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This document describes the ‘as built’ SNSA assessment design in terms of the numbers of 

questions overall, and per block, numbers of question blocks and constraints on block positioning. 
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4.1. Broad outline of design 

The SNSA assessments are ‘blocked adaptive’ assessments.  Being an adaptive assessment 

means that different learners receive different items from a pool, and that the items delivered to 

each learner are tailored to their ability level.  Being a blocked assessment means that the items 

are organised into sets (blocks) which should always be delivered together, in a consistent order. 

In general, the assessments are intended to be 30 items long (though P1 assessments are slightly 

shorter at 27), with a range of different block lengths in use: 

• Both P1s (Literacy and Numeracy): 4x six item blocks and 1x three item block = 27 items 

• P4-S3 Numeracy: 6x five item blocks = 30 items 

• P4-S3 Reading: 5x six item blocks = 30 items 

• P4-S3 Writing: 7x four item blocks and 1x two item block = 30 items 

These block lengths are dictated by the text lengths in use for Writing and Reading.  This means 

that between five and eight blocks are delivered depending on the subject and stage. 
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There are some additional rules in place to ensure a good experience for learners.  This includes a 

constraint to ensure that learners receive items from a good balance of content areas.  Further, the 

first ten items (2-3 blocks) delivered are selected from a specifically chosen subset of all the blocks 

in the assessment to ensure a suitable introduction to the assessment at a moderate level of 

challenge. 

The below diagrams provide visual examples of the default operation of the assessments, 

depending how long the blocks are intended to be. 
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Figure 1: Example six-block design (Numeracy) 

Because this design features blocks five items in length, six blocks are needed to deliver a 30-item 

long assessment.  The first blocks are selected from the Mid difficulty blocks, and the subsequent 

blocks can be delivered from any of the blocks in the item pool. 
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Figure 2: Example five-block design (Reading & P1) 

Because this design features blocks six items in length, five blocks are needed to deliver a 30-item 

long assessment.  The first blocks are selected from the Mid difficulty blocks, and the subsequent 

blocks can be delivered from any of the blocks in the item pool. 

P1 assessments follow this model in terms of delivering five blocks in total, though one block is half 

the length of the others to meet the 27 desired total assessment length. 
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Figure 3: Example eight-block design (Writing) 

Because this design features blocks four items in length, eight blocks are needed to deliver a 28-

item long assessment.  In order to reach the ideal 30-item long assessment, one of the blocks is 

half the length of the others (2 items long).  The first blocks are selected from the Mid difficulty 

blocks, and the subsequent blocks can be delivered from any of the blocks in the item pool.   

4.2. Specifics of intended design rules 

[redacted - section 33(1)(b)] 

 

5.1. Block delivery variations 

Some rules or configured settings which control block delivery differ from assessment to 

assessment, across subjects and/or stages.  A summary of these variable settings is provided in 

the table below. 

Table 1: Summary of settings that vary across stage/subject 

Subject Level MinimumLength Questions 
per block 

Blocks to 
meet length 

“ForcedStart” 
blocks for 
delivery first 

Limit on total 
number of 
“ForcedStart” 
blocks 

Numeracy P1 27 3 or 6 [redacted  - 
section 

33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 
33(1)(b)] 

Numeracy P4 30 5 [redacted  - 
section 

33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 
33(1)(b)] 

Numeracy P7 30 5 [redacted  - 
section 

33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 
33(1)(b)] 

Numeracy S3 30 5 [redacted  - 
section 

33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 
33(1)(b)] 

Literacy P1 27 3 or 6 [redacted  - 
section 

33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 
33(1)(b)] 

Reading P4 29 4 or 5 [redacted  - 
section 

33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 
33(1)(b)] 

Reading P7 30 5 [redacted  - 
section 

33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 
33(1)(b)] 



National Standardised Assessments for Scotland (NSA)  

Page 5 of 11 NSA-00064-CDS-SNSA assessment design - FINAL 

Reading S3 29 4 or 5 [redacted  - 
section 

33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 
33(1)(b)] 

Writing P4 30 2 or 4 [redacted  - 
section 

33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 
33(1)(b)] 

Writing P7 30 2 or 4 [redacted  - 
section 

33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 
33(1)(b)] 

Writing S3 30 2 or 4 [redacted  - 
section 

33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 33(1)(b)] 

[redacted  - 
section 
33(1)(b)] 

 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)] 
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Figure 4: Example five-item block design, with additional ForcedStart constraint 

Here the grey box shows a subset of the Mid difficulty items identified as “ForcedStart” items.  One 

of these blocks must be delivered first in each learner’s assessment, then any Mid difficulty block 

can be selected second, then in subsequent blocks any difficulty level of block can be selected. 
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Figure 5: Example six-item block design, with additional ForcedStart constraint 

This diagram is as above, just with one fewer block in the Adaptive blocks section due to the 

blocks containing an additional item. 

The final column in Table 1 above notes an additional limit for P7 Writing, which is that of the four 

“ForcedStart” blocks no more than two can be delivered to any one learner.  This rectified their 

high exposure due to having a content pattern desirable to the adaptive algorithm driving 

assessments. 
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5.1.1. Enemy relationships 

In addition to the starting constraints varying across stage/subject combinations, in some Reading 

assessments there are texts split across two friend sets (in order to achieve better content balance 

across each friend set, generally because one text features only items from a limited number of 

content areas).  In these cases, to prevent confusion for learners at the same text reappearing later 

into an assessment, we implement an enemy relationship between the blocks in question to 

prevent them appearing together in the same learner’s assessment.  This is done by specifying the 

desired enemy items in the Enemy.Items field in the item pool.  The affected blocks are: 

• P7 Reading 

o B13 and B15  
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5.2. Content constraint variations 

In addition to the variable designs mentioned above, the table below shows a summary of the 

content balance desired in each stage/subject, as this varies somewhat.  Note that the values 

presented are percentage ranges.  I.e. for P1 Numeracy between 40 and 50 per cent of the items 

on the assessment should be Number items. 

Table 2: Summary of desired content balance across stages/subjects 

Subject Skills 

Level 

P1 P4 P7 S3 

Min Max Min Max Min Max Min Max 

Numeracy 

Number 40 50 30 40 30 40 25 35 

Fractions, decimal fractions and percentages 5 15 15 25 15 25 15 25 

Money, time and measurement 25 35 25 35 25 35 25 35 

Information handling 10 20 10 20 10 20 15 25 

Reading/ 
Literacy 

Tools for reading 50 60 10 20 10 20 5 15 

Finding and using information 10 20 25 35 20 30 20 30 

Understanding, analysing and evaluating 25 35 50 60 55 65 60 70 

Writing 

Spelling     35 45 35 45 35 45 

Punctuation     25 35 25 35 25 35 

Grammar     25 35 25 35 25 35 

 

5.3. Reverse order item pool variants 

One other facet of variation across subject/stage combinations is that because few unique blocks 

appear at the start of the assessment in some subject/stage combinations, to introduce sufficient 

variation to the first blocks presented to learners (to mitigate exposure concerns) a “reverse order” 

variant of the assessment has been introduced.  This is identical to the “forward order” default 

assessment, but the FriendOrder of items within certain friend sets (those presented at the start of 

the assessment) has been altered (i.e. item 1 in a set may become item 5, item 2 may become 

item 4, and so on).  This ultimately means that the configuration file for the assessment is identical 

in both order variants, but the item pool is different because the FriendOrder column differs. 

Unlike accent variants which are specifically scheduled by teachers according to learners’ needs, 

the “forward” and “reverse” variants of assessments are randomly allocated Surpass-side after 

scheduling.  This means that if a teacher schedules for instance a P4 numeracy Accent 1 

assessment, for a learner, that learner has a 50:50 chance of receiving either the “forward” or 

“reverse” version of the assessment.  During the assessment itself there is no indication as to 

which of these assessments has been selected – only post hoc when examining the assessment’s 

data can this be determined for sure. 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)]  
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6.1. Numeracy 

6.1.1. P1 

• Each assessment should consist of five blocks.  

o Only one block is permitted to be length 3, meaning the remaining four will be of 

length 6. 

• The very first block delivered should be a “ForcedStart” block as indicated in the 

Curriculum field.  The second block delivered should be a “Start” block as indicated in their 

Curriculum field in the item pool.  Items with “NonStart” in this field should not be delivered 

in the first two blocks. 

• The MinimumLength and MaximumLength of the assessment are defined in the 

configuration file is 27 items.  Due to the above constraint that only a single block can be a 

3-length block, all assessments should be this long. 

• There are two variants of the assessment, one ‘forward’ and one ‘reverse’ order which have 

different item pools.  Items in the following blocks’ FriendOrder values differ between these 

two item pools: M0, M5 and M8.  This is the only difference between the two item pools. 

• The content balance for this assessment should be as follows: 

 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)] 

6.1.2. P4 

• Each assessment should consist of six blocks of five items. 

• The very first block delivered should be a “ForcedStart” block as indicated in the 

Curriculum field.  The second block delivered should be a “Start” block as indicated in their 

Curriculum field in the item pool.  Items with “NonStart” in this field should not be delivered 

in the first two blocks. 

• The MinimumLength of the assessment as defined in the configuration file is 30 items.  

Due to the consistent length of all blocks in this assessment’s item bank, all assessments 

should be this long. 

• The content balance for this assessment should be as follows: 

 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)] 

6.1.3. P7 

• Each assessment should consist of six blocks of five items. 

• The first two blocks delivered should be from a specific set of moderate difficulty blocks 

indicated by having “Start” in their Curriculum field in the item pool.  Items with “NonStart” 

in this field should not be delivered in the first two blocks. 

• The MinimumLength of the assessment as defined in the configuration file is 30 items.  

Due to the consistent length of all blocks in this assessment’s item bank, all assessments 

should be this long. 

• The content balance for this assessment should be as follows: 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)] 
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6.1.4. S3 

• Each assessment should consist of six blocks of five items. 

• The first two blocks delivered should be from a specific set of moderate difficulty blocks 

indicated by having “Start” in their Curriculum field in the item pool.  Items with “NonStart” 

in this field should not be delivered in the first two blocks. 

• The MinimumLength of the assessment as defined in the configuration file is 30 items.  

Due to the consistent length of all blocks in this assessment’s item bank, all assessments 

should be this long. 

• The content balance for this assessment should be as follows: 

 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)] 

 

6.2. Literacy 

6.2.1. P1 

• Each assessment should consist of five blocks.  

o Only one block is permitted to be length 3, meaning the remaining four will be of 

length 6. 

• The very first block delivered should be a “ForcedStart” block as indicated in the 

Curriculum field.  The second block delivered should be a “Start” block as indicated in their 

Curriculum field in the item pool.  Items with “NonStart” in this field should not be delivered 

in the first two blocks. 

• The MinimumLength and MaximumLength of the assessment are defined in the 

configuration file is 27 items.  Due to the above constraint that only a single block can be a 

3-length block, all assessments should be this long. 

• There are two variants of the assessment, one ‘forward’ and one ‘reverse’ order which have 

different item pools.  Items in the following blocks’ FriendOrder values differ between these 

two item pools: B1, B2, B5 and B12.  This is the only difference between the two item 

pools. 

• The content balance for this assessment should be as follows: 

 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)]  

 

6.3. Reading 

6.3.1. P4 

• Each assessment should consist of six blocks.  

o Only one block is permitted to be length 4, meaning the remaining five will be of 

length 5. 

• The very first block delivered should be a “ForcedStart” block as indicated in the 

Curriculum field.  The second block delivered should be a “Start” block as indicated in their 

Curriculum field in the item pool.  Items with “NonStart” in this field should not be delivered 

in the first two blocks. 
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• Across the whole assessment two of the blocks with “ForcedStart” in their Curriculum field 

must be selected (rather than the usual maximum of one), whilst one with “ForcedExtra” in 

this field must be delivered. 

• The MinimumLength and MaximumLength of the assessment are defined in the 

configuration file is 29 items.  Due to the above constraint that only a single block can be a 

4-length block, all assessments should be this long. 

• The content balance for this assessment should be as follows: 

 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)] 

 

6.3.2. P7 

• Each assessment should consist of six blocks of five items. 

• The very first block delivered should be a “ForcedStart” block as indicated in the 

Curriculum field.  The second block delivered should be a “Start” block as indicated in their 

Curriculum field in the item pool.  Items with “NonStart” in this field should not be delivered 

in the first two blocks. 

• There are two variants of the assessment, one ‘forward’ and one ‘reverse’ order which have 

different item pools.  Items in the following blocks’ FriendOrder values differ between these 

two item pools: B8 and B11.  This is the only difference between the two item pools. 

• The MinimumLength and MaximumLength of the assessment are defined in the 

configuration file is 30 items. 

• The content balance for this assessment should be as follows: 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)] 

6.3.3. S3 

• Each assessment should consist of six blocks.  

o Only one block is permitted to be length 4, meaning the remaining five will be of 

length 5. 

• The very first block delivered should be a “ForcedStart” block as indicated in the 

Curriculum field.  The second block delivered should be a “Start” block as indicated in their 

Curriculum field in the item pool.  Items with “NonStart” in this field should not be delivered 

in the first two blocks. 

• The MinimumLength and MaximumLength of the assessment are defined in the 

configuration file is 29 items.  Due to the above constraint that only a single block can be a 

4-length block, all assessments should be this long. 

• There are two variants of the assessment, one ‘forward’ and one ‘reverse’ order which have 

different item pools.  Items in the following blocks’ FriendOrder values differ between these 

two item pools: B7 and B10.  This is the only difference between the two item pools. 

• The content balance for this assessment should be as follows: 

 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)] 

  



National Standardised Assessments for Scotland (NSA)  

Page 11 of 11 NSA-00064-CDS-SNSA assessment design - FINAL 

6.4. Writing 

6.4.1. P4 

• Each assessment should consist of eight blocks.  

o Only one block is permitted to be length 2, meaning the remaining seven will be of 

length 4. 

• The first three blocks delivered should be from a specific set of moderate difficulty blocks 

indicated by having “Start” in their Curriculum field in the item pool.  Items with “NonStart” 

in this field should not be delivered in the first two blocks. 

• The MinimumLength of the assessment as defined in the configuration file is 30 items.  

Due to the consistent length of all blocks in this assessment’s item bank, all assessments 

should be this long. 

• The content balance for this assessment should be as follows: 

 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)] 

6.4.2. P7 

• Each assessment should consist of eight blocks.  

o Only one block is permitted to be length 2, meaning the remaining seven will be of 

length 4. 

• The first three blocks delivered should be from a specific set of moderate difficulty blocks 

indicated by having “Start” in their Curriculum field in the item pool.  Items with “NonStart” 

in this field should not be delivered in the first two blocks. 

• The MinimumLength of the assessment as defined in the configuration file is 30 items.  

Due to the consistent length of all blocks in this assessment’s item bank, all assessments 

should be this long. 

• The content balance for this assessment should be as follows: 

 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)] 

 

6.4.3. S3 

• Each assessment should consist of eight blocks.  

o Only one block is permitted to be length 2, meaning the remaining seven will be of 

length 4. 

• The first three blocks delivered should be from a specific set of moderate difficulty blocks 

indicated by having “Start” in their Curriculum field in the item pool.  Items with “NonStart” 

in this field should not be delivered in the first two blocks. 

• The MinimumLength of the assessment as defined in the configuration file is 30 items.  

Due to the consistent length of all blocks in this assessment’s item bank, all assessments 

should be this long. 

• The content balance for this assessment should be as follows: 

 

[redacted  - section 33(1)(b)] 
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