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Introduction
I was very pleased when Rising Stars asked me again to produce this Implications for Teaching and Learning: Reading 
report, for the 2017 Key Stage 2 national test papers. This report outlines those areas that were identified as being 
problematic, and makes suggestions for helping pupils to address these difficulties. It also highlights some important 
test techniques and next steps for preparing pupils for the 2018 reading test papers. This summary should be used in 
conjunction with teachers’ and schools’ own analysis of pupils’ performance in the national tests and knowledge of the 
teaching that had prepared pupils for them.

Shareen Mayers

Teaching Suggestions 
1. Teachers must explicitly teach new vocabulary. The KS2 spelling rules are a good starting point and can 

help with the pitch of words.

2. Teachers must teach reading skills such as skimming and scanning. Most of the paper required pupils to 
find evidence quickly and at speed.

3. Pupils need to answer questions using evidence from the text. Interestingly, 44% of the questions were 
focused on inference this year.

4. Pupils must be clear on how to answer the 3-mark questions. The question stems clearly stated that 
they needed to find two points, using some evidence from the text.

5. Teachers should use practice papers that are in the style of the 2017 test. 

The 2017 National Reading Test Paper

In the new-style 2017 reading test paper, the text and questions were in order of difficulty. The test paper was 
divided into three separate un-themed texts in one booklet. As heavily emphasised by the Standards and Testing 
Agency, there was a real focus on fiction with two fiction texts and one non-fiction text. The first text, Gaby to the 
Rescue, was about a young character called Gaby who tries to rescue a Siamese cat stuck in a tree. The second 
text, Swimming the English Channel, was a non-fiction piece about swimming from England to Calais in France. 
Many pupils expressed that they enjoyed this second text which featured the famous author and comedian David 
Walliams. The final text, An Encounter at Sea, was about a young fisherman called Michael who takes out his boat 
for a day of fishing. There were two 3-mark questions that required extended response answers at the end of the 
reading test paper, unlike 2016 where these appeared in the middle of the test paper. Most pupils were unable 
to obtain 3-marks for the extended questions, with 25% answering the first 3-mark question correctly and 46% 
answering the second 3-mark question correctly. 

Raw Scores and Scaled Scores Explained

A scaled score of 100 represents the expected standard at the end of Key Stage 2. Each year the raw score on the test 
could change, but the scaled score remains the same at 100. The reading test paper was out of a total of 50 marks.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

• In 2017, 71% of pupils met the new expected standard in reading (provisional data). 
• In 2017, 25% of pupils achieved a high scaled score in reading (provisional data).
• Many teachers commented that the 2017 test paper was more accessible than the 2016 test paper. However, the 

raw score then increased by 5 marks to compensate for this.

2017
Standard Raw score on the test Scaled score 
Not reached the expected standard 3-25 80-99
Expected standard 26-38 100-109
High score 39-50 110-120
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Overview of the test   
Reading paper: % per content domain across all year groups 

The content domains that carried the most weighting were:
• give/explain the meanings of words in context
• retrieve and record information
• make inferences from the text. 

 
 
 
 

Question stems 

The table below shows question stems for the content domains that carried the most weighting using examples 
from the 2017 reading paper.

A question stem used in the 2016 reading paper but not in the 2017 reading paper was:
What impressions of the island do you get from these two paragraphs? 

Content domain Number of  
marks 

Percentage 
of total mark

Year group in the 
national curriculum

2a Give/explain the meaning of words in context. 10 20% Years 3-6

2b Retrieve and record information/identify key details from 
fiction and non-fiction. 14 28% Years 3-6

2c Summarise main ideas from more than one paragraph. 2 4% Years 3-6

2d Make inferences from the text/explain and justify 
inferences with evidence from the text. 22 44% Years 3-6

2e Predict what might happen from details stated and implied. 0 0% Years 3-6

2f Identify/explain how information/narrative content is 
related and contributes to meaning as a whole. 1 2% Years 3-6

2g Identify/explain how meaning is enhanced through choice 
of words and phrases. 1 2% Years 3-6

2h Make comparisons within the text. 0 0% Years 5 and 6 only

Content domain Example question stems

2a Give/explain the 
meaning of words 
in context.

Which word is closest in meaning to xxx? 
What does xxx mean? 
What does the word xxx tell you? 
Find and copy two different words…
Find and copy one word/groups of words…

2b Retrieve and 
record information/
identify key details 
from fiction and 
non-fiction. 

Why had xxx?
What is the first mistake…? 
Give one piece of advice…
Name two of the hardships that…
Tick the box in each row to show whether each statement is true or false. 

2d Make inferences 
from the text/
explain and justify 
inferences with 
evidence from the 
text.

Why does xxx do this? 
In what way does…? 
What are three ways the cat shows it does not enjoy xxx?
Put a tick in the correct box to show whether each of the following statements is a fact or opinion. 
Give one piece of evidence from the text which shows this.
Choose the best words to match the description above.
What does this paragraph tell you about xxx character? 
Explain two ways/features, giving evidence from the text to support your answer. 
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Common misconceptions and tricky questions 
(by content domain)
The numbers in brackets represent the percentage of pupils nationally who answered the  
question correctly. 

2a give/explain the meaning of words in context 

In 2017, there were 10 marks and 10 questions focused on explaining the meaning of words in context (questions 1, 
6, 8, 11, 15, 17, 20, 25, 31a and 32).   

Q1 A Siamese cat crouched on a tree branch, peering down at Gaby with brilliant blue eyes. Which word is   
 closest in meaning to crouched? (86.5%)  
On the first text, Question 1 required pupils to understand what the word crouched meant in context. Most pupils 
could access this question because the language seemed to be accessible. 

Strategies for working out unfamiliar words include using the context or telling pupils to use any root words, prefixes 
or suffixes to help to determine the definition.

Q8   What does the word ‘universal’ tell you about the rule? (46%)  
This question was particularly tricky for some pupils. The text says that, ‘She knew the universal rule of tree 
climbing said don’t ever, ever look down, but she couldn’t help it.’ This question was very focused on the content 
of the text and pupils were awarded marks for answering that universal is a rule that everybody should keep, or 
that it was known across the world. Pupils lost marks for giving a general understanding of the word ‘universal.’ For 
example, ‘The world rule,’ ‘It was a rule for all climbers’ or ‘it was the only rule and many people know it.’ Answers 
were not awarded for stating that it was followed by everyone or that it was the only rule. Again, a key focus here is 
the word being used in context.  

Q17  Find and copy one word from this paragraph that is closest in meaning to ‘motivated’. (72.4%) 
This question required pupils to understand the meaning of the word ‘motivated’ in context, and pupils who were 
successful at this question read the whole paragraph before finding the answer.

A great activity here is to give pupils a text with missing vocabulary and ask them to decide upon a suitable word that 
would still make sense within the gap. This does not always work but is a good starting point for pupils. For example, 
in Question 17, the pupils had to find and copy a word from a paragraph that is closest in meaning to ‘motivated.’ The 
answer is ‘inspired’, but the word ‘motivated’ would also fit within the sentence.  

Distribution of question types across the reading texts

• There were no 2e or 2h questions in 2017.
• Most of the 2d inference questions were asked at the end of the reading test paper. 

Test Technique Tips

 ✔ Practise skimming and scanning under timed conditions. This reading test paper is also about reading and finding 
answers under timed conditions. 

 ✔ Ensure pupils tick the correct number of boxes.
 ✔ Use the text to answer questions.
 ✔ Explain using evidence from the text.
 ✔ Scaffold their oral explanations, e.g. I think that ... because ... 
 ✔ Ensure they make their answers (including ticks) clear and unambiguous. 

Reading text 2a 2b 2c 2d 2f 2g
Gaby to the Rescue  15 marks 4 5 1 5 0 0
Swimming the English Channel   17 marks 4 8 1 3 1 0
An Encounter at Sea  18 marks 2 1 0 14 0 1



5

Q20 Find and copy a group of words that tells you that the drinks of ale, brandy and beef tea given to 
 Matthew Webb would be considered unusual today. (74.4%). 
Question 20 was tricky for some but not all pupils. Pupils lost marks here for writing whole sentences and not 
a phrase, as the answer was ‘not standard.’ Pupils would benefit from work on explaining that ‘groups of words’ 
normally mean ‘a phrase’ and they do not need to write out the whole sentence. 

It is important to note that this reading test paper is also about speed reading and finding answers under timed 
conditions. Picture books, such as Where’s Wally are perfect for developing scanning skills, especially if they have 
to find one word or groups of words. It is also important to note that, where specified, pupils should only copy ‘one’ 
word. Pupils lost marks for writing more than the question required.

2b retrieve and record information/identify key details from fiction and non-fiction. 

There were 14 marks focused on pupils retrieving and recording information (questions 5, 7, 9, 12, 13, 16, 18, 19, 
21, 22, 24 and 39). Most of these questions required a written response or ticking, and were asked on the first and 
second text.    

Q12 Give one piece of advice that Gaby’s mother gives her for dealing with cats. (71.9%)  
In the text it says that, ‘When dealing with cats you should speak softly and pick them up by the loose skin …’. Pupils 
lost marks for adding extra advice. For example, ‘You should giggle and sweet talk the cats,’ or, ‘You should always 
speak nice and softly.’ These answers added advice that was not specifically mentioned in the text.  

Q19 Name two hardships that Matthew Webb faced in swimming the English Channel and explain how he   
 dealt with them. (70.2%) 
This question really tested pupils’ knowledge of the text rather than their own opinion. Pupils lost marks for simply 
putting an answer without referring to what it meant. For example, a hardship could be ‘food’ but pupils needed to 
explain that ‘his friends fed him’ to secure the mark. Pupils would benefit from work focused on answering from the 
text rather than giving generic answers.   

Q39  Tick one box in each row to show whether each statement is true or false. (25.3%) 
Question 39 really tested pupils’ knowledge of the text and required the pupils to scan over a whole page, increasing 
the complexity. Pupils would benefit from work on understanding what true and false means. This sounds like a 
simple activity but it is important to make this clear from the start. It is also important to note that pupils lost marks 
if they did not make their ticks clear enough. Inform pupils that answers need to be clear and unambiguous. 

Pupils need to skim and scan for answers that may not appear in the question stem. For example, in Question 24, 
the question stem says, ‘illegal’ but the key word in the text is ‘outlawed.’ Strategies for working out unfamiliar words 
include using the context or telling pupils to use any root words, prefixes or suffixes to help to determine the definition. 

2c summarise main ideas from more than one paragraph.

Question 27 was the only 2c question in the 2017 reading test paper. It required pupils to identify the most suitable 
summary of the whole English Channel text. The answer was ‘A Sporting Challenge.’ 72.2% of pupils nationally 
answered this correctly.

Pupils would benefit from activities where they have to summarise paragraphs and activities where they have to cut 
up the text and then put it in order.  

2d make inferences from the text/explain and justify inferences with evidence from the text. 

In 2017, there were 15 questions and 22 marks on making inferences from the text and explaining with evidence 
from the text (questions 2, 3, 4, 10, 23, 26, 30, 31b, 33, 34a, 34b, 35, 36, 37 and 38). The vast majority of the 
questions were focused on inferring a character’s thoughts and feelings. 14 out of 18 marks were focused on 2d 
inference questions at the end of the paper. When the fiction text is at the end of the paper, the inference questions 
seem to be more demanding. 

Q2 Look at the first paragraph, beginning: A Siamese cat…
 Gaby pulled her cardigan tighter around her. Why does Gaby do this? (72.3%)
This question required knowledge of the word ‘cardigan’ but some pupils, especially EAL pupils, found this word 
unfamiliar. However, the meaning of this word can be worked out from the context. 
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Q23 Put a tick in the correct box to show whether each of the following statements is a fact or opinion. (66.5%)
 This question was challenging for some pupils because they had to read over a whole section in order to gain the 
marks. The statement referring to the temperature of the water, ‘Water with a temperature of 18 is too cold to 
swim in,’ was tricky for some pupils. This was due to the use of figures, which suggests it is fact but the pupils 
needed to refer back to the text to see that it was an opinion.  

Opinions very often, but not always, contain modal verbs. They directly link to what people think or feel. For 
example, in the text it says, ‘Most people would consider water below …’ Pupils should think about the following 
questions: Is this true? Is this false? Is it what someone thinks or feels? Would everyone have this view?  
Is it stated or implied? 

Q35 Look at the paragraph beginning: Carefully, Michael leaned…
 Where was the whale? (26.5%)
Although this was a multiple-choice question, it was incredibly difficult for most pupils because two of the other 
choices seemed feasible. The whale is underneath the boat but quite a few pupils put that it was at the side of the 
boat. The text says, ‘On one side of the boat lay the whale’s tapering tale; on the other side, the head…’ Pupils had to 
infer that this meant it was under the boat. Later on, the text says that the whale’s ‘shadow’ was five metres from the 
boat rather than the ‘actual’ whale. Some pupils ticked that it was five metres from the boat and lost the mark.

Q30 What was unusual for Michael about this day? (77.2%)
This question required pupils to closely read the text to gain the mark. In the text it says that, ‘For the first time in over 
a week, Michael hadn’t seen a dolphin all day,’ suggesting that he had seen dolphins on the other days. However, 
pupils lost marks if they wrote that he hadn’t seen a dolphin in a week or in long time, as the text clearly states that he 
had seen them all week. Work on informing pupils that they need to answer based on the text is crucial here. 

Q38 Like a sleeper waking from a dream, he looked around, dazed. This tells us that at the end of the story   
 Michael felt that… (71.9%)
Although questions on figurative language are not made explicit in the content domains, this question tested pupils’ 
knowledge of language, as they had to infer that the simile was suggesting that the experience was unreal rather 
than it being a worrying experience. The actual answer requires close reading of the simile rather than a summary 
of the whole experience. Again, pupils need to answer based on the text. It is still really beneficial to explore the 
language used in texts and for pupils to explain what they mean in context. 

2e predict what might happen from details stated and implied. 

This area requires pupils to use the text to predict what they think will happen next. Pupils would benefit from 
explicit work on using the text to think about what would happen next or how the character may change as a result 
of the events in the text. There were no prediction questions in the 2017 reading test paper. There was just one 
prediction question in the 2016 reading test paper. Q20 Do you think that Martine will change her behaviour on 
future giraffe rides? Explain your choice fully, using evidence from the text (3 marks). Pupils need to ensure that 
their answers are based on the text and not speculation. 

2f identify/explain how information/narrative content  
is related and contributes to meaning as a whole. 

Q28 Draw lines to match each section to its main content. (43.1%)
In 2017, Question 28 was the only 2f question in the paper. Pupils needed to understand the function of each 
section, e.g. to summarise, to contrast, to give information or to highlight something. Key work on the purpose of 
paragraphs or texts would be beneficial. 

2g identify/explain how meaning is enhanced through choice of words and phrases. 

Q29 … like a toy sitting on the glass table. What does this description suggest about the boat? (52.9%)
This was a particularly challenging question for pupils because it required them to infer that the boat was either very 
small in the big ocean or that it was still or unmoving. This was also the only 2g question. Marks were awarded for 
‘small’, ‘insignificant,’ ‘still,’ ‘unmoving’ or similar. Pupils lost marks if they did not explain the simile. 

2h make comparisons within the text.

In 2016 and 2017 there were no comparison questions. These types of questions require pupils to identify the 
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Next Steps
1. Use practice reading papers that are in the style and complexity of the new test   

The new style reading test paper is different to previous years with a real focus on retrieving information 
and making inferences. It is important that pupils are exposed to the new style so that they are ready for the 
questions they encounter. Visit www.risingstars-uk.com/achieve for SATs-style practice tests.

2. Explicitly teach new vocabulary in CONTEXT and the skills to answer these questions 
One of the starkest changes to the new reading test papers is the emphasis on pupils understanding vocabulary 
in context. The KS1 and KS2 spelling rules are a guide for the pitch of words. A huge percentage of the questions 
were focused on this new content domain. This can be achieved through exposing pupils to a wide range of texts, 
especially texts from our literary heritage. It is almost impossible to teach pupils every word that could appear 
on the test so in this case, it is important to promote and encourage implicit learning of new vocabulary, through 
reading widely and discussing words used in real texts. Strategies such as reading around the word to decipher the 
context, completing work on synonyms and word play activities are also beneficial for these test questions.  

3. Explicitly teach reading test skills (reading speed, skimming and scanning) 
There was huge merit in teaching test techniques to pupils. A simple strategy like ‘Tick two’ (as per instructions) 
could have made the difference between a scaled score of 99 and 100 (the expected standard). Many teachers 
have commented that pupils completely forgot to read the questions carefully. Pupils will also benefit 
from being explicitly taught skimming and scanning skills under timed conditions as most of the test was 
about finding answers at speed. In previous reading test papers, pupils had 15 minutes reading time but the 
questions are generally in the order of the text so they can read one text at a time. It is also possible to read 
the questions and then answer them so that pupils are reading one section at a time. 

difference between events or a change. However, this could be tested in the future. There was an example on the 
2016 sample reading test paper. E.g. Q35b How does Lord John’s mood change?  On the sample 2016 reading 
paper, pupils were required to give both his mood at the start and at the end of the extract. Encourage pupils to use 
key words like ‘but’ or ‘however’, e.g. at the start of the text he was excited, but at the end of the text he was scared.

Answering the 3-mark question 

Q36 Look at the paragraph beginning: Carefully, Michael leaned …
 What does this paragraph tell you about Michael’s character? 
 Explain two features of his character, using evidence from the text to support your answer. (46.4%) 
Pupils were awarded 3-marks for finding two acceptable points, at least one with evidence. 
• Point – make a point based on the question.
• Evidence – quotations/paraphrases from the text. 
3-mark answer

 

Q33 How is the whale made to seem mysterious? Explain two ways, giving evidence from the text to support   
 your answer. (25.1%)
3-mark answer
In this question, the point to discuss is already given. 

The whale is made to seem mysterious …

Pupils need to be made aware that they also need to read the question carefully as it might not always require two 
points. Some questions may require three points or have different guidance.

Acceptable point Evidence
He is careful because instead of screaming or running to the side of the boat, he went carefully and calmly. 
Michael is daring because he tried to touch the whale not knowing what might happen. 

Acceptable point Evidence
…because out of the blue there is a
(unfamiliar sound) ‘ppppfffffwwwraa’ noise. 

Also, because it appears from 
nowhere, (unexpected appearance)

‘A black shape much, much bigger than the biggest dolphin, showed 
about five metres from the boat.’ 



Resources for success 
in the 2018 SATs
Achieve Revision and Practice
The Achieve series of revision and practice books 
has been developed to help improve your pupils’ 
performance in the 2018 national tests. 

Full details and sample pages are available on our website, www.risingstars-uk.com
To order call 01235 400 555 

Fax 01235 400 454
Email primary@bookpoint.co.uk

ACHIEVE100
Why the Achieve range is the most trusted revision 
resource for national test preparation 
• Contains complete coverage of all topics in the new national 

curriculum

• Includes complementary revision and practice questions 
books arranged so children can revise the topic in one book 
and then practise that area in the other 

• Ideal for homework activities and booster class activities in 
the run-up to the tests

• Achieve Online allows children to practise interactive tests in 
the classroom – or at home!

Achieve Online Mathematics Achieve Online Grammar, Punctuation and Spelling
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