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Teaching students quantitative methods using resources 

from the British Birth Cohorts 
 

Assessment of Cognitive Development through Childhood 
 

Cohort members completed many assessments during childhood that capture 

different aspects of their cognitive development at different ages. This document, 

CognitiveAssessmentQuestions.doc, focuses on reading and mathematics only, 

summarising the different reading and mathematics assessments sat by the cohort 

members of the 1958 National Child Development Study (NCDS) and the different 

reading assessments sat by the 1970 British Cohort Study (BCS70) in their childhood.  

It includes: 
 

1) A short description of the reading and mathematics assessments sat at each 

age.  

2) Examples of how the questions have been presented to the cohort members in 

the questionnaires over the years. 
 

1. Reading and Maths assessments in NCDS and BCS70 
 
The 1958 National Child Development Study 
 
NCDS age 7 (1965) 
 

• Southgate Reading Test - a test of word recognition and comprehension 
particularly suited to identifying poor readers.  In the test the children were 
given a picture/drawing and a list of five words. They had to put a circle round 
the word that correctly described the picture. There were 30 items in the test. 
Southgate, V (1962) Southgate Group Reading Tests: Manual of Instructions.  
University of London Press 

 
• Problem Arithmetic Test  - there were 10 questions for children to work out in 

the test. Pringle, M.K, Butler, N, and Davie, R (1966) 11,000 Seven Year Olds. 
Longman, in association with National Children's Bureau.  
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NCDS age 11 (1969) 
 

• Reading Comprehension Test –constructed by the National Foundation for 
Educational Research in England and Wales (NFER) specifically for use in this 
study1. There were 35 items in the test and 20 minutes in which to complete 
the test.  

                                                

 
• Arithmetic/Mathematics Test - again constructed by NFER especially for use 

in this study. There were 40 items in the test. 
  
NCDS age 16 (1974) 
 

• Reading Comprehension Test - the same test as used at 11 but this time only 
10 minutes were allowed to complete the 35 item exercise. 
 

• Mathematics Test - devised at the University of Manchester and originally 
intended for use in an NFER study of comprehensive schools. There were 31 
items and 45 minutes in which to complete the test.  

 
 

The 1970 British Cohort Study  
 

BCS70  age 5 (1975) 
 

• The English Picture Vocabulary Test (EPVT) - the aim of this test was to 
assess early English language development and understanding. Children were 
asked to identify which picture out of four corresponded to a test word. For 
example, if the test word read out by the interviewer was ‘ball’, one of the four 
pictures presented to the child would be of a ball. The child had to point to the 
picture of the ball to be awarded 1 point for a correct answer. There were 56 
items in the assessment. The assessment was stopped when the child made 
five mistakes in a run of eight consecutive items. Brimer, M. A., & Dunn, L. M. 
(1962). English Picture Vocabulary Test. Bristol: Education Evaluation 
Enterprises. 

 
BCS70  age 10 (1980) 
 

• The Shortened Edinburgh Reading Test. Children were asked to complete a 
variety of tasks  including matching words to pictures - selecting the incorrect 
word in a sentence - matching answers to questions - extracting information 
from  a picture - answering questions after reading some text -  understanding 

 
1 Tests which are unreferenced have not been published.  
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the meaning of words - putting sentences in the correct order. There were 66 
items and the child received 1 point for each correct answer. Hodder and 
Stoughton (1979). The Shortened Edinburgh Reading Test. Kent: Hodder and 
Stoughton Educational Ltd  

 
BCS70  age 16 (1986) 
 

• Vocabulary Test - a test to assess reading and understanding. Cohort 
members were asked to read a word and then select another word that meant 
the same or nearly the same from a list of five words. There were 75 words in 
the test and they were given 15 minutes to complete the exercise. Closs, S. J. 
(1976).  APU Vocabulary Test (multiple choice format, 1986). Kent: Hodder and 
Stoughton Educational Ltd 

 

 

 3



CognitiveAssessmentQuestions.doc 
 

2. Examples of how questions were presented in the questionnaires 

 
a) NCDS Questionnaires 
 
NCDS 1965: Age 7 (paper questionnaire) 
 
Reading Test  (examples) 

 
 
Arithmetic Test  (examples) 
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NCDS 1969: Age 11 (paper questionnaire) 
 
Reading Test (also used at age 16) (first and last 5 questions) 
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Arithmetic/Mathematics Test  (examples) 
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NCDS 1974: Age 16 (paper questionnaire) 
 
Mathematics Test (examples) 
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b) BCS70 Questionnaires 
 
BCS70 1975: Age 5 (paper questionnaire) 
 
English Picture Vocabulary Test (EPVT) 
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BCS70 1980: Age 10 (paper questionnaire) 
 
Reading Test (examples) 
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BCS70 1986: Age 16 (self-completion paper questionnaire) 
 
Vocabulary Test (first and last 10 words) 
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