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Abstract
The development of assessing education systems through the performance of their
students is a major phenomenon in recent years. At a national level, several European
countries, that have not yet established such assessments, have developed standardised
assessments to improve the measure of student performance and used these to infer the
quality of schools and teachers. At an international level, The International Association
for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) and Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) results have become an essential tool for comparing
education systems. Their results have launched significant reform movements in some
European countries.
In the frame of New Public Management, this development marks a shift from steering by
inputs to steering by outputs. It also responds to a widespread concern to monitor and
improve the quality of educational services in Europe, in line with the Lisbon 2010
objectives.
While these external assessments are increasingly at the core of education policies,
educational research has tackled questions about their usefulness, limitations and risks.
Indeed, output assessments offer a set of information to establish a diagnosis of
educational systems, identifying their strengths and weaknesses. Many debates, however,
have stressed that the information may be incomplete, reflect only a part of learning,
suppress socio-cultural diversity and suffer from some methodological bias. Finally, if
output assessments become education’s targets, or if they are used to legitimise reforms
adopted for other reasons, the data gradually loses its informational value.
Allowing researchers to construct and analyse assessment data, according to scientific
rules, therefore, is a current challenge in order to ensure their effectiveness in improving
educational practices and policies.
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Introduction
Continuous (formative) assessment is the traditional form of assessment used in
compulsory education. It remains the most common form of assessment method
used by teachers and involves assessing in-class activities using tests,
observations, homework and oral questioning.
Continuous assessment is sometimes combined with summative assessment to
assess the extent and quality of learning at a given point, often for the purposes
of assessing student performance before a transition to the next key stage. It may
take the form of a diploma.
The object of this article is to study a third form of assessment that involves
assessing student results through a centralised system using methods aimed at
generating comparative evaluations of student performance at a national,
regional (in the case of federal states) or international level.
The methods used in this form of assessment generally involve standardised
tests and are based on external assessments without any intervention by teachers
involved in teaching the assessed students.
Standardised external assessments may relate to specific curricula or study
programmes (as is generally the case in national assessments or IEA tests , or to
specific skills (as illustrated by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
studies).
External assessments are used for a number of reasons, including to provide
teachers and education professionals with feedback and comparative
evaluations; diagnose the state of the education system as a whole; provide
objective information for school users; and assess the effective acquisition of
learning by students.
One of the chief purposes of the current use of external assessment is assessing
and steering education systems.

The increasing use of external standardised
assessments
The assessment of education systems on the basis of student results is a major
feature of recent developments in education. A large majority of European
countries now use external standardised assessments at a regional or national
level.
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Until the 1990s, only a small number of countries used national tests in
compulsory education (primary and lower secondary education), either for the
purposes of transition to the next year (Iceland, Portugal, Scotland, Northern
Ireland, the Netherlands, Luxemburg, Denmark and Malta) or for providing
diagnostic information about the education system as a whole (Ireland, France,
Hungary, Sweden and the UK).
Ten other countries and regions followed suit in the 1990s including Spain, the
French Community of Belgium, Latvia, Estonia and Romania.
Since the early 2000s, national tests have been introduced in the Flemish
Community of Belgium, Lithuania, Poland, Norway, Slovakia, Austria, Germany,
Bulgaria, Cyprus, Denmark and Italy.
According to the most recent Eurydice report (2009), only five countries have not
introduced national student assessments: the Czech Republic, Greece, Wales,
Liechtenstein and the German Community of Belgium.
The tests used before the 1980s were primarily designed to regulate student
transition between levels or to assess key stages.
In the 1980s, the development of external assessments was primarily a result of
decentralisation and the increasing autonomy of educational institutions. The
assessment of results was the counterpart to a greater freedom for schools and
education professionals.
Finally, since the 1990s, the process of decentralisation and increasing autonomy
has been extended through an increased use of external assessment as part of a
steering policy based on student results. National states seek to carry out more
effective assessments of the quality and effectiveness of teaching using more
rigorous and more incentive production indicators. In this way, assessment is
used as a tool for monitoring education systems.
Different forms and methods of external assessment may co-exist according to
specific social, institutional or political circumstances.
France is a good case in point. It is the ancestor of modern standardised
assessment, and the education system has a long-standing tradition of using
large-scale external assessment at the end of higher secondary education
(‘baccalaureate’) for qualifying and summative assessment (transition from
secondary to higher education); and for assessing overall student performance.
The French Ministry of Education introduced the first ‘modern’ standardised
assessments of student learning in the late 1970s at lower-secondary level as part
of the introduction of the collège unique (comprehensive lower school) and in
order to highlight the diversity of school performance levels.
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Systematic diagnostic assessments have only been used since 1989, mainly at the
end of primary education and at the beginning of secondary education. Their
sole purpose is to generate information about the overall performance of the
education system without any local details or indicators, partly because overall
performance assessments are opposed by a number of teacher unions, which fear
they may result in assessments of teacher performance.
Though annual and systematic large-scale diagnostic assessments are designed
to provide teachers with an analysis of individual student difficulties, they are
often used to determine the average level of students as a substitute for overall
performance assessment.
Other types of overall performance assessment using samples (which tend to be
more irregular) are designed for political and educational decision-makers.
Finally, since 2007, the French government has increasingly sought to promote
the use of standardised assessment methods for steering education, with an
increasing reference to PISA results.
The succession of assessment methods, which differ over time and have distinct
aims and objectives, suggests a chaotic history marked by frequent political and
professional interference (Mons and Pons, 2006).
While past standardised assessments were designed to assess learning and focus
on students, their current use has expanded considerably. Standardised
assessments connect the educational realm (their traditional remit) with the
political realm, where they are used as a piloting tool (Behrens, 2006).

The influence of New Public Management on the
development of standardised assessments
Education can hardly claim to be the only realm affected by the development of
external and standardised assessments. Most scholars in the field agree that the
introduction of these in education is the result of a transfer of the main principles
of public policies since the late 1970s, referred to collectively as New Public
Management (NPM) into education.
In the educational realm, four NPM principles have had a direct impact on the
development of external standardised assessments at regional, national and
international levels (Mons, 2009).
The production generated by public services (for example, education) is
amenable to measurement.
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Measurements must be carried out using specific instruments. The scientific
rigour of these instruments is proven.
Public actors benefiting from increased autonomy, such as schools, are
accountable for their actions to the managers of the system (management
information model) and/or to citizens (democratic evaluation model).
Public organisation needs to be regulated by results (outputs) and not solely by
procedural controls directed towards inputs.
Though initially apparent only in English-speaking countries, the new trend
eventually spread to many other parts of the world.
In Europe, the implementation of NPM principles was particularly apparent in
England, where reforms initiated since the 1980s had already encouraged using
external assessments of student results at different educational levels and key
stages. It quickly became apparent that the new standardised assessments were
assessing individual school performance, which the new tests were designed to
establish on the basis of the combined results of students.
Following the 1988 Education Reform Act, the principle of accountability was
applied to schools individually on the basis that ‘schools matter’. This occurred in
the context of national tests generating crucial results for measuring individual
school performance, which were quickly translated by the media into ‘league
tables’.
In response to the lack of precision in the raw data, the notion of ‘added value’ was
introduced to measure success on the basis of the predicted success of a school
population with identical average characteristics (age and social origin).
Measuring added value gained ground in the 1990s at an official level, entailing
the need for richer and more detailed student data beyond that which a school
might be capable of providing. The need arose for a system of data collection and
centralisation at a national level, resulting, in 2002, in the Pupil Level Annual
School Census (PLASC) (Schagen et al., 2006).
At an international level, the external assessment of student results developed
largely as a result of the PISA.

The impact of international assessments on education
systems: the PISA case
International assessments have become a major focus of national education
policies. National governments can use the results of international assessments to
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carry out reforms aimed at resolving issues highlighted by the results of the
assessments.

The ‘PISA shock’ in Germany
Germany is the most famous example of large-scale educational reform brought
about as a result of PISA. Following the publication of the PISA results, the
German education authorities engaged in a fundamental reconsideration of
citizen perceptions of the German education system, and even of social and
cultural values.
The PISA results showed that Germany was one of the countries in which
educational success is most closely related to students’ socio-economic and
immigrant background. In a country made up of regions that have a history of
being fiercely protective of their local educational prerogatives, the ‘PISA shock’
resulted in an agreement by all Länder (federal states) to introduce national
standards at the beginning of the 2004-05 school year. The agreement on national
educational standards and on an institutionalised structure to ensure that the
new standards were observed would have been inconceivable without the
impact of the PISA study (Ertl, 2006). The reform was conceptually articulated in
a report by Klieme et al. (2004) for the German Institute for Educational Research
(DIPF). It recommended the introduction of “standards for results”.
International assessments have also had a significant impact on educational
discourse and research in education. Here the emphasis is on research aimed at
defining the most efficient educational practices and on empirical surveys. This
goes against the grain of research and academic traditions that had previously
focused on educational values and processes, leading some scholars to
recommend a fundamental shake-up of the academic discipline of education in
Germany (Bohl, 2004).
However, while the agenda of current reforms has tended to focus on specific
issues (national standards, quality assessment and greater emphasis on skills
rather than specific academic subjects), other problems have been overlooked.
Problems that have yet to be discussed and debated include the highly sensitive
issue of selecting higher-achieving students at the beginning of secondary
education, and the absence of a comprehensive school system, identified by
many observers as one of the main causes of German students’ poor results in
the PISA study.
There are many similarities between the German and Czech students’ results in
the PISA tests. While the differences of performance between the two countries
and their education systems are not statistically significant, the perception of the
PISA results has been markedly different.
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In the Czech Republic, the PISA results were relatively well received and did not
generate any major overhaul or large-scale reform. The policy of selecting higherachieving students introduced in the early 1990s was largely welcomed and
supported by the elite, media and parents. In Germany, the ‘PISA shock’ was
significant and generated important reforms, though none of the implemented
reforms concerned the policy of selecting higher-achieving students at secondary
level.
In Germany and the Czech Republic, the real results of the PISA survey have,
therefore, been largely ignored. The educational policies introduced in the two
countries have tended to consolidate the use of a neo-liberal form of performance
assessment and regulation. The new measures only refer to scientific data for the
purposes of legitimising policies introduced for other reasons. As noted by the
Czech scholar, Greger, there is no evidence-based policy.
Therefore, it seems that both countries drew particular and different conclusions
from a seemingly common diagnosis, not only when the PISA results were
considered as too ‘low’, but also in other cases.

Varying responses in different countries
In Hungary, the PISA results contradict the findings of previous IEA international
studies. While previous IEA international studies (based on study programmes
and curricula) showed an excellent level of student performance (confirming the
elitist tradition of Hungarian education), PISA showed disappointing results in
tests aimed at assessing the skills targeted by the OECD. All the conditions of a
‘PISA shock’, comparable to Germany’s, appeared to be present. Yet according to
research, although they have entered public discourse on education in Hungary,
the PISA results have not produced a political consensus over potential publicpolicy decisions or even an academic consensus over the best way to interpret
them (Bajomi et al., 2009). Since 2006, national assessment tests have,
nevertheless, been carried out at various educational levels and key stages, and
the national assessment of skills has gradually become a knowledge-based
regulation tool.
A completely opposite challenge faced Finnish representatives in education: how
to manage excellent PISA test scores? The excellent results obtained by Finnish
students have, of course, only served to consolidate the Finnish education
system, although it is important to note that a wide range of conclusions have
been drawn from PISA by different education actors. Teacher unions have
highlighted that good PISA results were the product of the expertise and quality
of Finnish teachers. Government representatives have tended to view them as a
consequence of the reforms introduced in recent years, including the
development of a comprehensive school system, university teacher training,
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greater teacher autonomy and the decentralisation of education. Yet, while the
PISA studies indicate that the excellent results obtained by Finnish students are a
product of the homogeneity of student outcomes (with just a small number of
top performers), ministerial analyses have presented this as an issue by
suggesting measures aimed at taking better account of gifted students (Rautalin
and Alasuutari, 2009).
Although Portugal’s 17th constitutional government did not have a ‘PISA shock’
such as Germany’s, PISA was used to justify a number of education reforms and
to ensure a degree of ‘international’ credibility beyond national controversies.
Examples include the New Model of Teacher Assessment, the national
programme for the educational promotion of Portuguese, and a national reading
plan. PISA data were used to justify and strengthen arguments put forward by
the government and to increase the government’s decision-making capacities by
consolidating the data generated by national assessment tools such as exams and
assessment tests. The data have also fed into the government’s discourse over the
issue of repeating a year, which fails to improve student results (Afonso and
Costa, 2009).
In the French Community of Belgium, PISA has also been much discussed in the
media, parliament and public political debates. According to research (Mangez
and Cattonar, 2009), the results of the PISA study are used as an argument to fuel
debates that remain centred around pre-existing conflicts or traditional rivalries
between different public policy options.
In other countries, PISA did not cause any injuries. In Denmark, for instance, IEA
and PISA assessments have been the subject of many debates over the last 20
years and have fostered a culture of assessment (Egelund, 2008). Approximately
ten national tests have been introduced on a range of themes and at different
educational levels and key stages since 2007. According to experts, the emphasis
on the acquisition of skills for life-long learning in the PISA studies has been well
received because a high correlation between the objectives of compulsory
education and PISA items was observed.
There has not been a ‘PISA shock’ in France, in the sense of a converging and
brutal shift of the public debate towards a widespread acceptance of reforms
required following the publication of the PISA results. Until 2004, the debate
surrounding PISA was primarily an insider affair, partly because the Ministry of
Education anticipated the official publication of the results with a view to
lessening their impact and channelling the public debate. Experts from the
ministry underlined the methodological biases of the study, to the satisfaction of
teacher unions and a wide range of education actors who claimed to have
reservations about the very principle of an external assessment carried out by the
OECD.
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However, decision-makers have made significant use of PISA 2006, not least the
French Minister of National Education, Xavier Darcos, who was appointed by the
new right-wing president, Nicolas Sarkozy, elected to office in the spring of 2007.
PISA 2006 marks a distinct break in France, with increased reference to PISA in
political discourse and discussions of the survey in the French media. To this
extent, a political change resulted in a cognitive change, and not the other way
round (Mons and Pons, 2009).
Similarly in Romania, PISA generated very little discussion and had limited
impact. Because the PISA results have not been taken up by key social or political
actors, the results of the study are a topic of neither public nor professional
concern (Fejes, 2009).

PISA, a tool between the political and academic realms
Research on the impact of PISA in different European countries has shown that
as a result of OECD reports, experts, scholars and policy-makers have discussed
the data of the different PISA waves (2000; 2003; 2006).
The success of PISA may be unprecedented in as much as the resulting data
appear to provide a common reference that connects academic research in
education and the political realm of public policy (Barroso and de Carvalho,
2008). PISA operates as a mediator between different strands of knowledge from
the realm of education and public policy.
In this sense, PISA is an example of a range of public policy knowledge
dependent upon a chain of translation processes between different spheres. The
use of PISA by national governments is also an example of the way in which
external assessment is now largely used as a tool regulating education policies as
part of what public policy researchers refer to as ‘soft regulation’, with the OECD
acting as a ‘third-party evaluator’ to assess, classify and compare suppliers of
educational services (that is, nation states).
Mangez and Cattonar (2009) even suggest that external assessment surveys
provide the OECD with the academic credibility required to promote political
orientations on educational issues. Under the appearance of a neutral and
objective diagnosis of education systems, PISA might, thus, serve as a means of
promoting specific orientations on curriculum issues (for example, promoting
skills rather than the transmission of academic knowledge).
How do researchers use the data generated by large-scale external assessments?
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The use of external assessments in educational
research
The impact of external assessments on the quality of education
In educational research, school effectiveness and improvement research was the
first to show an interest in indicators of student output (in the early 1970s).
Outputs are seen as a means of addressing issues of school quality, focusing on
the importance of reflecting the specific effects of teacher activity and the school’s
education team. The focus of this research is premised on the notion that the
specific activity of a school may ‘make a difference’. This goes against the grain of a
particular tradition in the sociology of education that argues that disparities and
inequalities of educational success need to be understood in terms of specific
social and political conditions (that is, the socio-cultural origins of students,
system and state structures).
The issue is to identify the practices that may have a causal relationship with the
best results obtained in the assessments, but also to use the dissemination of
results as an information, motivation and mobilisation tool for education
professionals.
The idea is that increased knowledge of the results of teacher activity on student
learning (particularly among teachers) will encourage teachers to improve their
practice. As summarised by Halasz (2006):
“There seems to be an increasing consensus among both politicians and educational
researchers that the best way to improve the quality and effectiveness of education is
to combine school autonomy with strong incentives to schools to use the feedback
they get for self-improvement.”
Online self- and external assessments can be combined to ensure that a reform in
education is successful. Self-assessment helps school management and prepares
students for external assessment, which gives an overall impression and can be
used to confirm that it is in compliance with a reform’s objectives. Feedback is
the only way of enabling education actors to define their actions on the basis of
the defined objectives (Zufanová, 2006).
The degree of flexibility governing the dissemination of external assessment
results for the benefit of education professionals and decision-makers varies in
different models.
Some argue that a relatively stringent level of accountability, in which results are
made public and have significant implications in an educational market, is the
best way to improve the quality and performance of educational services
(Woessmann, 2007).
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Others emphasise the mirror-effect (Thélot, 2002). The idea is to view assessment
as an alternative means of market regulation. Assessment should not be required
to generate explanatory schemes of educational success but should make
education professionals aware of the results of their actions. Teachers and
education managers need to understand the results of their actions. If results are
not in keeping with teachers’ objectives or with the results that they are expected
to achieve, education professionals will modify their practice accordingly. For
example, diagnostic assessments aimed at evaluating skills in geometry in the
first year of French secondary education (sixième) over several years was enough
to reactivate an interest in this particular area of mathematics (Bardi et al., 2005).
According to Mons (2004; 2007), the use of centralised exams or tests is related
neither to the average level of student performance nor to the proportion of
pupils who attained the highest (5) or lowest (1) level in PISA assessments. In
other words, the introduction of standardised assessments fails to improve the
overall level of student performance, reduce educational failure, or identify an
elite group of students.
The use of national exams is correlated with high average results, though only if
the level of economic development is not taken into account. National tests,
therefore, have no specific impact. Overall, the relations between effectiveness
and assessment mechanisms are neither uniformly significant nor automatic.
However, standardised assessments appear to have an impact on educational
equality by reducing the impact of social origin on educational performance. This
involves limiting practices that lower standards in schools with a significant
intake of children from working-class backgrounds (Mons and Pons, 2006).
A large number of studies were conducted following the introduction of highstakes testing in the USA in the 1990s. Initially, the test results obtained by
schools improved significantly after the introduction of the tests, before
eventually levelling out. More importantly, a number of studies highlighted
significant differences between the results obtained in national external
standardised tests and the results obtained in local tests used to assess schools. It
appears, therefore, that teachers adapted their teaching to meet the specific
demands and challenges of the new tests, thus obtaining results strictly limited to
the prepared assessments – a process known as “teaching to the test” (Nichols et
al., 2006).
In addition to intensive exam preparation, high-stakes external tests have also
been heavily criticised on several other counts: teachers focusing on pupils likely
to obtain results that improve the overall school’s results in the short term and
the curriculum being restricted to the content in the tests, are just two criticisms.
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Research has also indicated that English teachers now view the transmission of
knowledge and skills as a priority at the expense of personalised support and
pastoral care (Osborn, 2006).
It is, therefore, generally agreed that standardised external assessments should
comply with a number of conditions to preserve their informative value and not
alter the learning processes.
The chief condition is that standards should reflect teaching and learning
objectives but should not be focused on the content of teaching. Klieme et al.
(2004) suggested that results standards should not be used in the context of
school careers: the data generated in the context of these procedures should not
be used for the purposes of transition to the next level or for passing or failing a
student.
In a similar vein, Mons (2009) argued that it is primarily high-stakes testing that
generates negative responses from education professionals and leads to the
perverse effect of a negative impact on learning.

What new information is likely to be generated by
international assessments?
Since the early 2000s, there has been a renewed interest in studies that take
account of the results of external assessments (both national and international) to
carry out comparative analyses of different education systems and to produce
better findings for the analysis and understanding of educational practices.
For example, Linnakyla et al. (2004) compared the small proportion of Finnish
and Swedish students (7% and 12% respectively) who obtained below-par results
in the PISA reading assessments with a view to identifying explanatory factors.
The research identified the socio-cultural factors that schools struggle to act upon
(for example, social origin and recent immigration) and factors that can be
shaped by educational action, such as fostering greater self-esteem in failing
students. It was concluded that strategies can be developed to support categories
of students who demonstrate these ‘risk’ factors.
In France, another example is provided by the combined results of the PISA and
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) studies, which
highlighted specific characteristics of French students, and particularly obstacles
or behaviours that compromise success in assessments because of the way in
which students are exposed to writing. French students tend to be less exposed to
learning activities aimed at developing textual understanding than the average
student taking part in PIRLS studies. It was also found that French students
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engaged in relatively unvaried activities often based on the same material
(Rémond, 2006).
International assessments (particularly PISA) have also provided comparative
views of different education systems and policies on an unprecedented scale.
As noted by Mons (2008), who highlighted long-term variations in student
results according to the effects of public policies, the databases generated by
large-scale international assessments provide a basis for developing typologies of
education systems. In terms of the assessment of education policies, the resulting
typologies enable comparative statistical analyses of performance indicators of
different education systems and institutional frameworks, which are the product
of political choices and decisions.
Countries constituting geographical, historical or cultural units tend to have
similar levels of educational inequality on the basis of an analysis of the results of
PISA 2006, as noted by Green (2008).
English-speaking countries, particularly the USA and the UK, and continental
Europe have high levels of educational inequality, while Northern and Latin
European countries and East Asian countries have low levels of educational
inequality. Using a qualitative comparative approach to highlight the various
features of education systems that may account for regional differences, Green
argued that the group of countries with the lowest level of educational inequality
have a relatively uniform standardised school system and rarely use sets at lower
secondary level.

Methodological issues
The increasing popularity of external assessments, particularly at an internal
level, has sometimes resulted in the use of raw data in public debate without any
degree of methodological caution. The use of the same studies for both academic
and steering purposes is particularly debatable. In addition to a number of
methodological issues, this has given rise to a number of critical analyses in
educational research.
Some researchers (for example, Tymms et al. (2004)) have complained that
international assessments tend to focus on student results during or at the end of
schooling irrespective of the progress made by students since the beginning of
schooling. Longitudinal studies are, therefore, required to take account of the
level of student learning at the beginning of schooling.
Though international comparisons may be relevant in terms of an overall
performance assessment of different education systems, Wiliam (2008) argued
that caution should be exercised when considering more detailed assessments. It
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is impossible to draw specific conclusions concerning the quality of teaching.
Assessments such as PISA are, like any standardised assessment, not particularly
sensitive to the effects of high-quality teaching. There are three reasons for this.
The rate of progress of individual students is very limited in comparison with the
rate of success within a particular age class.
Standardised testing methods tend to eliminate items that are particularly
sensitive to variations in teaching.
The use of differentiation items in PISA to identify and exclude items that are not
comparable across different languages reduces the sensitivity of assessments to
teaching.
Swiss researchers (Moreau et al., 2006) questioned the adequacy of the model and
statistical variables used by PISA to highlight local specificities, particularly the
differences between cantons that cannot be reduced to socioeconomic or
educational disparities. They demonstrated the effects of PISA on the revival of a
harmonisation project using standards inspired by PISA skills by showing the
virtues and limitations of the transfer. One such limitation is that PISA skills are
defined universally and therefore independently of specific educational
curricula. By contrast, in a project such as HARMOS, the variety of educational
curricula is taken into account in cantons with distinct and varied histories,
cultures and languages.

Issues of translation and cultural context
International external assessments are invariably faced with the difficulty of
using terms and concepts with different meanings in different languages. While a
translation may be technically correct, the connotations and uses of the same
term may vary from one country to another.
It is important not to underestimate the biases entailed by translations or
different meanings of instructions in different languages and cultural areas
(Rémond, 2006). For example, the French word ‘style’ has a distinctly literary
meaning (for example, the style of a writer), while the English word ‘style’ also
covers the style of an illustration or typography. French students face particular
difficulties in cases where the expected answer requires a writing task that entails
subtending meta-cognitive tasks. French students systematically seek to connect
any question to routines and prefer not to give an answer if they have any doubt
about the type of answer they are expected to give.
French scholars (Bautier et al., 2006) carried out secondary analyses of the PISA
2000 literacy tests on over 800 French pupils and combined these with interviews
aimed at providing a better understanding of the strategies adopted by students
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in assessments. It was found that while PISA is presented simply as an
assessment of reading and written comprehension skills, it also assesses more
complex and more diverse skills involving, for instance, a mobilisation of varied
spheres of reference extending well beyond learning objectives in reading and
writing. The ‘good’ or ‘bad’ results obtained by a large number of students in
certain PISA items depended on the contexts of interpretation and were less
indicative of the level of student skills than the level attained in a range of metacognitive skills.

Conclusion: external assessments, between research
and policy
Politicians and school administrators are probably the most frequent readers of
PISA reports, which may entail the use of confusing phrases and such terms as
‘factors’, ‘effects’ and ‘causes’. Investigations seeking causal factors will most often
require methods other than surveys, such as qualitative in-depth studies and
longitudinal surveys based on mixed quantitative and qualitative methods
(Egelund, 2008).
Rochex (2008) warned against using PISA as a benchmarking tool and instrument
of evidence-based education for conferring academic legitimacy.
However, while the collected data could justify the conduct of secondary or other
more-detailed surveys (extending beyond just the standardisation of the results
in each country and in order to overcome the noted methodological limitations),
international organisations and governments seem reluctant to encourage and
fund research that requires academic autonomy.
On a more optimistic note, Gustafsson (2008), while acknowledging that
international assessments are liable to be misused and misinterpreted, also
argued that they offer possibilities for improving the quality of educational
research because the high-quality data generated by these studies can be useful
in research on causal factors within or across education systems.
Considering the debates about national and external international evaluations, it
is evident that everyone now recognises the usefulness of these evaluations for
both researchers and policy-makers. Some methodological points need to be
considered, but the key findings from the comparative achievement surveys are
widely shared in the research community, at least. For example, the positive
impact of a really comprehensive school on PISA scores in Finland, the negative
impact of repeating years in France or the early selection in Germany can no
longer be ignored. But does this mean that the ‘right’ curriculum can’t be
designed from using the results of the PISA items? Does it mean that the
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competences at the age of 15 are more important to consider than the level of
attainment at 20 years old?
These are the strengths and weaknesses of external evaluations on the level of
educational policy. They bring a huge amount of indicators and information on
educational systems, but these don’t necessary fit to on-going reforms or
government goals. Moreover, governments sometimes only use the ranking and
superficial features of the international achievement surveys, not the more
detailed analyses. Despite the fashionable trends in evidence-based education,
one cannot be convinced that policy has to be driven only by numbers, with the
risk that policy-makers have too much say in the indicators used.
The challenge, both for researchers and policy-makers, therefore, is to consider
that the aim to improve the information on educational systems has to be
pursued for their common interests. Comparative external evaluations may
continue to be a key means of doing this, but there needs to be an
acknowledgement that policy and research processes cannot always run on the
same timescales.
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Note
1 IEA is an independent, international cooperative of national research institutions and government
research agencies. The most well-known reports published by the IEA include TIMMS (Trends in
Mathematics and Science Study) and PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study).
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