. We get a lot of kids who at the start 
are feeling rock bottom about academics. They 
might be dyslexic, dyspraxic or just not have been 
very successful at primary level. We pick them up, 
search like hell for what they’re good at and we fête 
that till they feel good about themselves. As soon 
as that happens, the academics pick up, too. In 
another school, that might not happen. They just 
think they’re no good. 

‘We had a classic case of a 10-year-old whose 
Prep school head told me I’d really like him but he 
wouldn’t get any exams because he was so dyslexic. 
I did like him and took him on. We found he had 
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talents both as a musician and a skier – he made 
the GB junior skiing team. We encouraged this 
and you could see him blooming. At 13, GB skiing 
wanted him to take the Lent term off every year 
and we agreed, sending him out with work for 
three years. He got 6 GCSEs first time around and 
good A levels as well. Another young man was so 
dyspraxic he couldn’t pick anything up without 
dropping it and found writing difficult. On testing 
he scored about 72. He ended up with 9 GCSEs, 3 
good A levels and he’s doing politics at university. 
Neither of those kids would 
cause a flicker in the league 
tables because they didn’t get 
A*s – but I’d put money on 
them doing well. In the end, 
character is more important 
than results.’

And this is the paradox. 
The best performing schools 
in the country – in terms of 
their exam results – don’t 
generally shine at VA. This is easily explained. 
Because the top schools have a highly selective 
intake, they start from a very high base. If children 
score 80% at Common Entrance, it’s no big 
surprise if they go on to get plenty of As and A*s. 

This is of course a generalisation and 
many selective schools do add plenty of 
value. King’s School, Wimbledon, for 
instance, one of the best performing 
schools in the country at GCSE and IB, 
was also rated the best VA London school 
last year. But in many very selective 
schools, there simply isn’t the room for 
that much improvement to be made that 
would register in grade terms so it’s a lot 
harder to demonstrate. 

At the moment there is no overall VA 
league table – the Independent Schools 
Association doesn’t have one and the 
Department of Education gives schools 
VA scores on its website but based mostly 

on VA in the Sixth Form and without any inter-
school comparison. And it is indeed something that 
is very hard to quantify, given the different tests 
and ages and public exams it would have to cover. 
That does not, though, dilute its significance. For 
some children it is quite simply the difference 
between swimming and sinking without trace.

‘Anyone who works in an environment like the 
one we have,’ says Keith Budge, Headmaster of 
Bedales, ‘will always feel that amazing things can 
happen with the unlocking of children’s potential. 

For children who are 
straightforwardly academic, 
the traditional system will 
carry them on shining rails. 
But some children have 
unusual profiles – very high 
levels of intelligence but 
slow processing speeds, for 
example. A lot of the most 
extraordinary and creative 
individuals are like that. We 

have a lot of different avenues you can go down 
designed to help children find fulfilment and 
success. Besides more traditional choices, it might 
be aikido or creating something on their own 
initiative – we’ve had students set up magazines 
or online anti-bullying campaigns. They’re 
empowered by the range of opportunities and they 
end up thinking “I can do that” and start feeling 
good about themselves.’

One of the groups likely to show high levels 
of VA is the late developers. Ian Lovat, Director 
of Studies at Ampleforth, says, ‘We take a 
wider range of ability than many of the bigger 
Independent schools and certainly than the big 
urban Independent day schools. We can never, 
therefore, expect our students to attain the blanket 
top A level grades of those schools, although a 
good proportion of our students do so. However, 
in 2009, we were placed in the top 3% of schools 
for Value Added. And this reflects the number of 
students who barely make the entry requirements 
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for the Sixth Form but then go on to attain A 
level grades that are well beyond what might be 
expected. They are often classed as late developers.’ 

Keith Budge agrees. ‘Boys are especially likely 
to be late developers. There is a huge amount 
they have to deal with in adolescence and there 
is a period almost of dormancy – I once heard it 
described as ‘positive brooding’. Something is going 
on but it isn’t necessarily translated into the work 
their teachers want. They bloom later. One of our 
recent leavers told me he’d been turned down by 
various schools who said he’d have real trouble 
coping because he wasn’t academic enough. He 
ended up with a First from Cambridge.’

So what’s the secret? Sue Freestone is Head of 
King’s School Ely. ‘The edge is we have smaller 
classes and pastoral systems that allow the teachers 
to know each child well. You know when they’re 
working hard, when things go wrong at home. You 
know them well enough to see if they’re sparkling 
or gently dimming. They’re nurtured but they’re 
definitely not mollycoddled. We encourage them to 
try things that make them grow in self-awareness 
and courage and this helps them cope with the 
pressure 
of exams. 
We are big 
celebrators 
here and 
achievement 
is recognised 
across the board. We have one girl who is riding 
for the UK in the Quarterhorse Championships, 
for instance. You find the leading passion and 
you reinforce it. It’s all about self-belief. It’s an 

educational journey and 
we make an effort to 
lead the child to a place 
where they can learn. 
It isn’t about complex 
special needs but 
knowing how to get the 
best out the individual.’

Special needs can, 
though, certainly be 
a factor in VA. At 
Portland Place School, 
about 25% of the 
students are registered 
as dyspraxic, dyslexic 
or having ADHD. 
‘We have two support 
teachers,’ says Deputy 
Head Philip Smyth, 
‘and a lot of teachers give extra 
support in small groups or one to 
one. We do CAT tests in years 7, 9 
and 11 and we aim to improve by 
one or two grades at GCSE. We 

have very 
small class 
sizes usually 
around 16, 
but often 
less than 10. 
And we set 

for some subjects, with the weaker 
sets having the smallest class sizes as 
they need the most help. Because we 
know the kids so well, we can give 
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them very sound advice on which subjects to take. 
‘Children have to feel secure and we work 

incredibly hard on our pastoral system. There’s a 
form tutor and Sixth Form mentors for juniors. But 
I’d go further in defining Value Added from just 
the grade rise. Being in central London, we take 
the children to theatres and museums and expose 
them to culture beyond the curriculum. It’s about 
development as a person, too.’

St Bede’s School in Eastbourne is one of the 
highest achieving Value Added schools. ‘For us,’ 
says Headmaster Dr Richard Maloney, ‘it’s the 
single most important factor. We use Durham 
University’s CAT tests and feed that back with 
other data we’ve collected before entry to create 
a huge pool of information that throws back a 
profile and predictors of grades each child is likely 
to get. We’ve created our own system so that 
every member of staff can log in to see potential, 
target grades, particular needs. We can then grade 
and give proactive support – this can be as crude 
as metaphorical kick up the backside or we can 
diagnose a particular need or just move them on a 
bit. We train our teachers very effectively and have 
a joined-up 
approach to 
pupil progress 
and tracking. 
The most 
important 
element in our 
success is to 
have a first class staff committed to excellence and 
the belief that every child can succeed. If the staff 
believe, the children will believe in themselves.

‘It’s very important that learning support is given 
as a normal part of school life – like doing film 
studies. And you always get everyone to aim for the 
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top. If you tell them they’ll succeed, they probably 
will. Tell them they’ll do badly, they’ll do that, too. 
Negativity has a terrible impact.

‘Essentially, all selective schools tell you is how 
good you are at selection. We deliberately have 
a broad range – we want dancers and musicians, 
artists and scientists. We don’t teach to arbitrary 

targets of 
gaining 
X% - it’s 
meaningless. 
Even if the 
rough data 
predicts 
otherwise, if 

you push yourself and get the right support you 
can get As at GCSE. 

‘We offer a wide range of ways to shine. There 
are A levels in the performing arts and five 
different art courses. We offer a BTEC in animal 
management – there are lots of farming families 

round here – and have a PRO chefs’ course. 
There’s not one proper way of doing education.’ 

For parents with children who are not obviously 
academically brilliant or who are complex and 
difficult, that’s a statement that must shine like 
a beacon of hope. Most schools will not reveal a 
child’s individual scores but they will be happy to 
talk about their overall school record on VA.

‘Parents are getting quite savvy,’ says Anthony 
Wallersteiner. ‘They understand the league tables 
are a crude devise for measuring success in a 
school. They don’t tell you about ability, intake 
or what happens during someone’s school life. I 
think parents are increasingly seeing through the 
propaganda and becoming more differentiating, 
choosing schools that are good for their children. 
It should be the question every parent asks before 
making a decision. What is your Value Added 
record in English, science, maths? It tells you the 
improvement relative to the ability of individual 
pupils. And that will tell you a lot.’ n
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