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‘Until now, nobody’s ever actually said straight out how do you 
feel about them’: children’s experiences of the impact of high- 
stakes testing through participatory methods
Joanna Wheldon and Tom Dobson 

York St John University, York, UK

ABSTRACT  
Research into the impact of high-stakes testing is often adult-centric. Using 
participatory methods with 10–11-year olds, this paper demonstrates how 
research with children provides a more nuanced understanding of the 
impacts of high-stakes testing on wellbeing, curriculum and pedagogy. 
This paper also demonstrates how children have an implicit understanding 
of the mechanisms of neoliberalism and how these mechanisms lead to 
competition with peers, which can exclude lower attaining children. We 
recommend further participatory research with children to inform wider 
policy and that schools develop children’s emotional literacy to help them 
to manage peer relations around high-stakes testing.
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Introduction

A global report highlighted that ‘one in seven 10–19-year olds experiences a mental disorder’, with 
‘depression, anxiety and behavioural disorders’ among the leading causes of illness and disability 
(World Health Organization (WHO), 2021). A recent systematic review reported high prevalence of 
anxiety, depression, sleep disorders and suicidal behaviour amongst young people (Hossain et al. 
2022). Against this backdrop, the negative impact of ‘high-stakes’ testing on children’s mental 
health is under scrutiny. Here we define high-stakes tests as tests to which professional and 
public consequences are attached for teachers and schools (Howell 2017). In England, where this 
research takes place, pre-COVID studies (e.g. Hutchings 2015) demonstrate how high-stakes 
testing negatively affected primary and secondary school students’ wellbeing (Hutchings 2015). 
Given this and similar findings from recent research with children across Europe (Högberg and 
Horn 2022), the return to pre-COVID high-stakes testing in many countries could have a detrimental 
effect on the mental health of children.

The return to high-stakes testing could also continue pedagogical and curriculum narrowing (Ber
liner 2011), leading to didactic teaching, the implications of which are explored by the Organisation 
for Economic Development (OECD 2020). In England, pedagogical variation is restricted – a worrying 
finding given the link the OECD (2020) make between pedagogical variation and children’s develop
ment of competencies required by employers. Pedagogical narrowing is shown to particularly affect 
disadvantaged children across the globe (OECD 2020). In England, those with lower attainment and 
special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) are most affected (Hutchings 2015), with SEND chil
dren removed from wider classes for English or maths, resulting in ‘an apartheid system of schooling’ 
(Berliner 2011, 292).
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Conceptualising high-stakes testing as a mechanism of neoliberalism, this paper includes an 
analysis of research literature from the advent of increased high-stakes testing (2000 onwards) 
into the impacts of high-stakes testing. We focus on the extent to which this research is adult- 
centric with children’s experiences often marginalised. Underpinned by a belief that the promotion 
of the voices of children in research is vital to understanding children’s lived experiences (Punch 
2002), we use participatory methods with children to explore how Year 6 children (10- and 11- 
year olds) in their final year of an English primary school perceive the impact of high-stakes 
testing. Our analysis of this data provides nuanced insights, which have implications for research, 
policy makers, school leaders and teachers.

Literature review

Neoliberalism and education

Neoliberalism positions educational institutions within a ‘free market’ economy, where resources are 
allocated to institutions delivering the best outcomes (Tett and Hamilton 2021, 1). Whilst definitions 
of neoliberalism vary and are contested, we are interested in how neoliberalism is operationalised in 
education and align with Ball’s (2016) view that education reforms are driven by three interrelated 
mechanisms: market, management and performance. In England, 40% of primary schools and 80% of 
secondary schools operate as businesses through academisation (GOV.UK 2023), with competition 
and choice used as levers for improvement and governing bodies replaced by Boards of Directors 
and Chief Executive Officers. Ball (2016) describes this as ‘reculturing’, with less democratic forms 
of management and an education system driven by performance. Management is driven by perfor
mativity – ‘a regime of accountability that employs judgements, comparisons and displays as means 
of control, attrition and change’ (Ball 2013, 57). High-stakes testing is part of this mechanism and its 
global operation manifests in comparisons of student outcomes through the OECD’s Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA). Successive British governments have argued that the 
raising of standards through improvement in PISA rankings is imperative to compete in a global 
economy (from Department of Education and Science (DES) 1985 to DfE 2016).

Since 1991, performativity in England has been measured through national curriculum testing, 
known as SATs – a high-stakes approach to testing with each school’s results categorised, ranked 
and made public (Au 2007). Initially SATs were taken in primary and secondary schools, but in 
2008 SATs in secondary schools were abolished following concerns about ‘pervasive anxiety’ in chil
dren (Curtis 2008). In primary schools, SATs were maintained, with the political discourse extolling 
their success in monitoring and raising standards (DfE 2016). However concerns have been continu
ally raised about the perfunctory acceptance of SATs data by government ministers and the accuracy 
of such data as a reflection of improvement in standards (Linn 2000; Wyse, McCreery, and Torrance 
2008).

Narrowing the curriculum, narrowing pedagogies: the impact on children’s learning

Since 2000, research with adult stakeholders (parents, teachers, head teachers) has emphasised the 
negative impact of high-stakes tests on a broad and balanced curriculum. This criticism is not unique 
to England, but prevalent in the USA and Australia (Berliner 2011; Minarechová 2012) and non-Anglo 
spheric countries (Safa and Sheykholmoluki 2023), with a consensus that the focus on summative 
assessment has diverted schools’ attention onto core subjects (English and maths) to the detriment 
of the broader curriculum (Berliner 2011; House of Commons Education Committee 2017; Madaus 
and Russell 2011). This has been intensified by the growth of test-based accountability systems 
intended to improve educational standards (Lane 2020).

One study that also elicited children’s perspectives alongside adult perspectives found a similar 
picture (Hutchings 2015). English primary school teachers reported an increase in time spent on core 
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subjects and children expressed a desire for more time on other subjects more useful for their futures 
(Hutchings 2015). One study from China that exclusively captured children’s perspectives using focus 
group discussions, offers further insight (Cho and Chan 2020). Whilst the children in this study felt 
that certain subjects were more important for their future, they expressed frustration when 
‘major’ (core) subject time spills over into ‘non-major’ (wider) curriculum subject time and recess. 
They saw this encroachment as detrimental to their mental health.

Research with adults suggests that curriculum narrowing creates educational inequalities for at- 
risk groups, including SEND and those with lower attainment (Ritt 2016). These groups are often 
withdrawn from classes and denied equal access to a breadth of curriculum compared to their 
peers (Berliner 2011). Research using the participatory methodology of longitudinal life history 
with lower attaining pupils provides key insight into the nature of this problem (Hargreaves, 
Quick, and Buchanan 2023). Teachers’ focus on core subjects and performance blinded them to 
the ‘passion’ and ‘knowledge’ lower attaining children had for subjects like art, French, PE and com
puting – a blindness felt by the children themselves as increasingly ‘constraining’ (Hargreaves, Quick, 
and Buchanan 2023, 550).

Research with adults reveals that high-stakes testing has led to a concomitant narrowing of ped
agogical breadth and creativity in favour of teaching to the test, repeated testing and instructional 
teaching (Au 2007; Polesel, Rice, and Dulfer 2014; Troman 2008). Research capturing both teachers’ 
and children’s experiences of pedagogy in a primary classroom illustrates how both parties under
stood the pedagogy of high-stakes testing as about children achieving the ‘right’ outcome (Hall et al. 
2004) and how the development of skills, metacognition, problem-solving and collaboration were 
sidelined (Hutchings 2015). One study from Australia capturing children’s perspectives through 
interviews found that children identified highly nuanced and specific changes that impacted their 
lived experience of school (Cranley et al. 2022). For example, changes to the physical layout of class
rooms in preparation for tests, such as moving desks into rows, lessened enjoyment of lessons, 
causing anxiety for some and boredom for others, with learning ‘less fun’ due to increased use of 
teacher questioning for assessment purposes (Cranley et al. 2022, 1318).

Divided perspectives: impact of high-stakes testing on children’s wellbeing

Most research into the impact of high-stakes testing on children’s wellbeing is also adult-centric and 
focuses on negative impacts. This includes research which examines how high-stakes testing nega
tively affects children’s confidence and motivation (Amrein and Berliner 2003; Black et al. 2002) and 
demonstrates the consequences of demotivation, disruptive behaviour, which has a detrimental 
effect on children’s learning (Connor 2001). From the perspective of teachers in England, high- 
stakes testing impacts negatively upon children’s mental health, with children experiencing ‘physical 
sickness … tearfulness, interrupted sleep patterns … a loss of appetite, and over-revising’ (Connor 
2001, 106) – a narrative evident in interviews with primary school headteachers in England (Bradbury 
2019). Teachers also felt their professional relationships with children shifted from a holistic 
approach to a more formal, objective-orientated approach in which the focus is attainment and 
results (Jeffrey 2002).

Some adult-centric research on the impacts of high-stakes testing on children’s mental health 
takes a more nuanced view, highlighting how groups of children may be more positively or nega
tively affected. Webb (2006) and Beck et al. (2023) find that high-stakes testing motivates high attain
ing children towards performance goals, with those who fail demotivated. Tymms and Merrell (2007) 
and Jerrim (2021) conceptualise test-related stress, anxiety and self-esteem as bimodal: pressure 
becomes a challenge, leading to pride and achievement, or a threat, leading to anxiety. Similar 
research with adults highlights how high-stakes testing has the most negative impact on the self- 
esteem of lower attaining pupils (Beck et al. 2023; Webb 2006). Conversely, for motivated children, 
research in the USA (Clarke et al. 2003) found teachers reporting improved relationships due to an 
increase in quality of teaching due to high-stakes testing.
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Research that includes children’s and adults’ perspectives provides further insight into the specific 
nature of these impacts. For example, children feel ‘upset’, ‘guilty’, ‘ashamed’, ‘embarrassed’, ‘shaky’ 
and ‘doubtful’ (McNess et al. 2001, 12), with widespread ‘stress-related conditions’ in children 
ranging from ‘crying’ to ‘depression’ and ‘self-harm’ (Hutchings 2015, 59). As well as providing a 
more nuanced understanding, research involving children’s perspectives illuminates why they 
experience these feelings. In England, Ofqual’s (the Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regu
lation) study concluded ‘text anxiety’ is caused by a ‘disparity’ between the child’s belief of what they 
can achieve and expectations of performance (Howard 2020, 40). This disparity can be both caused 
by intra- and interpersonal factors as ‘beliefs can be set by the students, but can also be influenced 
by parents, peers and teachers’ (Howard 2020, 40). Longitudinal research by Connors et al. (2009, 9) 
captures ‘a distinct temporal dimension’ to SATs-related anxiety, occurring at different times for indi
vidual children and lasting for a variety of durations.

For high attaining children, child-centric research shows high-stakes testing can be motivating, 
resulting in ‘the production of amenable pupil identities’ (Hall et al. 2004, 806). Conversely, similar 
research identifies the negative impacts high-stakes testing has on disadvantaged student groups, 
including those from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, with Special Educational Needs and Dis
abilities (SEND) and whose attainment is low (Hall et al. 2004; Howard 2020; Hutchings 2015; McNess 
et al. 2001; Putwain et al. 2012). Accordingly, high-stakes testing has been shown to have the most 
negative impact on the self-esteem of lower attaining pupils (Howard 2020). Harlen and Deakin Crick 
(2002) found strong evidence that after the introduction of SATs in England, low attaining pupils had 
lower self-esteem than high attaining pupils. This is problematic as children form negative percep
tions of their capabilities, which carry on into secondary schooling and beyond (Hutchings 2015).

A few studies focussed solely on lived experiences of children in relation to the impacts of high- 
stakes testing on their wellbeing, although only one (Cho and Chan 2020) took a more participatory 
approach. In terms of differences between student groups, whilst research with children reported 
children feeling positive and motivated when they achieved well in tests and demotivated when 
they did not, interviews with primary school children in England demonstrated that a causal relation
ship between motivation and failure is not simple as ‘failure creates dislike, rationalised as lack of 
interest, which accounts for lack of effort’ (Pollard et al. 2000, 145). From the same data, high attain
ing children feel increasingly confident and motivated; low attaining, vulnerable learners or those 
with SEND become disengaged with testing, reluctant to go to school during the test period 
(Pollard et al. 2000). This complexity is furthered in the research of Murphy et al. (2013) where inter
views with children show how they can simultaneously hold seemingly contradictory positions, 
acknowledging the negative impacts upon their wellbeing whilst having positive attitudes 
towards science and its assessment. Cho and Chan’s (2020) analysis of children’s discussions explores 
how relations can be supportive and corrosive in terms of wellbeing, peers providing comfort and 
competition for children and families either placating or compounding stress through conflict.

Research questions

Our review demonstrates that research into the impacts of high-stakes testing on children is often 
adult-centric. Where researchers seek to capture children’s voices using participatory methods – Cho 
and Chan’s (2020) use of focus group discussion (2020) and Hargreaves, Quick, and Buchanan’s 
(2023) use of life history – a more nuanced and sophisticated understanding of the impacts of 
high-stakes testing is afforded. This is because participatory research holds the potential to 
amplify children’s voices, affording a deeper understanding of the impacts of high-stakes testing.

Accordingly, we have two research questions: 

1. How do 10- and 11-year-old children experience the impacts of high-stakes testing?
2. How might the use of participatory methods with children deepen our understanding of how 

children experience high-stakes testing?
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Methodology

A participatory approach

Wheldon sought to involve children as participants to understand their experiences and perceptions 
of high-stakes testing. Based on the idea that children ‘hold deep knowledge about their lives and 
experiences’ (Torre 2009, 111), participatory methods were used to place ‘students at the centre of 
the process, viewing them as active participants rather than as subjects that will give us information’ 
(Messiou 2012, 29). To illuminate the extent to which children were active participants, we draw 
upon Mayne, Howitt, and Rennie’s (2018) Accountability Framework (AF). The AF consists of three 
interrelated domains: research valuing the ‘rights’ of children; the ‘power’ relations between 
researchers and children; and the ‘culture’ established by the researchers. In assessing this project 
design against the AF, our research accords with Article 12 of the United Nations Convention of 
the Rights of the Child (UN 1989). In terms of ‘rights’, the methods used mean the children are 
‘social actors’ in the research rather than ‘objects’ or ‘subjects’. The children fall short of being ‘co- 
researchers’, however, because the research questions were decided by Wheldon. In terms of 
‘power’, this is research ‘with’ children rather than ‘on’ children. In line with the point above 
about co-researchers, the research falls short of being ‘by’ children. In terms of ‘culture’, the 
project is ‘respectful’ in promoting participation through inclusive methods.

Ethics

The research was conducted in line with the ethical principles set out by the British Educational 
Research Association (BERA 2024) and received institutional ethical clearance. This included: gate
keeper informed consent; parent and carer informed consent; and children’s assent. In line with 
our participatory approach, assent was negotiated throughout the project through an ‘interactive 
narrative approach’ (Mayne, Howitt, and Rennie 2016, 8). When working with children, this approach 
improves the quality of informing as well as the quality of the participation of the children. This 
helped to create a respectful research culture and improved the quality of the research.

Context and participant selection

The research took place in a Roman Catholic primary school in North Yorkshire with below average 
numbers of SEND pupils and a slightly higher than average socio-economic intake. Wheldon  was 
employed at the school, had taught the children previously, and was familiar to the setting and par
ticipants. At the time of data collection, 15 Year 6 children were in a mixed Year 5/6 class. Twelve met 
the criteria to take part in the research (i.e. would be sitting SATs). In consultation with the class 
teacher, it was decided that there were no individuals who were distinctively vulnerable to harm. 
Pseudonyms were assigned to ensure anonymity (see Table 1).

Table 1.  Participant information.

Participant name Gender Prior academic attainment

Ben Male Middle attaining
Celia Female High attaining
Emmy Female Middle attaining
Harriet Female Middle attaining
Jake Male Middle attaining
Jasmine Female Middle attaining
Jasper Male Low attaining
Pippa Female Middle attaining
Sally Female High attaining
Stella Female High attaining
Vicky Female Low attaining – (SEND)
Zena Female High attaining
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Data generation

Participants were randomly organised into two focus groups and data generation took place during 
two, 1-hour sessions – one before and one after SATs in May. Focus groups were used to explore how 
participants felt about a particular issue (Bell and Waters 2018; Bryman 2008). Focus groups were 
expedient  with an interactive, dialogic approach, respecting children’s experience and their contex
tualised understanding of the issue (Mayne, Howitt, and Rennie 2018). A range of participatory 
methods were used within the focus groups to include all children as outlined in Table 2.

The sessions were audio and video recorded and subsequently transcribed. The audio recordings 
of the focus group sessions contained ambiguities, overlapping conversations or inarticulate 
responses which could be clarified by seeing who had spoken, or by lip reading what was said. 
The video recordings were particularly useful for gathering ‘non-verbal and verbal data’ (McLafferty 
2004, 191) and supported the writing of field notes after each session. Data in the form of images and 
words from the artefacts themselves were also analysed.

Body mapping: Children drew outlines of their bodies onto large pieces of paper and mapped 
their positive thoughts and feelings about SATs onto one half and their negative ones onto the 
other. Body mapping was used as the principal method of data collection in the first session as it 
suited the research question and supported our participatory design (O’Kane 2017) by offering par
ticipants a ‘different way into’ the research question (Gauntlett and Holzwarth 2006, 84). The creation 
of their body maps enabled children to participate individually and creatively: different parts of the 
body could be used as prompts to explore their individual feelings and experiences, acknowledging 
their ‘multiple layers of understanding’ (Mayne, Howitt, and Rennie 2018, 5). At the beginning of the 
second focus group session, the children were invited to revisit their body maps and re-engage with 
the research question and their previous responses.

SATs pressure chart: Children indicated sources of SATs pressure on a chart, placing stars against 
groups of people who were seen as a cause of pressure: ‘Myself’; ‘My peers’; ‘Parents’; ‘Brothers and 
sisters’; ‘Teachers’. The children understood that the categories on the chart were taken from wider 
research findings into sources of pressure on children due to high-stakes testing, and that their 
responses would be situated within the wider context. This aligns with the AF by supporting chil
dren’s rights and agency in research.

Timelines: To elicit data relating to the temporal nature of SATs, children created timelines of their 
‘journey’, identifying significant events, both positive and negative, and adding information about 
what helped them. Minimal constraints were placed in order to maximise engagement and partici
pation and to give agency and control to participants, allowing them to organise individual narra
tives. The artefacts were varied, rich in metaphor and individually creative. For example, some 
children chose to use emoticons – a language with which they were comfortable and familiar – 
to represent their varied feelings throughout the SATs journey.

Data analysis

Initially, a broad-brush approach to coding was taken using NVivo software, with emerging cat
egories ‘close’ to the data (Charmaz 2006; Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2018). The body maps 
and timelines proved a rich source of data, particularly for quieter children. Elements of Visual Dis
course Analysis (VDA) (Albert 2009) were applied at various points during data analysis, taking a 
semiotic approach to the relationship between signs and symbols and their spoken or written 

Table 2.  Participatory methods used in focus groups.

Focus group session 1 (before SATs) Focus group session 2 (after SATs)

Body mapping Body maps revisited
SATs pressure chart
Timelines
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language. This technique was particularly fruitful during the analysis of timeline transcripts in con
junction with related artefacts. The vectors that children drew carried meaning (Albert 2009) and 
many children chose to draw the line as a representation of the highs and lows in their narrative. 
Similarly, children drew sharks and whales lurking near the seabed during SATs. The bottom half 
of a picture often ‘feels more threatened, heavier, sadder and constrained’ (Albert 2009, 11). Detailed 
memos were written on each theme to document, reflect on and analyse the patterns that were 
emerging and ‘build a foundation for theory development’ (Saldana 2013, 252).

Due to the large amount of data and codes, it was decided to focus on those which were the most 
frequent, relevant to the research questions and to the literature. In this way, ‘significant’ categories 
were identified and aggregated into broad themes, with ‘peripheral’ categories put aside. Through
out the coding process, patterns were identified in relation to similarity, difference, frequency, 
sequence, correspondence, and causation (Saldana 2013, 6–7). Six broad themes emerged from 
the initial coding process: 

1. Curriculum and pedagogy
2. Anxiety, stress and pressure
3. Motivation and equity
4. Self-esteem and identity
5. Relationships
6. Importance and purpose of SATs.

The final stages of analysis involved stepping back and revisiting the data sources to ensure that 
the coding and analytical process had comprehensively addressed the research questions and had 
been ‘rigorously ethical’ (Saldana 2013). This stage involved positioning the findings in relation to 
existing research and the wider theoretical frame of neoliberalism. This meant taking time to 
reflect on the data and their emergent patterns and themes, analysing them against the existing 
research field. Accordingly, the six original themes were reduced to four. The original theme relating 
to ‘Self-esteem and identity’ overlapped with the themes ‘Relationships’ and ‘Anxiety stress and 
pressure’ and we merged these themes. Similarly, ‘The importance and purpose of SATs’ was 
merged with ‘Curriculum and pedagogy’, and ‘Motivation and equity’ took on a more critical dimen
sion by focussing on lower achieving pupils. Our final four themes are discussed below.

Discussion and findings

‘Practice papers every day!’ Curriculum and pedagogical narrowing due to high-stakes 
testing

A clear theme was the reductive effect of SATs preparation on the content and timetabling of the 
curriculum. Children described the suspension of usual lessons due to increased test practice. 
Pippa, for example, explained how, ‘Before we used to do lessons and things like that … and we 
used to have fun. We used to do PE. But we never really did that when we had SATs it was literally 
every day, test test test’; Harriet testified, ‘We haven’t done an art lesson, I think, since … Christmas’. 
Some children felt that SATs preparation had begun as soon as they entered Year 6 whilst all children 
identified curriculum narrowing from the beginning of the second term. There was evidence that this 
increased sharply as SATs approached: Zena reported, ‘[after] February half term we start doing tests 
every day and get loads of homework’; Vicky commented, ‘The week before SATs … we are [practis
ing] like there is no tomorrow’; Sally summarised, ‘Practice papers. Every day!’ Evidence from time
lines indicated there was a return to ‘normal’ after SATs week, although children described a post- 
SATs curriculum that was different again, dominated by activities there had not been time for such as 
cycle training, end of year performance and a residential. These findings mirror the international 
context of curricula distortion towards a narrow set of academic subjects deemed to be the most 
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important in high-stakes regimes (Berliner 2011; Cho and Chan 2020; Safa and Sheykholmoluki 2023) 
– a consequence of the neoliberal performance mechanism described by Ball (2016). The children 
were clear and unequivocal about the effect on them of the cessation of curriculum breadth 
during the weeks and months leading up to Year 6 SATs.

Data generated from the focus group added nuance to adult-centric research, which suggests an 
increase of teacher directed pedagogy in response to high-stakes testing (Au 2007; Berliner 2011). 
The children certainly perceived that SATs preparation impacted negatively on learning. Harriet 
expressed, ‘I want to do more practical work but … we’re too busy about SATs and we don’t get 
to do much hands-on practical work and things’. Children reflected critically on their pedagogical 
experiences; revealing a distinct and sophisticated understanding. Zena clearly discerned the gap 
in learning potential between ‘normal’ and ‘practice’ lessons: ‘It’s changed the way we learn. 
Instead of lessons we do tests’. Ben’s perspective adds further insight: ‘Mostly in Year 6 you don’t 
learn ‘cause you’ve already done it all … you’re kind of enforcing’. Children commented that over 
time they had become accustomed to this new ‘rote’ learning. As Stella pointed out, ‘We’ve kind 
of got used to it now because we do it week in week out, but when it first happened it felt so 
different’. This dichotomy of compliance and criticality adds further insight to Hall et al.’s notion 
of children’s ‘amenable identities’ (2004, 806).

Data from body maps revealed positive perceptions of aspects of SATs preparation on learning. 
Ben annotated his body map brain with, ‘I think faster now’ and Vicky claimed, ‘It help [me] to con
centrate’. Emmy commented on her increased knowledge, although her concept of ‘knowledge’ 
appeared limited to an increase in test scores: ‘I know that my knowledge is getting bigger …  
from the beginning of autumn I’ve improved by quite a lot and every week I can see my scores 
getting higher and that’s the thing that makes me happy’. Jake reported an increase in his knowl
edge whilst also recognising the distinctive dimension of this as ‘test’ knowledge: ‘It’s like, really 
helped my … knowledge. I don’t think we’d have learned all these things that maybe aren’t necess
ary but we have to learn in the SATs’. In keeping with Hall et al. (2004), pedagogy appeared to be 
largely limited to teacher-transmitted knowledge with few opportunities for creative learning or con
struction of meaning through varied pedagogies. Stella’s response illustrates that even a lesson on 
‘problem-solving’ was focused primarily on passing tests: ‘Mr G has made a club for … problem 
solving … ’cause like problem solving’s normally the two markers so to make us get the extra two 
marks’.

Pupils’ experience of anxiety and stress: a complex phenomenon

A complex picture emerged of children’s individual experience of anxiety, adding to the argument 
that test anxiety is a multidimensional construct (Jerrim 2021; Putwain et al. 2012). Anxiety about 
SATs was a dominant theme across the data generated in focus groups with all children reporting 
some degree of anxiety, feeling ‘nervous’, ‘stressed’, ‘scared’ or ‘worried’. However, whilst some chil
dren expressed high levels of anxiety, others appeared unaffected: Jake for example, asserted, ‘I 
wanna pass them but I’m not really bothered … it hasn’t really changed the way I act’. Children 
reported physical symptoms: butterflies were a common theme on the children’s body maps, as 
were chewed nails and sleeves. They also described sweating, dizziness, tiredness, lack of focus, 
feeling sick and upset, being restless, having a ‘quicker pace’ and fidgeting more. Data collected indi
cated there was a temporal dimension to anxiety; on timelines, many children drew a dip in the line 
or supplemented their written comments with sad or straight-faced emoticons to represent anxiety 
or pressure as SATs approached and in SATs week itself. In line with research by Connors et al. (2009), 
there was significant variation amongst the children as to when they began to experience anxious 
feelings. Sally noted, ‘Brief worrying on SATs [at the start of Year 6] as Mr G had already started 
talking about them’. Stella’s experience was, ‘Just kind of the whole build up kind of makes you 
scared’. For Harriet, the process started in Year 5 when she began ‘thinking about SATs next year’. 
Observation data revealed a distinct difference in the children’s general demeanour in the focus 
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groups taking place after SATs; they were more relaxed, livelier and there was a palpable sense of 
‘release’. This was also represented on timelines with an upward trajectory, steep spikes pointing 
upwards, positive emoticons and by using different colours for ‘before’ and ‘after’ SATs. After 
SATs, Jake described, ‘Chilling out and waiting for our results (happy face)’ and Emmy described 
the difference as, ‘I feel like I’ve changed like a hundred percent …  I think it’s just the fact that actu
ally SATs are over now’.

According to Wigfield and Eccles (1989, 161), emotionality, i.e. ‘the more physiological/affective 
part of anxiety’, is less harmful than worry, i.e. ‘the cognitive component of anxiety’. Similarly, in 
our research there were fewer than half as many references to ‘stress’ and ‘worry’ across the data 
than references to ‘feeling nervous’, suggesting children’s feelings of anxiety may have been 
more aligned with emotionality rather than worry. This could be interpreted as a ‘healthy’ or 
‘normal’ response to SATs rather than a chronic, damaging cognitive reaction. However, other chil
dren did experience more pernicious effects of worry and stress, such as those described above. This 
is in tension with large scale, adult-centric research (Jerrim 2021), which suggests there is scant evi
dence to support a direct correlation between high-stakes tests and children’s ‘socio-emotional 
outcomes’.

Furthermore, there was evidence of a bimodal conceptualisation of the impact of high-stakes 
tests, with qualitative data offering nuanced insight into the complexities of how individual chil
dren experience test-related anxiety. Several children described simultaneous feelings of 
‘nerves’ and ‘excitement’ and for some, experiencing ‘butterflies’ was negative and positive. 
The data also offered further nuances into how individual children’s innate beliefs about them
selves might affect their experience of test anxiety. Jasmine, who was very anxious about SATs, 
appeared to demonstrate a fixed view of her ability, ‘It can boost confidence if your scores get 
better, but then if it goes down you could lose your confidence and think well I’m going to fail 
my SATs so I might as well not try’; whereas Jasper was more optimistic about improvements, ‘1 
week until the SATs (smiley face on timeline) not really that nervous because I been doing 
better’.

‘It can make you depressed if your friends get higher’; high-stakes testing shaping 
relationships with peers

A key reason identified by most of the children for high-stakes testing impacting negatively upon 
their mental health and wellbeing was the pressure they felt from peers and how competition result
ing from high-stakes testing shaped peer relationships. In terms of pressure, this was evident in the 
chart, with the majority of children indicating they felt pressure at some point during the build-up to 
SATs, ‘my peers’ accounting for 50% of the overall causes (‘my peers’ = 46 stars; ‘myself’ = 18 stars; 
‘siblings’ = 14 stars; ‘teachers’ = 8 stars; ‘parents’ = 7 stars). This emphasis on peers causing pressure 
is different from research involving adults, which tends to identify teachers and parents as the 
primary sources (Hall et al. 2004; Jeffrey 2002). Whilst anxiety has been attributed to relational 
causes in adult-centric research, including parents, teachers and peers (Howard 2020), how peer 
relationships are shaped by high-stakes testing has not been explored in detail.

Children in this study talked about pressure from their peers, predominantly in the form of com
petitive culture. Zena spoke of how she would compare her results with peers and how this would 
make her feel when the comparison was negative: ‘It made a difference what everyone else got to 
how you thought you did. I think there was a bit of pressure … you don’t want to feel that you’re the 
odd one out if you do horribly and the rest do amazing’. For Emmy, the competition with peers had 
an affective dimension: ‘When I get a good score my friends get even better and it can sometimes 
make me upset … Sometimes, like, I’m not as good as them so I can’t be up there’. This affective 
dimension that was more strongly felt by Jasmine: ‘[It] can make you upset or depressed if your 
friends get higher’. The most extreme response came from Harriet, for whom the negative effects 
of competition were so great she changed her friendship group: ‘Sometimes … at break times I 
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try to play with new people that … are maybe younger than me so that I have someone else that …  
doesn’t know about SATs yet so that they won’t keep on bringing it up and things’.

These negative effects can be seen as symptomatic of neoliberalism’s mechanism of performance 
(Ball 2016) – ‘a regime of accountability that employs judgements [and] comparisons’ (Ball 2013, 57). 
What is unusual is that the negative impacts of neoliberalism on education typically focus on tea
chers rather than children (Ball 2013). This insight into the ways in which high-stakes testing as a 
mechanism of performance impacts upon children indicates the reach of neoliberalism and its wor
rying impact on children’s mental health, wellbeing and relationships.

In line with the discussion of theme 2 above, the effects of competition presented as bimodal 
(Putwain et al. 2012), with some children feeling the positive benefits of competition as motivation 
for improvement. Jake claimed, ‘I wanted to beat my friends but then I always wanted them to, like, 
get a good score’. Bimodal effects of competition with peers occurred within individual children at 
different points in time. Emmy, who had spoken of being ‘upset’ because of gaining a lower score 
than her friends, later felt, ‘That bit of competitiveness gives you adrenalin … because you want 
to do well. So you try and work harder’. She felt that when her results compared favourably with 
her friends, this had a positive effect on her self-esteem: ‘Can I just say Celia and Zena are very 
clever and when you beat them you feel good’.

As well as competition being divisive and negatively felt and holding the potential to be motiv
ating and positively felt, some children indicated that high-stakes testing brought them closer, pro
viding a shared sense of identity as they experienced the tests together. For Sally this meant, ‘You’re 
going through the SATs together. It’s not like you’re doing them by yourself’. Vicky used the personal 
pronoun ‘we’ to indicate a collective endeavour: ‘SATs are over. We survived it. We got it [done]’. This 
complex picture of relationships, with friends being damaged and strengthened by high-stakes 
testing, is also identified in Cho and Chan’s (2020) focus group with children, where children ident
ified how their friends provided comfort and competition throughout the test period.

An apartheid system of schooling? The damaging effects of high-stakes testing upon 
lower achieving children

Whilst theme 3 adds to the under-researched area of the impact of high-stakes testing on peer 
relationships in schools, there is already strong evidence from more adult-centric research and 
research involving children that high-stakes testing negatively impacts upon lower attaining chil
dren (Beck et al. 2023; Harlen and Deakin Crick 2002; Howard 2020; Hutchings 2015; Webb 2006). 
Despite there only being two lower achieving children in our study, our analysis evidences a 
complex picture in terms of the effects of high-stakes testing on these children. In relation to 
anxiety, no clear pattern was evident between achievement and anxiety, although most (but not 
all) children who said they felt excited by the tests were higher attainers. Visual analysis of the chil
dren’s timelines also revealed an arbitrary picture. Sally, who was one of the highest attaining chil
dren but one of the most anxious, drew a timeline with a steep downward trajectory during SATs, 
plunging to the bottom of the sea where a killer whale and a shark with sharp teeth in an open 
mouth lurked, indicating threat and oppression. Jasper, the lowest attaining boy in the group, did 
‘get butterflies sometimes in my stomach ‘cause I feel nervous’ but he also drew a straight arrow 
timeline with only one reference to feeling nervous during the SATs build-up, accompanied by a 
straight-face emoticon. Vicky, the lowest attaining girl, said, ‘Sometimes I hear good things about 
SATs but sometimes bad and that makes me worried’.

Closer analysis offers an explanation for Jasper and Vicky’s perspectives. It has long been argued 
that any attempt to identify patterns between test anxiety and children’s ability needs to consider 
children’s inner beliefs about whether they feel their ability is fixed or mutable (Wigfield and 
Eccles 1989). Some higher achieving children, like Jasmine, were very anxious about SATs and 
appeared to demonstrate a fixed view of their ability. Vicky, on the other hand, spoke of personal 
growth, ‘something about the good is … I can see me getting better and better each day’. Similarly, 
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Jasper’s timeline was a narrative of growth: ‘1 week until the SATs (smiley face) not really that 
nervous because I been doing better’. In line with having a growth mindset, Jasper reflected 
upon his resilience when he found the tests difficult: ‘Whenever I know I’ve tried my hardest I 
always feel really proud of myself that … I didn’t give up on questions’.

From a social perspective, observations at the start and end of the focus group suggested that 
Vicky, the lowest attaining girl and the only SEND child, separated herself from the rest of the 
class in lessons by working at her own table. Despite attesting to feeling part of a collective in think
ing about a shared experience of the tests, an argument could be made that disparity in attainment 
between herself and peers fostered social separation in Vicky, which in turn led her to distance 
herself physically from the group when they were discussing the impact of the tests. This is 
reflected in Vicky drawing a perfect ‘poop’ emoticon on her timeline, accompanied by the unam
biguous statement: ‘I think that sats are rubbish’! Vicky’s embodied experienced of high-stakes 
testing supports the research which suggests high-stakes testing promotes an ‘apartheid system 
of schooling’ (Berliner 2011, 292).

Conclusion

Our participatory approach to research into children’s experiences of high-stakes testing offers new 
insights in comparison to previous, adult-centric research. Analysis of the data generated shows 
how the impact of high-stakes testing on curriculum, pedagogy and wellbeing is experienced 
and understood by children. In a profound way, the children in this study understood the neolib
eral mechanisms of management and performance (Ball 2016): how these mechanisms directly nar
rowed the curriculum at specific moments in time; how this affected pedagogy, with more 
transmissive approaches taken; and how this affected their own mental health, especially in 
relation to the temporal nature of the anxiety they experienced. The effects of neoliberalism in 
relation to the third mechanism, the free market, are often conceptualised in terms of competition 
between school and teachers (Ball 2013). Our research identifies a potentially more worrying devel
opment – how children become competitive with peers and how this shapes and damages 
relationships. Whilst our research project is small in terms of sample and short in terms of time- 
frame, children holding fixed mindsets appear to be vulnerable to competition with their peers 
in the context of high-stakes testing. There is also some evidence to suggest that lower attaining 
children, including those with SEND, are most vulnerable to this dynamic, as they become socially 
excluded.

These new insights gained by involving children in research into high-stakes testing using parti
cipatory methods lead us to making three key recommendations. First, in the context of a mental 
health crisis (WHO 2021), as well as a need for pedagogical variation to develop children’s skills 
and competencies (OECD 2020), more participatory research into the impacts of high-stakes 
testing with children will be invaluable. Second, policy makers taking heed of this research with chil
dren should consider reform of both curricular and testing to foster children’s development of skills 
and competencies and positive wellbeing. And third, as long as high-stakes testing remains in 
primary schools, school leaders and teachers should draw upon their children’s implicit understand
ing of neoliberal mechanisms to engage in open and explicit discussions about high-stakes testing. 
By doing so, children’s emotional literacy will be developed in such a way as to enable them to navi
gate the negative effects of competition with their peers, confront any tendencies towards fixed 
mindsets, and mitigate the potential social isolation of lower attaining children.
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