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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDMENTS

The Comparative Education Society in Europe (CESE) today is the oldest European
scientific society in the field of academic education in our continent. Since its
creation in London in 1961, CESE has traditionally promoted a space for scientific
dialogue amongst scholars, specialists and young researchers from the field of
education and other disciplines.

Throughout its history, CESE has organized twenty-four conferences and two
specialized symposia. At present CESE is continuing this tradition and from time
to time seeks to organize between the biannual conferences an international
symposium with the title “CESE in-between”. Our main goal is to invite leading
scholars and experts both within and outside Europe to engage in independent and
intellectually balanced conversations about urgent and contemporary educational
problématiques.

From the 23" to 26" of November 2009, with the important sponsorship of the
Cabildo Insular of La Palma (Board of Towns of the Island of La Palma), the
Consejeria de Educacion, Universidades, Cultura y Deportes (Regional Ministry
of Education, Universities, Culture & Sports) of the Government of the Canaries,
the Spanish Ministerio de Ciencia e Innovacion (Ministry of Science & Innovation),
and Rayas (Museum and Archive of History of Education of La Palma), CESE
organized an international symposium entitled PISA under Examination: Changing
Knowledge, Changing Tests, and Changing Schools. The subject of PISA was
chosen because of its widespread interest to academics and policy-makers and
working educationists as well as parents and local communities. Across Europe,
there is exceptionally strong interest in this topic on both practical and theoretical
levels.

For four days, seventeen leading scholars presented their contributions in the
symposium, and 105 delegates from Spain, Europe and America (mainly from
Latin America) met in the Teatro Chico (Small Theatre), a historical place built, on
the remains of a 16™ century church, by the liberal freemason bourgeoisie of La
Palma in the 19™ century. It was indeed a memorable event, as memorable as this
island of the Canaries, designated by UNESCO as one of the “biosphere reserves”
of the world — a place where the hybridising of European and Latin American
cultures is unique.

I would like sincerely to thank those whose generous participation made it
possible for the international symposium on PISA under Examination to be
organized by CESE in La Palma, as well as the economic support granted by the
Cabildo de La Palma, the Consejeria de Educacion, Universidades, Cultura y
Deportes of the Government of the Canary Islands, and the Spanish Ministry of
Science & Innovation. My colleagues and friends on the Executive Committee of
CESE and in particular the Immediate Past President of CESE, Bob Cowen, were
very stimulating and supportive all through the process of organising this
international symposium. Without the participation of the distinguished keynote
speakers we invited, this event would not exist; and, in fact, in most cases all our

xi



PREFACE AND ANCKNOWLEDGEMENTS

invitations to come to La Palma for presenting and discussing ideas about PISA
and its most relevant problématiques were accepted. The support of the President
of the Cabildo de La Palma, Ms Guadalupe Gonzalez Tafio, was from the
beginning essential, and my dear old friend German Gonzalez, director of Rayas
(Archive and Museum of History of Education of La Palma), also contributed
decisively to the full accomplishment of the event. Unfortunately German has been
unable to see this book printed since he very regrettably passed away last March.

Elias Bienes and Javier Jerénimo from Nuevo Rumbo-Historia Viva were in
charge of the organization of the symposium in La Palma, and the inspiration and
qualities of their organization helped us to be both creative and efficient. My
colleagues from the University of Granada Antonio Luzén and Moénica Torres,
who were the secretaries of this international symposium, performed their work
wonderfully well, and wrote a solid report on PISA which was included in the
booklet of the symposium, printed by Gustavo Gomez and creatively designed by
Maria Torres (retrievable at http://www.cese-europe.org/conferences/45-i-cese-in-
between-las-palmas-2009/324-pisa-booklet). Antonio’s help was very important in
the heavy and time-consuming process of preparing the ‘camera-ready’ manuscript
of this book. Rocio Lorente prepared efficiently the Index Name of this book.

To all of them I want to express my most sincere acknowledgment.

Miguel A. Pereyra
President of CESE and coordinator of the international symposium
PISA under Examination

xii



MIGUEL A. PEREYRA, HANS-GEORG KOTTHOFF
AND ROBERT COWEN

PISA UNDER EXAMINATION

Changing Knowledge, Changing Tests, and Changing Schools

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE COMPARATIVE PUZZLE

PISA or the Programme for International Student Assessment of OECD (Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development) is one of the most famous educational
events of the last decades. Thousands of students from sixty-two different countries
(the OECD countries plus country partners which signed a contract with this
institution) have been recently involved in its tests for the 2009 PISA (the fourth
report of this kind was presented in December 2010) (see Fig. 1).

A map of PISA countries and economies

o ;. :
OECD : Partner countries and : Partner countries and
countries : economies in PISA 2006 : economies in previous PISA

* surveys or in PISA 2009
Source: OECD-The PISA website: http://www.pisa-oecd.org

Overall, PISA has been a remarkable phenomenon. Rarely has educational
information translated so fast into the word 'disaster' — and domestic political crisis.
Rarely has educational information translated so fast into the word 'stardom' —, and
sudden international attention being given to countries which hitherto were

M A. Pereyra et al. (eds.), PISA Under Examinarion: Changing Knowledge,
Changing Tests, and Changing Schools, 1-14.
© 2011 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved.
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un-noted and uncelebrated. PISA was not merely been an educational event. It was
also a media circus. It involved the public rehearsal of reasons for failure or
success; and even, in some cases, public and political and academic explanations
about why 'failure' was not really that, and why 'success' was not really that either.

At the centre of all these indications, we find the growing influence of
international agencies on education and schooling which has decisively contributed
to a marketisation of the field of education in the context of an increasingly
multilevel and fragmented arena for educational governance (Jones, 2007a and
2007b; Henry et al., 2001; Martens, Rusconi & Leuze, 2007; Mundy, 2007, and
Moutsios, 2009). In recent years, their influence has not been limited to a particular
geographical area or specific area of education and schooling, but has become a
generalized phenomenon giving rise to an increasing internationalization of
education. In fact, the “cognitive horizon” of these international agencies, such as
the OECD, reaches beyond traditional borders and national and regional identities
of its member countries, as shown by the universally applicable models to inform
‘best practices’ to achieve more efficient education and schooling. In this context,
the “cognitive horizon” assumes a linear administrative chain of steering of our
educational systems, which runs from the political level via the political body of
school owner without considering any model able to explain the complexity of the
relation of the different levels of the educational system; on the contrary, what is
mainly considered is the instructional setting organised within each school to
individual learning (see Landgeldt, 2007, p. 236). An additional distinctive feature
of this “cognitive horizon” is its goal of generating policy-based regulatory
competition on objective criteria, scientifically researched with more or less
sophistication and presented in an easily accessible manner (through the use of
tools useful for trying to solve various problems and issues, as PISA seems to do
precisely up to the point of becoming at the present a kind of ‘soft power’ in
education, as recently stated by Bieber & Martens, 2011). (See also on PISA, and
the OECD, Rizvi & Lingard, 2009; Knodel et al., 2010, and Knill & Tosun, 2011,
on the dynamics of these policy mechanisms.)

International agencies are becoming, therefore, independent agents in the field of
education, rather than simply providing advice for their Member States which had
originally been their responsibility, and their influence is today very notorious across
the different fields of policy by generating a standardization by harmonization of
educational systems, increasingly clear in Europeanisation educational processes
(Lawn, 2011). Actually they are generating “soft mechanisms” for the formulation,
the regulation and the transnational coordination and convergence of policies,
buttressed by the diffusion of persuasive discursive practices which promote
isomorphic policy emulation processes subject to rapid institutional imitation in
today’s globalizing world (Meyer & Rowan, 1983 and DiMaggio, 1983).

Following these patterns, the OECD as one of the leading international
organizations has been ending to reach greater recognition lately. Since the last past
decades of last century, and in particular since the 90s, has consolidated a steady
‘comparative turn’ in its education policy by introducing a framework of governance
by comparison which emphasizing the interplay between the interplay between the
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actors (the OECD governing body and its member states) and resulting policy
(Martens, 2007, p. 54).

In this context the first comparative puzzle which attaches to PISA is: why all
the fuss? What are the politics and sociology and anthropology of the international
testing movement as if 'educational results' were a sporting event?

The second comparative puzzle which attaches to PISA is: in what sense is it
‘comparative education'? At what point do numbers become or represent or stand for
cultures, and what needs to be explained about the cultures/numbers symbiosis?
What kind of comparative education does PISA signify? A comparative education of
measured outcomes? Outcomes of what and from what, in the broader social and
historical context?

The third comparative puzzle which attaches to PISA is: in what sense is it good
'big sociology'? What is — sociologically, in the workings of schooling systems —
being tested?

The fourth comparative puzzle which attaches to PISA is: in what ways is this
good empirical work? Which technical criteria does this kind of 'comparative work
on an international scale have to satisfy and in what senses may we (technically)
believe in the numbers?

The fifth comparative puzzle, noting the style and extent to which we 'believe' in
those numbers, is whether, by whom, and with what consequences may we deduce
policy action from such research? Is this the robust and relevant research' of which
politicians dream? Can we move from these research results to policy action
quickly, cautiously, or not at all?

All these questions and others were approached during the debates of our
international symposium and accordingly they are addressed in the contributions of
this book. We have organised the content of the book on the pattern we followed in
the symposium.

In the first part of this book entitled “The comparative challenges of the OECD
PISA programme, the authors contextualize and situate the OECD PISA programme
within the broader social and historical context of the development of international
comparative student assessment. PISA is viewed and analysed from a variety of
angles and disciplines, including historical, political, administrative, economic,
educational, cultural, governance and comparative perspectives. However, while
the authors in this first part analyse the same phenomenon from a wide range of
very different analytical and theoretical perspectives, they all share one common
assumption: they regard PISA as a form of international and transnational governance
and as a disciplinary technology, which aims to govern education in the 21% century.

In his contribution UIf Lundgren, who was himself professionally involved in the
development of the PISA programme, provides the reader with a detailed and
intimate history of the formulation of the PISA programme. The main focus of his
historical analysis is on the development of international assessment as a device for
political governing. Thus, Lundgren analyses the economic and political context
which formed the background for international assessment in general and PISA in
particular. Lundgren traces the genesis of educational assessment back to the 19™
century and identifies the early decades of the 20" century as a first milestone in the
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development of educational assessment, when the idea of educational evaluation as a
base for educational reforms was established and educational assessment was
increasingly linked to social positions and salaries. According to Lundgren, the 1950s
and 1960s mark a further milestone in the development of international assessment
because it became comparative. International comparative assessment seemed to be
particularly useful in a political Cold War climate that had an interest for the
comparison of competitive education systems. The establishment of important
agencies for comparative educational assessment such as the IEA, which followed
quickly after the Sputnik shock in 1957, had a major impact on the further
development of international assessment in that it drew the politicians’ attention to
the possibility of governing education by goals and results, i.e. measured outcomes.
According to Lundgren, it became obvious in the 1980s that earlier planning models
in education had failed and that new ways of political governing of the education
system had to be developed, which required new and more specific goals: “To
govern education by expressing goals to be achieved and evaluating the
achievements demanded new conditions for governing. To be a steering device, goals
have to be clear” (p. 23). Against this background the PISA programme was
launched in the 1990s. It became particularly successful because it coincided with
global changes in the 1990s which led to a global knowledge society in which
education has become an international commodity. According to Lundgren’s
analysis, it is this particular Zeitgeist, which is characterised by the competition
between new emerging knowledge societies that is not only restricted to natural but
also to intellectual resources, which explains the PISA effect to a large degree.

In the second paper Thomas Popkewitz aims to analyse and to understand the
system of reason through which OECD’s PISA technologies and classifications are
made intelligible. In order to do this Popkewitz examines firstly historically how
“the numbers of PISA can be seen as ‘facts’ and as a way of ‘telling the truth’
about society, schooling, and children” (p. 33). Following Popkewitz’s argument,
PISA’s narratives are built on the premise that numbers tell the ‘truth’ about
national schooling systems and children. However, numbers as categories of
equivalence are not merely numbers. Measurements provide constant performance
indicators in a continual process of locating one’s self in the world that are
analogous to global positioning systems: “PISA globally positions the child and
nation through a style of thought that differentiates and divides through creating
categories of equivalence among countries” (p. 36). In the second part of his paper
Popkewitz turns to the principles of school subjects and investigates how
disciplinary knowledge is translated into school subjects. He argues that the
“practical knowledge” measured by PISA has very little to do with the disciplinary
knowledge. The translation of disciplinary knowledge into school subjects is rather
an attempt to govern conduct through the insertion of particular rules and standards
or even moral qualities about modes of living. PISA’s assessment of students’
knowledge and skills, then, can not only be seen as measurements about what
“practical” knowledge children know. PISA also has strong normative function in
that it tells us, who the child is and who or what it should be in future, i.e. a ‘self-
motivated lifelong learner’ who is to live in the ‘knowledge society’.
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Clara Morgan analyses the construction of the PISA programme from a multi-
disciplinary perspective which draws on political economy and international
relations as well as sociology. Seen from a political economic perspective, Morgan
situates the construction of PISA in the broader political rationality of neo-
liberalism. As the role of education in the 1980s and 1990s was increasingly
viewed in neo-liberal, i.e. instrumental terms (e.g. to reduce unemployment rates
etc.), the OECD educational activities became increasingly concerned with the
development of a competitive and highly skilled labour force: “Under neoliberalism,
OECD education policy focused on implementing accountability and performance
measures, improving educational quality and monitoring of educational systems”
(p. 49). The formulation of PISA fitted into this context, in that it defined
measurable outcomes which are required for competitive accountability. Analysing
PISA from the international relations perspective, Morgan comes to the conclusion
that there has been a strong American influence on the formulation of the PISA
programme and, more generally, on the governance of international organisations,
including the OECD. Finally, Morgan draws on theories from sociology and from
Michel Foucault’s conceptualization of the ‘power bloc formation’ to understand
how PISA ‘works’ and how it is used to exercise power. From this analytical
perspective PISA reflects a “power bloc formation’ that works because it “serves
the needs”, as Morgan puts it, “of politicians, policymakers and international and
regional organisations as an accountability engine for governing education in the
21* century” (p. 56).

In the final paper of the first part Antonio Bolivar takes a very different
perspective on the PISA public discourse by analysing the PISA results from the
perspective of the “losers”. These are, according to Bolivar, the Ibero-American
countries, who feel discontented and dissatisfied with their PISA results, which do
not correspond to the desires and expectations of their societies. On the basis of
several empirical studies on the PISA media discourse in Spain and Latin America,
Bolivar argues that the PISA reports have been presented with a certain degree
of sensationalism, with a lack of rational analysis and simplifications or even
manipulations of the data. In summary, Bolivar argues, “each of the PISA reports
has been received from a political and ideological duality, serving the educational
policy that interested each ideological group, and producing ideological
manipulations of the results” (p. 62). Bolivar’s own analysis of the performance of
the Ibero-American countries in PISA 2006 in the second part of the paper reveals
that the Ibero-American average score in science (426) is far from the OECD
average (500) and that this performance is even overestimated because those
youths who do not take PISA tests often do not attend schools and would thus
lower the scores even further. On the whole, Latin America obtains lower results
than the countries in Europe and Asia and the Latin American countries present
more unequal distribution. Obviously, the educational reforms that were taken in
the last few decades have not had a decisive effect on the quality of teaching in the
classroom. According to Bolivar, one reason for this is that rather than extracting
lessons from the results and ‘rationalizing’ educational policies, the data have been
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instrumentalized and used to justify the changes already made or to provide
support for educational policies already in place.

The second part of this volume, which is devoted to the theme of ‘PISA and
School Knowledge’, takes the PISA discourse closer to schools and schooling. The
contributors analyse and discuss the impact of PISA on school knowledge and the
school curriculum in particular. Thus, their analyses focus on questions like what
kind of knowledge is tested through PISA, how the achievement in PISA is related
to knowledge acquired at schools and in which respect PISA challenges and shapes
definitions of school knowledge and definitions of competencies.

David Berliner focuses in his paper on PISA’s potential to distort national
educational systems in general and school curricula in particular. He starts off by
analysing the interpretive context for the publication of the PISA 2006 scores,
which were greeted in the USA with negativism, exaggerated fears about the
allegedly poor performance of the US American schools and chauvinism. Berliner’s
own analysis of the PISA 2006 scores reveals first of all that the US American
schools and pupils are far better than depicted in the media. However, the PISA
results also reveal that there is a huge problem with inequality and inequity in the
US American school system. According to Berliner’s analyses, this problem is not
primarily caused by the school system, but rather but by a number of out-of-school
factors such as gross domestic product per capita and the huge inequality in wealth
within the nation. In this respect PISA scores do not merely represent schools and
schooling, but, according to Berliner, “schools and society in interaction” (p. 83).
Thus, the PISA scores are a powerful indicator of the USA’s uneven income
distribution and housing segregation and of the effects of social class on school
achievement. In the final part of his paper Berliner looks at the consequences that
could arise, if PISA tests became high-stakes tests. On the basis of numerous
empirical studies in the USA and the UK, which analysed the effects of high stakes
testing, Berliner shows that high stakes assessment systems can corrupt teachers as
a well as the indicator, has a narrowing influence on the school curriculum, (e.g.
more time for maths and reading in the curriculum, marginalisation of art and
music etc.) and has a standardizing influence on the teaching methods. If PISA
became a high-stakes assessment system, it would probably result in an
international standardization of school curricula and a narrowing of the skill set
that pupils and students possess, which is, according to Berliner, exactly the
opposite of what is needed in the 21% century.

In the second contribution of this part David Scott takes a closer look at the forms
of knowledge that are tested in PISA from a critical realist perspective. After his
initial and fundamental differentiation between two forms of knowledge, i.c.
knowledge (a), that represents knowledge sets, skills and dispositional states of a
person, and knowledge (b), which represents knowledge sets, skills and dispositional
states which allow this person to do well in tests, Scott unmasks false beliefs or
assumptions about the characteristic features of these two forms of knowledge and
about the problematic relationship between knowledge and its assessment (i.e.
marker error, cultural bias effect, epistemic differences etc.). According to Scott’s
analysis, the relationship between knowledge and its assessment is further
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complicated or even aggravated by various ‘examination technologies’ such as
whether an incentive is attached to the taking of the test, the students’ motivation to
take the test and the test format (i.e. multiple choice or free-ranging essay formats),
which might favour some groups in comparison with others. International
comparative student assessments (like PISA) face the additional difficulty of trying
to construct curriculum-free tests underpinning the idea of a universal form of
knowledge. PISA tests are therefore, according to Scott’s analysis, not related to
national school curricula and they are consequently not a measure of what the student
have been taught or what they have learnt in any formal sense, which means that the
test are likely to favour some countries at the expense of others. According to Scott,
the notion of a universal form of knowledge makes a number of reductionist
assumptions and does not account properly for cultural differences which might
affect test performance in several ways. By doing this PISA also operates as a
standardizing device (i.e. it creates a norm) by stressing certain forms of performative
knowledge which are becoming the norm. The final criticism is directed at the way
PISA results are published in comparative national tables thereby putting emphasis
on position rather than score. According to Scott, such league tables do not provide
countries with very useful information for the improvement of their education
system, but rather contribute to the nation’s (negative) self image.

In the final paper by Donatella Palomba and Anselmo R. Paolone the theme of
PISA’s relation to school knowledge is analysed from a very specific angle. In
their case study, Palomba & Paolone focus on the question of teachers’ attitudes
towards long-term students’ exchanges at secondary schools. The case studies were
conducted in several Italian secondary schools which are involved in year-long
individual student exchange programmes. The research consisted of qualitative
fieldwork based on participant observation, semi-structured interview, recorded
‘open discussions’ and the study of available school documents (e.g. school profile,
etc.). In two schools the teachers drew in some ways on PISA tests in order to
assess the acquired competencies of their returning students. These two schools,
which are reported in this paper, approached PISA in two completely different
ways and integrated aspects of PISA in their own culture, translating and
transforming these elements, according to their local tradition, previous experiences
and actual needs. The results of the two case studies show that the “familiarity with
PISA makes the teachers less mistrustful towards what returnees have studied
and learned abroad”. In their discussion of these findings the authors stress that
PISA’s concentration on competences (rather than knowledge) which are spread
internationally, school experiences in Italy and elsewhere are getting more similar.
As result Italian teachers tend to think what returnees have learned abroad is not
inconsistent with what is being taught at home. So while the intercultural
experience of the students, i.e. their feeling of ‘otherness’ is probably reduced, the
acceptance of the Italian teachers of their pupils’ competencies acquired abroad is
stronger, because the competencies are deemed to be universal. Within the
“intercultural exchanges”, these effects can be seen as facilitating an international
dialogue, but also as a cultural homologation.
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The third part of this volume entitled “The assessment of PISA, School
Effectiveness and the Socio-cultural Dimension” focuses on the assessment of
PISA and the question if and in which ways we can deduce policy action from this
kind of research for educational policy, school improvement and school efficiency.
The authors analyse the assessment of PISA on different levels and from different
disciplines, including, in the last paper, the economics of education perspective.
While most papers discuss the possible consequences of the PISA results on the
systems level, one paper focuses on the student’s perspective by asking how
individual socio-economically disadvantaged students react to PISA tests and
engage in the process of testing.

In the first paper Katharina Maag Merki examines the effects of external
achievement tests on teaching quality. Since changes in the teaching quality which
are the result of the participation in international comparative achievement studies
cannot be investigated in the framework of the PISA studies, Maag Merki analyses
to what extent external state-wide exit examinations have an effect on the teaching
quality in maths and English in the final year of upper secondary education in the
German Gymnasium. Following the below average performance of the German
education system in earlier PISA studies (2000, 2003, 2006), all 16 states introduced
state-wide Abitur exit examinations unless they had not already instituted them
earlier (e.g. Bavaria, Baden-Wiirttemberg). In her longitudinal empirical study
Maag Merki focuses on two German states: Bremen which introduced state-wide
Abitur exit examinations in some advanced-level courses (e.g. English and Maths)
in 2008 and the German state of Hesse, in which state-wide exit examinations have
been introduced in all subjects in 2007. Comparing the teaching quality before and
after the introduction of state-wide exit examinations led, according to Maag
Merki, to the following results: “the introduction of state-wide Abitur exit examination
in advanced English and maths courses in Bremen was accompanied by an
improvement in instructional quality in those courses” (p. 131). These positive
effects on instructional quality remain stable over time and can be found again in
2009. In contrast to Anglo-American empirical findings on the question of the
impact of external achievements tests on the teaching quality, negative consequences
could not be observed at this early stage. The main reason for this difference could
be, according to Maag Merki, that the German Abitur exit examinations must be
characterized — in international comparison — as low-stakes assessment, which
“allow teachers more room to employ functional approaches that can be tailored to
students’ needs” (p. 132).

The second paper by Gerry MacRuaire moves from the macro-level analysis to
the students’ perspective on PISA testing. While the high level of correlation
between educational attainment and the socio-economic background of the students
is empirically well established, Mac Ruairc wants to analyse in his study how
individual socio-economically disadvantaged students react to tests and engage in
the process of testing. In order to do that, “it is”, according to Mac Ruairc,
“important to take on board the perspectives of individual students themselves” (p.
135). By examining the views of students on PISA testing in one case study the
author provides an insight into how the PISA assessment (2009) was experienced
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by a group of working-class girls in a disadvantaged inner city school in a large
urban area in the Republic of Ireland. The study comprised a visit to the school on
the day following the administration of the 2009 PISA test and included focus
group interviews with three groups of students and the principal. The thematic
analysis of the interviews and the focus groups transcripts revealed three themes:
(1) the intensity of the testing process was too high and most students, especially
those with special educational needs, felt overstretched by the amount and the
content and difficulty of the reading test items. (2) children who simply ticked the
boxes to complete the test in time have implications for the validity of some of the
responses to test items (3) students complained about too many personal questions
and a lack of anonymity in the student questionnaire, which was to collect data
in relation to a number of background variables including family and home
circumstances. In his conclusion Mac Ruairc highlights the need for a more
proactive approach to student support and a more nuanced model of assessment in
future PISA tests to take account of social class difference.

Marie Duru-Bellat analyses in her contribution the ability of PISA data in
assessing the quality of education systems. The author starts off by discussing the
question why PISA data are so appealing for policy-makers despite their
limitations. In her analysis Duru-Bellat points out that PISA data are so attractive
because, rather than assessing conformity to academic knowledge, PISA gives a
concrete picture of 15-year-old students’ performance in subjects or exercises that
are supposed to be relevant for daily life (“life skills”). In addition to this, PISA
data, even if they are imperfect and questionable, are very helpful in highlighting
differences in educational outcome across countries. According to Duru-Bellat, the
misuses and limitations of PISA become obvious, when PISA data are used for
benchmarking and when countries are ranked as result of cross-comparative
comparisons: “The core problem with benchmarking is that benchmarks are set
using the most readily available data” (p. 154). Since PISA data are readily
available, they are used as if there were no other relevant indicators of educational
quality of an education system (e.g. equity), which is of course highly
questionable. However, indicators are isolated pieces of information, which
according to Duru-Bellat, are not sufficient for assessing a whole ‘system’. For the
comprehensive assessment of a whole education system, evaluation is far more
useful than indicators, because evaluation requires “the combination of indicators
and most of all, the more qualitative interpretation of their meaning” (p. 155). In
her conclusion Duru-Bellat points out that her criticism, which is focused on the
misuse of PISA data for benchmarking processes, should not lead us “to renounce
processes that evaluate education systems based on their output” (p. 157). The
student output is and remains an important factor in assessing the quality of
education systems. However, according to Duru-Bellat, it needs to be supplemented
by additional data: “it is important not to limit oneself to measurement of student
achievement but rather to include measurements of system characteristics such as
coverage, financing (public/private) and tracking (early/comprehensive tracking,
types of student groups etc.)” (p. 156).
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Javier Salinas and Daniel Santin analyse the PISA reports and results from the
economics of education perspective. In their paper the authors present an overview of
the problems related to the assessment of efficiency in education and describe how
the PISA data have been used for carrying out these studies. The possibility of
obtaining educational data every three years for many countries allows economists of
education to keep studying the technological relationship between educational inputs
and outputs. The aim of a major part of the research done with PISA is to measure
the productivity of educational resources and to establish the efficiency level of the
schools responsible for producing education. The paper discusses the main
educational concepts that have been used in empirical studies to measure productivity
using the data coming from PISA and summarizes the main results obtained thus far:
e.g. that a greater decision-making autonomy at the school-level tends to be
associated with higher levels of efficiency or that, holding resources constant, PISA
scores could be boosted by an average of 5% for OECD countries etc. In their
conclusion, the authors stress that the PISA reports constitute a very valuable source
of information for the analyses of educational efficiency and that they provide very
useful information for evaluating educational policy. Finally, the authors provide
some concrete advice on what additional information should be included in future
PISA reports in order to improve the quality of the empirical analyses that could be
conducted using PISA data (establishing a longitudinal database etc.).

The fourth part of this volume entitled “PISA and the Immigrant Student
Question” focuses on the potential of PISA for the analysis and understanding of one
specific aspect, which is of major importance for most education systems: in many
countries immigrant students lag behind their peers from native families in terms of
achievement and school success. The relatively poor performance of immigrant
students in PISA tests has been one of the most controversial issues in the intense
debate about the PISA results. In this part of the volume two papers are presented
which both draw on PISA data, but arrive at very different explanations with regard
to the reasons for this performance gap between native and immigrant students.

Aileen Edele and Petra Stanat assess PISA’s potential for analyses of
immigrant students’ educational success by referring to the German case. The
authors start by claiming that large-scale assessment studies, such as PISA, “have
advanced our understanding of immigrant students’ educational disadvantage
considerably” (p. 175) and they prove their point by contrasting what was known
about the immigrants students’ educational disadvantage in the German school
system before and after PISA. According to the authors, the PISA study established
a more comprehensive indicator of immigration background by recording students’
and parents’ countries of birth, which proved that immigration into Germany was
much higher than earlier German studies (e.g. Microcensus), which had defined
immigrants strictly on grounds of their citizenship rather than their migration
history, had shown. On the basis of the PISA data, Edele and Stanat are able to
identify determinants of immigrant students’ disadvantages in German schools on
different levels. On the national/societal level immigration and integration policies
as well as differences in the approaches to support second language acquisition
seem to play a crucial role. On the school level and with regard to the composition
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of the student body, “there is”, according to the authors, “little evidence for the
assumption that high proportions of immigrant students, [students not speaking the
language of instruction at home, or immigrant students speaking a particular
language at home] affect student achievement above and beyond the effects of
social composition and average prior achievement of the student body” (p. 185).
With regard to the individual level, the language spoken at home is the strongest
single predictor of immigrants’ students reading achievement. In addition, immigrant
students showed higher levels of instrumental motivation than native students and
their achievement disadvantages do not seem to be due to a lack of motivation or
aspirations. In conclusion, Edele and Stanat indicate that studies like PISA are
powerful tools for identifying strength and weaknesses of school systems and
possible targets for intervention. However, they do not suggest concrete measures
of how to remedy the identified problem. Especially for measures at the teaching
and learning level PISA does not tell us how to improve the achievement of
immigrant students. This requires different types of studies like randomized field
trials for which Edele and Stanat also provide an illustrative example (e.g. the
Jacobs Summer Camp Project) in their paper.

In the second paper of this part Julio Carabaifia discusses why the results of
immigrant students depend so much on their country of origin and so little on their
country of destination. According to Carabafia, the PISA study opens up new
possibilities of carrying out research about immigrant students using a design of
the type ‘one origin-various destinations’. When the country of emigration has
participated in PISA, a comparison of emigrants with non-emigrants becomes
feasible for several countries. On the basis of his analysis of the scores extracted
from PISA 2003 and 2006, Carabafia maintains that “with some exceptions,
emigrants reproduce the PISA scores of their aboriginal counterparts wherever they
g0” (p. 202). According to Carabaifia, the striking similarities between aboriginal
and immigrant students become still stronger, if we account for the special
composition of emigrants, which are usually not a random sample from their
country population. This leads, in Carabafa’s words, to the following indication:
“emigration hardly affects students’ PISA scores, which remain at the level of the
country of origin and do not come closer to the level of the destination country” (p.
203). To explain this phenomenon, the author tests various explanations from
macro level characteristics of the countries of destination and of origin to personal
characteristics and cultural factors. In conclusion, the author arrives at the cognitive
ability hypothesis as being the strongest determinant of scholastic achievement.
According to Carabaiia, the hypothesis of national differences in cognitive or
learning ability greatly alleviates the schools in the host countries, because they are
“free of the suspicion of depressing the results of immigrant students, or of being
unable to help them to develop their full potential” (p. 207).

We have titled the last part of this book “Extreme Visions of PISA: Germany
and Finland”, and it provides two papers which look at the PISA debate and results
from two very different angles. The papers provide two ‘extreme visions’ of PISA:
the first one is written from the Finnish perspective, which is ‘extreme’ because it
is written from the perspective of the ‘PISA winners’. The second paper presents
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another ‘extreme’ case because it focuses on the German PISA debate, which is
characterized by terms like ‘PISA shock’ and by feelings of self-doubt. Both
papers try to provide explanations for the specific performance of the two
education systems: Simola and Rinne try to explain the ‘Finnish miracle’, while
Trohler tries to explain the ‘German double discontentment’ with PISA.

Hannu Simola and Risto Rinne start off by suggesting three concepts which they
consider to be promising theoretical concepts for comparative education. These are:
(1) bringing the theoretical concepts of path dependency, convergence and
contingency together, (2) tracing the history of the problématique and (3) analysing
national and local interpretations and translations as hybrids. In their following
analysis of the ‘Finnish PISA miracle’ the authors focus exclusively on the concept
of contingency to see whether the concept can facilitate a broader understanding on
the national phenomenon of ‘Finnish PISA success’. As a first step Simola & Rinne
identify three national ‘truths’ that are widely accepted in Finland even though there
is, according to the authors, not too much empirical research evidence behind them:
the Finns share a high belief in schooling, teaching is a very highly regarded
profession in Finland and the Finnish comprehensive school enjoys rather high trust
on the part of both parents, authorities and politicians. In their analysis the authors
illustrate that the genesis of these three national ‘beliefs’ is rather the result of
coincidence and conjunction, than the result of rational and purposeful educational
planning by educational politicians. In their conclusion, Simola and Rinne claim on
the basis of their presented case that conceptualisations such as contingency must be
taken seriously when pursuing an understanding of national education policies and
politics. The alternative approach, i.e. operating only through functionalist and
system models, emphasising mainly the transnational or national trends or focusing
solely on rational decisions and choices “does not give theoretically adequate
instruments for comparative research” (p. 227).

In the second paper Daniel Trohler analysis the emergence of the lively or even
fierce public and academic discussion on PISA in Germany, which he explains as a
clash of two very different cultural self-understandings. To begin with, Trohler
clarifies the relationship between three fundamental concepts which lie at the heart
of the debate in Germany: competence, Bildung and knowledge. According to
Trohler’s analysis, the attempt by some German PISA experts to mate competence
and Bildung has caused major irritation and raised scepticism in Germany. At the
background of this conflict lies, according to the author, a ‘clash of cultures’
between American pragmatism on the one hand and the German concept of
Bildung on the other. Bildung resists being operationalized, is meta-useful and is,
finally, unmeasurable. In his historical analysis Trohler points out that the roots
of the present PISA ideology lie in late 1950s, when the Cold War was
‘educationalized’ in the USA. The 1950s and 1960s was also the time when the
human capital theory was developed and increased emphasis was put on maths,
science and foreign languages, when cognitive psychology became the main
reference discipline for education and when the technical systems perspective
became the dominant perspective in education. Comparing these ideological roots
of the PISA experts with the German ideology of Bildung explains, according to
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Trohler, to a high degree “the harsh rejection in Germany of the merging of the
concepts of competence and Bildung” (p. 238). This conflict between competence
and Bildung is even made worse, because PISA’s focus is not directed at what
students learn at school on the basis of their (national) curricula and textbooks.
Instead PISA aims to test “young people’s ability to use their knowledge and skills
in order to meet real-life challenges” (p. 233), which brings it even closer to the
non-empirical German ideology of Bildung. Against this background Trohler
interprets the German PISA dispute as a double discontent. On the one hand PISA
is calling into question the traditional German concept of Bildung by focusing on
the outer world (‘to meet real-life challenges’) rather than focusing on the
development of the inner world (Persénlichkeit). On the other hand the PISA
results also irritate the PISA experts who had to realize how little their educational
project of the harmonious “One World” of free, globally interacting and economically
secure citizens had been realized. This is particularly true for Germany, where poor
national unity and coherence was greatest, indicated by the vast differences
between the PISA results of the immigrant and native students.

We conclude our volume by including three texts as Annexes. Annex I is a
research report by Antonio Luzén and Monica Torres which reviews and analyzes
the scientific literature about PISA as well as the public use of it as a important
subject which was given widespread coverage by newspapers.

The analysis of the scientific literature on PISA was verified through the
publications found in the so-called Web of Science (WoS) of Thomson Scientific
(better known by its former name of ISI or Institute for Scientific Information), and
the database Scopus from Elsevier. In addition they included a search in Google
Scholar, a fourth generation search engine increasingly used in scientific research.
Following Luzon and Torres’ study, it appears clear that the coverage of PISA
issue was within a very wide subject area within the field of social sciences mainly
referred to as ‘Education’; although PISA is addressed by other areas such as
economics, sociology, psychology, mathematics education, history and even
philosophy, which offers a multidimensional aspect of its reception by the
scientific literature. The German sources and the German reality of PISA had a
very visible impact. However other publications on PISA tests are also very
visible, such as those associated with the “g” factor of intelligence, or with learning
techniques in the classroom, and the implications and consequences of PISA in
specific learning contexts or for specific social divides, such as immigration.

Annex II gathers the abstracts of the posters exhibited during the holding of the
international symposium PISA under Examination in La Palma. Before the
exhibition, there was — in the symposium — an exposition of the content of each
poster by each author. Finally, Annex III reproduces the text of a summary in
Spanish of the symposium by Jestis Romero, Antonio Luzon y Monica Torres. This
appeared in the very important educational newspaper of Spain: Escuela.
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SECTION 1

THE COMPARATIVE CHALLENGES OF THE
OECD PISA PROGRAMME
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PISA AS A POLITICAL INSTRUMENT

One History Behind the Formulating of the PISA Programme

In the early nineties Ivan Illich reminded us that it was time to celebrate the 500
year anniversary of the creation of the educational sector and hence schooling as a
system of ideas for power and control over knowledge (Illich, 1981). What he
referred to was the first idea to establish a state control system over written texts
and thereby mastering the degree of literacy. This distinguish idea was presented at
the Spanish court the 18" of August 1492. The month of August that very year is
often remembered as the time when Queen Isabel of Spain gave up after all the
nagging of Columbus and allowed him to sail to India. But Illich tells another
story. The 18" of August the Queen was courted by what we today would call a
linguist. His name was Elio Antonio de Nebrija. De Nebrija had published a
grammar for the Castilian language. At that time in Europe a grammar was a
regulation of how a language should be used, not a description of how a language
was used. De Nebrija had discovered that the spoken Latin had changed to some
gibberish and no longer a well formed and common language. In twenty year he
had tried to reconstruct the classical Latin in Spain but all in vain. Instead, it struck
him, that it would be better to write a grammar for the popular language; for
Castilian. It was this grammar he presented his queen. But, his idea was more
sophisticated than just a set of language rules. The very rational behind introducing
a grammar was a new danger. A risk that was discernable as a consequence of the
new technical innovation, namely the printing techniques. Due to this invention
people learnt to read and that in its turn resulted in all kind of leaflets and
pamphlets that were spread around. And many of these texts presented ideas that
were threatening to the power and the queen. Ideas were published that questioned
what should not be questioned. And furthermore, people were reading in silence.
This was also a new invention. Earlier, when there were few texts to read, reading
were done loudly (cf. Saenger, 1997). Silent reading is of course more difficult to
control and interfere with. The reading had to be controlled, was de Nebrija's clear
message. The Queen and thus the state should organise education and teach people
to read. If such an education was to be effective and the outcome to be controlled,
it was necessary to construct an artificial language. This artificial language had to
be constructed on central decided rules and organised on levels following the
hierarchical structure of the state apparatus. In that way the reading could be
controlled and the empire saved from the contamination of subversive ideas.

M A. Pereyra et al. (eds.), PISA Under Examinarion: Changing Knowledge,
Changing Tests, and Changing Schools, 17-30.
© 2011 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved.
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This idea of a radical turn from a people’s everyday language to one by a grammar
dictated language, taught in special institutions is a dramatic shift. It was according to
Illich the invention of the public educational sphere. It is also the forming of the
politics of education and the forming of devices for the control of the outcome of
learning. Queen Isabel rejected the proposal of de Nebrija. She did not see any grand
idea behind this proposal of a marriage between the Empire and the Language. She
hold to the idea that the language belonged to the private sphere of her subjects. Such
doubts and inhibitions have been exceptional among coming rulers.

The idea of this article is to present some reflections on the development of
international assessment as a device for political governing. I will do that by
pointing on the economic and political context in which international assessments
have existed. This is the background for presenting how the PISA programme was
formed. I will not go into details, mainly focus on the idea behind the construction
of the tests. Finally I will deliver some reflections of why PISA has taken a central
in the politics of education during the last decade.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF EDUCATIONAL TESTING AS MEANS FOR POLITICAL
GOVERNING

Educational measurement techniques were developed in the nineteenth century.
The revised code in England from 1862 is an example of an assessment and
inspection system in which financial support to schools were linked to outcomes
(cf. Musgrave, 1970; Lundahl & Waldow, 2009). This system of “payment by
results” had also the ambition to govern the educational system.

The development of educational tests was early parallel to the progress of
measurements of psychological faculties as intelligence with forerunners like
Galton with his book Inquires into human faculty (1883), McKeen Catell’s work
Mental tests (1890) and of course Thorndike’s classical book Introduction to the
theory of mental measurement (1902).

With the development of the progressive movements in Europe and in the US in
the late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries the idea of evaluations as a
base for educational reforms was established. In the beginning of the last century
education became of decisive importance both for society and the individual. New
governance and not the least the establishment of democracies demanded
education. It was by education the future could be formed. For the individual
education opened up the doors to a new life. A step from the given to choice.

Education was more and more linked to salaries and a position on the labour
market. In this modern world it was important to have information about possible
alternatives in order to make the best choice. The concept of evaluation became
hence a part of modernity. Educational assessments became the main theme in
educational evaluation. Or to talk with Ernest House (1980, p 16):

Modern evaluation is a direct descendant of modernism. Modernisation was
liberation from tradition, a shift from the unquestioned reality given by tradition to
a social context in which everything could be questioned and changed. It was a
shift from ‘givenness’ to ‘choice’.
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In this modern education evaluation played a central role. Assessment techniques
were developed in relation curriculum content (Tyler, 1950; cf. Kilpatrick &
Johansson, 1994).

In the early decades of the last century we can see the first international
cooperation for development of assessments being formed. One example is the
International Examinations Inquiry (IEI), which was formed in the thirties (Lawn,
2008) aiming at an international cooperation in and for test development. This is an
early attempt to build an international network around assessment.

INTERNATIONAL ASSESSMENTS FOR COMPARATIVE RESEARCH

The idea of international comparative assessments came twenty years later. The 4™ of
October 1957 the first satellite - Sputnik - was launched. The same year the 3™ of
November Sputnik 2 was sent out in space carrying a dog — Laika. The Cold War and
the competition in space escalated. The 12 of April 1961 Alexejevitj Gagarin was
the first man in space. A month later president Kennedy promised that United States
within a decade will land a man on the moon. The space race turned the search light
on the outcomes of education, especially then the outcomes in mathematics and
science. The year after the first Sputnik was launched the International Association
for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) was founded. My colleague
Torsten Husén was one of the founders and acted during many years as chairman.
The idea was to build a network of researcher that developed tests designed to be
used in comparative studies. IEA was in its beginning a research endeavour, but with
time educational administrations were involved.

I am not arguing that there is a simple causality, that the Cold War produced the
interest for comparative international testing. The interplay is more complicated.
But the international comparisons of results were easy to place on the political
agenda in a time where strong voices were heard for competitive educational
systems. The political interests interacted with the research interests.

In the fifties studies of economic growth and investments in education showed
that investments in education were related to the growth in GNP (cf. Schultz,
1961), which in its turn strengthened the effort to find new roads for improving
education and make it more effective. The Human Capital Theory was established.
Two consequences are here discernable. One tendency was the focussing on
cognitive processes for creating curriculum guidelines and didactic principles. A
second tendency was to form an effective teaching technology. The Woods Hole
conference at the end of the fifties became the starting point to a period of
curriculum development in which the work of Piaget was give an important
influence (Bruner, 1960).

It is interesting to note that researchers as Vygotskij had a similar position in
Soviet Union as a basis for research of relevance for curriculum development
(Jarosjevskij, 1974; Jarosjevskij & Lundgren, 1979).

These curriculum reforms emanating from the US had an impact in most
industrialised nations. The work of IEA strengthens of course the internationalisation
of curriculum development. The results of international assessment draw the political
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view to how to govern goals and content in relation to measurable outcomes. Within
education the idea of governing by goals and result was central for reforms long
before the New Public Management was coined. Education and teaching always is a
process formed by goals, content and results. In periods of change this is more
evident than in periods of stability (Lundgren, 1988 and 2003).

When governing of education focus on measured outcomes the validity content
of the items will be of specific interest. The Dutch mathematician Hans Freudenthal
pointed out in the mid seventies that the content validity of the test in mathematics
was problematic (Freudenthal, 1975) The Construction of the items was adjusted to
the Bloom taxonomy (Bloom, 1956) and not the content.

How does a national expert value a test which does not belong to any objective
of his national instructional system for this or that population or for this or that
grade, that is, which is not covered by any subject matter of the national
programme? (Freudenthal, 1975, p. 164).

Furthermore there were obvious translation problems. Similar critical questions
around content validity in assessment were raised by Urban Dahlléf (1971). Hence,
the possibility to compare outcome from different educational settings and curricula
was questioned. This criticism had later an impact in the discussion around the
construction of tests in the PISA programme.

In the seventies the industrial world faced changed economical conditions.
The oil crisis in1973 and 1979 and the increasing international competition
strengthened the pressure on the efficiency and the productivity of educational
systems. The economist Schultz word from the early sixties — “Truly, the most
distinctive feature of our economic system is the growth in human capital”
(Schultz, 1961, p. 17) — become still more evident in the seventies. With a change
in economic growth the space for reforms was limited and new reforms had to be
financed by increased efficiency. International assessments became now more
important in national policies and were broadened in scope and in participating
countries. Bloom expressed the ambition of international testing as base for school
improvement in the following way:

The IEA surveys provide baseline data for each country against which future
changes in education may be appraised. The IEA instruments and the increased
sophistication about evaluation in each of the countries provide methods and
procedures for the systematic evaluation of the effectiveness of new approaches to
education (Bloom, 1974, p. 416).

But the seventies was also a period of criticisms against quantitative methods.
The Cambridge Manifesto of 1972 illustrates very well this criticism.' In this
manifesto it was pointed out that too little research had been directed towards
teaching processes and too much attention had been given student behaviours. The
reason for this was a research climate that reinforced precision in measuring and
concoctions of school problems and research questions. New models and methods
were the solution to this state of affairs.

In the seventies the educational systems were under attack for failing in
efficiency and productivity and the educational research was under attack for being
too much devoted to statistics and psychometric.

20
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A CHANGED PRODUCTION AND A CHANGED ECONOMY

When we entered the eighties another profound change took place. The dilemmas
to governing large-scale welfare institutions were striking. There had been a
continuous professionalization within welfare institutions, that is, more educated
and professionally devoted personnel which became difficult to politically govern.
The magnitude of reforms gave little of space for change and with less economic
growth these conditions were accentuated. The political landscape in many
countries changed with new parties entering the scene— like the green - following
other political ideas than the traditional ones and not that easy to place within the
right — left continuum (Granheim, Kogan & Lundgren, 1990).

The globalisation and the governability problems called for new solutions. Two
main alternatives were on the agenda. One was to decentralise, the other to create
more competition by opening up for choice of schools and opportunities to
establish private schools. In many countries the arguments for decentralisation
were renewed. It could be characterised as a frozen ideology, now melted, and in
the first instance realised by local development work, school improvement projects
and school based evaluation and in a change of the role of school leaders. It is here
the New Public Management is entering as a ‘“solution” (cf. Nytell, 2006).
Education became the arena for consultants with ambitions to increase efficiency
and restructure management.

Decentralisation was one discernible solution. However, from a broad international
standpoint the picture is not that clear. In the US, as well as in the UK, changes in
educational policy can be understood as a change towards centralisation. In the US,
the development of standards can be interpreted as federal governing of the
national outcomes. In the UK, centralisation was discernible in the development of
curricula, accountability, the choice of school and the development of inspection
and control. These changes aimed creating visible outcomes reinforcing competition
and facilitating the choice of schools.

These moves towards decentralisation were not limited to education alone
(Weiler, 1988 and 1990). There was, irrespective of changes in direction of policy-
making towards or from the centre, some basic alterations in the relationship between
the state and general education, and also in the relationship between civil society and
general education. These changes were discerned in the 80s and became central in the
90s, both in public debate and in how governance was performed.

THE KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY

One important change concerned the relationship between national policy and the
control of the national economy. Production had transformed Capital and was now
moving from being located in tools and machinery to be in human competencies.
The power of the capital was moved to the owner of knowledge. (Schon, 2000, p.
521; my translation).

To move enterprises in which the main substance is human competence is easier
than moving tools and machinery. To finance reforms by increasing taxes, which
partly could be done during the period of expansion, was limited in a more global
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economy. With an increasing dependence on the international economy, the
possibilities to manage the national economy and the incentives for growth
changed in nature. These changes accentuated one of the basic problems of
the modern state, to have a profound basis for its legitimacy. A change in
legitimisation in a situation of diminished economic control became, in some
instances, the impetus for moving state reforms from cost-taking initiatives to a
symbolic reconstruction of existing institutions.

As pointed out, the transformation from a labour market structured by industrial
production to a labour market structured by service production, circulation of
products, reproduction and above all the new information technology, created new
demands and reforms. It can be argued that the traditional organisations constructed
to handle the economy and the political economy of modern industrialised society
was no longer suited to handle a late modern society. They could not mobilise
support for action. Accordingly, state institutions such as schools could not attract
and build on the interests of the clients or users. Governance had to take other
paths. One such way out of the dilemma is to focus on outcomes and accountability
making education more transparent.

The trend towards global competition meant that new reforms could not be
financed by an increase in taxes. They had to be financed by economic growth. Here
we have a dilemma. The development of production — in the knowledge society —
demanded more of education. Increasing resources has been the circumstance for the
expansion of education, but resources are limited, and in a more global economy, as
said earlier, new resources are not that easy to mobilise by increasing taxation.
Further expansion had to be financed in new ways and by higher productivity. And
this in its turn means to control the outcome of education.

The expectations of increased efficiency and productivity called for concrete
well-articulated goals and a steady direction. But what we could discern, in the 70s
and 80s, was that the governing subject — the government and administration —
became weaker and fragmented. One explanation for this is the splitting up into
smaller political party fractions, thereby forcing fragile coalitions. It has been
argued that the classical ability of a government to be strong, to be able to reject
demands, was lost in the 70s (cf. Crozier, 1977). This, in turn, created an
increasing sensitivity to lobbying and power pressure, which led to an overload of
demands on decision-makers.

The political authority of a government and its administration is composed of
two elements: its effectiveness and public consent. Effectiveness and consent are
related, but they can be in conflict. In order to guarantee the consent of the electors,
and increasing number of interest groups and associations have been formed. This
has created new problems. The more organisations that are formed, the more
negotiations are necessary to gain support for one line of action or for a reform. A
co-operative negotiating context is formed. This can result in indifference with
respect to participation: citizens become de-motivated (Rose, 1980).

These problems seem occur quite frequently in educational administrations at
that time with the result that governing documents, like curricula, became abstract
to allow for various interpretations. Thus, these forces act contradictory to what
was necessary for reforms in a new political context: that is well-articulated goals
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and a steady direction. And here we can see the context to the variation in
directions of curriculum discussions and suggestions. So once again there is a
paradox. Decentralisation calls for more of goal governing and more governing by
results, but at the same time goals expressed in curricula become abstract and
difficult to assess.

In addition, many of the changes indicated so far were only part of more complex
changes in the conditions of political leadership. There are reasons — in this context —
to draw attention to the differentiation within the state apparatus itself. To be able to
control the move towards politically defined goals, the educational administration
organisation must be capable of ranking goals, making priorities and identifying
alternative actions that are best adjusted to given economic conditions. Heavy
specialisation and division of labour in central governance was relied on as the basis
for rational decision-making. This specialisation has as a consequence the splitting up
of the organisation itself, with the risk of losing the overall perspective that is
necessary for rational decision-making.

It has become more and more evident during the '80s and '90s that earlier
planning models could not be used. During the expansion, specialisation of the
administration was a practical solution. Faced with the need to take new types of
decisions in a different societal context, the existing organisation seemed to be
unable to act rationally. With limited resources, various sectors were forced to
compete with each other. A consequence of this competition was, in some places,
that goals for education were broadened in order to make the educational sector
look as important or even more important as other sectors. This broadening of
goals was reinforced by the necessity to satisfy various and often different
demands. And once again we can see the contradiction between what was produced
and what was needed. And again, goals became more abstract when more clearly
stated goals were needed.

What many political scientists pointed out (cf. Wildavsky, 1976) in the 70s was
that the governing subject — the political leadership — had problems taking the
initiative for an active reform policy. We can see examples of a fragmentation of the
educational administration, thereby creating problems concerning overall planning
and the ability to master complex groups of interrelated problems. We can also see
tendencies towards more policy-making carried out by the administration itself.

To meet these problems with decentralisation call for new ways for political
governing. The basic characteristics of centralised systems are that they are governed
by resources, i.e. the economic system, and thus strongly regulated and framed.
The curriculum system is rather detailed curricula and in textbooks as well as in
teacher education. Movement towards decentralisation or more market competition
weakens governing by economic resources. By that follows a deregulation, or at
least a re-regulation. What remains for the centre in a decentralised system is then
to strengthen the curriculum system and the evaluation system, i.e. to perform
governing by goals and results, if the educational system is to serve the purpose to
promote equality and to reproduce a common value-base.

To govern education by expressing goals to be achieved and evaluating the
achievements demanded new conditions for governing. To be a steering device,
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goals have to be clear. Here a new problem or dilemma arises. If, as was said
earlier, one of the problems of governing is that as a result of pressure from various
interest groups, and by a fragmented and specialised sector, goals become more
broad and abstract, then these processes are contradictory to the demands of
steering by goals. One way out of this dilemma is to reorganise the administration
and to renew steering documents. One further argument for that has to be added - it
is the rapid change of knowledge.

With the new and rapidly changing economy and production, as well as
globalisation, and the rather dramatic changes in the volume and structure of
knowledge, we have to realise that it is becoming more and more difficult to
centrally plan the content of education. More decentralisation means that we have
to perform the governing of content in new ways. In moving from central governing
towards more local governing, the question of who has the responsibility is
sharpened. Thus a movement towards decentralisation focuses the professional
ability of teachers and their professional responsibility.

The access to information is rapidly increasing. Schools as institutions were
created in a society poor of information. The way curricula and syllabi had been
constructed reflects that. In the information dense society, the gravitation point in
curricula cannot any more be the organisation and order of content. We are
approaching a Copernican turning point, in which curricula must be based on how
knowledge is structured, and articulated in basic concepts, theories, models and
competencies, which in their turn must be expressed in terms of goals. In
performing such a change, curriculum construction and processes for curriculum
construction have to be changed. This means new forms of specialisation within
the administrative bodies that represent interests other than the ones linked to
specific content and thus specific school subjects.

There is one fundamental argument for governing by other type goals and
outcomes than before. Resources and rules can govern areas or sectors within which
we have a profound knowledge or belief about the relations between goals and
methods. If we know that there is a clear relationship between — to take a simple
example from traffic policy — speed, conditions of roads and car accidents, we can
execute governing by resources and rules. On the other hand, the less general
knowledge there is of the relation between goals and methods, the more governing by
goals is applicable. The same when the competencies for future working life are hard
to predict. However, this, in its turn, demands qualified personal having the skills and
knowledge to adjust methods to specific circumstances.

Up to this point I have tried to sketch the main lines in the changes of education
during the seventies and the eighties. These changes and this discourse for about
education is the background to the OECD project INES which will discussed more
in detail a bit later.

At the end of the eighties, the 9™ of November 1989, the Berlin Wall fell into
pieces. Three years later, January the 1% 1992, the Soviet Union ended as did the
Cold War. The external threat of the superpower blocs toned down. Competition
was no longer about domination over the territory. It turned more over to a
competition about economic power and growth, a competition that also must adapt
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to environmental changes. In the nineties ICT entered as a technology education
and with Internet the asset to information and knowledge radically changed.

The dominating themes in the public discussion during the '90s were the
professional role of the teacher, school management and educational leadership.
This has to be understood as a consequence of the changes sketched above. To
govern by goals requires clear goals. At the same time these goals must give space
for interpretation and implementation. The essence of goals is that they are not
formed as rules. Goals have to be owned by those who have the responsibility to
implement them. Here the essence of goals meets the essence of professionalism in
the sense of having a knowledge base to interpret and make goals concrete in
relation to teaching and learning processes. And furthermore, it calls for a clear
division of responsibility and, hence, accountability.

To summarize, the changes in production and economy created a pressure on
handling an expanding welfare society. Movements towards decentralisation and
privatisation can be interpreted as two ways of solving the problems discussed.
Both these solutions demand changes in curricula and in evaluations. The
contradiction I have tried to point at is that the change of the political landscape
and in administration operated in a way that goals became more abstract. The
change towards what can be described as the “third industrial revolution” called for
new abilities and competencies that reinforced the difficulties to articulate goals in
such in a precise way.

This change has changed the conditions for international comparisons
by assessments. The German historian Reinhard Koselleck uses the concept
“temporalisation” in his research on how concepts change meaning over time
(Koselleck 1979, 2003, 2006). International assessment is a concept that has been
temporalised. It has moved from the Cold War context to a world threatened by
environmental change and conflicts between faiths and a global economy.

PISA IN CONTEXT

These notes about a emerging “knowledge society” has the intention to give a
context to the development of the PISA programme. In 1968 OECD established a
specific centre for Educational Research and Innovation — CERI (Papadopoulos,
2006). It is unnecessary to say that 1968 was a year of specific importance in the
history of education. CERI became besides the Educational Committee as an
important policy institute (Waldow, 2006).

During the seventies and the eighties I participated in several OECD activities
including an evaluation of the school system in Norway. In the late eighties I was
involved in the “Education Indicators Program” (INES). This very ambitious
programme aimed at building a system for education statistics in order to enable
comparisons between countries within the OECD. Such a statistical system had of
course an impact on national policies. In a global world international indicators
delivered support for arguments on competitive strength. The active advocate for
an OECD statistic was the United States. The background was of course the
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emerging knowledge society and the renewal of human capital theory (OECD,
1998, 2000, 2001).

In July 1991, I became Director General of a new Swedish government Agency
— National Agency for Education — aiming at national evaluation and development
of the school system in Sweden. The Agency replaced the National Board of
Education that was established in 1919. The Director General for the national
board of agency for education was also member of the board of CERI. I served for
nine years, the last two years I was chairman. As being involved in INES I became
a member of the steering group for INES. The INES programme had an impact of
the statistics produced within the OECD countries. I mean that on the whole the
quality increased substantially. At the same time it was obvious that the data
collected also had a steering effect. Even if OECD not has the mandate to change
policies they influence them. That steering device was one of several reasons why
it was important a General Assembly to get a clear support and a mandate from the
member countries. Every second year the General Assembly decided on the
development of the programme. The statistics were published annually in Education
at a Glance. With time it was obvious that political interest grew not at least
demonstrated at the minister meetings.

One problem that followed the project from the beginning was how to report
learning outcomes. The only available international data that existed were those
collected by the IEA. After negotiations with IEA we got access to the data for the
member countries of OECD. They could thus after being reworked be presented in
Education at a Glance. However, this was not unproblematic affair. When INES
got the data they had been published in other forms and had lost its novelty. The
most essential was that when outcome data was published in “Education at a
Glance” it had taken so much time that data were from a political point of little or
no interest.

The IEA data was not possible to use over time as the test varied between
collections. The number of participating countries varied also, which gave the
comparative analysis various reference points depending on the various data
collections.

The launching of an outcome study carried out by INES came up on several
occasions. Tom Alexander, at that time director of CERI, argued for an OECD
managed programme. I will not go into the rounds and the negotiations between
the IEA and CERI. The decision was taken and a steering group was formed to
formulate a specification of the assessment program to be required - PISA Program
for International Student Assessment. I became a member of the steering group for
PISA and worked with it up to 2000. As chairman for CERI I prepared to present
the progress at the General Assembly in Tokyo in August 2000. Due to acute
sickness I had to leave before the programme came in operation.

As PISA progressed the European Union started to argue for an own assessment
programme. Two parallel test systems would have been too burdensome for the EU
countries. We have not reached the end of that story.

The major problem to master was the construction of a test that allowed
comparisons over time. Freudenthal’s criticism of the content validity of the test in
mathematics used by IEA was important. What is also important to point out is the
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changes in curriculum discussions in the eighties and nineties in which the concept
competence came in focus. These discussions reflected changes in production and
economy and not least a change of political governing of education stressing
management governing by goals and results as been pointed out earlier.

The discussions we had in the steering group often centred around ongoing

changes in educational policies. Walo Hutmacher, member of the steering group —
professor in sociology at Geneva University — argued for focussing competencies.
These discussions were nourished by the work at Educational Testing Service in
the U.S. They developed a test measuring the reading “literacy” in a way that
broadened the concept of literacy by covering not only the ability to decode and
read but also to comprehend texts.
This “Literacy” concept began to increasingly appear in parallel and in interaction
with the concept of competence. OECD/CERI ran a project where the Educational
Testing Service designed this test of literacy for the measurement of adults' literacy
skills - the International Adult Literacy Study - IALS. Statistics Canada handled
the empirical design and data collection. In 1994 The International Adult Literacy
Survey (IALS) was carried out including seven countries initiative was conducted.
The basic idea was to study “comparable literacy profiles across national, linguistic
and cultural boundaries”. It included also a survey on participation in adult
education and training. The results pointed at a possible strong relation between
literacy and the economic potential of a nation (Jones, Kirsch, Murray & Tuijnman,
1995). TALS was enlarged in two further data collections in 1996 and 1998
(including 16 countries). The TALS study had an impact on what kind of test to be
used in PISA. It influenced also the discussion around competencies which resulted
in an another OECD project — Definition and Selection of Competencies (DeSeCo)
— in which Hutmacher had an active role. Another spin-off was to find indicators
on life-long education and life-wide education. I was chairing a working group
trying to find indicators with the aim to study relation between various types of
formal and informal education and competencies.

Another other argument for tests that measured competencies and were
“curriculum free” was to broaden the discussion around the results. Competencies
in reading and in mathematics have to be continuously practiced. This means that
the environment must offer possibilities to read and to calculate. The outcomes of
PISA we hoped could stimulate a debate on learning outcomes not only from an
educational perspective but also a broad cultural and social perspective. Rarely has
a pious hope been so dashed. One decisive argument was to have results that could
be compared over time. The cons with tests that are “curriculum independent” is
just that. How to relate the results to the national curriculum?

PISA is now in its fourth data collection. When the first results came they got an
impact that was not expected, not even dreamed of.

There is a general problem with any type of comparisons of educational
outcomes. They are quickly translated through metaphors taken from sports. Just
one will be a winner. That is true for all previous international measurements. With
PISA, the results were a shock in as it seems all countries. Even if Finland was the

27



U.P. LUNDGREN

exception, they had their chock. As one of my Finnish colleagues said — “it was a
shock to be the best”.

The way that I have structured this presentation has been to embed for a
contextual explanation. It's the “zeitgeist” that explain the PISA effect. During the
nineties, the world changed dramatically. A global society grew. New technologies
are changing the production. The economy became global and thus intertwined.
Two new world economies emerged with the development in China and India and
a third is in its beginning in Brazil. In this strongly emerging knowledge society is
the competition not longer linked to only natural resources but also to intellectual
resources. Education has become an international commodity. In transformations
of this kind, there is uncertainty and a concern or even fear for the future. PISA
gave school systems a value on an international scale. Every minister of education
realised or believed in the necessity to be better than Finland. Political governing
of education became the control of outcomes. The consequence is that Curriculum
restructuring will be directed towards test performance. PISA is maybe no longer a
comparative project. It is a model for the governing of national school development
in a global world.

This emerging control regime has been reinforced by the changing world around
us. The enemy is not behind a wall, but among us. The terrorist attacks in
September 2001 marked changed social control. Control and surveillance in
various forms are part of the daily routine. This “zeitgeist” is part of the context
where PISA got its political meaning.

TO FINISH

The title of my presentation was “PISA as a Political Instrument. One History
behind the Formulating of the PISA Program”. What I wanted to emphasize was
that the PISA project and the effect of the PISA project cannot be understood from
an educational, psychometric or technical basis. It has to be understood as part of a
context that has been historically shaped by changing social conditions, both
material and ideological.

Measurement is one governing device that is the essence of public education. It
is a more sophisticated technique than Elio Antonio de Nebrija the 18th of August
1492 presented Queen Isabel. It was the year when Columbus missed the way to
India, but explored an enlarged and literary global world. PISA is an example of
what in a global world nationally is perceived as the answer to what is going to be
taught, who it is going to be taught and how will the outcomes of teaching be
judged and used for control and political governing.

International knowledge assessments are currently one of the symptoms of a
verification of the knowledge we do not know if we need to face in a future we
cannot foresee.
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NOTES

" An international conference at Churchill College, Cambridge University, 20™ of December 1972 at

which a specific manifesto was signed claiming for a broader repertoire of methods used within
educational evaluation.
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PISA

Numbers, Standardizing Conduct, and the Alchemy of School Subjects

OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is part of the
new toolkit for the management of school improvement. That management focuses
on measuring expectations related to school performance and benchmarks rather
than on school inputs, such as increasing teacher credentials and the allocation of
resources (Hopmann, 2008). The international measurements of what students
learn in schools are related to earlier OECD programs. What is an innovation of
PISA is its international benchmark that compares students’ practical knowledge
across nations in literacy, science and mathematical ability. The official documents
describing PISA suggests that its numerical assessments rank the “readiness” of
nations’ schools for the economical imperatives of the 21% century knowledge
economies and Knowledge Societies. The assessment of the practical skills in
everyday life situations is believed to be correlated to student’s eventual
participation in the labor market and being productive citizens.

I admit that the promise of PISA is daunting. The concern with practical
knowledge necessary for the future is laudable. Yet anyone reading the history of
social science and policy would recognize that predicting that future in the present
is no easy task. The difficulty is compounded by the mind boggling effort to
conceptualize practical knowledge in a world of dissensus rather than consensus.
The challenge becomes more intimidating with the tag-along assumption about
having foresight in defining the applied knowledge in a world of continual flux and
with change as its singular constant. Classifying the future and taming chance to
govern change are never a straightforward and practical errand!

Thus my task here is more modest than the goals of PISA. I examine the grid of
practices that give intelligibility to PISA’s organizing the knowledge of school
subjects. PISA is treated as an historical event. Its study is to make visible the
principles that order and classify the objects “seen” and acted on the “practical
knowledge” of school subjects. The politics of PISA, I argue, are in the principles
that order what children should know, how that knowing is made possible, and
issues of inclusion and exclusion embodied in these practices.

The first section historically traces the making of numbers as “facts”, a
presumption that makes the comparisons of PISA possible. Categories of equivalence
are established to give uniformity among diversity. The uniformity and diversity,
however, entail particular technologies through which the “facts” of numbers are
produced through the very methods that are designed to measure children’s
knowledge. In the second section, I turn attention to the principles of school
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subjects that order and classify the “facts” of PISA’s measurements. The notion of
alchemy is to consider the translation of disciplinary knowledge into the
pedagogical knowledge. The practical knowledge about science, mathematics, and
literacy education measured by PISA, I argue, has little or nothing to do with the
practices of disciplinary fields! Pedagogical knowledge is concerned with the
ordering conduct. The internal rigor in PISA’s measurement practices is, I argue,
built on a chimera; an illusion that has consequences. The third section explores the
consequences. The pedagogical models inscribed in PISA assessment of learning
science and mathematics generate principles about who the child is, should be, and
who is not that child. The principles embody cultural theses about modes of living
that are named, as one gesture, as the lifelong learner in the Knowledge Society.
These notions of the individual and society, I argue, are not only about a particular
kind of person and community. The pedagogical style of thought instantiates a
comparative style of thought that differentiates and divides populations in its
practice to include.

The strategy is to study PISA as an historical event. It numbers and magnitudes
are placed in a grid of practices that give its pedagogical distinctions intelligibility. I
use the notion of grid to draw attention to the notions of practical knowledge and the
lifelong learner as not “things” or concepts to measure. The objects seen, thought
about and acted on in PISA are given plausibility and reasonableness through the
scaffolding of different social and cultural practices. The kind of human named as
lifelong learner is analogous to a recipe for baking a cake. The cake is made through
ingredients mixed together. The outcome is “the cake”, an object or a determinant
category that appears as having its own ontological existence! The subject of PISA —
the practical knowledge of the lifelong learner — is as the cake, determinate categories
about the present and future in which different principles come together to order what
is thought and acted. The particular grid that makes possible this kind of person is no
longer visible. The task of this inquiry is to make visible the grid assembled and its
limits in contemporary reforms.

NUMBERS, PISA, AND REFORMING THE FUTURE SOCIETY BY MAKING PEOPLE
IN THE PRESENT

PISA is part of a relatively new industry of international comparisons of
educational institutions. The international comparisons of pre-tertiary schooling
entail, for example, the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS)
and Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) that are
used in approximately 60 countries (http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/international/pdf/
brochure_USparticipation.pdf).1 In addition there are a host of comparative
measures that rank higher education. These include The ARWU list — often called
the Shanghai list, The Times Higher Education list (THE-QS), and The Webmetrics,
and The Professional Ranking of World Universities (Lindblad & Foss Lindblad,
2009).

PISA, among these, has a particular importance. The 2007 Executive Summary,
for example, describes PISA as involving nations that include “90% of world
economy. 400,000 students in 57 countries, 30 OECD and 27 partner countries,
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national representative sample representing 20 million 15 year olds.” PISA
sponsorship by OECD and its comparison of the students’ “practical knowledge”,
in the words of the program, is to measure school systems’ contribution to
the competitiveness of the nation in the new global economic demands. The
significance of PISA, Grek (2009) suggests that other international organizations
(IOs), the OECD has become part and parcel of the internationalizing and
globalizing and thus converging policy processes that have been commented on by
many scholars in relation to education... While it is primarily concerned with
economic policy, education has taken on increasing importance within that mandate,
as it has been reframed as central to national economic competitiveness within an
economist human capital framework and linked to an emerging ‘knowledge
economy’ (p. 24).

The question of this section is, how can the numbers of PISA be seen as “facts”
and as a way of “telling the truth” about society, schooling, and children be
historically understood? That is, my concern is not with the internal validity or
reliability of the test items but with the conditions which make possible the style of
thought embodied in PISA. These conditions are more about the making of the
citizen and moral economy than about learning particular work skills or the
disciplinary cultures in which science and mathematics are produced.

PISA’s narratives about the present and future are premised on numbers as
“facts” that tell the comparative truth about national schooling and the progressive/
erosion of societies. The importance of numbers is not only in PISA but part of
contemporary societies. This is easy to demonstrate, ironically, by citing numbers.
If we focus on the U.S. gross national product, measuring people and things
absorbs 6% of the U. S. (Porter, 1995, p. 28). But at a more general layer, it is
almost impossible to think about schooling without numbers: children’s ages and
school grades, the measuring of children’s growth and development, achievement
testing, league tables of schools, and identifying equity through statistical
procedures about representation and success rates of populations.

To historicize this making of numbers as “facts”, I turn to cultural and social
histories. In an important book about numbers and social affairs, Theodore Porter
(1995) begins by asking, “How are we to account for the prestige and power of
quantitative methods in the modern world?”... “How is it that what was used for
studying stars, molecules and cells would have attraction for human societies?” To
consider these questions, Porter continues that only a small proportion of numbers or
quantitative expressions have any pretence of describing laws of nature or “even of
providing complete and accurate descriptions of the eternal world” (pp. viii-ix).
Numbers, he argues, are parts of systems of communication whose technologies
create distances from phenomena by appearing to summarize complex events and
transactions.

The privileging of numbers as a way of telling the truth about social life and
people can be expressed through various and historically recent qualities and
characteristics in the construction of modern life.

First, quantification is a technology of social distance. The numbers of PISA
provide a common universal language about equivalences. Census data about
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populations, data about gross national products, and measurement scores about
practical knowledge in science, for example, are such categories of equivalence.
The number forms a space of governance through the standardization and technologies
that transform cognitive schemes of statistics and scientific thinking into spaces of
equivalences.

The seeming rigor and uniformity of numbers appear as transported across time
and space so as to not require intimate knowledge and personal trust. The
comparing inscribes a seeming naturalness to answers in different national settings.
As placed in the perennial struggles of sciences and policies against subjectivity,
numbers appear to exclude judgment. The mechanical objectivity of numbers
appears to follow a priori rules that project fairness and impartiality, excluding
judgment and mitigating subjectivity.

Second, the objectivity and the sense of equivalence in numbers have become
part of the narratives of democracy. In the 18" century, prior to the French
Revolution, the philosophers argued for the metric system to replace the vague and
local systems of measurement by feet, hands, wheel barrows. An equal measurement
system was deemed necessary for equality itself. By the 19" century, numbers
defined a space for standardizing its subject and producing an object that seems
merely technical, and its proper calculation to enable giving all an equal chance
and representation.

Third, the claim of objectivity for numbers was itself instantiated historically in
social processes. Any domain of quantified knowledge is artificial through creating
uniformity among different qualities of things (Porter, 1995, p. 6). That uniformity
gives social authority to particular norms and cultural narratives that are themselves
embodied in social science and policy. Numbers embodied in educational discourses,
for example, are instantiated by moral and political discourses. The debates about
intelligence testing and eugenics have illuminated that the numbers of measurement
in schooling never stand outside of its social spaces of production and realization.
PISA, for example, is not merely about numbers and comparison about “practical
knowledge”. Practice is itself a theoretical notion that is system of reason that orders
and classifies what is seen, talked about, and acted on. The practical knowledge
measured in the formulations of PISA embodies distinctions and differentiations
about, for example, children’s capacity to solve and interpret problems, and
“motivation to learn, their beliefs about themselves and their attitudes to what they
are learning”. These categories about problem solving and motivation, however, are
not merely descriptions of what children do but theoretical qualities from which
equivalences and differences are produced to guide the measurement of conduct.
Numbers are not merely numbers.

In the above sense, numbers are “actors”. The technologies of comparing
through numbers are navigational tools that standardized a particular universe of
capabilities to enable comparisons (Lindblad, 2008). If I return to PISA, the
categories of equivalence — the practical knowledge measured across nations —
create a new reterritorialization and scaling of the relation of individuality, the city,
and state (Brenner, 1999; also see Strath, 2002). In the EU, PISA re-envisions the
heterogeneity of cultural and political plurality in its member states through a
category of “European”. The categories of equivalence seem to bring coherence
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and consensus among differences for building a European space that is spoken
about as competitive and cohesive (Grek, 2009; also see, Delanty, 1995). The
relating of children’s achievement to PISA becomes part of a unified space in
which European education is to become a “world best” system. Grek, Lawn,
Lingard, Ozga, Rinne, Segerholm & Simola (2009), for example, trace how the
data production circulates through different European institutions such as OECD as
an actor that crosses border positions. The new actor is made into a technology
called “International Comparisons Programmes Manager” (p. 15).

If we think further historically about numbers, it becomes apparent that the
appearance of numbers as facts is made through the making of those facts. This
may sound as an odd way of thinking about numbers and what PISA does, almost
to the point of an extreme relativism. But that is not what [ am getting to. Rather it
is to understand how abstractions are made into “things” that enter into daily life as
principles governing reflection and action.

This double sense of the inscription of “facts” through making “facts” can be
illustrated with the notion of “markets”. Markets are a classification that circulates
to explain and critique much contemporary policy and thus a useful example of this
phenomenon in modern social science. The category of markets presupposes the
notion of systems brought into social theory by Scottish Enlightenment historians
and experimental moral philosophers. Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776), for example,
wanted to probe the effects of the metaphor of system to see how the theoretical
entities of philosophy (and moral economy) could actually work by measuring and
quantifying things such as rents, profits, and wages as influenced by commodity
prices (Poovey, 1998, p. 237).

The heart of Smith’s moral economy was the “market system”. Markets, however,
was not something there to uncover its “reality” in order to appropriate and gauge
human interest and/or its processes to bring progress. Markets were a method of
thought, a grid of economic and sociological analysis, an imagination, and a method
of governing. Numbers were applied to create a way to think about the system to
which numbers were applied that “embodied [Smith’s] a priori assumptions about
what the market system should be” (Poovey, 1998, p. 216, italics in origin).

Numbers as magnitudes to compare differences was to express the “invisible
hand” of wealth and society that connected the individual pursuit of profit and the
growth of collective wealth; and to show the incompatibility between economic
development and the governmental procedures (Foucault, 2004/2008, p. 321).
Numbers did not exist prior to Smith to prove the abstraction of markets. Smith set
up ways of measuring and calculating as if they did exist, to say something about
wealth and governing (Poovey, 1998, pp. 240-1). The sciences of markets would
“solve” the problem of studying the particulars observed so as to standardize
phenomena in a manner that could be projected into the future. The historical schema
focused on the intersection of subjectivity and sociality. It gave importance to
domesticity, manners, women, and commercial society as “the most sophisticated
incarnation of human sociality through which the human mind would be collectively
revealed” (Poovey, 1998, p. 227).
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The categories and their magnitudes provided by the numbers became an
historical agent of ‘human nature’, a philosophical universal that could be named
and quantified to determine the effects of the abstraction of markets (Poovey, 1998,
p. 247). The abstraction of markets performed as a cultural thesis about certain
kinds of people. Its “second order abstractions such as labor and happiness... was
no longer a universal claim but a “non-rhetorical (nonsuasive) place for a kind of
representation that described what could be as if this potential was simply waiting
to materialize” (Poovey, 1998, p. 248).

My focus on markets and numbers is to draw attention to how theoretical
inscriptions given as facts are made into facts. Viewing PISA in this context its
collection and aggregation of numbers participate in a “clearing” or space where
thought and action can occur (Rose, 1999, p. 212). Numbers standardize and
relocate the local and the personal in abstract systems of knowledge that at the
same time operate in the spaces of personal knowledge.

Further, the measurements provide constant performance indicators in a
continual process of locating one’s self in the world that are analogous to global
positioning systems (Simons & Masschelein, 2008). PISA globally positions the
child and nation through a style of thought that differentiates and divides through
creating categories of equivalence among countries. The categories of equivalence
(or sameness) function as an identity to represent difference. What now needs
attention is how numbers do not act alone but act as they are inscribed in a grid of
practices that give intelligibility to kinds of people. The “facts” enlisted through
PISA’s measurements of practical knowledge are not merely descriptive of
something “practical”. They are assembled historically in a manner that creates a
cultural space that shapes and fashions modes of living.

PISA IN A GRID OF PRACTICES: THE ALCHEMY OF SCHOOL SUBJECTS

Numbers, I have argued, embody particular styles of thought that establish
categories of equivalence that seem impartial, objective and democratic. But the
numbers are not merely categories of equivalence. What constitutes the practical
knowledge of PISA’s testing of reading, mathematical and scientific literacy is
bound to a particular system of reason that translates disciplinary knowledge
(physics and mathematics) into school subjects. The translations are assumed as
merely copies of the original, that is, the disciplinary fields of knowledge and
cultures. OECD asserts, for example, that PISA measures the practical ability to
apply skills in everyday life situations linked to economy and labor and not, in
effect, about learning science and mathematics.

But when examined more closely, the descriptions of what children learn are
classified through psychologies of the learning sciences. Central are concepts of
childhood, the working of the mind and social communications to which “content”
knowledge is made subservient. That psychology and pedagogy have purposes
other than those concerned with the pedagogies of learning disciplines.” The
categories of learning, for example, are not derived from thinking about the
processes, cultures and their interactions that lead to the generation of disciplinary
knowledge. The measurements about practical knowledge PISA are about the
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conduct of daily life. To draw on PISA’s descriptions, the “practical” knowledge
are related to children’s attitudes, the extent to which they are aware of the life
opportunities that given competencies may open, and the learning opportunities
and environments which their schools offer. These knowledges are placed in the
categories of science learning but they are more than that and possibly not even
that. The object of the interpretation of numbers is the psychological and
sociological categories about the capabilities of the child, the school, and the
family ordered and classified through the learning sciences. The outcome measures
are placed in relation to factors about school contexts, instruction, students’ access
and use of computers, and parental perceptions of students and schools, and
performances changes in reading and mathematics. The relating of students’
performance and data on the student, family and institutional factors is to explain
differences in performances.

The learning sciences are part of the grid in which PISA’s numbers constitute
school subjects. Other elements of that recipe or assemblage that form the
commonsense of school subjects can be pursued through the notion of alchemy.
Like the medieval alchemists who tried to change lead into gold through chemical
processes, pedagogy is the process of moving “things” from one space (disciplines)
to another (school subjects). Pedagogical “tools” move academic classifications,
ordering practices and cultural machinery (e.g., notions of laboratories, technologies,
academic departments, and professional structures) into the school curriculum
(theories of learning, age and grade organizations of children, didactic practices,
among others). The notion of alchemy directs attention to the transportation and
translation “tools” of the school curriculum. Schools require alchemic practices as
children are not physicists or mathematicians. The alchemy then is not the issue at
hand. Translations are never merely copies of the original. They are acts of
creation. If school subjects are creations and not copies of the disciplines that are
their namesake, what is produced through curriculum models? This question is
posed as the knowledge systems of school subjects form the commonsense of
PISA’s measurements.

First is to consider that the pedagogical translations inscribe rules and standards
for recognition and enactment (participatory structures) that give school subjects
their identities as objects to know. The pedagogical models also provide the
conditions for the operation to know that knowledge, the latter talked about as
instructional processes of teaching.

This leads to the second observation. What is classified and ordered as
disciplinary knowledge and, how that knowledge is made knowable and acted on in
pedagogy have little to do with the patterns of interaction and communication of
the academic fields (Popkewitz, 2008). The translation tools of curriculum are
cultural theses about who the child is and should be.

This seems a difficult claim but one that requires unthinking the “trust” given to
PISA. That “trust” is that PISA in fact measures disciplinary knowledge through
drawing from the pedagogical models that constitute school subjects. This validity
of this trust is what is questioned through thinking of pedagogy as an alchemic
process.
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To explore this briefly, school subjects are ordered through psychological
“eyes”, whether we call that “eye” constructivist, social interactional, pragmatic, or
behaviorist. When transporting discipline fields into curriculum, the different
psychologies are not practices invented to think about the pedagogies to learn
disciplinary cultures and their production of knowledge. The psychologies of
pedagogy are related to making the child as the future citizen. The principles of the
development and growth of the child form cultural theses about how the child is to
live and should live as “a reasonable” person. This life is named as the lifelong
learner in PISA and more generally in educational policy and reforms. It is a kind
of person that embodies particular norms and values that link individuality to
collective belonging and “homes”. While I discuss the lifelong learner as a kind of
person below, my purpose here is to that the numbers of PISA are never merely
numbers. They are inscribed in a grid of practices that take-for-granted the
pedagogical models that produce school subjects. The curriculum practices
signified as “practical knowledge” in the categories of measurement inscribe
cultural theses about how life is and should be lived as the lifelong learner. The
classifications and distinctions of teaching science and mathematics are directed to
this cultural task of making particular kinds of people.

The translations of teaching mathematics education are illustrative. The learning
of disciplinary knowledge is subservient to social and cultural values about the
citizen and is not a pedagogy to learn the disciplinary norms and values of
mathematics. Mathematics standards reform research in the US, for example, is
underwritten by constructivist pedagogies. These psychologies historically are
designed as a technology of governing the rules and standards of conduct. The
curriculum is directed to the processes and practices through which the child is to
order and judge actions in everyday life through abstract mathematical sets of rules
and standards. But the symbolic structures of mathematics in the school curriculum
are more than learning formulae and mathematical ways to reason. Sutherland and
Balacheff (1999), for example, assert that mathematics education is the ‘““modern”
social answer to enabling children to become citizens — that is, “members of a
society who have access to both a shared culture and who are empowered with
intellectual and emotional tools to face problems within the workplace and
everyday life” (Sutherland & Balacheff 1999, p. 2). The social answer is about the
construction of the self. Brousseau (1997) argues that mathematics education is to
develop in children the capacity to ‘be able to’ (Brousseau 1997, p. 12). The
autonomy and agency assigned to the child as problem solver is assembled through
social and cultural narratives.

The translations of disciplinary knowledge into school subjects thus have a double
quality. First, it is to govern conduct through the insertion of particular rules and
standards about thought and action. When science “literacy” is examined
internationally, there is a dramatic shift to emphasize greater participation and
increased personal relevance, and emotional accessibility in the science curriculum
(McEneaney, 2003). That participation, however, links the child’s “expertise” in
solving problems to the iconic stature of professional knowledge and to national
images of its subject/citizen. Children’s participation and problem solving are to
learn the majesty of the procedures, styles of argument, and symbolic system that
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assert the truthfulness of the expertise of science. The conclusions of academic
expertise are boundaries that enclose children’s questioning and problem solving.

Second, the ordering practices that classify and constitute practical knowledge
embody moral qualities about modes of living. If we take the term “motivation to
learn” in PISA, for example, the notion of motivation inserts a particular way to
“see”, think, and act in designing the interior of the child’s desire (Danziger, 1997).
Early psychology did not provide explanations of everyday conduct. It was with
the emergence of mass schooling that there was an interest in removing children’s
“fatigue” in learning through calculating and influencing the children’s will,
motives, interests, needs and desire. This treatment of inner “thought” brought
about ways to classify experience itself as objects of administration.” Motivation
became a key player in this administration; its deployment is part of the
organization and ordering of conduct in work.

What is deemed as the practical knowledge of PISA, then, is not practical in any
pure or natural way. As Trohler argues in this book, that knowledge is not built on an
empirical examination of students’ practices and uses of the curriculum in daily life.
Further and to return to the discussion of markets, its notions of practice are built
through an abstraction whose ordering and classifying procedures construct its
“facts” through the making of facts. The facts embedded in the statistical categories
are notions of school subjects that are drawn from the alchemy that inserts particular
psychologies in governing who the child is and should be. The grid that gives
intelligibility to these “facts” serve as “a map” for structuring what is to constitute
“experience” and thinking about what is practical and useful. The limits of PISA
measures require exploring further the cultural theses about the child produced in the
alchemy of school subjects assumed in the assessments.

PISA AS COMPARATIVE CULTURAL THESES: THE LIFELONG LEARNER IN
“THE KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY” AND THE DANGEROUS POPULATIONS

My purpose in this discussion is to explore how PISA is possible as a way to talk,
think, and act in the field of educational reform. To engage PISA in this manner it to
consider the grid in which its numbers, magnitudes, and categories of equivalence are
given intelligibility. The privileging of the particular pedagogical psychologies as the
translation “tools” for school subjects give focus to a particular kind of person who
has the requisite “practical knowledge”, what I earlier gave reference to as the
lifelong learner who is to live in “the Knowledge Society”. The lifelong learner is a
kind of person that, however, entails a double gesture. It generates principles about
who the child is, should be, and the child who threatens the envisioned future. The
double inscription of the capabilities of the lifelong learner and the child feared as
dangerous to the future are part of the same phenomenon. The practices through
which curriculum models are enacted, measured, and judged are processes of
inclusion, exclusion, and abjection.

39



T. POPKEWITZ
The Lifelong Learner: The Space of Freedom

PISA is signified as an inclusionary process whose measurements are “relevant to
lifelong learning”, a phase about people who become the agents in the new global
social, cultural and economic patterns called variously “The Knowledge Society”
and “The Information Society”. The indicators are designed as measures of the
abilities of the citizen who can “participate in [society and in the labour market”.
The indicators of students’ are signified as embodying the mode of life of the
citizen who through demonstrating the science competencies “will enable them [as
citizens] to participate actively in life situations related to science and technology”
(OECD, 2007, p. 3). The lifelong learning is the determinant classification, like the
cake earlier, that is given ontological status as who is and should be that competent
citizen.

As said earlier, it would be nice if the future could be predicted and what is
progressive, good, and virtuous ensured through these predictive strategies. But
alias, the kind of person embodied in the lifelong learner is not merely a descriptive
account of the future society and its inhabitants. Its classification and distinctions
generate principles to structure experience and order what constitutes what is
practical and useful in daily lives (see, e.g., Rose, 1999). The cultural thesis of the
lifelong learner assessed in PISA, for example, is a particular life given to
continual “learning”. Yet as explored below, that mode of life is generated through
liberal and cosmopolitan political notions of the citizen, moral qualities related to
particular Protestant notions of salvation and morality, and cultural patterns that
reduced to signify the new economies (Popkewitz, 2008). Ironically, the dispositional
qualities of this kind of person have no direct relation to the economy, and to the
practices of science and mathematics.

What is this cultural thesis of the lifelong learner? Summarizing different
literatures related to policy and research in education, the lifelong learner is a
particular cultural thesis about modes of life (see, e.g., Fejes & Nicoll, 2007; Lawn,
2003; Popkewitz, 2008). The lifelong learner embodies enlightenment qualities of
reason and rationality (science) as a mode of life (re)visioned to express
individuality as a life of never-ending processes of making choices, innovation, and
collaboration. Individual agency is the self actualization and self motivation to a
life of choice.

Individual agency, however, is not about freedom from social constraints and
restraints. What constitutes choice is shaped and fashioned by pedagogical theories
designed to calculate and administer the rules and standards for reflection and action.
Life is to be designed as the continual processes of rationally planning and
organizing daily events whose capabilities are historically linked to a particular
northern European notion of the modern “mind” (see, e.g., Popkewitz, 2008; Wu,
2006) . Personal responsibility is the self-management of one’s risks by continually
maximizing the correct application of reason and rationality in a never ending
process of innovation. The fragility of this life is, however, tamed through
the procedures assigned to define action by learning “problem solving” and
“communication skills”, among others. The only thing not a choice being making
choices.
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Whatever the merits of this problem solving life and living as a “learner”, they
are not merely descriptive of some natural reasoning of the child that curriculum,
research and testing recoups. The lifelong learner recalibrates the political
aspirations and collective belonging through principles generated about community,
participation, and collaboration. The lifelong learner is given agency through
problem solving and collaborating in multiple communities — communities of
learning, discourse communities. Choice in individual life is sanctioned and acts by
working collaboratively.

Community and collaboration are narrated to tell the collective obligation of the
generalized global community of humanity. That global community, however, is in
fact locally produced. The notions of learning and knowing inscribed in PISA, for
example, relate to particular cosmopolitan notions of the enlightened citizen that
intersect with secularization of salvation themes of the Reformation and the
formation of modern republicanism that occurs between the 18™ and beginning of
the 20™ century. The contemporary commonsense principles about diversity, self-
emancipation and social progress that are related to particular a historical time and
space that is not universal.

This historicizing of PISA’s criteria of knowledge provides a way of
considering Simons & Masschelein (2008) argument about the emergence of the
new individuality embodied in the lifelong learner. It entails the shift from earlier
notions of emancipation to empowerment in which individual life becomes a
continual learning process. Individuality is in learning as the capacity for
appropriations that engage the uncertainties of the present. Virtue is managing
effectively the limits and opportunities of the environment through steering one’s
performances in a continual feedback loop of self-assessment.

The numbers of PISA that assess students’ knowledge and skills, then, are
assembled and connected to a number of historical practices that become obscured
in its naming of the “practical” knowledge children know. The numbers do not
stand alone. They are embodied in a set of practices that generate a cultural thesis
about who the child is and should be. This human kind is made through the data of
numbers but is not only of PISA’s making. The principles generated through the
alchemy of school subjects are about rescuing the nation through making the child.
The psychological distinctions that PISA uses to talk about the child’s “motivation
to learn”, “beliefs about themselves and their attitudes to what they are learning”,
and solving problems that will “open life opportunities are practices about modes
of living. The curricular competences are about the govern conduct.

Spaces of Exclusion and Abjection

If the notion of the lifelong learner is the cultural thesis about the spaces of
freedom in the fiction of world of “the Knowledge Society”, its cultural territories
are double gestures in which difference, divisions and abjections are inscribed.* Let
me explore this through a commonplace of school reforms in discussing equity.
Equity is given expression in the term “all” — “all children will learn programs for
all children”, and “education for all”’. The Education for All Movement, for
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example, is stated as “a global commitment to provide quality basic education for
all children, youth and adults”. The program is endorsed by UNESCO, UNDP,
UNFPA, UNICEF and the World Bank to provide an “expanded vision of
learning” that creates a universal primary education to “massively reduce illiteracy
by the end of the decade” (http://www.unesco.org/en/efa-international-coordination/
the-efa-movement/). The reduction of illiteracy is shaped and fashioned through
the narratives and images, spoken and unspoken, of lifelong learning/lifelong
learner and its “others” recognized as different but to be provided with “equitable
access to learning programmes” that include through adult literacy, gender parity,
and quality education. The commitment is to ensure that there is no child left
behind as all/ children will be equal.

When the “all children” is examined, there is no universal and undifferentiated
“all” but a particular continuum of value that differentiates and divides. The “all
children” implies a unity from which identities of difference are generated. As
quickly as reforms state that the purpose is for “all children to learn”, however, the
discourse shifts to the child who is different and divided from the space of “all
children”. The different child is to be rescued and saved from his or her unliveable
spaces. The space of the all children is the space of a difference and abjection that
cases the Other into unliveable spaces.

The space of belonging and differences entails a complex relation that is not one
of a dualism or a binary. Often unspoken in contemporary school reforms, the
qualities and capabilities inscribed in the category of “all” children are those of the
lifelong learner. That is, the lifelong learner is, discursively, the “good” child of the
present and future. The child who does not belong to the category of “all” is
recognized for inclusion but that recognition, paradoxically, inscribes difference.
The difference operates in the in-between space of that can be categorized as the
urban child in the US and the UK, the gendered child, and more generally the child
who is classified as poor, disadvantaged, and immigrant/ethnic. Policy and
programs are to re-design that child who does not fit; yet the processes of rescue
and redemption inscribe difference that makes it not possible for the child to ever
be “of the average” or as “all” children. My placing of the lifelong learner and its
Others as part of the same phenomenon is to recognize that the unity of “all”
entails a double gesture that instantiates difference. That difference is through
assigning identities that universalize particular kinds of people in the cultural
spaces of “all children”. If T use the American notion of the urban child, it
embodies a cultural thesis and not a geographical place. American cities, for
example, are spaces with great wealth and a cosmopolitan urbaneness that coexist
with the spaces of poverty and racial segregation. Children who live in the high-
rise apartments and brownstones of American cities appear as urbane, without
classifications in school discourse and who do not live in the spaces of urban
education and the urban child.

The divisions of the urban child, it should be apparent, are not about place but
cultural capacities and capabilities. The cultural distinctions of urban child are used
to differentiate children who live in suburbia and rural areas as well as in the
“city”. Discursively and practically, urban and rural children are categorized and
classified by the same sets of distinctions and differentiations (Popkewitz, 1998).
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The distinctions that give intelligibility to the urban-ness of the child are formed in
a grid of psychological categories about the child’s, for example, low expectations,
lack of self-esteem and motivation, and learning through “hands-on” experiences
rather than abstract knowledge. The psychological categories are linked with social
categories about ‘dysfunctional families, school dropouts, teenage delinquency,
drug abuse, among other. The assembly and connections of these qualities and
capabilities make a human kind different from the characteristics of the lifelong
learner (Popkewitz, 1998).

If we now return to the comparisons inscribed in the categories of equivalence
in PISA, they make “sense” in a system of comparative thought that has nothing to
with any natural sense of practical knowledge. PISA taking the alchemy of school
subjects as its commonsense is to insert the double gestures of its pedagogical
principles: the hope of the cosmopolitan society that circulates in the notion of the
Knowledge Society and fears of those qualities and characteristics of the child that
threatens its present and/or future actualization. In 19" century thought, the
inscription of differences was assigned to populations ordered in continuums of
civilized/non-civilized. The ordering principles and distinctions about achievement,
access, learning, among other categories, inscribe differences and divisions through
languages of sciences in the policies of planning people. The differences are given
expression in gestures of rescuing and redeeming those populations that are
inscribed as different. The simultaneous process of producing the “other” in one’s
self is not of intentional but occurs under the banner of consensus about what is
practical. The processes are instantiated in the very style of thought through which
the distancing and immediacy are established.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

My focus on numbers is to make visible the system of reason through which
OECD’s PISA technologies and classifications are made intelligible. PISA is
neither purely descriptive of some abstraction called “practical knowledge” nor can
it be adequately understood outside of the grid of its ordering, classifying and
differentiating system. Numbers as magnitudes and categories of equivalence are
never merely numbers when inscribed in social life. The measurements of PISA do
not act directly on people but act as part of a grid through which spaces are cleared
for reflection and action.

Numbers are inscribed in a field of practices that, in the instance of PISA,
entails the alchemy of school subjects that translates disciplinary knowledge into
principles to govern conduct. PISA takes the commonsense of school subject and
its pedagogical translation tools to make the categories of equivalence that
constitute its comparative methods. The rules and standards of the “reason” of
PISA constitute domains of people and render them stable in order to calculate,
deliberate about, and act on.

The pedagogical translations, I argued, are gestures about modes of living. I
used the notion of grid, analogous to the cake recipe, to explore how different
principles of numbers, equivalences, and the alchemy of school subjects circulate

43



T. POPKEWITZ

and overlap in making possible certain kinds of people. Among the grid, I argued,
are numbers as “facts” shaped and fashioned by differences of unlike orders. The
magnitudes about children’s knowledge regularize and govern the (im)possibilities
of relations among social and psychological components. The social and psychological
capacities and characteristics are given as universal but are historically tied to
particular times and spaces. Further, the cultural theses generated about equality
and education for “all children” instantiate a style of thought that excludes and
abjects in its impulses of inclusion.

The “practical knowledge” in PISA, then, is not practical in the sense of natural
to the phenomena of working of everyday life. The practical knowledge measured
to rank people and society in PISA entails cultural theses about modes of living and
principles about a coherent, unitary, and uniform world which the psychometric
sciences can apprehend and policy can administer

The strategy of this analysis has been to view PISA as an event whose conditions
are made possible through particular assemblages, connections, and disconnections.
The notion of an event is to consider the conditions that make possible the
commonsense (PISA) as a system of reason. The issue at hand is the ways in which
recognition, representation, and identity are produced in the sciences of education
and the policies of change.’ The limits of the “reason” of PISA, then, requires
thinking about its rules and standards for ordering, classifying and dividing that is not
“solved” or fixed through more subtle and efficient item construction.

One further aspect of contemporary policy analysis that needs to be
problematized is the manner in which reforms are rhetorically positioned in
relation to economics. This is evident in PISA’s statement of purpose to create the
child for the new knowledge economies. If what I argued above is appropriate, the
economic rhetoric stands as part of a cultural practice that is not merely about
“economy”. The differentiation of economy as a determinant category separate
from other spheres of social and cultural life is itself an invention of the 20"
century and related to governing. Perhaps it is useful to reread Adam Smith, among
others, who alerted us to the complex and subtle intertwining of the wealth of
nations to moral and political philosophy, and to Foucault’s discussion of
economy. With different intentions, the sciences of wealth gave focus to issues of
the economy as not merely about labor but in the management of life and the
production of moral subjects and subjectivities (my contemporary take). To “see”
economy as an ontological “thing” outside of its moral and cultural inscriptions, as
stated in contemporary policy and its instantiations in PISA, loses site of the grid of
historical practices that provide the conditions of labor. Marx recognized this well.
It is a historical amnesia that creates memories by forgetting that Ford, for
example, could only produce assembly line production of Fordism when there was
the (re)vision of the subjectivities of the US coach makers that preceded that mode
of work. The assembly line and the modes of working in “high tech” industries
today are not merely about “work” but the intersection with social and cultural
rules and standards through which the “high tech” work becomes possible as a
mode of life and as a way by which one thinks and acts.
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NOTES

An additional one is planned for adult competences, called program for the International Assessment
of Adult Competencies (PIAAC).

I use pedagogy here to refer to the ways that people learn about the practices and processes of
engaging, for example, in the disciplinary work of history, social science, and the sciences. The
pedagogies of school subjects and what is called practical knowledge that provide the foundations to
the measures of PISA have different pedagogical purposes.

I recognize the “ontic” but am differentiating the things of the world from how they are responded to
and are brought into discourses that give epistemological and ontological qualities to experience.

See Kristeva (1982) and Butler (1993) for use of the term through psychoanalytic theory; and
Shimakawa (2002) for a more sociological approach. My interest in the notion of abjection is
through its systems of reason and a social epistemology discussed below.

I discuss this in Popkewitz (2008) and as in relation to comparative studies of education in
Popkewitz (2009). Also see Deleuze (1964/1994), Foucault (1968/1973) and Derrida (1997).
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CLARA MORGAN

CONSTRUCTING THE OECD PROGRAMME FOR
INTERNATIONAL STUDENT ASSESSMENT

INTRODUCTION

Administered by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), an international governmental organization of elite industrialized states
(Salzman & Terracino, 2006), the Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA) encapsulates a process established by OECD member states to measure the
quality of their school systems and to monitor levels of student achievement using
standardized achievement tests and survey questionnaires. Such assessments
produce indicators that serve to address public policy objectives and bureaucratic
ends and to sustain a certain political economic rationality. The process of
constructing indicators involves attempts at standardizing, classifying and categorizing
objects to fit them into the representational schemes that make up our worlds.
However, the PISA is a fragile entity that is susceptible to contestation because it is
founded on the socially-constructed science of educational measurement.

The chapter proposes a conceptual framework that draws from the political
economy, international relations and sociology disciplines. The political economic
context situates the PISA within the broader political rationality of neoliberalism.
The international relations lens sheds light on the role that American influence
played in the PISA’s construction and more generally, in the governance of
international organizations. Sociological theories drawn from the sociology of
science and technology and from Michel Foucault’s conceptualization of the power
bloc formation provide an understanding of how the PISA ‘works’ and how it is
used to exercise power.

The PISA is viewed as an intrinsic component of the global architecture of
education' in which various agents such as the OECD and other international
organizations, states and experts are involved in constructing and reconstructing
knowledge and in legitimizing the discourse and material practices of societal and
economic progress (Chabbott, 2003). The PISA, as an instrument of educational
governance, can be used by educational policy makers to legitimize what counts as
knowledge through the codification and measurement of an object called ‘literacy.’
‘Literacy’ is central to how the OECD objectifies the skills and competencies of
the future worker in a knowledge-based economy.

M A. Pereyra et al. (eds.), PISA Under Examinarion: Changing Knowledge,
Changing Tests, and Changing Schools, 47-59.
© 2011 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved.
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CONSTRUCTING KNOWLEDGE

Research in the public policy field has illustrated the important role played by
international organizations in transmitting and constructing knowledge (see for
example Sahlin-Andersson, 2000; Porter & Webb, 2004; Mahon, 2005).
International organizations such as the OECD provide policy advice, prescriptions,
and ideas. The knowledge they produce becomes a “guide to future directions in
the reproduction and development of practices that shape an increasingly
harmonized global political and economic system” (Porter & Webb, 2004, p. 1).
Researchers have analyzed the supranationalization of policy and pointed to the
increased trend towards regulation, redistribution and provision occurring at global
levels of governance (Deacon, 1997). They have examined the reordering of the
world through processes of transnational regulation (Djelic & Sahlin-Andersson,
2006; Jacobsson & Sahlin-Andersson, 2006).

Researchers have also studied the OECD and its role in transnational
governance (Mahon and McBride, 2009). Henry et al., (2001) provide a critical
analysis of how the OECD influences educational policy-making and the effects of
globalization on national and international educational policy. More recently,
scholars such as Martens et al., (2010) examine how international educational
programs such as the PISA have transformed national educational policies
(Martens et al., 2010).

The chapter builds on these studies by proposing a multi-disciplinary approach
to studying the PISA that draws on political economy, international relations and
sociology. The PISA is described as a power bloc that, at this historical moment,
has adjusted as a regulated and concerted system. As Foucault explains,

In a given society there is no general type of equilibrium between finalized
activities, systems of communication, and power relations. Rather there are
diverse forms, diverse places, diverse circumstances or occasions in which
these interrelationships establish themselves according to a specific model.
But there are also “blocs” in which the adjustment of abilities, the resources
of communication, and power relations constitute regulated and concerted
systems.

The PISA reflects a similar pattern of interrelationships that Foucault identifies as a
power bloc. Three types of relationships emerge while studying the PISA. They are
relations that build technical capacity, relations of communication and relations of
power. These relationships “always overlap one another, support one another
reciprocally, and use each other mutually as means to an end” (Foucault, 1983,
p. 218).

Members of a community of practice build technical capacity by creating tools
and methods for their work, by tinkering, and by rendering their problems doable
(Fujimura 1987). In order for experts to continue building on these technical
capacities, they require an infrastructure for communicating with one another. They
are linked together through relations of communication. The PISA community
members coordinate their activities across levels of government. They create an
infrastructure for communicating with one another across institutional structures,
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geographic boundaries and levels of government. Infrastructures facilitate the
exchange of knowledge, ideas, tools, and practices and encompass relations of
work (Bowker & Star, 1999; Star, 2002). Relations of power are created within the
power bloc. Analyzing these relations helps one develop an understanding of how
the PISA governs the conduct of individuals and schools and the way in which
these relations are then connected to the global architecture of education.

The analysis draws on the author’s doctoral research work.> A range of primary
sources, such as OECD documents and conference proceedings, meeting minutes
and newsletters, were consulted. Interviews took place with various senior
officials, middle-managers and experts involved in the construction of international
educational indicators, assessments, and statistics. Most of the interviews were
conducted over the telephone and a few were face-to-face interviews.” The
interviews are cited by a coded number and date.

FROM KEYNESIANISM TO NEOLIBERALISM

The OECD’s role in the construction of an international student achievement
assessment needs to be understood within the broader context of the adoption of
neoliberal ideas by its member states. Neoliberalism® promotes the market instead
of the state as the regulator of the population and creates the entrepreneurial, active
subject. Neoliberal policies minimize government intervention in the operation of
the markets, conceive individuals as “active in making choices” and promote the
exercise of choice by free individuals who are viewed as partners with the state
(Rose, 1996, p. 142-143).

During the post World War II era until the 1970s, OECD economists and
educational researchers defined educational issues in terms of manpower planning
and investment in education. It was understood that states needed to invest in their
manpower since human capital contributed to economic growth. In the educational
policy sphere, the OECD focused its efforts on the collection and harmonization of
educational statistics for educational planners, developing mathematical models for
forecasting manpower needs of the economy, building the knowledge base for the
field of economics of education and conducting regular reviews of national systems
of education. OECD educational activities were geared towards expanding
educational opportunities and enrolment in secondary and post-secondary schools
(Rubenson, 1999, p. 11). They were governed by an understanding that investment
in education improved the quality of human capital.

Neoliberalism began to take hold in the late 1970s and early 1980s as OECD
member states turned away from Keynesian policies that were instituted in the
post-war era (Harvey, 2005, p. 39). Neoliberal policy reforms were characterized
by the retrenchment of the welfare state, privatization of the government sector,
and the deregulation of state industries. At the same time, the degree to which
neoliberal reforms took hold in OECD member states varied. In the 1980s and
1990s, as part of the neoliberal reform agenda, governments adopted the New
Public Management theory and implemented private sector managerial techniques
in the public policy sphere.
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Under neoliberalism, OECD education policy focused on implementing
accountability and performance measures, improving educational quality and
monitoring of educational systems. As state-run institutions, educational systems
came under criticism for their poor performance. This was particularly the case for
American schools which were blamed for the poor performance of American
students in international student assessments in the 1980s. Government officials
argued for more reliable measures of student achievement to assess future
American competitiveness in the world economy.

Neoliberal ideas were transferred to the governance of education systems.
Attempts were made to turn public schools into quasi-markets where students are
consumers of educational services. This competitive market model encompassed a
set of policies that ranged from privatization of schools and the institution of
charter schools, to changing school funding formulas and school ranking according
to standardized test results. Competitive accountability required measurable
outcomes. Standardization of inputs and outputs was essential to measuring and
quantifying outcomes (Morgan, 2006).

The role of education was increasingly viewed in instrumental terms: to reduce
unemployment rates by developing the appropriate skills and competences in
students for ‘working life.” Equipped with the right skills, students entering the
labour market could easily adjust to a technologically-driven and knowledge based
society. OECD educational activities were concerned with the development of a
creative and highly skilled competitive labour force (OECD, 1983). As Ball notes,
such practices “serve and symbolise the increasing colonisation of education policy
by economic policy imperatives” (1998, p. 122).

INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS AND AMERICAN INFLUENCE

By creating the PISA, the OECD has positioned itself as a leader in the
international educational assessment field and as an integral node in the global
architecture of education. This global structure includes several key international
governmental organizations such as the World Bank, the International Monetary
Foundation (IMF), and the United Nations. Regional organizations such as the
European Union (EU) are also connected to it. In addition, there is the OECD’s
‘rival’ in educational measurement — the International Association for the
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) which was conceived under the
auspices of the UNESCO Institute for Education (UIE).

The World Bank and the IMF are multilateral economic institutions that
propagate the “ideals of economic globalization” (Jones, 2006, p. 49). They invest
in infrastructural educational projects. The World Bank assesses and monitors
these investments by using international student assessments to gauge progress. It
also makes use of the PISA data as a proxy for measuring learning quality and for
developing recommendations based on such results (World Bank, 2007). The
OECD complements the work of the World Bank and the IMF by spreading free
market ideas.” The United Nations has several agencies that are heavily involved in
education (Jones 2006).
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An important regional organization in the educational global infrastructure is the
European Union (EU). The European Commission, the executive body of the EU,
has observer status at the OECD. The European Commission’s statistical agency,
EUROSTAT, produces educational statistics and gathers educational data
collaboratively with the OECD and UNESCO. Since the 1990s, the European
Commission and the European Council, represented by the Heads of State, have
taken an active interest in national educational policy directions and emphasized
the need for a competitive and skilled workforce in a knowledge-based society
(Jones & Duceux, 2006; Mitchell, 2006).

Evidence points to the important role American officials have played in
influencing the governance and policies of these international organizations.
American governments have attempted to dominate the international policy sphere
since World War II and have influenced policy directions within international
organizations, including the OECD (Djelic & Sahlin-Andersson, 2006, p. 397). At
times, they have used multilateralism as an instrument for perpetuating American
interests and for maintaining a certain international political economic order
conducive to American prosperity and capitalist growth (Karns & Mingst, 1990;
Woods, 2002; Foot, MacFarlane & Mastanduno, 2003).

THE EMERGENCE OF AN EMPIRICAL SCIENCE FOR EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH

With the Russians launching Sputnik in 1957, the American government was
determined to produce a highly qualified scientific and technical cadre capable of
beating that of the Russians. In addition, American policymakers began to question
the merits of their own educational system. Multilateralism was one of the
instruments the Eisenhower Administration used to enroll European allies into its
Cold War strategy to build a highly qualified scientific and technical cadre. In
1958, it gave the OECD’s precursor, the Organisation for European Economic
Cooperation (OEEC)® a $500,000 grant in order to establish the Office for
Scientific and Technical Personnel (OSTP). The work practices and the tools that
were developed by the OSTP helped create the technical capacity and the
infrastructure for future OECD work in the area of education.

Even though educational reforms had been initiated in the early 1950s, Sputnik
expedited the implementation of these reforms to ensure American schools
produced more scientists and engineers (Bybee, 1997). In this context, American
comparative educationists felt that there was a need for a ‘scientifically’ based
approach to studying education comparatively rather than a cultural or narrative
approach “largely concerned with the exchange and collation of descriptive
material” (Postlethwaite, 1966, p. 356).

During the same time period, educational researchers began to meet to discuss
issues related to student evaluation and problems facing educational systems
(Husén & Postlethwaite, 1996; Bottani & Vrignaud, 2005). Most of these individuals
were academics who specialized in sociology or educational psychology and who
were affiliated with university research centres. Held on the premises of the
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UNESCO Institute for Education,” the meetings were a forum for exchanging
information cross-nationally and cross-culturally.

It was during a 1957 meeting devoted to educational evaluation issues that
several members decided to meet in 1958 at the UNESCO Institute for Education
to “consider the possibility of undertaking a study of measured outcomes and their
determinants within and between systems of education.” Instead of relying on
graduation rates as a measure of educational productivity, these educational
researchers proposed to measure children’s learning which might “yield a very
different productivity’ measure” (Husén & Postlethwaite, 1996, p. 129). They
hoped that this form of international comparative educational research across
educational systems would reveal “important relationships that would escape
detection within a single educational system” (IEA, 2007). More specifically, they
wanted empirical rather than qualitative evidence on the quality of educational
systems in an era when Americans and Europeans were still recovering from the
Sputnik shock (Foster, 1991). This group of individuals would become the
founding members of the IEA.

BUILDING TECHNICAL CAPACITY FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDENT
ASSESSMENTS

Members of the educational assessment field have struggled over the years to
render their science factual. They faced constantly the problem of quantifying
concepts that were not physical properties. As an example, the quantification of
intelligence occurred as eugenicists, educational researchers, statisticians, and
psychometricians made this science doable. The construction of a quantifiable
object called intelligence was not an easy process to undertake and required
significant tinkering by members of these communities of practice. Controversies
arose as psychometricians and psychologists quantified intelligence. The racial and
cultural biases of intelligence tests were difficult to eliminate since they reflected
the test creators’ prejudices and values. Among psychometricians, there were
disagreements on the application of testing theories (see Morgan, 2009, Chapter 3).
Similarly, these issues would later arise in international student assessments as
technical capacity was built for an empirical science of comparative education.

With the founding of the IEA, an international student assessment community of
practice was able to launch its first pilot study in 1960. The study confirmed that
such an international comparative study was feasible and that valid inferences
could be drawn from the data of an international student assessment (Foshay et al.,
1962; Postlethwaite, 1966; Husén & Postlethwaite, 1996). At the same time,
several problems were reported in the final report of the pilot study which are still
encountered today. These included the reliability of sampling procedures,
translation problems and the validity of cross-cultural comparability (Foshay et al.,
1962). More specifically, problems of comparability were to plague future studies
that the IEA undertook such as the First International Mathematics Study and the
Six Subject Study. The fragility of the science of international student assessment
can be observed as members of the IEA struggled to address problems of
comparability among educational systems.
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The IEA produced knowledge and tools that fitted the needs of its community of
users, enabling them to analyze the test data for national and international
purposes. The IEA was very productive in disseminating and communicating its
results. It incorporated new informational technology and tools that rendered its
work more doable and used computers for data collection, storage, processing and
analysis. This community of practice continued to develop and adapt to new
technologies.

In the 1980s, neoliberal educational reforms influenced the direction of
international student assessments as the IEA studies tried to report indicators that
closely addressed these accountability requirements. The IEA was aware of the
increased interest in educational accountability and in international educational
indicators that was being voiced by several member states and by international
organizations such as the World Bank. Yet, because the IEA did not have a strong
organizational structure, it was not equipped to address the reporting requirements
for international educational indicators in educational achievement.

Even though the IEA did become a more professionally run organization, it
remained a non-governmental institution that neither had the political strength nor
the financial resources to maintain its leadership position in the international
student assessment arena. International organizations such as UNESCO were
willing to collaborate with the IEA, but others, such as the OECD, preferred an
arrangement in which more control could be exerted on “the ownership and timing
of the data” generated by the IEA studies (OECD/INES 1995, p. 4). The IEA was
criticized as an inappropriate venue for assessing students internationally. Its data
collection system was deemed to be too fragmented and its data collection
practices were not adapted to those of national educational systems (Owen,
Hodgkinson and Tuijnman, 1995). Dissatisfaction with the IEA led to the
problematization of a new international student assessment, the Programme for
International Student Assessment.

In studying the emergence of the PISA, one observes the creation of a new
community of practice whose members were originally involved with the IEA. The
OECD became a forum for developing a new approach to studying educational
achievement. Curriculum experts, educational researchers and psychometricians
were pursuing new areas of research work and measurement procedures. There was
an interest in assessing student knowledge in science based on a scientific literacy
framework that incorporated an understanding of concepts, processes and values of
science (Bybee, 1997). New American mathematics standards were adopting a
quantitative literacy approach to student knowledge (Schoenfeld, 2002). Adult
functional literacy skills were being assessed using new frameworks such as the
International Adult Literacy Survey. Among psychometricians, a group of
practitioners adopted item test measurement techniques that were developed by the
Danish statistician, Georg Rasch.

However, the IEA was not able fully to accommodate these new problem
domains, work practices and tools that practitioners involved in large scale
assessments were eager to expand on. Furthermore, as more educational systems
adopted standardized testing for addressing their accountability frameworks,
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demand for this type of expertise also grew, stimulating competition among
research agencies. The creation of an OECD-based student assessment facilitated
an intersection of lines of work and tools, resulting in the formation of the PISA.

CREATING THE PISA

Under pressure to respond to domestic political events, officials from the U.S.
Department of Education approached the OECD and insisted on the creation of a
system of international educational indicators. These officials believed it was in
America’s national interest to compare itself against other industrialized states but
it had to do so according to a common framework that contained clearly defined
indicators (Interview Respondent #6, 9 June 2006). The U.S. Department of
Education decided that the OECD was an appropriate venue for the implementation
of such a project and proceeded to fund an infrastructure for the production of
reliable and comparable international educational indicators which came to be
known as the International Indicators and Evaluation of Educational Systems
(INES) Project.

The American model for educational accountability that was adopted by the
OECD provided a set of educational indicators that could be used by American
policymakers and politicians to compare themselves to other industrialized
countries. At the same time, Department of Education officials began to fund an
international student assessment for science and mathematics (TIMSS) that was to
be implemented by the IEA. Paralleling these developments, there was a growing
interest in the linkages between adult literacy skills and human capital formation
which culminated in the implementation of the first International Adult Literacy
Survey (IALS) in 1994.

The INES Project brought together educational researchers who work inside
government agencies, universities and research centres. The two key founders of
the INES Project, the OECD and the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES), laid a plan for the collection of indicators through a progressive series of
phases: an exploratory phase, an indicators development phase, and a production
phase. In 1992, the INES Project began publishing Education at a Glance which
became a “flagship publication” for the OECD (OECD, 1996).

The INES Project was organized into several networks. One of the networks,
Network A, was responsible for developing indicators on learning outcomes.
Network A members gathered data from various international assessments for the
publication of Education at a Glance. Learning outcome data were compiled and
derived from the IEA studies, the International Assessment of Educational Progress
(IAEP), and the TALS. Network A members were dissatisfied with the learning
outcome data they were receiving from the IEA studies. They turned to developing
another data strategy which was presented in 1995 to the members of the INES
Project.

A Strategy for Producing Student Achievement on a Regular Basis encompassed
the foundational elements for an OECD international student assessment. It
involved the creation of a new data source for compiling regular indicators on
student outcomes. The new data strategy also made organizational recommendations
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including the creation of a decentralized governing body responsible for
administration and consensus-building; the contracting of evaluation work to an
agency or to a consortium of agencies through a tendering process; and, the
collection of national data to be conducted by participating states (OECD, 1995).
The final version of the strategy was approved in 1997. Soon after, the Board of
Participating Countries (BPC)® was created to manage the project for collecting
“indicators on the knowledge, skills and competencies of students in reading,
mathematics and science” (OECD/INES 1997: 12, s.16).

In October 1997, the BPC launched its tendering process. It received three
proposals — one from the University of Bourgogne, a second from the Australian
Centre for Educational Research (ACER)-led consortium and a third from the IEA-
Boston College-led consortium. ACER won the contract for administering the
assessment. The ACER consortium proposed to generate new knowledge that was
more oriented towards life skills and literacy rather than curriculum content
(Interview Respondent #14, 27 August 2006).

The most significant tasks the founders of an OECD-based assessment faced
were the development of the assessment domain frameworks and the selection of
subject matter and technical experts. The frameworks were to be created and
published in 1999. The first OECD PISA cycle was scheduled to take place in
2000, the second in 2003 and the third in 2006. Each cycle would test a major
domain: reading was the major domain for 2000, mathematics in 2003 and science
in 2006.

The legitimacy of the OECD as an authority in the international assessment field
rested on the expertise of communities of practice which were enrolled into its
network of associations. Three expert groups were formed, one for each of the
assessment domains. The Chairs of these expert groups were chosen because of
their domain expertise and their leadership in their respective fields. There was also
a geo-political motivation for the choices made so that representation included an
American, a European and a British Chair (Morgan, 2009, p. 135). Technical
Experts were invited to become members of the Technical Advisory Group.
Representatives included members from ACER-led consortium and leading
technical experts who were also involved with the IEA studies (Morgan, 2009, p.
136).

The success of the PISA is largely due to the technical capacity and relations of
communications that had been built by experts involved in international student
assessment community. It is also attributed to the relations of power that are
created through the application of the PISA approach to defining learning
outcomes. The PISA instrument can be used by educational policy makers to
legitimize what counts as knowledge through the codification and measurement of
an object called ‘literacy.” This new approach to measuring literacy was conceived
in the IALS where literacy was associated with a set of skills that adults needed to
have to function in the information age. Literacy skills were viewed as an “element
of human capital” which contributes both to “personal development” and “to
aggregate economic and social performance” (OECD and Statistics Canada, 2000,
p. 61). The TALS constructed a new technique for quantifying human capital.
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Instead of relying on educational attainment as a measure for human capital
formation, workers could be directly assessed for their levels of functional literacy.
Furthermore, the IALS required the coordination of several agents within the
global architecture of education that included the OECD, EUROSTAT and the
UNESCO Institute for Education.

The PISA builds on this approach to measuring human capital. The PISA’s first
publication which introduced the assessment framework explained that “the
indicators are designed to contribute to an understanding of the extent to which
education systems in participating countries are preparing their students to become
lifelong learners and to play constructive roles as citizens in society” (OECD,
1999). The discourse was concerned with governing the conduct of students as
lifelong learners and as citizens. The underlying objective that unified OECD
member states was to be able to measure the international competitiveness
potential of their labour force in a knowledge based economy. The assessment
framework quantified the literacy of the knowledge worker in terms of reading
literacy, mathematics literacy and scientific literacy.

Whereas the IEA measured student performance according to national curricula,
the OECD created an assessment that measures student competencies for the global
economy. The test items developed for the PISA enforce a new curriculum
template that is competency-based rather than curriculum-based. Instead of schools
producing workers for the local labour market, schools are now conceived as
producing workers for the international labour market whose skills are to be
assessed at age 15.

Despite the effects produced by these relations of power, the PISA remains a
fragile entity. The statistical analyses, codification, categorization and data
production work of the PISA requires that its data be perceived as of high quality,
reliable, valid, legitimate and relevant. It is precisely this measurement work that
contributes to the PISA’s fragility. The same controversies and debates that
plagued the IEA in its studies continue to plague the PISA, and more generally, the
empirical science of student assessment. These areas include cultural bias, student
exclusions from tests, quality of the assessments, expansion of the assessment to
include less developed countries, over-interpretation of results and the construction
of test items.”

CONCLUSION

One of the interview respondents described the PISA in the following manner:
“[The] PISA is an accountability engine. It tells you hardly anything about teaching
and learning. It tells you that there is a problem but it doesn’t tell you how to fix it”
(Interview Respondent #7, 9 June 2006).

PISA, as an accountability engine, provides a measure for evaluating the
performance of both students and schools. PISA results are reported in the media in
the form of league tables and rankings. They arouse public interest. The PISA
results provide policymakers and politicians with a lever for enacting educational
reforms and for bolstering support for such reforms. However, the PISA and other
similar international assessments remain fragile. They are plagued with technical
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difficulties, controversies and debates which are (temporarily) resolved by expert
groups. The challenge remains the quantification of psychological constructs that
are not physical properties.

The PISA reflects a power bloc formation that at this time in history has evolved
into a concerted system. This model arises as three overlapping relationships —
technical capacity relations; relations of communication and power relations —
intersect. The PISA in its current formation serves the needs of politicians,
policymakers and international and regional organizations as an accountability
engine for governing education in the 21% century.

NOTES

By global architecture of education, I follow Jones (2006) who describes it as a “system of global
power relations that exerts a heavy, indeed determining, influence on how education is constructed
around the world” (43).

Morgan, C. (2009). The OECD Programme for International Student Assessment: Unraveling a

Knowledge Network. Saarbriicken: Verlag.

All interviews took place in compliance with Carleton University’s Ethics Committee regulations.

Neoliberalism originated in the writings of intellectuals and academics such as Friedrich Hayek,

Milton Friedman and various economists from the Chicago School (see Rose, 1996, 1999; Brown,

2003).

Another organizational actor that helps to put into practice ideas of free trade is the World Trade

Organization (WTO). Educational services are covered under the WTO’s General Agreement of

Trade in Services (GATS).

The OECD’s predecessor, the Organisation for European Economic Cooperation (OEEC), was

created after World War II. It was assigned the mandate of distributing $12 billion in American aid

provided by the Marshall Plan from 1948-1952.

7 The UNESCO Institute for Education (UIE) was established in 1951/52 in Hamburg, Germany (then
the Federal Republic of Germany) and was initially tasked with post-war reform of the German
educational system. The UIE’s mandate gradually shifted to include “international comparative
education” and “East-West cooperation in educational research” (UNESCO, 2005). In July 2006,
the UIE changed its name to the UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning.

8 In March 2004, the BPC was renamed and became the PISA Governing Board (PGB).

For a more detailed discussion, see Morgan (2009), Chapter 9
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THE DISSATISFACTION OF THE LOSERS

Pisa Public Discourse in Ibero-American Countries

In Buddhism the term “Duhkha”, related to suffering, is difficult to translate. It
consists of a feeling of discontent, dissatisfaction, discomfort, disillusion or
frustration, normally produced by not having something one desires or misses.
We can say that the reaction to the OECD Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) in the Ibero-American countries has been one of
“dissatisfaction”. The population is discontented or dissatisfied with appearing in
the successive PISA Reports, which help to determine their respective policies, as
“losers” in comparison with other countries. It seems as if the official educational
policy intended to improve the situation by showing — with the legitimacy granted
by an external international test — that the situation is quite bad.

The use of the word “loser” may be debatable, but — in the popular
experience and discourse — PISA is perceived primarily as a ranking or horse
race, in which some countries have not been able to compete appropriately,
or they have ended up in much lower positions than they expected. The news
media prioritize the results of the ranking, reinforcing the dichotomy of
“winners” and “losers”, between countries that offer a good education and
others that provide a mediocre or poor one. Thus, a Spanish newspaper,
referring to PISA 2006, used the title: “once again the PISA report puts
Spain, in questions of education, at the end of the line of the developed
countries” (El Mundo, 11/12/07).

On the other hand, feeling dissatisfaction is a necessary state that precedes
improvement. The educational administrations, in order to reduce this
dissatisfaction, find themselves obligated to present declarations or reports
showing that, in reality, the results are not all that bad. A well-known Spanish
professor (César Coll) titled his commentary about the PISA 2006 data, “far from
the social aspirations” (E! Periodico, 06/12/07), indicating that the real question is
that the results “do not correspond to the desires and expectations of our society,
and they reveal a situation that is stagnant or has worsened since the beginning of
the cycle of PISA studies in the year 2000”.

The analysis of the discourse in the Ibero-American press shows that PISA has a
high impact on the way teachers, parents and governments look at education. The
results show that the majority of the articles about PISA simply refer to it as an
instrument to “measure” the quality of the education. Conversely, governments

M A. Pereyra et al. (eds.), PISA Under Examinarion: Changing Knowledge,
Changing Tests, and Changing Schools, 61-74.
© 2011 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved.
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increasingly use references to the PISA results to add legitimacy to their projected
actions to increase efficiency. Thus, they frequently present this argument: “we are
going to propose such and such reforms, because, as shown in PISA, our country is
lagging behind”

COMPARISON AS A WAY OF GOVERNING

PISA does not want to be limited to a comparison, as it also attempts to compare
the “performances” of the different educational systems in order to improve their
efficiency in a globally competitive world. In fact, the original goal was to provide
countries with measures of their strengths and weaknesses, by analyzing their
situation in light of the performance of other systems. The instrument, by
establishing one unique pattern on which to base the measurement of the different
countries, produces a distribution where the educational systems occupy a relative
position. Specifically, the way the information is presented, by classification tables
rather than in alphabetical order by countries, leads to a superficial reading, limited
to comparing the rankings (Mortimore, 2009). Moreover, according to the study by
Figazzolo (2009), the news media have generally adopted the perspective of the
rankings when referring to PISA, sometimes blaming the teachers for the poor
results.

It is debatable whether to compare countries like those in Ibero-America, which
— with the exception of the Iberian Peninsula (Spain and Portugal) — are at a
disadvantage in economic development, rate of schooling or educational level of
families compared to the mean of the OECD. The ability of a country to reach
certain levels of education and quality depends, to a large degree, on its level of
development. However, PISA is much more than a ranking of countries: it reveals
interesting data about correlations between students’ achievement and their
socioeconomic backgrounds, about the most appropriate way to organize schools,
or about how to increase the equity of educational results. This information should
lead to a search for alternative ways to improve teaching, for example, by training
the teachers or improving their work conditions, in order to achieve more
egalitarian educational systems while increasing quality. Andreas Schleicher
(2006), Head of the Indicators and Analysis Division (Directorate of Education) of
the OECD, outlines the PISA goals with regard to educational policy as follows:

The purpose of PISA goes far beyond the mere supervision of the current
state of students’ learning in the national educational systems. The
information provided by PISA should allow the politicians in charge to
observe what factors are associated with educational success, and not limit
themselves to making comparisons between results in an isolated way (p. 23).

Within a more global framework of harmonizing the educational globe (Troéhler,
2010), PISA situates educational policies in a worldwide competitive space. In
doing so, it becomes a specific way of regulating education. This comparative
framework leads to the search for solutions with regard to what works in other
countries, learning from the competitors. Professor Fernandez Rizo (2006), former
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director of the National Institute for the Evaluation of Education in Mexico,
pointed out:

In complex topics like those related to education, there should be various
referents, as none of them would be adequate alone. Therefore, it is not
irrelevant to compare ourselves with the more developed countries, as distant
referents, to a certain extent ideal; but it is necessary to complement this
comparison with others, for example, with similar countries, with our own
situation in the past, and with the goals that have been set for the future

(p. 162).

After pointing out the deficits, it is possible to converge gradually with the more
advanced countries. Through the publication of its results, PISA wanted to provide
the necessary knowledge to make political decisions about the most appropriate
educational reforms for improvement. Schleicher (2007, p. 351) argues that “PISA
can provide policy makers and practitioners with effective tools to improve quality,
equity and efficiency in education”. In this way, it acquires a growing influence in
defining the national educational policies. This knowledge, stemming from the
evaluation of competencies, becomes an instrument for governing.

Linked to the emergence of processes of “transnational regulation” of education
(Barroso, 2006), PISA has become a regulation mechanism that inscribes the
educational questions in a new space: international and “objective” measures of
results. The main purpose was to provide indicators about the efficacy of the
education system of each country in comparison with the others. Therefore, it has
contributed to making the public aware, that is, creating a social construction,
about the relative position of each country in international space. All of this makes
PISA much more than a survey and a set of associated reports, as it organizes very
wide-ranging social worlds and uses sophisticated means of policy and knowledge
coordination (Carvalho, 2009). PISA has become a tool produced within the scope
of research that supports and “takes part” in the task of coordinating public action
in education.

The Knowledge & Policy Research Project studies PISA “as part of the
construction of a multilateral space for the creation and exchange of “knowledge
for policy” (Carvahlo, 2009, p. 5). The PISA texts can be read as narratives that
produce knowledge for politics. More specifically, the construction and diffusion
of PISA is a Knowledge-based Regulation Tool, understood as “technical-social
instruments (based on knowledge and generating knowledge) that disseminate a
particular kind of knowledge in order to shape the behavior of actors in a given
policy domain”. PISA contributes to organizing specific relationships between
those who emit the reports and the potential recipients: “capitalizing on and
participating in the construction of this normative setting, it institutes comparative
logic as a form of administration and government” (Barroso & Carvalho, 2008,
p. 78). PISA can be considered as an organization capable of spreading and
legitimizing a certain type of knowledge (the comparative evaluation of
competencies) for the regulation of educational policies and action. It becomes,
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then, a regulation instrument, based on the expert knowledge of an organization
like the OECD (Noaksson and Jacobsson, 2003; Mahon and McBride, 2009).

PISA, furthermore, has been the vehicle for a specific type of curricular
knowledge: an approach based on competencies, which, in the long run, has caused
the different Iberian-American educational policies to be oriented within this
framework. As pointed out (Afonso & Costa, 2009): “Defining PISA as a
Knowledge-based Regulation Tool means that it is conceived as an example of the
complex and circular relationship between knowledge and policy: PISA as a policy
instrument produces knowledge; PISA as a research instrument produces policy”

(p- 6).

PISA A MEDIA DISCOURSE: NARRATIVES OF DISCONTENT

In the Ibero-American setting, PISA has managed to occupy the public educational
space like no other type of report or survey. This media success is due, without
doubt, to the design of the instrument itself: worldwide application, attention paid
to the validity of the instrument, periodic regularity of the survey, generation of its
own data, participation that depends on the respective public authorities, policy
based on evidence, tests focused on competencies and not on curricular contents
(innovative concept of “literacy”), etc.

Diverse analyses have been performed about how the mass media have
presented PISA in the different Ibero-American countries (Ravela, 2006; Ferrer
et al., 2006; Massot et al., 2006). The association of trade unions that make up the
International Education (IE) carried out a study in 2008 (Figazzolo, 2009) to
analyze the impact of PISA 2006 in the debate on educational policies, focusing
especially on how the media reported on the PISA study, the conclusions reached
by the governments, and the reactions of the trade unions. Instead of creating
awareness in the different sectors and encouraging them to get involved in
improving the quality of the education, in Spain and Latin America “the effects of
spreading the results generally involve looking for someone to blame, discrediting
the educational system in general, and the feeling that no matter how much is being
done, it is not getting them anywhere” (Ravela, 2006, p. 298). Thus, it is common
to use the results as a means of confrontation between the government and the
opposing party.

Validating the saying that “good news is not news”, in the Ibero-American
world the PISA reports have been presented — with a certain degree of
sensationalism — as the dissatisfaction of the losers in a race: “last in line”,
“failure”, “the worst in sciences”, etc. One of the studies points out: “the
information offered by the media did not involve an appropriate rational analysis
and produced a catastrophic distortion that was quite negative for schools” (Massot
et al., 2006, p. 390). An informative simplification based on slogans or, in some
cases, manipulation by not presenting all the data, distorts the reality and
conditions public opinion. As Figazzolo (2009, p. 26) points out: “media have
often advocated the implantation of those features that characterize high-
performing school systems into low-performing education systems, regardless of
the various contextual factors”. This role increases when, as has occurred
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generally, instead of going to original sources of information, the public limits
itself to what the press says.

In general, the Ibero-American public’s perception of PISA is conditioned by
their prior political and ideological position and especially within the framework of
the educational debates at the time in the country in question. Rather than
performing an in-depth analysis of the results from the PISA study and their
implications, the desires and aspirations of each group, including the education
administration itself, are projected in them, producing a biased or incomplete
interpretation. This type of interpretation has meant that the PISA results have not
had any relevant pedagogical repercussions. Thus, each of the PISA reports has
been received from a political and ideological duality, serving the educational
policy that interested each ideological group, and producing an ideological
manipulation of the results.

In contrast with other countries like Germany (Kotthoff & Pereyra, 2009),
where they led to a widespread debate that questioned the educational policy and
system, in Spain the first PISA results were hardly noticed, receiving at most a
self-serving political use. The news media also gave superficial information, but
only during fifteen days in December. Thus, the newspaper E!/ Pais presented the
headline: “Spanish secondary students, among the worst in the developed countries
— 16% of young people in Spain reach the age of 15 with difficulty in reading
correctly”, and even —in an alarmist way— talked about a “catastrophe in
education”. As one study concluded (Massot et al., 2006), there was a lack of
analysis and diffusion of the results of the PISA study, a lack of a culture of
evaluation in the educational setting and, finally, an excessive politicization of the
interpretation of the PISA 2000 results by the representatives of the educational
community. In the preparation of an educational counter-reform to the LOGSE
Law, the Organic Education Quality Law (LOCE), the effects of PISA 2000 were
quite limited: increase the hours dedicated to reading and mathematics (Royal
Decree 3473 of 29/12/2000), just a few days after the PISA results were published.

Something similar occurred with PISA 2003. For a brief look at the newspaper
headlines, we can examine the newspaper archives from December of 2004
“Spanish students at the tail of the OECD in mathematics, science and reading” (E/
Pais, 7/12/04). An editorial in the newspaper ABC (8/12/04) said, “The report
shows, moreover, that we have a stagnant system, with a tendency to worsen in
areas as relevant as mathematics and reading comprehension”. Furthermore, the
editorial page of El Pais on the same date (8/12/04) talked about the same thing:
“The x-ray of the state of education in the OECD a translation would use OECD
countries, the PISA 2003 report, has sounded the alarm about the poor results
obtained by the Spanish system. Although the knowledge and skills of Spanish
students in mathematics, reading comprehension and scientific culture already
appeared at the tail of the developed countries in the year 2000, the macro-study
made public on Monday reveal a worrisome stagnation and even a worsening in
reading”.

This situation was repeated in December of 2007 with the same reiterated
discourse: “While Spain receives failing marks from the PISA report, Finland gets
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the highest grade” (E! Periodico, 24/12/07), and “Spanish education moves
backward. The level of reading comprehension of 15-year-old Spanish students
suffers the worst decline in the OECD” (E! Pais, 05/12/07). A former Spanish
Education minister (Ortega Diaz-Ambrona, 2007) commented:

Every three years the OECD insists on ruining our Christmas with their PISA
report. They did so in December of 2001 and 2004. Now they are back with
the bad news that our educational system is still poor. We live with hope for a
few years without the report, convinced that non-university education is
improving thanks to the efforts of the government at the time, but then party
pooper PISA arrives and with the PP or the PSOE, we end up looking bad.
We seem to be trapped in a sinister vicious cycle that makes it difficult to
diagnose the problem and its solution.

And he ended “meanwhile, in 2010, the swallows will be back as well as the
PISA report. Will we have better results or continue this never ending story? We’ll
see”. In part, this has been the experience of PISA in the Spanish public discourse:
bad news that is quickly forgotten, at the most a hurricane passing by.

In the meantime, the objective of the official educational policy has been to
counteract the effects, reducing the criticism with official declarations or reports.
The respective governments finance participation in PISA and, in exchange, feel
they have the right to use the data in their own way. The case of the Evaluation
Institute in Spain is paradigmatic of the use for political interests, rather than to
generate an enlightened and public use of educational knowledge. Argumentation
strategies are developed to use the PISA data to support the respective political
policy which, in fact, existed before PISA. Thus, the mediocre results of PISA
2000 were used, among other purposes, to criticize the previous educational law
(LOGSE) and thereby justify the new reform (Educational Quality Law, LOCE).
Similarly, PISA 2003 arrives at another moment of political change. The new
government has stopped the application of the previous law (LOCE) and is in the
process of preparing a new educational law. In this context, logically, the report
will be used to criticize the previous proposal and support the new one: design the
curriculum according to competencies, increase the number of hours for reading
and mathematics, and introduce Citizenship Education into the curriculum.

IBERO-AMERICA IN PISA

As far as education and culture are concerned, Ibero-America (Latin America,
Spain and Portugal) has become a reality, as shown by The Organization of Ibero-
American States for Education, Science and Culture (OEI) and the “Ibero-
American PISA Group” (or GIP) network. Moreover, the Ibero-American countries
participating in PISA are significantly different in their sizes and in the percentages
of school coverage in the age groups being evaluated. Latin America faces
problems inherited from its colonial past, and it is considerably behind compared to
the industrialized countries. The societies have complex demographics, with
profound inequalities and differences between countries in the access to education,
and with insufficient quality.
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With regard to their participation in PISA, México and Brazil are two Iberian-
American countries (together with Portugal and Spain) that have participated in the
three editions of PISA. Furthermore, in 2006 Argentina and Chile participated, as
they participated in PISA Plus, but not in 2003; Uruguay participated in PISA in
2003; and Colombia did so for the first time in 2006. Some countries stop
participating (Argentina, Chile) because of the political consequences of
continuing to receive low scores for the current government, or due to the
economic cost of participating, especially during a period of economic crisis. In the
2009 edition, other participants were: Panama, Peru (participated in PISA plus) and
the Dominican Republic.

México, together with Brazil and Spain, promoted the creation in 2005 of the
Ibero-American PISA Group (GIP) network. It was created due to the need to join
forces to facilitate cooperation, reflection and mutual help, contribute to improving
operational capacity, and encourage a more active participation in the project.
Having a common language makes it possible to more effectively share interests,
problems, experiences and, especially, initiatives within the Ibero-American PISA
Group. The GIP is a mutual support group designed to contribute to a better
performance on the PISA, by means of continuous technical training and
exchanging best practices. The cooperation and support are organized by the
National Project Managers (NPMs) and their respective technical groups at the
national centers. Which language — the spelling decision again Thus, they have
carried out rounds of technical review for the reactive units on reading for each
country, before sending them to the ACER (Australian Council for Educational
Research). In this way, the PISA 2009 report includes ten items proposed by this
Group, which also has a representative in the group of experts who advise the
OECD on elaborating the next test. From mere participants (providing a sample to
the study), they have taken on responsibilities in designing the instruments and
studies (up until now directed exclusively by Anglo-Saxon countries). The GIP has
published the book Ibero-America in PISA 2006. Regional Report (GIP-OECD,
2009), which emerged from an International Seminar.

Table 1 shows the data from the seven countries participating in PISA 2006.
They are the countries on the American continent with the largest educational
systems, with Brazil at the head, followed by México, Argentina and Colombia;
then come Spain, Chile, Portugal and, finally, with the smallest system, Uruguay.
There are great differences between these countries in terms of educational
coverage of young people between 15 and 16 years of age, where Spain has 100%
coverage, followed by Argentina with 87.4%, while México only covers 62.9% and
Colombia 60.6%.

The average obtained by the Ibero-American countries is 426, while the Latin
American average is 408, far from the OECD average (500 points). With regard to
the levels of competencies, Spain is at level 3, Portugal, Chile, Uruguay and
Mexico at level 2, and below the minimum level of scientific literacy, at level 1,
are Argentina, Brazil and Colombia. As Fernandez Rizo (2006, p. 166) rightly
states, “the results of Mexico and other Latin American countries on PISA should
not surprise us: they lie in the range of what would be expected, due to the weight
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of the socioeconomic factors and the resources the schools have access to”.
Likewise, the results should be interpreted with caution, given that the percentages
of school coverage of the 15-year-old population are lower than in other countries.
Precisely those youths who do not take the PISA tests, as they do not attend school,
pertain to the lowest layers, which means the performance is overestimated. Or the
authors could use: Those youths who do not take PISA tests often do not attend
school and would thus lower the scores — which means performance is
overestimated.

Table 1. Populations of 15-year-old youths in the Iberian-American countries in PISA 2006

Country Total Young people 15 15 year olds enrolled in Percentage of
years old school coverage
Argentina  662.686 579.222 87.4
Brazil 3.390.471 2.374.044 70.0
Chile 299.426 255.459 85.3
Colombia  897.477 543.630 60.6
Spain 439.415 436.885 99.4
Mexico 2.200.916 1.383.364 62.9
Portugal 115426 100.816 87.3
Uruguay  52.119 40.815 78.3

In the case of Spain, there are not many students in the lower levels of the scale
or in the upper levels either. There is a certain controversy about whether a low
dispersion of results (295 points between the best and worst results, compared to
311 in the OECD countries), means in principle that there is more equity, or
whether it is only an “artificial” effect of the homogeneity of the results of Spanish
students (Bolivar, 2008). It is possible, then, to interpret as egalitarian that which is
only an effect of the narrow dispersion of the results. The Spanish Report on PISA
2006 states (IE, 2007) among its conclusions that “the Spanish educational system
is comparatively one that offers greater equity to its students, close to that of the
Nordic countries” (p. 100).

Chile is a country that had fairly poor results in the year 2000, decided to
withdraw in 2003, and improved significantly in 2006. The Education Minister of
Chile (Mineduc) titled the presentation of the results (04/12/2007) in this way:
“Chile leads the results of the international PISA test in Latin America”. Naturally,
this outcome was used to argue that the Chilean educational policy had been the
correct one: “we are drawing closer to the developed countries. We have the best
educational results in Latin American”, said Minister Provoste. A more scientific
analysis (Cariola et al., 2009) shows that the Chilean students, trained completely
in the reformed curriculum, generally had better results than their Latin American
counterparts, and that they improved significantly in Reading compared to five
years before. However, a lack of equity is also shown by the socioeconomic and
academic segregation of the educational system and the disparity in the
performance of men and women.
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With regard to Argentina, a recent study (Rodrigo, 2009) of the poor performance
of its students on PISA found that external factors alone (socioeconomic background
of population, economic investment on the educational system, coverage of the
Argentinean educational system, public vs. private schools, etc.) are not able to

Table 2. Average results of Iberian-American countries on PISA 2006 countries

Sciences Countries  Sciences

Spain 488 Mexico 410
Portugal 474 Argentina 391
Chile 438 Brazil 390
Uruguay 428 Colombia 388

explain these low results. There is no causal relationship between student learning
and external factors such as the level of spending on education. It is at the school
level where the courses taught shown how the processes depend, firstly, on the
learning achieved. According to research on school effectiveness, the most relevant
factors in explaining the differential between Argentina and other countries — like
Spain — are internal factors: organization of teaching, working conditions of teachers,
and levels of academic requirements. The way it works, and how school experiences
are organized, depends mainly on: working conditions of teachers (low salaries,
multiple employment, training, teacher absenteeism), which explains the low school
time devoted to teaching, as well as the low quality of education. Similarly, modes of
transmission of knowledge and the limited employment of textbooks show that the
level of functioning of Argentinean secondary schools does not guarantee the
development of effective teaching-learning processes for all students, which, from a
comparative international analysis, would ultimately be one of the reasons for
Argentina's low level on PISA.

On the other hand, México was, together with Brazil, a country that dared to
participate in PISA 2000. Fernandez Rizo (2006) recalls that when the results were
published in Mexico “some of the news media gave a negative simplistic version,
saying that the country was in the penultimate place in the world with regard to the
quality of its education” (p. 158). However, PISA seriously put into doubt whether
the management of the educational system was oriented toward educational
achievement. The increase in the number of young people in secondary education
had not also guaranteed sufficient minimum quality, for example, in reading. PISA,
as a distant voice, with its legitimacy and recognition as an international test, came
to show the public opinion that “there are very serious problems that should be
taken care of and that, otherwise, the country would have to face the consequences
in terms of lagging behind, inequality and lack of competitiveness” (Zorrilla, 2009,
p- 80).

Brazil is the only country that, without belonging to the OECD, decided to
participate from the first edition. In the context of a “managerialist vision” (Motter,
2008), during President Cardoso’s second term (1995-2002), his Education Minister,
Pablo Renato Souza, decided to put the Brazilian educational system to the test with
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PISA 2000, even knowing that the results could be disastrous. But the mediocre
educational system in Brazil is not thought to be due to a lack of resources, but rather
to a lack of measurement using comparative standards. Far from pretending to
compete in quality with richer countries, this evaluation was defended because it is
considered one of the most serious and respected instruments in the world to identify
the deficits of educational systems. Retrospectively, Souza explains (Souza, 2006)
that it was a brave decision to “enter into a study where the most advanced countries
are”, as an expression of a country’s maturity to comply with the methodological
requirements and analyze the information obtained from a scientific document. He
added: “some countries decide not to divulge the research data considered less
favorable. Our decision shows a degree of maturity of the education authorities, and
it shows the will to calmly analyze the state of our education and extract lessons and
implications for making political decisions. [...] The results from PISA will house
style? serve as a basis for perfecting the evaluation and follow-up of the effectiveness
of the educational systems, using the international patterns as a parameter and
drawing ambitious horizons for how to formulate public policy in all the areas in our
country” (pp. 156-7).

Therefore, although the results, as expected, were poor, PISA played a high
level strategic role in returning them to the actors, especially the teachers (Souza,
2005). Thus, in part, the teachers received pressure, as responsible parties, for
future improvement. In this regard, the Basic Education Evaluation System
(SAEB) made an effort to report the results in a way that would be understood by
teachers. The Minister used to argue that the improvement in the academic results
does not depend on the resources, given that certain Federal states have more
resources, but similar results.

DISCUSSION: IBERIA-AMERICA AND PISA

The question of why Latin America scores so low on PISA can have different
answers depending on the ideological position from which they are perceived and
formulated. Thus, from a neoliberal perspective, Jeff Puryear (2007) points out:

There is no single answer, and most Latin American countries clearly can't
expect to do as well as wealthy countries such as Finland any time soon. Still,
it is telling that Latin America has failed to put into place a number of
components that are common in the world's high-performing school systems.
These include: world-class standards (especially in reading and math);
incentives to get and keep first-rate teachers; mechanisms to make teachers
effective instructors; special attention to students who fall behind; and
universal pre-school.

But it is senseless to compare the performance of the Latin American systems —
plagued by gaps of inequality— with the performance of systems like Finland and
the other more socially egalitarian countries. Latin America will gain nothing right
now by imposing high standards —internationally competitive— if they are not
accompanied by an “internationally competitive” spending, especially for poor
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students, and if these students are not supported, together with their families from
day one.

The investment in education in Latin American, even though it has increased in
the past few years (before the current crisis), is insufficient. The percentage of
GNP spent on education now represents about 4 %, a level similar to that of the
OECD countries. But the spending per student is five times lower in Latin America,
as the school age population represents between a quarter and a third of the total,
compared with less than a fifth in the OECD. It is necessary to improve both the
quantity and the quality of the public goods and services. Spending more is
important, but the way this money is spent is even more relevant. The Latin
American governments continue to invest little in those policies that have a greater
impact on the performance of the students. If a greater expenditure in education is
quite important, when there is little money available, improving the quality of this
spending becomes even more important, making it more effective and better
focused.

Latin America and the Caribbean have made (the same year as the third PISA, in
2006) their own evaluation of the performance of Primary level students, in one of
the most ambitious attempts, known as the Second Regional Comparative and
Explanatory Study (SERCE), carried out by the Latin American Laboratory for
Assessment of the Quality of Education (LLECE) of the UNESCO (2008).
Seventeen Spanish-speaking countries participated with third and sixth grade
primary students in the areas of mathematics, language and sciences. A good
analysis of the results, as well as their implications for educational policy and
classroom practices, can be seen in Murillo and Roman (2009) and Llece (2010). In
this sense, SERCE offers information that complements PISA, as can be observed
in the joint analysis performed by the OEI (2008). Although the influence of the
social, economic and cultural environment of the student and the school increases
with the grade level, PISA and SERCE also show that good work by teachers and
schools is a determining factor in improving the education of all young people.

In the context of the commemoration of the 200 years of Latin America’s
independence from Spain, the General Secretariat of the Organization of Ibero-
American States for Education, Science and Culture (OEI) has proposed a
collective commitment in education to deal with the current challenges and
demands of the Iberian-American people and as a way of betting on the future.
Thus, the project “Education Goals 2021: the Education that we want for the
Bicentenaries’ Generation” arose; twenty-seven specific goals were established
which, in turn, were specified in the form of 38 indicators. These indicators express
the criteria that will be used to evaluate the advances made toward the goals, which
are expected to be reached in 2021. The achievement levels are formulated in
different degrees in order to adapt them to the initial situation of each country. An
important future task will be for each country to define the level of specific
achievement it plans to reach (OEI, 2008).

However, if it is clear that PISA has become the most advanced and complete
system of international evaluation to date, it is also true that it is limited to a
selection of three basic competencies, so that, according to Schleicher (2007: 350),
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“it is obvious that PISA cannot capture the entirety of competencies that will make
young people successful”. The DeSeCo project, also funded by the OECD, wanted
to provide a comprehensive view of competencies “for personal, social and
economic well-being”, but up until now it has not been reflected in PISA. In the
work mentioned above, Schleicher recognizes that PISA will not be able to
evaluate interpersonal dimensions of competencies, which are of increasing
importance, such as the ability of students to relate well to others, to manage and
resolve conflicts, or to respect and appreciate different values, beliefs or cultures.
Therefore, a serious limitation is that it only evaluates part of what is taught in
school. Furthermore, there are other basic dimensions where PISA does not enter:
coverage, level of long-term efficiency, evaluations of students, teachers and
schools. In a clearly coordinated way, each of them must fulfill its role in order to
improve the educational quality.

Ibero-America has gradually assumed more responsibility for the results of the
students. However, on the whole, these results have not improved progressively. If
broadening the schooling to the entire population was the goal of the 1980°s and
part of the 1990’s, the current challenge, as well as universalizing Secondary
education (World Bank, 2005), is to improve the quality, understood as providing
the entire population with the necessary skills. On the whole, Latin America, on the
successive tests (both TIMMS and PISA), obtains lower results than the countries
in Europe and Asia. In addition to revealing great distances from other OECD
countries, the Latin American countries present more unequal distributions. The
reforms undertaken in the past few decades, once the entire population had access,
have not been able to affect the hard core of teaching: the qualitative improvement
of the teaching in the classroom. In one context, in some cases, quite focused on
the country itself or with populist governments, an external international test like
PISA enjoyed a legitimacy that served to question the management of the
respective education systems, demanding quality focused on educational
achievement in competencies.

The commentary about PISA has been mobilized to legitimize a certain
educational policy. Rather than extracting lessons from the results, like —for
example— which methodological changes could favour which language and which
spelling, again learning the competencies, any changes made have been based on a
prior political, ideological or educational position, and the data from PISA have
been instrumentalized toward this end. The data have been used to justify the
changes made or to provide support for educational policies already in place.
Instead, the diffusion of the reports should contribute to a “rationalization of the
public action” in education (Maroy & Mangez, 2008).
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THE CONTEXT FOR INTERPRETING PISA RESULTS
IN THE USA

Negativism, Chauvinism, Misunderstanding, and the Potential
to Distort the Educational Systems of Nations

The context in which results from PISA tests (the Program for International
Student Achievement) are interpreted is exactly the same as that for the results of
TIMSS (Trends in International Math and Science Study), or the results of the
NAEP (the National Assessment of Educational Progress) and our many state and
national test of achievement.

The context for score interpretation is an uncritical acceptance of the scores on
the tests as valid indicators of

a) what goes on in classrooms,

b) how good teachers are,

¢) how good the school or district or state or nation is, and

d) what the future holds for the examinee, the state, or the nation.

It must be pointed out, however, that there is little or no evidence that the tests
we commonly use in any of these assessments have the powers attributed to them.
It is not far from the truth to call the scores “talismanic” (Haney, Madaus &
Kreitzer, 1987). That is, for many people test scores have special powers,
particularly of prophesy.

It is in this context of trust in the validity of the scores reported that almost all
newspapers, politicians, business people and school administrators bemoan the
poor performance of America’s children on the tests. The nation, a state, or some
school district is in dire trouble whenever the scores are released no matter what
the scores are. Since almost all the tests are norm-referenced about 50 percent of
the test takers will appear to the general public to be below average. This is, of
course, a state of affairs that is not to be tolerated, even if it is true by design and
stipulated through definition.

ANALYZING THE INTERPRETIVE CONTEXT IN 2006

The 2006 PISA study looked primarily at scientific literacy but the interpretive
context for those results would have been the same were the scores for reading and
mathematics. The news about US performance on this particular science test
was greeted almost with glee by newspapers and politicians of all affiliations.

M A. Pereyra et al. (eds.), PISA Under Examinarion: Changing Knowledge,
Changing Tests, and Changing Schools, 77-96.
© 2011 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved.
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Newspapers apparently like bad news, not good news, and that is how the 2006
results looked to the press.

There are politicians of both major parties in the USA who do not like public
schools because public schools require taxes that corporations and many citizens
do not like to pay. Our allegedly poor performance is, to those politicians and citizens,
just more proof that public education is a failure and that choice in schooling (more
charter, voucher and private schools) needs to be promoted. Many of the critics of
public education have divestiture in mind. They would like to see a small public
school system and a much larger private school and charter system develop.

Many of these same test interpreters look at the US performance vis-a-vis other
nations and demand a national system of standards because some top-scoring
nations on PISA have national standards. A project of this kind has just been
completed in the USA and states are being pressured into “voluntarily” complying
with the federally promoted national standards and accompanying testing program.
The logic of this endeavor is befuddling since many of the poorest scoring
countries in the world also have national systems of standards, so this policy
clearly is not likely to be a magical solution for the allegedly poor performance of
US students. Furthermore, the Organization for Economic and Development
(OECD) has discovered that school principals who have more autonomy in choice
of curriculum and textbooks have schools that perform better on PISA tests than
those that do not (Pont, Nusche & Moorman, 2008; Pont, Nusche & Hopkins,
2008). So the USA, by building a linked system of standards, textbooks, and tests,
is now developing a homogenous system of education in which authority for some
decision-making will be taken away from its educational leaders. This is the
opposite response to that suggested by the researchers who design the tests on
which the US wants to do better. Sadly, current US policy is reminiscent of the
South Sea cargo cults at the beginning of the 20" house style on all numbers
century. At that time, those who wanted certain goods (food, radios, clothing, etc.)
engaged in bizarre ritualistic behavior that resembled that of European and
Japanese visitors, those who possessed the coveted goods.

Not only did we in the USA score lower than the Finns and a dozen other
nations, but some of the nations that beat us are, in American thought, “piddly little
nations,” adding insult to injury for the politicians and news columnists. “Really,”
say some of these lawmakers and influential writers with no sense of geography or
history, “how can we be beat by Lichtenstein, Slovenia or Kyrgystan™? These are
places most Americans never heard of! Clearly American chauvinism is part of the
framework for interpreting PISA scores.

A Receptive Environment for Accepting Test Results

People in the USA, in general, have a positive opinion about the role of testing so
they take test results from PISA very seriously. Part of that positive attitude is
because a culture of competitive sports has developed in the USA. The testing of
children, schools, and nations promotes the desired competition and fans, even
rooting, develop in exactly the same way as that occurs in football, soccer, or
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tennis. It is not coincidental that a “test” is what they call a cricket match in
England and its former colonies. This competitive culture in the US has combined
with a strong influence on the schools by American business. Both trends —
competitiveness and a business mindset — bring to discussions about schooling a
firm belief in the value of quantitative indicators to monitor school processes.
Batting averages, goals scored, time in the 100-meter dash, widgets produced per
hour, and so forth, are then seen as similar to PISA scores. Thus there is an
acceptance of accountability systems that are highly quantifiable and there is faith
that numbers from tests are as believable as those derived from games of cricket,
football, and from monitoring the stock market.

Fears About Test Results

In the interpretive context for PISA scores in the USA, the worriers repeatedly say
that our competiveness will be hurt: that the nation, as we know it, will cease to
exist. This is particularly galling to many Americans because we are brought up to
believe that we are somehow entitled to be number one in sports, economic
productivity, the arts and sciences, our standard of living, our material possessions,
health care, the proficiency of our military, and so forth. In the minds of many
politicians, the press, and the business community, America should expect to be
number one forever. That position is a god given right. Some version of this kind
of chauvinism has characterized every recent president’s messages about US scores
on international tests.

Held along with those beliefs is the surety that the schools are an important
mechanism to ensure a good life for the children of American citizens, the surest
way to rise in social class standing. In this interpretive context it is easy to
manipulate the public when scores come in far from the top, as do the USA scores
on PISA. Fear is easy to stimulate under these conditions and it is why, in part,
PISA gets so much attention. With our illogical belief that we should do well in
everything, our repeatedly modest scores on PISA shake American beliefs in our
superiority in all things.

Our modest scores perpetuate the myth of a failing school system and a failing
nation, a position now held by many Americans. David Brooks, an influential
columnist with the New York Times, our most influential newspaper said recently:

America’s lead over its economic rivals has been entirely forfeited, with
many nations surging ahead in school attainment. ... The skills slowdown is
the biggest issue facing the country. ... [t]his slow-moving problem, more
than any other, will shape the destiny of the nation (Brooks, 2008).

Tom Friedman, also an influential New York Times columnist and author of the
bestselling The World is Flat (2007) said:

In the 2006 Program for International Student Assessment that measured the
applied learning and problem-solving skills of 15-year-olds in 30 industrialized
countries, the U.S. ranked 25™ out of the 30 in math and 24" in science.
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That put our average youth on par with those from Portugal and the Slovak
Republic, rather than with students in countries that are more relevant competitors
for service-sector and high-value jobs, like Canada, the Netherlands, Korea, and
Australia (Friedman, 2008).

Because there is pressure for newspapers and newscasters to respond to PISA
data releases immediately, and because such hurried responses are also
accompanied by the need to sensationalize headlines in the newspapers and
produce sensational leads on TV, the reporting of US performance on PISA is
always a problem. More critical and positive analyses of the PISA results always
come later when greater thoughtfulness can be used in the interpretation of data.
When PISA data are finally digested and understood better, and less sensational
conclusions are reached than those that occurred with the original reporting of
results, those analyses are rarely reported. It is argued by the press that the latter
analyses are too complex, that the reports are too late to be newsworthy, and the
analyses may even provide “good” news, which, therefore, is not news

What Was not Reported

On the 2006 Science scales some things did not make the news. The OECD
average was 500 and Finland scored at 563, Canada at 534 and Japan at 531
(OECD, 2009). The US scored at 489 and the worriers began their triennial PISA
warnings of dire results for the nation. Hardly any of the persons who interpret the
findings for national consumption noticed that the US had 10 percent of its 15 yr
olds scoring in the top two categories of performance, while the OECD average
was 9%. Ten percent out of over 50 million public school children suggests that the
economy can be well supplied with gifted science students. This number is more
than enough to meet the needs of the US labor force, which for some time has been
unable to absorb all the scientific talent graduated from our schools.

Finland had 21% of its 15 year olds in these top groups, and the USA had only
10 percent, so we have reasons for wanting to do better. But the numbers involved
in the two nations are vastly different. There are about 1.4 million youth in school
in Finland at all levels, and 74 million youth in school in the US at all levels. That
means that Finland has 240,000 scientifically talented youth while the USA has
about 7.4 million scientifically talented youth. And since the US has been one of
the world’s leaders in the percent obtaining a college education over the last 50
years, we can assume that a huge additional pool of scientifically talented people is
already in the work force.

So sometime after we learn about our mediocre performance when PISA results
are released, cooler heads prevail and we learn that we are in no danger of being
without scientific talent. In fact, we have the opposite problem, finding jobs for all
this talent. But neither the size of the talent pool nor the problems of obtaining
employment is mentioned much in the first PISA press reports.

When we look at the distribution of 15-year-olds who score at level 5 and 6 in
the PISA nations, the pool of scientific talent among youth in most of the

80



THE CONTEXT FOR INTERPRETING PISA RESULTS IN THE USA

industrialized nations of the world, the USA looks remarkably like the powerhouse
it aspires to be (See Table 1).

The US has 25% of the worlds’ most talented youth (OECD, 2009, p. 21). That
number should be of some consequence if American business and the American
government can find ways to provide work for that pool of talent. The cooler heads
often notice that well paying jobs for talented youth who work hard to master
various fields in science and engineering are crucial to keeping our talent focused
and productive as scientists. But the US has not been doing that. Lowell &
Salzman (2007) noted that in 2001 the USA produced 758,300 Bachelor’s degrees
in science and engineering. But when surveyed afterwards, one-third of these
technically sophisticated people were neither employed in engineering or science,
nor were they continuing their education. Of the 160,100 Master’s degrees given in
science and engineering that year, the percent not employed in engineering or
science, nor continuing their education, rose to about two-thirds!

Benderly (2010), in a premier science journal, quotes experts who say: “There is
no scientist shortage in the USA.” The great lack in the American scientific labor
market is not top-flight technical talent but attractive career opportunities for the
approximately 30,000 scientists and engineers, about 18,000 of them American
citizens, who earn PhDs in the U.S. each year.

Table 1. The percentages of top performers (level 5 and 6 in PISA testing) in different
nations and across different economies (OECD, 2009, p. 21, from the PISA 2006 Database)

Nations with .5% or less of the top performing youth: Hungary, 6% of the total
Turkey, Israel, Chile, Slovac Republic, Denmark, Norway, Mexico, of talented youth
Greece, Portugal, Slovenia, Thailand, Lithuania, Argentina,

Croatia, Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Romania, Columbia, Indonesia,

Serbia, Jordan, Uruguay, Macao/China, Iceland, Luxembourg,

Tunisia, Lichtenstein, Qatar, Azerbaijan, Krygyztan, and Montenegro.

Nations with 1% of the top performing youth: Austria, Switzerland, 10 % of the total
New Zealand, Sweden, Brazil, Hong Kong/China, Belgium, Finland, of talented youth
Czech Republic, and Spain

Italy 2%

Netherlands 2%

Australia 3%

Poland 3%

Taipei 3%

Canada 4%

France 5%

Korea 5%

Russian Federation 6%

United Kingdom 8%

Germany 8%

Japan 13% |
United States 25% of the total

of talented youth
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Despite what is reported and believed, even by President Obama, there appears
to be no shortage in the supply of scientifically talented American students and,
what is more, our students’ academic achievement has been increasing rather than
declining in recent years.

Rarely noticed by politicians and news reporters concerned with our mediocre
PISA performance, is that the students emerging from America’s K-12 system are
studying science and math subjects more, and performing better than they have in
years. In fact, the number of Americans earning PhDs in science and technical
fields has risen by 18 percent since 1985

Cooler heads also note, that with only a few exceptions, the differences between
nations is really quite small when you look at the number of items answered
correctly by each nations’ 15 year olds. Most nations are bunched together in terms
of raw scores. It is through scaling that nations close in raw score are made to
appear far apart from each other on the scaled scores, so that a normal distribution
is approximated. An example of this can be found in the 6 items released from a
previous PISA study, as shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Percentage of students correctly answering each of the PISA released questions
(Lowell & Salzman, 2007, p. 21)

Question Number #l #2 #3 #4 # #6

U. S. performance 62.7% 74.6% 202% 67.8% 37.2% 39.8%
(scale score = 483)

OECD performance 68% 72.9% 254% 73.9% 403% 32.2%
(scale score = 500)

U. S. performance 53%  +1.7%  -52%  -6.1%  -3.1% +7.6%

Gap or advantage on a
particular PISA item

We see here how the US fared against the OECD nations. What is noted is that the
US “gap” in performance on these 6 items, when weighed against the OECD average
of all its students, is under 2%. This may result in scale score differences that will
appear larger, but if the six items released are any indicator, then the USA is not
nearly as poor a performer as it was made out to be. A 2% gap, compared to the
OECD average, surely does not signal the end of prominence for the USA.

Social Class and PISA

In interpretations of PISA and other tests, the racial, ethnic and social class
breakdown of scores get some attention, usually as a cause for alarm. The large
difference in scores between wealthier and poorer students, however, is used to
continue the attacks on teacher and administrator ineptitude. This is peculiar
because PISA has been clear about what the test scores are indicators of: PISA is
not an assessment of what young people learned during their previous year at
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school, or even during their secondary school years. It is an indication of the
learning development that has occurred since birth.

Improving quality and equity therefore require a long-term view and a broad
perspective. For some countries, this may mean taking measures to safeguard
the healthy development of young children, or improving early childhood
education. For others, it may mean socioeconomic reforms that enable
families to provide better care for the children. But in many, it can mean
efforts to increase socio-economic inclusion and improve school offerings
(OECD, 2003, p. 195).

Thus we see that every three years the US makes the wrong interpretation of its
modest performance on PISA. The PISA test is, by design, not an evaluation of a
country’s school system. Unlike TIMSS or NAEP it is purposefully unrelated to the
various curricula of the various nations. It is, instead, a reflection of a number of
factors, many of them out-of-school House style on full stops. Here factors that affect
school achievement. (Berliner, 2009). This is why Feniger, Livneh & Yogev (2007)
were able to predict national scores on PISA from only two variables, neither of
which had anything to do with quality of education, per se. They discovered that the
variance accounted for in the PISA rankings was easily explained by gross domestic
product per capita and the percentage of youth in the population. The multiple
regresion they used yielded an R? of .82. So PISA scores are seen in that analysis as
reflecting the money a nation has to spend and the demands for that money by the
percent of youth in need of education. High per capita GDP and low birth rate should
yield a high PISA score. Finland and a number of other countries fit that bill quite
well. The USA has a lower age population relative to other developed countries,
probably due to immigration, often younger Latinos.

But more important for interpreting test performance is the degree of inequality in
wealth within nations. Wilkinson & Pickett (2009) have documented that within
wealthy nations inequality is greatest in the USA. As we like, we are number one.
Their data also make clear that on a large set of variables that the USA might want to
be better at, we are not. On an index made up of mathematics and literacy scores, as
well as life expectancy, infant mortality, homicide rate, imprisonment rate, teenage
birth rate, trust among the population, obesity, metal illness (including drug and
alcohol addiction), and social mobility, the USA is the worst scoring among this
group of relatively wealthy nations. The US scores are likely to remain modest or
low in international comparisons not because of the quality of its teachers and
administrators, necessarily, but because of its distribution of wealth and poverty and
the associated social capital that exists in schools for the rich and poor. The
inadequate or excellent performance of children within schools may well be a
function of the social and intellectual capital that is present or lacking in schools that
serve rich and poor children, an interpretation not at all at odds with the quote from
OECD about PISA, given above. In fact, PISA scores were looked at from this
perspective in Australia (Perry & McConnery, 2010).
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The investigators categorized schools by quintiles based on both the average
incomes of the children’s families, and the average family income of the students in
the school as an aggregate. The result is a 5 x 5 table as seen in Table 3.

Table 3. Science scores on PISA in 2003 for students of various social classes in schools of
varying social class standing (Perry & McConney, 2010)

Individual ~ The SES that predominates at the school

Student’s

SES I* quintile 2" quintile 3" quintile 4" quintile 5" quintile
I" quintile 455 457 471 497 512

o 483 493 501 528 540
quintile

3" 496 500 512 541 558
quintile

4" quintile 520 524 531 557 577

5™ quintile 555 544 550 582 607

Australia’s average on this PISA science test hides incredible variation by the
social class that predominates in the school and the social class of the students
themselves. A lower class student in a lower class school (cell 1, 1) scores 455 in the
PISA exam, but were that same child to get to a school that serves mostly upper class
children (cell 1, 5) that child would likely score 512, over half a standard deviation
higher. And were a wealthy student attending a school with mostly poor children
(cell 5, 1), that child would score 555, rather than a score of 607 were he or she in a
school that had mostly wealthy children (cell 5, 5). This also is a difference of half a
standard deviation. The diagonal (cell 1,1 v. cell 5,5) shows that the greater the
variation in a students family social class and the schools’ predominant social class,
the greater the disparity of the scores, in this case a difference of over one and one-
half standard deviations! Reading and mathematics PISA test scores show the same
pattern.

If the Australian data holds across countries, as I suspect it does, it informs us
that the greater the number of poor children in a country, and the greater the
number of schools that predominantly serve the poor, the lower the PISA scores
will be. Conversely, were income distributed more evenly and access to schooling
more open to members of different social classes, PISA scores for a nation
would likely be higher. So in the end, PISA can be said to inform the USA of its
troublesome income distribution and its troublesome housing segregation, resulting
in schools that serve the poor, poorly, and the rich separately, and quite well. Of
little interest to those who want schools blamed for poor PISA performance is that
the number of schools attended by children whose families are impoverished has
increased in the USA. Impoverished schools are those with 75% or more of its
children eligible for poverty programs. The recent increase was from 12 percent of
the schools in the USA having 75% or more of its student body impoverished in
1999-2000, to 17 percent attending such schools in 2007-08. (Aud et al., 2010). It
is hard to imagine the international test scores of the USA getting any better with
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these kinds of trends in the segregation of schools for the poor and the growth in
the number of such schools. Most interpreters of PISA in my country seem
oblivious to these issues. They seem not to notice that childhood poverty rates in
the USA are around 25% while childhood poverty rates in Finland are about 3%.
Failure to notice this motivates politicians and the business community to continue
their belief that better teachers and administrators are the solution to the low
achievement that they see. Such perseverance in the face of contradictory data is
inappropriate. PISA 2006 results, reported in Table 4, show why blaming of school
personnel is so inappropriate.

Table 4. PISA 2006 scores on the Science Literacy Scale for US students, by race and

ethnicity
Average of the OECD countries 500
White US students 523
Students of more than one race 501
Asian students 499
Native Hawaiian and Pacific islander students 483
American Indian students 436
Hispanic students 439
Black students 409

There, science scores are seen to be dramatically affected by race and ethnicity,
strong correlates of social class in the USA (OECD, 2006). White US students still
constitute over 50 percent of the students in the US public schools, though they will
soon be a minority. But they do total about 25 million students. It is quite clear from
these results that they are not scoring low in comparison to the OECD average. The
problem the US has is with the gaps between the white students and some others.
White students score well over one standard deviation higher than do black students,
and almost a standard deviation above the scores of Hispanic and American Indian
students. It is the large and poor black, Hispanic, and American Indian population of
the US that brings the US averages on PISA tests down to their modest levels. Data
like these suggest quite strongly that PISA is measuring the effects of social class on
school achievement and may not be an indicator of much else.

For those that worry about the US it is worth pointing out that these 25 million
undifferentiated white students scored 6™ in the world in Science in the 2006 PISA
tests reported in Table 4. They tied Japan, one of the feared economic competitors to
the USA. Add to this success the fact that America’s private school children, totaling
6 million more students, are overwhelming white. Those students are likely to do as
well or better on these kinds of tests were they to participate. Thus the talent pool in
the US is enormous, despite the endless cries of those who see PISA scores as
indictors of America’s doom.

This relationship is even clearer when the TIMSS data is examined, as presented
in Table 5 (Gonzales et al., 2008).

The TIMSS average score for the USA was 529 in mathematics, but in schools
where less than ten percent of the children were considered to be in poverty the
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score was 583: only two nations out of 58 nations performed better. In schools
where poverty among the students was between 10 and 24.9 percent, the score was
553: These students placed 4™ out of 58 nations. Together these schools constitute

about 31 percent of our public school population, representing about 15 million
students of all races and ethnicities who are lucky enough to attend schools that
have low rates of poverty. These 15 million students out- performed students in 54
other nations in mathematics. On the other hand, in schools that had poverty rates
of 75% or more, the TIMSS score was 479, about a full standard deviation lower
than were the scores in schools that served the more affluent.

Table 5. Average mathematics scores of U. S. fourth grade students on TIMSS 2007, by
percentage of students in public school eligible for free and reduced lunch (Gonzales et al.,

2008)

Percentage of students eligible for free and reduced 2007 TIMSS average

lunch (a measure of poverty in the schools) mathematics score at grade four
Less than 10 percent 583

10 to 24.9 percent 553

25 to 49.9 percent 537

50 to 74.9 percent 510

75 percent or more 479

U. S. Average 529

Average for 58 nations in TIMMS 500

TIMSS like PISA are tests that are highly sensitive to social class, limiting the
inferences that can be made about many aspects of schooling. Invalid inferences,
however, are common whenever the results of these tests are released. Poverty and
wealth determine much of the variation in achievement test scores.

The nurturance of achievement in children is examined in PISA, but these data are
not reported much because in the USA the focus is on the test scores themselves.
Questions were asked about the possession of eight items, including a desk to study,
a quiet place to work, a computer for schoolwork, educational software, an internet
connection, a calculator, a dictionary, and school textbooks. The proportion of
children reporting less than four of these educational items is used as an index of how
well a nation nurtures achievement in its children. Data from Finland showed that
only 15% of its 15-year- olds had less than four of these possessions while the US
rate is 4 times that, a whopping 44.8 %. But because the test score becomes the focus
of attention, the cooler minds, the better analyses, and the alternative explanations
have trouble surfacing when the scores are released.

Although the people of the USA think the PISA scores measure schools and
schooling, almost everyone who digs deeper knows that the PISA scores represent
schools and society in interaction. And it is my impression that even though PISA
analysts know this, they play to those that believe schools and schooling processes
are the major cause of score differences. They should, instead, be making sure that
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PISA scores are seen as a function of the social settings in which schools in various
counties operate.

In summary of this section, the interpretive context for most of the comparative
data we get is fear about jobs for themselves and their children, fear of facing the
childhood poverty issues that are now quite severe, and fear about the future of the
US economy blended with my nations’ preoccupation in being number one and the
chauvinistic attitudes associated with that belief.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF AN INTERPRETIVE FRAMEWORK BASED ON FEAR
AND HYPERCOMPETITIVENESS

Were PISA score envy among nations to increase, as it appears to be doing, then
PISA tests will become high-stakes tests for some nations and some political
parties. High-stakes testing has been in effect in US states for many years and
lessons have been learned.

The state level tests that began in earnest in 2003 as a consequence of the federal
law called the No Child left behind Act (NCLB) are the ones that are most instructive.
If a school does not make a certain amount of growth on these tests it can be taken
over by the state, teachers fired and replaced, or the school can be closed. These are
high-stakes tests: the consequences of not doing well are quite severe. Teachers and
administrators in schools that make little growth are shamed and blamed for that state
of affairs. Under such pressure it is not uncommon to find that teachers and
administrators cheat, or they break standardization procedures associated with the
tests. These common acts destroy the validity of the tests, rendering them useless
(Beardsley, Berliner & Rideau, 2010; Nichols & Berliner, 2007).

Teachers also engage in vast amounts of test preparation with their students,
some of which also makes the validity of high-stakes testing quite problematical.
Teachers and administrators also move students that they expect not to test well out
of the schools, or treat them poorly hoping they will drop out, or they hold them
back so they get to be a year older and maybe a little smarter before they have to
take the tests, and so forth. All this is fully documented (Nichols & Berliner, 2007).
Teachers and administrators in high-stakes environments behave in accordance
with Campbell’s law, which states that any time a social indicator (such as a stock
price or a test score) takes on too much value, both the indicator and the people
who work with that indicator are corrupted.

Lessons from the USA and elsewhere about Campbell’s law and issues of validity
are relevant to PISA testing because the PISA results are taken so seriously. National
scores have become political as worries grow about each state’s economic future,
despite the fact that the tests cannot predict those outcomes well. When countries pay
too much attention to PISA, one can expect responses to that pressure to resemble
what we have documented in the USA. Some people will do what ever is needed to
keep their jobs and status. The assessment system will corrupt them, and the indictor
used will quickly become invalid.

While many responses to the pressure of high-stakes testing are immoral and
unlawful, T also found more subtle ways a high-stakes test and a national system of
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education can be corrupted. I found a great deal of curriculum narrowing in the
USA. This may be the most important lesson to be learned by nations competing
for high achievement scores.

In the US the NCLB law requires that reading and mathematics scores be used
to determine if a school is making appropriate growth, called Adequate Yearly
Progress (AYP). The federal government does not monitor performance in other
school subjects. So a rational response by teachers and administrators is to increase
the time spent in reading and mathematics a lot.

Data from a nationally representative sample of school districts, are provided in
Table 6 (Center on Education Policy, 2008).

Table 6. Changes since 2001-2002 in instructional time for elementary school English
language, Arts and Mathematics, in districts reporting increases (Center for Education
Policy, 2008)

Subject Average Average Average Average increase
matter total total increase in in instructional
examined instructional  instructional  instructional  time as a
time spent time spent time per percentage of total
pre-NCLB post-NCLB week (in instructional time
(in minutes (in minutes minutes)
per week) per week)
English 378 520 141 47%
language
Arts
Mathematics 264 352 89 37%

It is clear that changes in the time allocated for teaching reading and
mathematics in elementary schools were quite dramatic between 2002 and 2007.
These are the years of the NCLB act and mandated high-stakes testing. The time
allocated to reading has been increased, on average, over two and a third hours a
week, while mathematics time has been increased, on average, about an hour and a
half a week. What needs to be kept in mind when interpreting this table is that the
“average” masks relevant information. School districts serving low-income students
probably changed their time allocations a lot, while those serving wealthier students
probably did not change much at all since their students were likely to make AYP.

In a previous study of the curriculum by these same scholars (Center for
Education Policy, 2006), 97 percent of the school districts not making Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) had changed their curriculum times and content. These are,
of course, the districts where the pressures to score higher on the tests are greatest
and where you expect such a response to that pressure.

Many would say the changes documented above may not be all bad, unless there
is reason to believe that the increased time is used poorly and is having either no
effects or detrimental effects on students. This is where things get interesting. Evidence
exists to support the hypothesis that the increased time spent on reading and
mathematics is not helping the schools produce better readers and mathematicians.

88



THE CONTEXT FOR INTERPRETING PISA RESULTS IN THE USA

On our highest quality national test of student achievement, the NAEP test,
scores were rising in both reading and mathematics at a greater rate before NCLB
than after NCLB (National Center for Education Statistics (2009a; 2009b). When
you increase time and reduce the growth in learning, something is seriously wrong.
It is as if a fundamental law of learning is being violated, like the violation of a law
in physics. When time is increased and rate of learning decreases, we are left to
think either or all of the following: our curriculum is no good, we have killed
students’ motivation to learn, or our tests are no good. But something is wrong.

Further, an analysis by Lee pointed out that the achievement gap between
wealthier and poorer students has not been closing at all on the National Assessment
of Educational Progress, the best audit test America has about how states are doing
with regard to their NCLB goals (Lee, 2008). Others argue that the gap is closing,
but very little (Braun, Chapman & Vezzu, 2010). Nobody seriously argues that the
achievement gap is closing a lot! This all suggests that something is quite wrong.
Perhaps the increased time for learning in reading and mathematics results in a less
interesting curriculum for teachers to teach, and for students to learn. If that is so
then the results we get are sensible, though certainly disheartening.

England has also tried to reform its schools through an accountability plan
similar to that of the USA. And England seems to have the same problem of failed
policy as does the USA. Following up his research of the 1970s, the British
classroom researcher Maurice Galton found that teacher-centered pedagogy,
characterized by interactions of a very low cognitive level, managerial in their
intent, had increased dramatically between 1976 and 1996. Pupils had fewer
opportunities to question or to explore new ideas after the tests became the primary
instrument that the government used to change the schools (Galton, 2007).
Assessment pressures have resulted in 42% of teachers’ time being taken up with
whole class teaching, compared to 18% in 1976. In primary schools in England
there are now few opportunities for expressing anything that resembles creative
reasoning (Galton, 2007).

Galton & McBeath (2002) surveyed primary teachers in England who regret that
time pressures no longer allow them to engage in informal conversations with
individual children during lessons, or to allow pupils, at certain times, to pursue
their own ideas and interests as part of topic and project work. Since the seventies
this kind of time has decreased by nearly 50%. Hong & Youngs (2008) report
similar findings from the city of Chicago and the State of Texas as they too
responded to high-stakes testing. In Chicago, as in Great Britain, high-stakes
testing seemed to narrow the curriculum and make it harder for students to acquire
higher-order thinking, writing, and problem-solving skills. In Texas, as in Great
Britain, it was found that schooling changed in ways that emphasized rote learning,
not broad intellectual skills (Hong & Youngs, 2008; McNeil, 2000). Lipman
(2004) also studied the Chicago schools and reports that the accountability program
ensured that the more affluent students in Chicago received a much richer and
more intellectually challenging curriculum than did the poor children in Chicago.
Poor minority children, in particular, were required to memorize fragmented facts
and information, and they were constantly taught simple test-taking techniques.
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Apartheid is descriptive of what has happened in many school systems across the
USA (Kozol, 2005).

The Rest of the Curriculum

Time added for reading and mathematics needs to come from somewhere else in
the curriculum. Table 7 presents data on decreased instructional time in some
curriculum areas to provide increased instructional time in the areas of reading and
mathematics.

In interpreting this table it is important to remember that the average masks the
bigger cuts that some districts have made in these subjects. With this caveat in
mind we see that the teaching of social studies, intended always to be part of youth
development for responsible citizenship, is down, on average, over an hour a week.

Yet Americans of all political persuasions ask that the schools help to develop
citizenship. So this trend in curriculum is in opposition to the aspiration that all
Americans have for their school curriculum. Furthermore, school activities that
might foster citizenship have been cut because of the need for more time in reading
and mathematics, so cleaning up neighborhoods and parks, visiting nursing homes,
going on field trips to the legislature, projects that examine pollution at a local
level, and so forth, all have been jettisoned (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). Yet is
through such projects that citizenship is learned. Fear about the results of high-
stakes testing is the culprit here. Science, a field that probably will be even more
important in the 21% century than in the 19" and 20" centuries, is down, on
average, over an hour a week as well. Schools can ignore a lack of growth on
science tests because no sanctions attach to that test. Therefore, science, like social
studies has been robbed of minutes to expand time for reading and mathematics.
Thus curriculum that might help insure American economic competitiveness in the
future, and surely will contribute to intelligent citizenship in our science- and
technology-rich future, has been sacrificed for the possibility of scoring a bit higher
on a high-stakes test.

Table 7 also documents that time for physical education is down, despite the fact
that America’s youth are more sedentary than they should be, are quite overweight,
and Type 2 diabetes is becoming more common. It is easy to argue that physical
education is more important today than ever before, and it is acknowledged as one
of the most important ways to keep a nations’ medical costs down. Yet physical
education is sacrificed for the possibility of a few more points on state tests that are
required to rise continuously.

Nationally, as seen in Table 7, recess was found to be down, on average, about
an hour a week. Nichols & Berliner (2007) even discovered a superintendent of
schools who forbid naps for preschoolers and kindergartners because test scores
needed to go up.

Art and music, nationally, are down an average of an hour a week. This is
particularly troublesome because the USA never spent a lot of time in these
subjects. In California, for example, 89% of its K-12 schools fail to offer music,
visual arts, theatre, and dance that meet the states’ own standards of instruction in
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these areas. In fact, 61% of California schools do not have even one full-time-
equivalent arts specialist. (Woodworth, Gallagher & Guha, 2007).

Table 7. Decreases in instructional time for various curriculum areas to accommodate
increases in time for English language arts and mathematics (Center for Education Policy,

2008)

Subject Average Average Average Average decrease as

matter minutes per minutes per decrease per  a percentage of total
week before week after week time per week
NCLB NCLB

Social 239 164 76 32%

studies

Science 226 152 75 33%

Physical 115 75 40 35%

education

Recess 184 144 50 28%

Art and 154 100 57 35%

music

The defense of the arts can be made on many grounds, but one stands out in
terms of the needs of the 21* century, namely, that the arts are alternative ways to
represent reality. Ideas expressed through the visual arts, dance, and music are not
presented in the verbal or mathematical symbol systems that are in everyday use.
So by cutting the arts we limit the ways our students can represent the world in
which our students live and about which they may choose to comment. A reduction
in curriculum for learning the arts, therefore, restricts our students’ ways of
thinking, limiting creativity.

The defense of the arts in schooling can be based on economic and cognitive
psychological reasons, which add to other reasons for defending the arts as a
natural expression of our humanity, and for occasionally providing humanity with
works of indescribable beauty.

Because of the test anxiety felt by the teachers and administrators of poor
children, The study of the arts in California makes clear that the arts are rationed:
They are taught primarily to the wealthy and the middle class, but not taught to the
poor. These data are provided in Table 8.

Table 8. Percent of California students receiving instruction in various areas of the arts, by
poverty level of the school they attend (Woodworth, Gallagher & Guha, 2007)

Subject matter Percent studying Percent studying this  Percent studying

this subject in subject in schools this subject in
schools serving serving middle class  schools serving
wealthy children children poor children

Music 45% 38% 25%

Visual arts 48% 44% 29%

Theater 17% 14% 8%

Dance 17% 14% 7%
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Close to twice as many students in schools that serve the wealthy receive
instruction in the arts as do the students in schools that serve the poor. This is
another example of the apartheid system of schooling that has developed in the
USA.

Teachers and high-stakes testing

Although teachers’ voices are often dismissed, surveys of teachers reveal how the
NCLB high-stakes testing culture affects the content of their courses. For example
in Colorado teachers say (Taylor et al., 2003):

We don’t take as many field trips. We don’t do community outreach like we
used to like visiting the nursing home or cleaning up the park because we had
adopted a park and that was our job was to keep it clean. Well, we don’t have
time for that any more (p. 30).

A Florida teacher says (Jones & Egley, 2004):

Our total curriculum is focused on reading, writing, and math. There is no
extra time for students to study the arts, have physical education, science, or
social studies. Our curriculum is very unbalanced.

Hundreds of similar quotes are now in the literature. I would estimate that over
75% of the teachers in the USA are unhappy with the current assessment policies.
But thus far politicians have not listened much to their concerns.

WHAT DO AMERICANS REALLY WANT AS CURRICULA?

Rothstein, Jacobson & Wilder (2008) identified curriculum areas that administrators,
teachers and parents all agreed were important. After basic skills, and rated almost
as important, was critical thinking. But this major curricula goal for American
education, perhaps never taught well, is made even less likely to be included in the
school curriculum because it takes inordinate amounts of time to do well and that
takes time away from preparing for tests.

Six other curriculum areas were all close to being tied for third place among
desirable curriculum goals. One of these was about developing social skills. But
with the current tests and the pressure they engender, project-based, inquiry-based,
and problem-based cooperative work groups, where such skills are learned, are less
frequently seen in our public schools. Instead classes have become more like
workplaces where individual effort is expected and it is individual effort that is
rewarded, despite the desires of the public and the predictions about the need for
social skills in the modern workplace.

The public also wants the schools to develop a work ethic in youth. This is hard
to do with many poor and minority students. Those students are often punished by
the high-stakes testing programs because they do not have the social and
intellectual capital of their middle class peers. In a high-stakes testing environment
these poor and minority students quickly learn they are a liability to the schools
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that they attend, that they “haven’t got the right stuff,” and that schools are about
winners and losers. In such a setting, instead of developing a healthy work ethic,
many of these students develop despair. They often disengage themselves from
schoolwork, leaving school before they graduate (Amrein & Berliner, 2002;
McNeil, 2008).

Other curriculum goals show the breadth of what Americans desire. They want
schools to develop in students' personal responsibility, an ability to get along well
with others, especially others from different backgrounds. Youth were thought to
need knowledge of how government works and of how to participate in civic
activities like voting, volunteering, and becoming active in communities. The
survey respondents believed our students should receive vocational, career, and
technical education that could qualify youth for skilled employment that does not
require a college degree. The survey respondents also wanted the schools to
provide a foundation for lifelong physical health, including good habits of exercise
and nutrition. They wanted our schools to develop in our students a love of
literature and the capacity to participate in and appreciate the musical, visual, and
performing arts. Finally, in the area of emotional well-being, our students were
thought to need tools to develop self-confidence, respect for others, and the ability
to resist peer pressure to engage in irresponsible personal behavior.

Many of these American curriculum goals probably overlap with what is wanted
by the citizens of other nations. But these curriculum goals are downplayed or even
sacrificed in systems where teachers see their role as primarily imparting
knowledge to score well on tests that are consequential to them. Those teachers and
schools are failing to meet the expectations of citizens who want more than what is
being offered in their schools.

CONCLUSION

PISA items appear to tap thinking and problem solving, and do provide a picture of
a country’s ability to raise children who are healthy in mind and body. That is
good. But if] as is often the case, too much value is placed on a national score, then
I expect schools in that nation to respond as they have in the United States.
Campbell’s law predicts school personnel will cheat or break standardization, they
will fudge sampling, they will remove some students from the data set, teach
special test prep units after seeing the tests, and so forth. But most of all they will
try to provide the curriculum that will increase scores on the test. In the case of
PISA this is reading, mathematics, and science. Pursuit of higher PISA scores
means increasing time spent in areas assessed and that means there will be
reductions in other curriculum areas in which we want youth to be educated.

It is clear from the survey data and from the teachers themselves that in high-
stakes testing environments the tests determine the curriculum rather than the other
way around. Nations worried about their PISA scores might well be wary of what
we have documented in the USA. If not, national and regional differences in
education will be lost and similarities in the educational systems of each nation will
follow. This may not be desirable from many points of view, the most pragmatic
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being that we are sure that the 21 century economy will require from our work
force a broad set of skills, not a narrow one. And high-stakes testing leads to a
narrowing of the skill sets that students possess.

Diversity in the outcomes of the educational system ought to be a goal of each
nation’s educational system, not sameness. The philosophy of Bildung in Germany,
the belief in the Danish way in Denmark, the Baccalauréat and L’Agrégation
traditions of France, the early childhood philosophy emanating from Reggio-
Emilia, the continental educational traditions of familiarity with philosophic and
moral thought, may all change if PISA score envy becomes more prevalent. Each
nation must decide if this is good or bad.

The most important lesson from the USA is that high-stakes testing narrows
what it means to be an educated person, and that is a shame. Such definitions
should be as broad and encompassing of different talents as possible.

No one really knows what 21% century skills are needed to foster success for
individuals and nations. But developing critical thinking, engaging in activities that
require problem solving and creativity, and doing individual and collaborative
projects of complexity and duration, are all good candidates for helping each child
and each nation to thrive. We need to keep in mind what has been found from
almost all longitudinal studies of youth. It is the soft skills that determine success
every bit as much as literacy and numeracy when looking at outcomes such as
college completion, earnings, and a host of other outcome variables later in life
(Deke & Haimson, 2006; Lleras, 2008).

The skills tested in NCLB and in PISA are necessary, but they are not sufficient
for predicting success either for individuals or for nations. Thus we need to cultivate
our student’s talents, whatever they may be, so that they learn how deliberate practice
and success go together in sports, drama, student government, music, geography,
computer illustration, computer gaming, fashion design, cooking and more. We need
to remember that when administrators and teachers concentrate their efforts on
promoting attainment of only a few skills, they detract from the talent pool for
individual and national success will suffer — if we have uniformity of outcomes — in
an international economy that will demand adaptability

It is certainly foolish to be against all assessment programs, as some in my
country are. But when the stakes are high, it is not foolish to ask questions about
validity. As I have shown, some of the inferences made from the PISA assessments
are misguided if not fraudulent. It is not foolish to monitor the effects of testing
programs on the personnel who live in high-stakes testing environments. As I have
shown, some are corrupted and many more are disheartened. And it is not foolish
to monitor the curriculum and instruction provided in high stakes testing
environments. The citizens of all nations must be sure that the tests are not
determining the curriculum, as is happening in my country. Each nation needs to
insure that it is getting the curriculum they really want for their children, rather
than one that attempts primarily to raise test scores to satisfy some politicians’ ego.
Without vigilance high-stakes testing can quickly distort a schools’ and a nation’s
education system in ways that are not healthy.
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DAVID SCOTT

PISA, INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS, EPISTEMIC
PARADOXES

INTRODUCTION

Two forms of knowledge can be identified (let us call them K, and K,). K,
represents those knowledge sets, skills, and dispositional states of a person,
collectively known as capacities. K, represents those knowledge sets, skills and
dispositional states which allow this person to do well in tests, and in particular,
high stakes tests. K, and K, have different characteristics. If an education system
introduces high stakes testing, that is, testing in which there are significant rewards
attached to success in the test for an individual, an institution, or even a nation,
then there are two consequences. The first is that Ky, becomes the dominant form of
knowledge in the curriculum and the second is that K, over time is transformed so
that it becomes more like K, that is, it has more of its characteristics. Testers
commonly conflate K, and K, and in doing so make a number of false assumptions
about knowledge and its assessment, with the consequence that these two forms of
knowledge become indistinguishable in the minds of policy-makers, educational
practitioners, students and other stakeholders. Furthermore, knowledge of an
individual’s or a group’s (i.e. nation, age-cohort or category) capacities, as in
international comparative systems of testing such as the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) (OECD 2000, 2001, 2006, 2009), is
underpinned by a particular and specific geo-historical notion of comparison.

An alternative to this position is provided by the philosophy of critical realism.
Critical realists make three initial claims: there are significant differences between
the transitive realm of knowing and the intransitive realm of being; the social world
is systemically open; and researchers and observers need to grasp the ontological
depth of reality. The first of these then, refers to a distinction between the
intransitive world of being (the ontological realm) and the transitive world of
knowing (the epistemological realm), so that to conflate them becomes illegitimate,
either upwards, resulting in the epistemic fallacy, or downwards, resulting in the
ontic fallacy (cf. Bhaskar, 1989). There are two implications of this. Social objects,
though real, constantly change, and it is therefore the changing object which is
relatively enduring, even to the extent that the object has been so utterly
transformed that it is barely recognisable in relation to its former self. The second
implication is more significant, and this is that, in certain circumstances and within
certain conditions, social objects from the transitive realm can penetrate the
intransitive realm and be objectified. What follows from this is that in principle the

M A. Pereyra et al. (eds.), PISA Under Examinarion: Changing Knowledge,
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measurement of the capacities of an individual or set of individuals can activate
emergent properties of the construct being measured and change that construct.

This also suggests that a disjuncture can occur between the two realms, with the
result that they become unsynchronised. Bhaskar (1989) identifies four reasons for
this: there are social objects in the world whether they are known or not;
knowledge is fallible because any epistemic claim may be refuted; there are trans-
phenomenalist truths which refer to the empirical world and discount deeper levels
of social reality, i.e. the work of social mechanisms; and more importantly, there
are counter-phenomenalist truths in which those deep structures may actually be in
conflict with their appearances. If we conflate the two this leads to confusion and
misappropriation.

The second claim is that the social world is systemically open. Closed systems
are characterised by two conditions: objects operate in consistent ways, and they do
not change their essential nature. Neither of these conditions pertains to open
systems. In closed systems measured regularities are synonymous with causal
mechanisms. Experimentation is therefore unnecessary because experimental
conditions are naturally present. There are two alternatives: artificial closure and
the use of methods and strategies that fit with systemic openness, including, but not
exclusively, inferential judgements from the analysis of indirect evidence. The first
of these alternatives, artificial closure, makes a number of unsubstantiated
assumptions: cross-environmental transferences can be made even if the original
knowledge is constructed in artificial conditions; and this original knowledge is
correctly related to the constitution of the object, i.e. an assessment result is
isomorphic with the capacity of the individual, whether this is expressed as a
knowledge-set, skill or disposition. We are therefore left with those methods and
strategies that conform to the principle of systemic openness.

The third claim is that social reality has ontological depth. Social objects are the
real manifestations of the idealised types used in discourse and are the focus for
any enquiry. They are structured in various ways, and because of this, they possess
powers. The powers that these structures (or mechanisms) exert can be one of three
types (cf. Brown et al., 2002). Powers can be possessed, exercised or actualised.
Powers possessed are powers that objects have whether they are triggered by the
circumstances or not. Their effect may not be evident in any observable
phenomena. Powers exercised have been triggered and are having an effect in an
open system, and as a result they are interacting with other powers of other
mechanisms within their sphere of influence. These exercised powers may still not
give rise to any observable phenomena as these other powers may be acting against
them. Powers that have been actualised are generating their effects; within the
open system they are working together with other powers, but in this case they
have not been suppressed or counteracted. Embodied, institutional or discursive
structures can be possessed and not exercised or actualised, possessed and
exercised, or possessed and actualised. As a result, a causal model based on
constant conjunctions is rejected and replaced by a generative-productive one, and
objects and relations between objects (as in educational systems or testing regimes)
have emergent properties.
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Three propositions follow from this critical realist perspective. The first is that
any descriptions we make of human agency and its capacities are dependent upon
‘intentional causality or the causality of reason’ (Bhaskar et al., 2010, p.14).
Second, these descriptions need to take account of ‘synchronic emergent powers
materialism’ (ibid.), that is, time-sequenced changes to the powers of objects,
whether discursive or embodied; and thirdly, there is a need to acknowledge ‘the
evaluative and critical implication(s) of factual discourse’ (ibid., my italics). These
three principles have significant implications for developing a comprehensive
explanation of cross-national and cross-cultural testing regimes, such as PISA.

FALSE BELIEFS

The default position taken by those working within the psychometric tradition of
knowing other minds is that a person has a number of capacities (i.e. knowledge sets,
skills, dispositions), which we can describe as the contents of that person’s mind, and
which subsequently we can characterise using the methods of experimentation and
testing. There is therefore potentially a true score for a person, and this true score
represents in symbolic terms her capacity in the particular domain being tested. For a
variety of reasons, errors may occur in the process of constructing that true score, but
these are corrigible, i.e. they can be corrected by using different (and thus by
implication better) methods and approaches. Errors may occur because the wrong
type of instrument is chosen for determining the person’s true score or because her
emotional and affective states are such that she gives a false impression of her
capacities. In contrast, I want to suggest that there are a number of false assumptions
being made here, perhaps best expressed as false beliefs.

The first of these is that a person has a knowledge, skill or dispositional set,
which is configured in a particular way (i.e. it has a grammar), and it is this
knowledge, skill or dispositional set, or at least elements of it, which is directly
assessed when that person is tested. In contrast, any testing that is carried out with
the purpose of determining whether these attributes are held, not held, or even
partially held by an individual, always involves an indirect process of examination,
where the additional element is a conjecture, logical inference or best guess.
Furthermore, the required performance elicited during the test is specifically
related to the testing technology, so, for example, if a multiple-choice test is
chosen, the correct answer and therefore the correct construction of the problem are
framed to fit this technology. In order to obtain a true measure of that person’s
capacity (i.e. K;), and not, it should be noted, a comparative measure of the
construct being tested at the individual or group level (i.e. Ky), then a retroductive
mode of inference would need to be used to identify what must have been the case
in order to bring about the observed event (i.e. the testee answering a multiple-
choice question in a standardised test).

A second false belief is that this grammar is organised into elements, there are
relations between those elements, and each element can be scaled, which can then
be directly investigated. This can be contrasted with a position which suggests that,
in the application of the knowledge, skill or dispositional set, whether for the
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purposes of testing or for use in everyday life, a range of other knowledge
elements, skills and dispositions are invoked. This should not be conflated with the
idea that the contents of the curriculum cannot be disconnected for the purposes of
testing, leading to a belief in property holism (cf. Curren 2006, for a refutation).
What, in contradistinction, is being argued for here is that in the application
of a knowledge set, skill or disposition, whether for the purposes of testing or
otherwise, a range of other types of knowledge and skill are needed, and the testee
may not have sufficient knowledge of these matters or be sufficiently skilful in
relation to them. For example, the application of higher-level mathematical skills,
i.e. solving algebraic equations, assumes a knowledge of and a capacity in lower
level mathematical skills, such as addition and subtraction.

There is, on the other hand, a set of factors which may result in construct-
irrelevance variance (Messick, 1989), that is, variance amongst a population of
testees as a result of factors which do not have anything to do with the construct
being tested. Even if knowledge of or competence in the construct is equally
distributed in this population, some testees will do better than others (i.e. on their
actual scores) and this is not because they have greater knowledge or are more
competent in the construct being tested. This might involve either construct-under-
representation or construct-over-representation (William, 2010), and within the
confines of the test itself it is impossible to determine which of these has occurred.
The challenge for testers then is to eliminate such construct-irrelevance variance.
However, this is not without its problems. First, we cannot say with any degree of
certainty what the variance might be because we don’t know what a true score for
the individual or an aggregated true score for a group is, and therefore have nothing
to compare it with. Analytical comparisons can be made, and in PISA are made, 1)
over time (between T; and T,, where T represents a time-point), ii) between
different capacities (if an individual is expert at C,, then she will also be expert at
C,, where C represents a capacity), iii) between different constructs (Co; has the
same level of difficulty as Co,, where Co refers to a construct), iv) between
different performative settings (S, is considered to be isomorphic with S,, where S
refers to a setting), v) on the same test at two different time points (this is an
external measure of reliability, R,), vi) with different items on the same test at one
point in time (this is an internal measure of reliability, Ry) and vii) on comparable
tests at two different time-points (this is another external measure of reliability,
R.). With i) an assumption is made that no emergent properties of the construct
being tested are activated, and moreover, that no learning takes place, as a result of
the testing or otherwise, between T, and T,. With regards to ii) an assumption is
made that expertise in specific capacities automatically transfers to expertise
generally. With the third analytical comparison (iii), an assumption is made that all
measureable constructs have an equal level of difficulty in their acquisition and in
their application. The fourth of our measures (iv) seeks to confirm the validity of a
score on a test by examining whether that aptitude can be applied to other spatio-
temporal settings outside of the test setting. An assumption is made that the
construct being tested has transferable characteristics and is not specifically
connected to a particular performative setting. Finally, with v), vi) and vii), an
assumption is made that if a score on a test is reliable then it is also valid. Each of
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these analytical comparative forms is underpinned by assumptions or beliefs that in
turn need verification, or at least can allow trust in their use. And thus a further
rationale needs to be provided for each of these assumptions.

A second problem with eliminating construct-irrelevance variance is that it
cannot be achieved by replacing a competency with a knowledge construct, despite
this being the clear intention of PISA test constructors. For example, PISA 2006
attempted to assess three broad science competencies: ‘i) Identifying Scientific
Issues; ii) Explaining Phenomena Scientifically; and iii) Using Scientific Evidence’
(OECD 2006, p. 12). This is because the problems associated with construct-
irrelevance variance apply equally to knowledge and competence constructs, and in
addition, with regards to the assessment of competence constructs, there is the
problem of multiple interpretations being made. Traditionally, this is described as a
problem relating to tester-reliability.

Test-constructors confronted by the problem of construct-irrelevance variance
may seek to reformulate the construct, so that those matters which might be
considered to be separate from the construct, such as the time element for solving a
problem in a test, now become part of the construct, i.e. the assessment now relates
to the capacity to solve the problem within a definite time period and not just to the
capacity to solve the problem. This introduces a performative element into the
construct itself. Once again, this move is beset with problems, since it weakens the
idea that individual expertise in that construct can be transposed to other settings
because it is now more context-dependent as an assessment. What has been
weakened is the predictive validity of the assessment. In cross-national testing
environments such as PISA some of those performative elements can be
standardised, i.e. the tests are conducted in roughly similar conditions. However,
what cannot be standardised is the relation between what is taught and what is
being assessed, how this assessed knowledge relates to its usage in other
environments, and the test-taking capacity of the individual or group.

A third false belief is that in the use of a knowledge-set, or in the performance
of a skill, or in the application of a disposition, no internal transformation takes
place. (In fact, both internal and external transformations are neglected within
traditional psychometric accounts.) In contrast, within a person’s mind two
knowledge sets are being activated. The first is the original knowledge set (K.,);
and the second is the transformed set (K). Further to this, K, is not just the result
of a causal mechanism at work but may also at different points in time influence
and transform K,; that is, it has the capacity to bend back on itself and act
recursively to change its original form.

There is also an external transformative process at work, and thus a fourth false
belief is that testing a person’s knowledge, skills and aptitudes has no washback
effects on either K,, the original knowledge construct, or K, the internally
transformed knowledge set ready for testing. In contrast, the well-documented
process of washback works in just this way (cf. Stobart, 2009), so that instead of the
assessment acting merely as a descriptive device, it also acts in a variety of ways to
transform the construct it is seeking to measure. Washback effects work on a range of
objects and in different ways. So, for example, there are washback effects on the
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curriculum, on teaching and learning, on the capacity of the individual and more
fundamentally on the structures of knowledge, although these four mechanisms are
frequently conflated in the minds of educational stakeholders.

Micro-washback effects work directly on the person, whereas macro-washback
effects work directly on institutions and systems, which then subsequently have an
impact on individuals within those institutions and systems. For example, at a global
level, policy enactments may lead to changes in national curricula and national
systems of testing, which in time will lead to changes in curriculum and assessment
at the level of schools and thence to changes in what is learnt and what an individual
considers to be performative knowledge. What is considered to be appropriate
performative knowledge has therefore changed as a result of changes at global,
national and school levels. Washback effects do not work in a deterministic way,
since there are a large number of activities that have to be coordinated during the
sequence of events to achieve the desired result, and mechanisms such as these have
emergent properties because they operate in open systems (cf. Bhaskar, 1989).

The argument is therefore made by cognitive psychologists and test constructors
that no internal or external processes of transformation occur when the knowledge,
skills, or dispositions of the person are tested; i.e. that person knows A or has skill
B or disposition C, and that in the act of displaying that knowledge or using that
skill or allowing that disposition to be realised, no change occurs to the original
knowledge construct, or skill set or disposition, in order for that person to respond
in the appropriate manner to the situation confronting her. In contrast, I want to
suggest that there is a transformative process and it may take a number of forms,
i.e. accretion and thus retention of the original knowledge domain, skill or
disposition; or subsumption, where the original knowledge domain is subsumed
into a new domain and thus loses its identity; or subtraction so that parts are
discarded to accommodate the contingencies of the new setting.

What this also points to is that in the process of determining whether a person
knows this, or can do this, or has the necessary disposition, an inferential process is
required so that the observer can move from evidence, i.e. the test result, to a
description of an actual state of being. The assumption is made that if this person
can do X in the test situation, then they can also do it in different situations, or if
that person knows something in the test situation, then they also know it in other
situations. It is, in short, the problem of transfer (from T, to T, or from C, to C,,
where T refers to a moment in time and C refers to a context of application), and it
is problematic because it is prospective and morphogenetic. A measure of
predictive success to determine whether a person or group of people can do X in
other settings outside the testing environment can be developed; however it is an
unreliable measure for two reasons. Events, happenings and unplanned occurrences
during the interval between the two time points (T; — the test setting and T, — the
application setting) cannot be controlled for; and the two different activities are not
comparable.

A fifth false belief is that the process of testing works in a unidirectional linear
fashion. For example, a person knows X, that person is subjected to an examination
which is designed to test for traces of X in a population of knowers with similar
characteristics, and a score in relation to that construct is recorded indicating that
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the person either knows it, doesn’t know it or knows it to some extent. No
consideration is given to bidirectionality, incorporating forward and backward
flows, so that the taking of the test and the recording of the mark impact on and
influence the original knowledge construct. This changes the structure (both
quantitatively and qualitatively) of the construct, and its affordances, making the
original determination of it and them unreliable.

A sixth false belief is that different types of knowledge, including those at
different levels of abstraction, can be tested using the same algorithmic process.
For example, testing a knowledge of facts and testing a capacity to synthesise basic
facts are different processes. And this is because in the former case the test item
refers directly to the construct being tested, whereas in the latter case it refers to an
example of the construct, and successful mastery of the construct has to be inferred
from successful mastery of the example. This latter process therefore additionally
has to satisfy criteria such as relevance, quality and probative force for that
inferential relationship between example and construct to be considered valid.

A seventh false belief is that the performance on the test represents to a greater
or lesser extent (given that the person may have been distracted or constrained in
some way or another) what the testee can do or show, rather than there being a
qualitative difference between the performance on the test and the construct, skill,
or disposition of the testee. An individual may have to reframe their knowledge set
to fit the test, and therefore the assessment of their mastery of the construct is not a
determination of their capacity in relation to the original construct, but a
determination of whether the testee has successfully understood how to rework
their capacity to fit the demands of the testing technology.

An eighth false belief is that a test can be constructed which is culture-free or
free of those issues which disadvantage some types of learners at the expense of
others. This mechanism works in a number of ways: test constructors may use
background material which is unfamiliar to some testees but familiar to others; test
items may have been taught in different ways to different groups of testees, that is,
they have been given different values, or taught in a different order, or even not
taught at all; and the testing technology may be unfamiliar to them because of
factors which are peripheral to the articulation or use of the particular construct,
but central to the testing technology used to assess it.

EXAMINATION TECHNOLOGIES

If no incentive is attached to the taking of a test, i.e. personal benefit such as
gaining entry to a higher education institution, or monetary reward, or furtherance
of a student’s learning trajectory, or national advantage, then the student is not
likely to treat it very seriously. The value that she attaches to it is always a matter
of perception, rather than designation, and this means that different types of
students will be motivated to do well to different degrees. Cognitive psychologists
and test constructors argue that these individual characteristics of test takers are
accounted for at the level of the group, and the argument is then made that these
characteristics, i.e. propensity to lose concentration in a test or not give a true
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account of their capacities because the examination technology offers them no
incentive to do well, or having a presentational style which is at variance with the
affordances of the examination technology, are randomly distributed amongst
members of any group, and therefore do not effect scores at the group level. As a
result, groups can be reliably compared with each other. However, the assumption
that these characteristics of group members are evenly distributed is false (cf.
Mac Ruairc, this volume), and in addition, this is a measure of reliability rather
than construct validity. Furthermore, these characteristics may be the defining
characteristics of the group.

As an example, let us take a multiple choice test. The technology only allows a
limited range of answers; therefore there is a high probability of false negative and
false positive errors (Wood & Power, 1987), despite misleaders being inserted as
questions to allow reliability checks to be performed. Only a limited range of
knowledge items and processes can potentially be tested because correct answers
are being asked for, and those answers are framed in ways that do not allow
discursive, equivocal responses. As a result, this technology has the effect of
widening the gap between the capacity of the individual and her performance (both
internally and externally), because the test is constructed so that it has few of the
characteristics of the original knowledge construct and potentially its application.
There is in short a limited discretion given to the person being tested and therefore
in principle at least, multiple-choice testing has a greater propensity to washback
onto the curriculum. Furthermore, the characteristics of the technology used for
multiple-choice testing favour some groups in comparison with others, i.e. boys
may have an advantage over girls.

A contrasting example is the use of a free-ranging essay format to determine the
comparative capacity of a group. A wide discretion is given to each candidate,
though marker unreliability effects may be high. The assessment is not focused on
discrete facts but on general competencies, i.e. the ability to sustain an argument.
Thus in principle it may be better able to measure higher level skills. Validity may be
strong if this is understood as an alignment between the knowledge, skills and
dispositions of the person and the description that is made of them. Because marker
discretion is high and because the candidate is allowed more latitude in how she
frames her answers, then the possibility of a significant washback effect is reduced.

A test is always a performance. The taker of the test frames their response to the
test in terms of what they perceive to be the correct answer. This operates at the
unconscious level, and it is unremarkable. When we have a conversation with
another person, we frame our responses and our mode of responding to how we think
our messages are going to be received. With regards to testing, there is a further
element, which is that the testee frames their answers in terms of their perception of
what they consider to be the correct response. If for example, there is some ambiguity
in the question, the testee asks herself the question: what type of answer should I give
which is likely to result in the award of the maximum amount of marks? Test
constructors aim to write questions or construct problems to be answered with as
little ambiguity as possible. This is achieved (though rarely successfully) by reducing
the scope of either the question/problem to be solved or by reducing the response that
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the testee is required to make, and this involves a reformulation of the knowledge
construct, though it may still contain residues of its original form.

FAIR TESTS

PISA test constructors have chosen to measure competencies rather than
knowledge sets on the grounds that the latter are specific to particular countries,
whereas competencies have universal characteristics. There are two problems with
this. First, those national and local features of knowledge domains apply in equal
measure to skills, competencies (skills expressed as individual capacities) and
dispositions (configurations of individual capacities which can be expressed as
affordances). Second, there is a longer and more complex inferential chain
involved in the measurement of competencies than there is in the measurement of
knowledge acquisition, and there is therefore a greater likelihood of construct-
irrelevance variance occurring.

PISA has attempted the difficult task of constructing curriculum-free tests; the
most notorious example being the 11+ examination in the UK (cf. Torrance, 1981,
for a critical evaluation). The reason for this is that making comparisons between
the test performances of students from different countries, with different curricula
and with different teaching methods and approaches, requires the selection of test
items that do not reflect national curricula or national pedagogic methods. So these
international comparative tests, and this includes items which refer to socio-
economic conditions of the student and attitudinal data (as in the latest PISA
Science-focused set of tests), are not a measure of their curriculum, nor what they
have been taught, nor are they a measure of what they have learnt in any formal
sense. This means that the content of the test items and the presentation of those
test items are likely to favour some countries at the expense of others.

Cultural differences may take a number of different forms, such as, ascribing
different values, and different strengths of values, to cultural items, or determining
the nature, quality, probative force, relevance-value and extent of evidence, or
focusing on practices which may be more familiar to people in some countries and
less so in others. However, more importantly, cultural differences with regards to
the selection of test items refer to the expression of the problem to be solved. If, for
example, different national idioms, different national ways of thinking embedded
in language forms, and different normic values woven into the fabric of national
discourses are ignored, then the presentation of the actual test items as well as the
range of possible answers that can be given may favour students from one nation at
the expense of students from another.

This is the problem of fair comparison. And in order to make a fair comparison, it
may not just be a question of translating the words which are being used, that is,
substituting one set (words, sentences, and language structures) for another, but
transposing the example and the problem, so that it better reflects its new epistemic
base. Underpinning the notion of an international test is the idea of a universal, i.e.
culture-free, form of knowledge, which can be adapted so that superficial differences
between nations are eliminated. However, it is never enough to say that a test simply
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tests the capacities and knowledge constructs of a group (in this case a trans-national
group) of students. What a trans-national test does is make a number of reductionist
assumptions about the knowledge bases being tested which result in imperfect
caricatures of all the national knowledge bases under consideration.

COMPARATIVE EMERGENT PROPERTIES

PISA results are expressed as comparative national tables rather than scores
achieved by participants. The focus is on position rather than score, even though
significant improvements made by one nation between two time points may be
masked by improvements made by other nations. If you add to this the idea that
there is some uncertainty or unreliability about the scores (i.e. marker error, poor
performance by testees, cultural bias effects, epistemic differences, inability to
transform internal knowledge into performative knowledge, etc.), it is hard to
believe that such league tables can and do provide a nation with very much useful
information. However, what we have here is a display mechanism (located initially
at the transitive level, but also penetrating and thus taking on a capacity to operate
at the intransitive level). This display mechanism clearly has scientistic aspirations
(cf. Habermas, 1971), adding further to the need to introduce critical and evaluative
elements into any accounts made, whether they refer to individuals, groups within
nations, or nations themselves.

Michel Foucault (1979, p. 191) suggested that the examination transformed the
individual into an object for a branch of knowledge:

The case is no longer, as in casuistry or jurisprudence, a set of circumstances,
defining an act and capable of modifying the application of a rule; it is the
individual as he (sic.) may be described, judged, measured, compared with
others, in his very individuality; and it is also the individual who has to be
trained or corrected, classified, normalized, excluded, etc.

For the first time an individual could be scientifically and objectively categorized
and characterized through a modality of power where difference becomes the most
relevant factor.

Furthermore, the instrument (PISA) is a performative device, in so far as its
intention is not just to describe the skills/dispositions of children but to promote
and thus contribute to national policy-making. Certain forms of performative
knowledge become the norm. The instrument for measuring knowledge and skill
levels of children becomes an instrument for determining what those knowledge
levels and skills should be, and how they should be learnt. The mechanism that
underpins this series of actions is an example of synchronic emergent powers
materialism (cf. Bhaskar, 2010), and as a result, it operates as a standardising
device in relation to these matters (i.e. it creates a norm) and should not be
understood as a device for making fair, reasonable and accurate judgements about
the capacities of cohorts of students in different countries. There is a final point to
be made, and this is that a nation’s place in these league tables becomes part of the
folkloric account a nation gives of and to itself. Since this account is an important
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part of a nation’s identity, then success in an international test such as PISA
becomes even more important.
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COMPETENCIES VS. INTERCULTURALTY. STUDENT
EXCHANGES IN THE AGE OF PISA'

THE FRAMEWORK

The research on which this paper is based was not originally intended to examine
directly the PISA problématique — rather, in studying a different topic, it has, so to
speak, met PISA on its way, and in the ensuing interaction of the themes it opened
up a perspective which seemed worth a closer analysis.

The focus of research, carried out by SICESE (the Italian Society for Comparative
Education) on behalf of the Fondazione Intercultura, was the complex question of
teachers’ role and attitudes toward students’ exchanges at secondary school level,
with special reference to long term individual exchanges — that is, those exchanges in
which individual students spend a whole school year (usually the last but one year of
secondary school) attending school in a different country.

These exchanges are to be considered as an important tool for intercultural
education (formazione interculturale). Even if much of the current reflection on
intercultural education is focused on issues linked to minority and immigrant
groups, other different aspects of intercultural relations and educational paths
connected with them should not be overlooked. Namely, the specific aspect of
intercultural relations represented by youth exchanges, especially long term
individual ones, has a peculiar interest. The student, moving for one whole school
year to a different system, experiences personally the condition of “otherness”;
moreover, in a situation where the most obvious socio-economic inequalities are
usually absent, the problems and dynamics which come to the forefront are more
clearly the ones specifically linked to the differences between cultures as such.

These are the features which make unique the exchanges — as a personal
experience and as a field of study as well. It is therefore a theme of peculiar interest
in intercultural research; and it may be added that it is also a theme of great interest for
a comparative research in which both institutional and cultural aspects are considered.

However, in many cases the question remains open of the stafus and the formal
recognition in one’s own educational system of the knowledge and the skills
acquired attending a school in a different country. This is a crucial point, which
varies significantly in the different countries, according to the different rules they
adopt on the matter; but recognition is also strongly connected, in the classroom
practice, with the attitudes adopted by the teachers.

In the framework of an overall engagement for the “internationalisation” of the
school system, in Italy in the last years there has been an effort to give a new impulse
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to these experiences. Recent research has however confirmed that the teaching body
tend to be suspicious about the exchanges, especially long term ones; and this is due
mainly (though not only) to reasons related with the curriculum, which in Italy is
traditionally based on disciplinary knowledge.

In our analysis of teacher’s attitudes, one of the hypotheses we formulated was
that the diffusion of PISA surveys, officially supported by the Ministry, could
contribute to make these attitudes more positive, even in schools that do not
participate directly in the surveys. As far as there is a spreading of a cross-national
agreement on the definition of learning achievements, of knowledge and skills to be
acquired, of competencies to be mastered, and most of all of evaluation tools, with
their “wash-back” effect — this could result in a significant facilitation of the
recognition, by any individual school or system, of learning acquired in other schools
and countries. From this point of view, one possible hypothesis is that the impact of
PISA could have an indirect influence in promoting student mobility and exchanges.

Some of the indications coming from the first findings of the research seem to
support this hypothesis — but at the same time they highlight the core ambiguity of
the situation arising from such a dynamic. Actually, at exactly the same moment
when there is promotion and a support of students’ mobility — traditionally
intended as a vehicle for intercultural experiences and formation - the conditions
for the support of the mobility itself are defined according to the general criteria
and approaches established by organisations operating at trans-national level
(namely, in the case of PISA, with an emphasis on competencies as the desired
learning outcomes, and therefore as the object of the assessment); approaches
which do not necessarily respond to the different cultural traditions.

The case of the Italian school system is significant in this respect. Traditionally
quite far from the notion of “competency”, it is now, under the pressure of
international discourse about school efficiency and international competition,
trying to move, even if slowly and with many resistances, towards the acceptance
of the new, competency-based, international “discipline”. Not surprisingly, the
“discipline” is adopted with more conviction by the most successful PISA schools,
deemed the most “advanced” of the whole system, which also, usually, show a
positive attitude towards the exchanges.

In the “Competencies vs. Interculturality” encounter, therefore, the definition of
transnational criteria for defining school achievement, which tends to promote the
recognition of learning acquired during the exchanges, and consequently support
mobility, might have a negative impact on that same cultural diversity that should
represent the core meaning of the mobility experience, bringing even classroom
practice under a form of transnational governance which bears heavily on the
approach to teaching and to the definition of its goals and ends.

THE UNEXPECTED IMPACT OF PISA ON STUDENT MOBILITY IN SOME ITALIAN
SECONDARY SCHOOLS, IN THE AGE OF AUTONOMY

This section tries to show how the impact of PISA unexpectedly extends to fields
such as that of student mobility producing, inside an evolving school system such
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as the Italian, some interesting effects. The analysis is the result of field research,
trying to understand the attitude of Italian secondary school teachers about
individual long term exchanges. This attitude has been studied by observing how
teachers act towards returnees, the assessment of competencies which the latter
have acquired abroad, being a central moment of this acting”. Such assessment is
problematic because on the one hand, the Italian system officially recognizes these
periods in the foreign countries, on the other hand it does not give clear rules on
how to assess the knowledge and the competencies acquired abroad. Therefore,
teachers are left in a dilemma: they are asked to assess, but they are not told how to
do it. The two case studies in the final part of the paper, show one of the possible
solutions found on the field: in the void left by inadequate legislation on this topic,
some teachers have drawn inspiration from the evaluation of competencies in the
PISA tests.

As it was already mentioned, the moment of assessment of what returnees have
learned abroad is crucial for understanding the teachers’ attitude about long term
individual exchanges. To the eyes of the ethnographer, assessment is an activity in
which the attitude of teachers is revealed. Firstly, because by appraising (or by
trying to appraise -when this is difficult because of the inadequacy of the existing
rules), teachers show whether they are benevolent or malevolent about exchanges,
able or unable to consistently appraise them, creative or stiff in overcoming
difficulties, willing to consider positively the whole of the human experience
which the returnee did abroad or sticking to a vision of the curriculum mainly
based on disciplinary learning, etc.

Secondly because, considered the necessity to assess and considered the lack of
rules on assessment we have already mentioned, within the new regime of
autonomy of the Italian school (as we shall see more in detail later), individual
schools (i.e. the teachers, which are the actual agents within each school) are free
to draw from other sources to understand, inter alia, how to deal with exchanges
and returnees. Such “alternative” sources, the research has shown, are in good
measure “international” (for instance, other exchange programmes such as Leonardo,
Comenius, or individual international exchange agreements between schools etc.)

These “international” sources broaden the mentality of teachers and make them
more articulate in understanding the problem herein discussed. Among these
sources we can find the PISA, which provides teachers with an assessment model
which can change their attitude towards student exchanges, not only by helping
them to assess competencies, but also by contributing to build, in their mentality, a
more tolerant, constructive and rich perspective on what is being learned abroad,
by showing them that these contents can be at least in part assessed thanks to a
system which is in fact a raising international standard. Teachers then feel that a
prestigious institution could be of some help where the national rules are
incomplete and unclear. The international dimension of such a standard makes
teachers also consider that today students are no longer confined within isolated
national school systems, but they compete in a global arena of knowledge and
competencies, and in this scenery long term individual exchanges become a crucial
experience for them.
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Let us clarify how this positive influence changes teachers’ mentality, by
showing how, according to the research, it eases up a number of negative attitudes
that we shall enumerate herein.

Firstly, the research has shown that in terms of contents and curricula of the
foreign schools visited by returnees, the Italian school staff fears a sort of
“dispossessing of teacher’s professional role.”

Italian teachers mostly have the tendency to perceive as desirable the exchanges
in which students attend a foreign school whose syllabus and curriculum are
similar or compatible with those of the school of origin.

Consequently, they perceive being robbed of their professionalism when the
external organizations in charge of student exchanges decide in which school
students should be sent (which is the general rule) disregarding curricular
homogeneity and the advice of the school staff. This happens because the
pedagogical tradition of such organizations aims at creating a cultural rupture in
pupils’ experience. By overcoming the acculturation shock, consequent to the
attendance of a different school in a different country, the exchange student is
expected to learn how to cope with a different culture at many levels: in the
classroom but also in most aspects of the everyday life. The condition of liminality
(Turner, 1974, 1982; Paolone, 2006) that he experiences is believed to be the
spring of a multi lateral personal growth.

This pedagogical vision seem to clash with some of the traditional aims of the
Italian school system, which was born under the auspices of national unification
(Palomba, 2009; Morandini, 2001; Fornaca, 1994; Canestri, 1983; Talamo, 1960)
and until recently has been a centralised one. At the local level, observable by the
ethnographer, the negative reactions of the studied teachers (Paolone, 2010a, p. 21)
consequent to this clash, seem to be at least twofold. On the one hand there is a
preoccupation for the time the returnee has “wasted” in terms of what he has
missed by not studying the Italian curriculum (e.g.: in the perspective of the final
State exams). This preoccupation is particularly strong in staff members teaching
subjects which are little taught in foreign schools (ancient Greek, Latin,
philosophy, etc). Many of these staff members believe that the choice of a foreign
school with a curriculum similar to that of the school of origin could ease such
problems (Paolone, 2010a, pp. 63-64, p. 73).

On the other hand some staff members seem to be worried by the transformed
mentality of the returnees. In fact, some returnees have actual problems of
reinsertion not only in terms of school performance, but also in terms of peer group
relationships. All this contributes to the scepticism of some staff members
including, in some cases, the principals, who generally declare to be favourable to
exchanges (Paolone, 2010a, p. 55).

But when these beliefs and scepticisms have been studied more in depth, it has
emerged that actually behind them, more than facts, there is a form of ideological
uneasiness: teachers are puzzled, inter alia, by the overall growth of the returnees
because they cannot frame it into the (inadequate) formal schemes of the Italian
school system, especially in terms of their assessment. Many aspects of this
growth, at least those which are meaningful for the school, are in fact competencies
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and they thus differ from what the Italian school is traditionally better equipped to
assess: knowledge.

This is where PISA comes in and helps. PISA supplies a model of competency
assessment which helps teachers solve part of the puzzle and which broadens their
vision of what schooling is today, in terms of its growing international dimension.

This induced “internationally aware” mentality also alleviates the demand for
curricular continuity and homogeneity. Under the influence of PISA teachers are
induced to understand that the Italian curricular model, traditionally based on
disciplinary knowledge and only recently influenced by an understanding, however
limited, of competencies (the so called “disciplinary competencies”) is not the only
possible one, and that what is being learned abroad, on the contrary, is often more
in line with the competency minded spirit of international schooling, incarnated to
their eyes by the PISA.

THE INADEQUATE ITALIAN LEGISLATION ON STUDENT EXCHANGES AND ON
THE ASSESSMENT OF THEIR EXPERIENCE ABROAD

Let us now outline the framework of the Italian legislation on student exchanges
and on the assessment of their experience abroad, in order to show, by the
description of two case study, how the PISA influence fits in.

In Italy, study periods in foreign countries are organically disciplined by the
Ministerial Circular 17/3/1997 no. 181, on “international student mobility”,
concerning pupils of the Italian secondary schools.

In short, the Circular says that: @) individual periods of study can be done
following agreements between Italian and foreign schools, or on the basis of the
individual pupils’ initiatives; b) individual periods of study in the foreign countries
by Italian secondary school pupils are recognized in terms of the pupils’
readmission in the schools of origin, and are assessed on the basis of their
coherence with the didactic objectives provided by the Italian syllabi; ¢) to such
purpose, for a preliminary appraisal of the foreign syllabus, the Italian competent
teachers’ board (in the school where the returnee is to be readmitted) directly
acquires from the foreign school that the pupil will attend, information on the
syllabus that the pupil will study and on the system of assessment used in the
foreign school; d) the period of study in foreign countries can not last more than
one academic year and in any case has to finish before the beginning of the
following school year; e) at the end of the period of study abroad, and before the
beginning of the new school year, the Italian competent teachers’ board, having
seen how the pupil has been assessed in the foreign school and having seen the
results of an optional integrative test, deliberates on the readmission of the pupil.

It is interesting to notice that no direction is given on how the tests should be
made, and that a basic problem seems to be ignored by this Circular: the
assessment done in foreign schools is often very different from that done in the
Italian schools, which usually test and assess disciplinary knowledge, and have not
received clear instructions on how to adequately assess competencies, which are
ubiquitous and fundamental in other school systems (the Italian law, apparently
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unaware of the complexities of the task, in another document says that
competencies should be assessed with just numeric marks) (Law 30/10/2008,
no.169, art.3).

Before completing the description of this legislative framework, it is important
to remember that since 1999 the Italian school system has been undergoing a
revolution in terms of local autonomy. For over a century the State school system
has been a centralised one, but following a general “local autonomy” trend in
Italian society, provided for in the Constitution of 1948 and constantly progressing
since the end of WW II, individual schools have recently been awarded the
freedom of making decisions on a wide range of matters.

Subsequently, the topic of student exchanges has been tied to the school
autonomy regulations, that attribute to individual schools the competency to handle
the school career of the pupils and to discipline, through the legislation in force,
“the registrations, the attendance, the certifications, the documentation, the
assessment, the recognition of the studies done in Italy and in the foreign countries
in order to allow the pupils’ progress in their career of studies, the assessment of
the formative credits and formative debts, the participation to local and
international projects, the making of international student exchanges” (DPR
275/1999, art. 14, c.2).

Among the consequences of this, there is a very important trend: individual
schools react idiosyncratically to the legislation void (and to the consequent
contradiction in which teachers are caught) that was mentioned at the beginning of
this paper, and therefore the only possible approach for surveying the new
solutions which schools are finding consists in doing ethnographic fieldwork in
individual schools.

The Italian law neglects instructions on how to assess the competencies that
students have acquired abroad, but then says that this assessment should be
translated into the new Italian assessment system based on the complex and
controversial concepts of “formative credits” and “oscillation band”. The
Ministerial Circular n. 236 of October 8, 1999 offers specific explanations in terms
of State exams. Considered that, in general, in the foreign schools attended by the
Italian pupils the syllabi and criterions of assessment are different from those in
Italy, the M.C. underlines that “for reasons of equity and parity of treatment, it is
necessary to adjust the aforementioned matter to the forthcoming school credit,
which has been introduced by the new law on State exams.”

To do so, the following instructions are given:

a) The teachers’ board checks the returnees on the subjects that should have
been studied in the academic year missed in Italy and which have not been
studied in the foreign school.

b) On the basis of the results of the aforesaid tests, the teachers’ board
formulates a global assessment, which also considers the assessment expressed
by the foreign school on the subjects which are common to the two systems”.
Such assessment determines the insertion of the pupils in one of the
“oscillation bands” of the school credit, provided by the law in force.
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c¢) The pupil that in the preceding academic year (the one not attended in Italy)
has a formative debt will be awarded the lowest mark in the “oscillation
band”. In case he/she overcomes the formative debt, in the year when the
pupil is readmitted in the Italian school, the teachers’ board can integrate, in
the final poll, the lowest score, within the limits of the “oscillation band” to
which the assigned score belongs.

According to the dispositions of the Ministerial Circular 236/1999, and in the
light of the legislation on State exams introduced by the law n. 425/1997, the
assessment mentioned in point B is done by the teachers’ boards keeping in mind
the following three elements:

1) Knowledge: the learning of other disciplines, uses, customs and socio-
cultural themes.

2) Competencies (to know how to do): the acquisition of the language of the
foreign country and/or the expansion of the language already studied.

3) Ability (to know how to be): the growth of the personality and of the cultural
sensibility.

But again, no hints are given on how, in practice, to perform such competency
assessment, and in other laws it is required to rank the results with plain numerical
marks (Law 30/10/2008, no.169, art.3) which seems to exclude any articulate form
of competency assessment.

Then, the problem of assessing the subjects taught abroad, which are not present
in the Italian syllabus, is not organically disciplined by the Italian law. On the other
hand, the law suggests that extracurricular acquisitions, such as the growth of
personality and the cultural sensibility (which have not been named, as other
official documents such as the EC declaration on key competencies do, in terms of
“intercultural” or “cross cultural” competencies) should be assessed, but it does not
define how this should be done in practice and, most of all, the official Italian
school report card, do not provide an institutional title under which to inscribe such
extracurricular assessment.

THE METHODOLOGY. SOME CONCEPTUAL IMPLICATIONS: A GROUND WHERE
VARIOUS DIMENSIONS INTERTWINE

Having considered such premises, a field research has been done in several Italian
secondary schools involved in year-long individual student exchange programmes,
in order to understand how teachers dealt with this lack of directions. As already
mentioned, the circumstance that today’s Italian schools are in a regimen of
autonomy, which allows them, inter alia, to draw on international sources to build
their own individual culture, introduces at least two methodological implications:
On the one hand, the research had to do with the relationship between the “local”
and the “global” which seems, besides, to be of renewed interest (Arnove, 2003
p. 16 and 2009; Paolone, 2010b, pp. 11-15, 107-116) in contemporary comparative
education.
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On the other hand, the influence of the global on the local is linked to the
idiosyncratic aspects of locality and, to be studied, requires a multi local
ethnographic approach.

Therefore the research consisted of a multi local qualitative fieldwork, based on
participant observation, semi-structured interviews, recorded “open discussions™,
and the study of available documents, such as the schools’ POF (Italian acronym
for: plan of the formative offer) a document (usually on the web site of the school)
where the syllabus is described and the main organisational aspects of the school
are displayed.

As already mentioned, at the core of this study there was the practice of
assessment of the returnees, by their Italian teachers. It is important to spend a few
words about some of the conceptual implications of such core object in terms of
comparative research.

In the preliminary research it was found that, conceptually and methodologically,
the teachers' attitude (caught by the ethnographer by observing teachers’ “creative”
assessment practice) about the returnees could be contextualised in a hybrid scene
in which various different dimensions intertwined. Subsequently, I have tried, at
least in first approximation, to analyse this plexus. I have then found that what the
teacher tries to assess in the returnee is the result of a meeting among different
cultures, not only in an institutional/scholarly meaning, but also in a more general
anthropological meaning (as already mentioned, the M.C. 236/1999 combined with
law n. 425/1997, foresee the assessment of “the growth of the personality and of
the cultural sensibility” which is the consequence not only of the school experience,
but of the overall impact of the foreign culture on the returnee).

On the one hand, when the teacher has to assess the returnee, there is a meeting
between two different national school systems: that of origin and that in which the
student has spent his/her period of exchange. Here the comparison among
educational systems is not the sort of abstract exercise which R. Cowen has
criticised, speaking of certain “old” comparative education’. Here the comparison
among educational systems is concretely embodied in the relationship between
teacher and returnee, and the latter brings in himself the fruits of the various
experiences he has lived abroad, but must be reinserted in the Italian school
system, and thus assessed. The ground of the comparison therefore is the person of
the returnee and his/her problematic relationship with his/her school of origin, and
therefore also and above all, with the teachers. The Italian school, through the
person of the teacher, has to assess what the returnee has brought back from the
foreign countries. And there is here an implicit, but urgent and concrete activity of
comparison among aspects of the foreign school system involved, and of the Italian
system.

On the other hand, there is another genre of comparison: in fact the returnee is
an Italian student that has lived an acculturation in the foreign countries, as already
mentioned, he/she has lived a condition of /iminality that presumably has made him
develop a new personal perspective and learn new things on his life in general, and
presumably has allowed him/her to develop a “third code” (Favret-Saada, 1977 and
1981; Paolone, 2006) a series of intercultural competencies that allow him/her to
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understand two different cultures: the native and the one he/she has met abroad.
The teacher is confronted to this comparison when he/she has to assess the returnee
in terms of “the growth of the personality and of the cultural sensibility”.

Therefore, the study of the attitude of teachers should not be limited to the part
related to the appreciation and assessment of what has been learned in the foreign
schools which, even if it is different from the knowledge acquired in Italy,
nevertheless belong to the field of formal education. The attitude of teachers should
also be studied regarding how they react towards that personal growth of the
returnee (which is one of the pedagogic strongholds of the long term periods of
study abroad), growth that the Italian school seems to be unable to assess as it lacks
the appropriate tools.

In this sense we assist to a comparison among acquisitions belonging to the
sphere of the informal education (the personal growth, which is not only a
consequence of the experience done in the foreign school, but also of the effort to
integrate the culture of the foreign countries altogether) and the problem of how
and whether to assess them in the terms of the formal education (the system of
evaluation of the Italian school).

The teacher stands in this meeting ground of different realities, among different
dimensions (which at times are conflicting), which makes his/her role towards the
returnees extremely complex also on the conceptual plan, in the meaning of a suitable
understanding of the pedagogic and anthropological categories which are involved.

This has methodological repercussions. The methodology through which to
appreciate the attitude of the teachers toward the returnees should be not only an
empirical one, but should be also able to function comparatively, comparatively
among different school cultures, comparatively also between the sphere of the
formal and the informal education.

Due to its multi-local varieties and its ability to study the intertwining of various
dimensions (such as the global influence on the local, the relationship between
informal and formal education, etc.) a postmodern ethnography aware of the
potential of textual strategies has proved to be a viable approach to the study of this
plexus (Paolone 2010a, pp. 35-77, 2010b, pp.107-116 and 2008, pp. 117-152).

The use of such methodology helped to find, in two of the schools studied —the
two case studies reported in this paper- that in order to assess the competencies
acquired by returnees, teachers draw inspiration, in various (and at times complex)
ways, from the PISA tests.

But this happens within a “localist” framework: teachers tend to use concepts
and tools they contribute to build in the “culture” (in terms of school autonomy,
which we have mentioned above) of the individual school they are working in. The
two schools studied here have approached PISA in two completely different ways
and have integrated aspects of PISA in their own culture, translating and
transforming (Cowen 2010) these elements, according to their local tradition,
previous experiences and actual needs.

The ethnographic approach was chosen also because it allowed to apprehend
and represent the individual schools as cosmos, as holistic institutions, with their
internal structures, rules, idiosyncrasies’. In a system such as the Italian, evolving
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towards autonomy, each school is developing its own unique symbolic and value
system, which is also determined by the territorial environment. In these terms, the
studied schools belong to two different scenarios: one is in the suburbs of Rome, in
the heart of the peninsula; the other is in the north eastern region of Friuli, at the
crossroads between Italy, Austria and Slovenia. In terms of PISA, Friuli is the
Italian region with the highest marks (the school in question is one of the highest
ranking in Italy), while Lazio, the region of Rome, is in a grey zone of mediocrity.
In terms of autonomy Friuli has a long experience (being a special statute region).
The school in Rome has been under the rule of the Ministry of Education in the
long decades of centralised rule and only recently, with the enthusiastic spirit of the
neophyte, has experimented with autonomy. The school in Friuli is a cosmopolitan
scientific high school, sharing all the fashionable European and international
slogans (from Knowledge Based Economy to Lifelong Learning) and programmes
(from Leonardo to CLIL- Content and Language Integrated Learning). Students
regularly participate to international contests such as the mathematics and physics
Olympic Games. The school in Rome is a Liceo Classico, Linguistico e Scientifico
which pursues excellence mostly in the traditional humanistic terms established by
Giovanni Gentile almost a century ago. The most important subjects are the ancient
languages, philosophy, history, Italian literature. The spearhead of internationalisation
is the language department, which is entitled to award some international language
certifications. It is also the area of the school where the concept of competencies is
better known thanks, among others, to the introduction some years ago of the
European Portfolio of Languages.

THE TWO SCHOOLS: DIFFERENCES IN THE WAY PISA HAS INFLUENCED THE
ATTITUDE OF TEACHERS TOWARDS STUDENT MOBILITY

Due to these characteristics, the approach to PISA of the school in Friuli has
been much more obvious and linear. The school regularly takes part in PISA
surveys and has partially changed its POF in order to have better performances in
the tests. In fact, pupils are systematically trained in this type of tests, and from
such practices of teachers and pupils, the school has drawn the know-how that is
then used for the evaluation of the returnees’ competencies. PISA influence
contributes to create amongst teachers the conviction that competencies acquired
abroad are as important as the traditional disciplinary knowledge that the returnee
might have not acquired by missing one year of Italian high school. This is why the
assessment of returnees is based on competencies and tested through adequate
instruments.

Another point is that teachers of this school say they are preparing pupils not for
the final State exams, but for succeeding in higher education. This means that
cross-curricular competencies and problem solving are as important in the school’s
curriculum as traditional disciplinary knowledge.

As already mentioned, local students participate in many international
competitions. In the Physics Olympics, they have had a student that made it twice
to the world selections and eventually ranked third.
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Students take European language certifications, with an average 98% success
rate, possibly the highest in Italy.

It must be said though, that regarding this school, PISA tests are just one of the
beneficial international influences that contribute to create a favourable teacher
attitude towards student exchanges and study periods abroad. The school makes a
wide use of CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning) of which it has
been a pioneer in Italy and, in summer, sends teachers abroad, to study foreign
languages, English above all. Soon, eight staff members will go on a study period,
including teachers of Mathematics, Sciences, Physical Education, and Italian. The
teachers participate in CLIL as volunteers. This activity is usually developed by a
language teacher and one of another discipline working together; for instance, a
teacher of English works one or two “pedagogical units” with a Science colleague
and they design the assessment tools. This type of experience constitutes a
background that positively influences the attitude of the teaching staff towards the
exchanges with the foreign countries, allowing teachers to acquire an “international
sensibility”.

Regarding the second school, the path through which it met PISA, as a source of
inspiration for making up for the lack of rules on how to assess returnees’
competencies, is much more complex and interesting. The school in Rome does not
participate in PISA and therefore the approaching of the two was rather indirect. It
all came through one of the rare “retraceable” influences that PISA has on the
Italian institutional school assessment system.

As already mentioned, at the legislation level, the concept of competency is still
not fully realised in the Italian secondary schools. It can only be found in junior
high schools (scuole medie), but limitedly to the final exams (licenza media)
where, since 2008, competencies have to be certified. Due to the void of clear
institutional directives on competency assessment, the “strong” international model
from which to draw inspiration is that of the PISA tests.

At this level, PISA leaks into the Italian System for at least three reasons:

a) The prestige that OECD and PISA have in Italy (they are perceived as the
source of one of the most outstanding international benchmarks), even if only
very recently official policy has started to take it into account for specific
actions.

b) The fact that the Italian law, conscious of the lack of directions on the
subject, allows the freedom to experiment with competency certification. The
Italian law explicitly awards this freedom to junior high schools for the final
State exams (Ministerial Circular Letter n. 51/2009, 5" clause).

¢) The PISA model is imported into this plexus via the INVALSI’ national test,
which is part of the final junior high school exams. This test, one that should
certify competencies, is based on models of international assessment, among
which the PISA is expressly quoted (INVALSI, reference framework for the
Italian language, p. 10; reference framework for Mathematics, p. 4).
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The Liceo of Rome, object of my research, met the PISA model when it tried to
design an experimental integrated system of “input-output” competency assessment
for its pupils. This system has to measure the competencies of pupils when entering
the Liceo, and when leaving at the moment of the final exams. It also states which
are the competencies needed to access every course year. This is the moment when
the system concerns returnees: when they come back from abroad, their level of
competencies is tested to understand if they miss something they need in order to
be reintegrated and, in that case, they do an update, a ‘crash course’, before the
beginning of the new academic year.

This system, whose unifying element is the concept of competency, has been
designed also in order to facilitate the passage from junior high school to Liceo,
through a method of assessment/orientation connected to the junior high-school
final exams (in which, as we have already mentioned, the PISA influence is
tangible). Such a system is used in a local area network of junior high schools
(allowed by the Presidential Decree n.275/1999, art. 7) from which the Liceo
recruits its own students. The tests are conceived to facilitate the orientation of
those newly licensed from junior high school, in their passage to Liceo. As said,
this Liceo has various specialties (classical, scientific, linguistic) and the tests are
needed for directing the freshmen towards the studies which better suit them.

In this case, the tests for competencies assessment are a plus (not an official
item), and only for reasons of convenience they are administered together with
final junior high school State exams. The elaboration of such tests, done by the
staff of the involved schools, among which is the Liceo I have studied, is
influenced by the PISA model (influence coming from the familiarity with the
INVALSI test administered in the junior high school final exam) and is the source
of a know-how on competency assessment, which within the described system, is
also used for other purposes, such as the assessment of returnees’ competencies.

BY A WAY OF CONCLUSION

The familiarity with PISA (and other international programmes, based on
competency assessment) makes the teachers less mistrustful towards what
returnees have studied and learned abroad. Not only does it provide teachers with
new instruments to assess competencies, but it makes them aware of the current
development of a sort of transversal, international pedagogy of competencies,
which legitimates student exchanges. At the end of the day —teachers tend to think
— what returnees have learned abroad is not inconsistent with what is being taught
at home.

Within the “intercultural exchanges”, these effects can be seen, in conclusion,
as facilitating an international dialogue, but also as a cultural homologation,
progressively impoverishing exchanges of one of their original pedagogical
meanings, based on the educating power of the acculturation (and of the

“acculturation shock™) to a foreign school system and to its environing culture.
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NOTES

The first part of this chapter — The framework — has been written by Donatella Palomba, the
following parts by Anselmo R. Paolone
Other aspects of this attitude will be discussed later, in the third paragraph
The Circular does not mention the subjects which exist only in the foreign schools.
In a sort of informal round table, the interviewees were invited to discuss among them the relevant
topics. Their conversations were recorded, transcribed and analysed.

R. Cowen unpublished lecture held in the University of Rome “Tor Vergata”, 11-5-2009.
This perspective has been inspired by ethnographic researches such as: C. Lacey, Hightown
Grammar, the School as a Social System, Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1970; the
methodological approach has been influenced by: M. Osborn, “New Methodologies for Comparative
Research? Establishing ‘constants and context’ in educational experience” in: Oxford Review of
Education, vol. 30, n. 2, 2004; R. Webb, Vulliamy, G., S. Hamalainen, A. Sarja, E. Kimonen, R &
Nevalainen, “A Comparative Analysis of Primary Teacher Professionalism in England and Finland”
in: Comparative Education, vol. 40, n. 1, 2004; M. Osborn, “Constants and Contexts in Pupil
Experience of Learning and Schooling: Comparing Learners in England, France and Denmark” in:
Comparative Education, vol. 37, n. 3, 2001; G. Troman & B. Jeffrey, “Qualitative Data Analysis in
Cross-Cultural Projects” in: Comparative Education, vol. 43, n. 4, 2007
7 INVALSI is the Italian acronym for ISTITUTO NAZIONALE PER LA VALUTAZIONE DEL
SISTEMA EDUCATIVO DI ISTRUZIONE E DI FORMAZIONE (National Institute for the
Assessment of the School System.)
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SECTION III

THE ASSESSMENT OF PISA, SCHOOL
EFFECTIVENESS AND
THE SOCIO-CULTURAL DIMENSION



KATHARINA MAAG MERKI

THE INTRODUCTION OF STATE-WIDE EXIT
EXAMINATIONS

Empirical Effects on Math and English Teaching in German
Academically Oriented Secondary Schools

INTRODUCTION

International comparative achievement studies like PISA have various functions.
First and foremost, they serve as macro-level monitoring instruments, providing
information to policymakers and other stakeholders on how students in their
country compare, in terms of academic achievement, to students in other countries.
Their methodological design entails that they are conducted at regular three-year
intervals, which allows them to reflect developments at the macro-level—for
example, changes in average achievement levels, in the homogeneity of
achievement, or changes in group size at individual competence levels. They do
not, however, serve a diagnostic function regarding achievement levels or their
evolution over time at the individual (student) level, class level, or school level.
Given their distance from the micro-level activities of teachers, which are one of
the key conditions for teacher professionalization (Day, 1999; Day & Sachs, 2004;
Hopkins, 2005), international comparative achievement studies have a limited
impact on teaching-quality. The results of external achievement tests conducted
under the US “No Child Left Behind Act” of 2001 do, however, suggest “that
policies can penetrate classroom boundaries” (Hamilton, Stecher, Russell, Marsh,
& Miles, 2008, p. 38). Thus, macro-level strategies do appear to play an important
role in teaching practice under specific conditions, although the findings on this
subject tend to suggest more negative than positive effects.

While changes in teaching-quality accompanying participation in international
comparative studies cannot be investigated in the framework of the PISA studies,
these changes can be analyzed by focusing on another macro-level monitoring
instrument: the state-wide Abitur exit examination. The debate over Germany’s
mediocre PISA results led to the introduction of state-wide Abitur exit examinations
in all of the states (Germany’s Bundesldnder, totaling 16 since unification) that had
not already instituted them after the end of World War II. The question is to what
extent these state-wide exit examinations are effective macro-level monitoring
instruments for teaching-quality in the final year of upper secondary education
(Gymnasia, academically oriented secondary school) and whether they produce
positive or negative changes. Unfortunately, there are virtually no empirically
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sound findings on this subject for German-speaking countries. There is also an
acute lack of longitudinal studies examining the transition from a school, or class-
based exit examination system to a state-wide one. The present study aims to fill
this research gap.

2. CLARIFYING THE CONCEPTS

The German Abitur exit examination is an output-based testing procedure
administered at the end of Gymnasia, an academically oriented upper secondary
school. Independent of whether the examinations are developed and administered
in a centralized (at the state level) or decentralized manner (at the school or class
level), the Abitur exit examinations are important for students since they are
generally required for enrollment in university studies. In this sense, the Abitur exit
examinations have a selective function. The main difference between class-based
and state-wide examination systems is related to the question: who develops the
examination tests? While it used to be that the teacher of each individual subject
and course designed the examination tests for his or her class — which meant that
students in the same subjects in the same states had to complete different tests in
each of the different classes — now there are standardized, externally developed
exams in one subject for all the schools, and courses in the entire state. Grading is
still done in a class-based manner, that is, by the individual teacher of the class.
However, to standardize grading, unified grading guidelines have been developed
and given to the teachers.

International comparative analyses have shown that state-wide exit examination
systems are far from identical from one country to the next (Klein, Kiihn, Van
Ackeren, & Block, 2009). The only aspect they all share in common is that the
examinations are administered at a single point in time across an entire country or
state, under the supervision of the course instructor, who is also the first examiner.
The systems differ in a number of respects, for example, in the weight assigned to
exit examination scores in the final grade. This varies significantly between
countries, and differences are also found in the degree of selectivity in examination
procedures. According to Klein, Kithn & van Ackeren (2009), the majority of
German states prefer the organizational form of state-wide exit exams, which
represents a low to moderate level of standardization for Germany, compared with
the 15 other OECD countries. In contrast to the state-wide high school exit
examinations required for graduation in some US states, the concepts used in the
majority of OECD countries weight students’ grades on the centralized exit
examinations in terms of their final secondary school grades. In the US, final
grades are based solely on final exam performance, without taking any class grades
into account, although some US states have recently started moving toward end-of-
course exit exams (Zabala, Minnici, McMurrer, & Briggs, 2008). In addition, the
option to choose one’s individual exam subjects does not exist in the US to the
same degree as in Germany. The selection potential of state-wide exit examinations
as introduced in Germany is thus estimated as relatively low compared to the US.
Furthermore, in Germany, state-wide exit examinations were not introduced as a
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high-stakes practice for teachers and schools, and are therefore not used as a basis
for determining wage increases, layoffs, or school closures, as has been done in
several US states.

3. REVIEW OF THE EMPIRICAL RESEARCH

The introduction of state-wide Abitur exit examinations at the end of Gymnasia
school is based on the assumption that these examinations lead to greater
standardization of evaluation procedures across classes and across schools, to
higher teaching-quality, and to improved student achievement (Hamilton et al.,
2008; Maag Merki, 2010). This argument cites the low level of standardization
among classes, schools, and states that has been identified in the German educational
system (Baumert & Watermann, 2000; Koéller, Baumert, Cortina, Trautwein, &
Watermann, 2004; Koller, Baumert, & Schnabel, 1999; Neumann, Nagy, Trautwein,
& Lidtke, 2009). The question arises, however, whether this assumption is justified,
and whether the introduction of state-wide exit examinations has a positive effect
on instructional quality.

In the Anglo-American countries, several studies have examined the effects of
state-wide high school exit examinations on the classroom behavior of teachers and
students. These studies identified some isolated positive effects, but primarily
negative effects (e.g., Abrams, 2007; Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Stecher, 2002),
which indicate that instructional quality declines in the context of rigid monitoring
systems with strong control mechanisms and severe negative consequences for
students, teachers, and school administrators (high-stakes testing). This reduction
in instructional quality is manifested, for example, in a narrowing of the curriculum
to focus on test content or an adaptation of teaching or examination methods to the
test format (e.g., Au, 2007; Hamilton et al., 2008; Herman, 2004; Swanson &
Stevenson, 2002). Previous experience with low-stakes testing, on the other hand,
shows that the potential for productive changes in instructional practice is far greater
in non-punitive systems than in high-stakes systems. Low-stakes systems appear to
produce a much lower degree of undesirable, unintended effects than sanctions-
oriented systems (Brozo & Hargis, 2003; Clarke et al., 2003; Pedulla et al., 2003).

In German-speaking countries, empirical findings addressing the effects of state-
wide exit examinations on instructional practice are sparse. In a recent study, my
co-author and I produced initial findings (Maag Merki & Holmeier, 2008) based on
data collected since the first year of introduction of state-wide Abitur exit
examinations in Bremen, that instructors of courses with state-wide examinations
tend to reduce the range of themes dealt with in class and are less responsive to
students’ interests and current everyday issues than in courses with decentralized
examinations. Only a small group of teachers (less than 12%) showed evidence of
weighting courses with state-wide exit examinations differently to courses with
school or class-based exit examinations in terms of lesson preparation and efforts
to foster student performance. In terms of instructional quality, we found that the
introduction of state-wide Abitur exit examinations at the end of upper secondary
school only in basic-level courses leads to increased perceived cognitive activation
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and support by teachers. This effect does not seem to appear when state-wide exit
examinations are administered in all three written exam subjects, as was the case in
Hessen. Studies analyzing the change from a class-based to a state-wide
examination system comparing two years in a specific subject (Maag Merki,
Holmeier, Jager, & Oerke, 2010) have also demonstrated that effects vary from one
subject to the next. While positive effects on instructional quality were found in
Math and particularly in English, none were found in Biology or German.
Furthermore, if the testing system remains stable (as in Hessen), one finds only
minor changes in teaching-quality. Additional analyses (Maag Merki, Klieme, &
Holmeier, 2008) point to systematic differences among schools with regard to
instructional quality in basic and advanced-level courses, whereby an increased
focus on basic-level courses with state-wide exit examinations is not necessarily
accompanied by decreased instructional quality in advanced-level courses with
class-based exit examinations.

These analyses provided the basis for studying the change of system from a
class-based to a state-wide testing procedure by comparing the year before
introduction of the new system to the year after. The question remains, however, to
what extent these short-term effects remain stable over time. This question can be
addressed in the framework of a longitudinal study carried out in Germany from
2007 to 2009. In 2008, state-wide Abitur exit examinations were introduced in
Bremen in some advanced-level courses (e.g., English and Math) at the end of
Gymnasia school. By comparing these results with the data from 2007 under a
class-based system, we can study changes in instructional quality accompanying
the change from a class-based (2007) to a state-wide (2008) system. When taking
the results for 2009 into account as well, we can also study the longer-term trends
in instructional quality from 2007 to 2009 and thus examine the stability of the
results over time.

The plausibility of the results in advanced courses is assessed by comparing
them to two different groups of courses: a) to changes in instructional quality in the
basic courses in which state-wide exit examinations have been used since 2007 and
b) to changes in instructional quality in the advanced and basic courses in a
different German state (Hessen), in which state-wide exit examinations were
introduced in all subjects in 2007.

4. QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES

This article seeks to address the following questions:

1. To what extent does instructional quality change in the final year of
Gymnasia in advanced courses in Bremen, where exit examinations were
administered class-based in 2007 and state-wide in 2008?

2. To what extent is this change attributable to the introduction of state-wide
exit examinations?

In line with the empirical findings from Anglo-American countries (Hamilton
et al., 2008), and based on the comparison of the first two years of the study (Maag
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Merki et al., 2010), Hypothesis 1 assumes some longer-term effects of the
introduction of state-wide exit examinations on instructional quality in advanced
courses. Moreover, we have to expect differential effects in terms of subject
(Baumert & Watermann, 2000; Maag Merki et al., 2010) (Hypotheses 2). Since
low-stake testing was introduced in Bremen and Hessen, one can also assume that
we will tend to see positive changes in terms of improved instructional quality
(Brozo & Hargis, 2003; Clarke et al., 2003; Pedulla et al., 2003) (Hypothesis 3).
These changes will probably become most evident with a change of testing system
(from 2007 to 2009), and less when the testing system remains stable, as was the
case from 2008 to 2009 (Maag Merki et al., 2010) (Hypothesis 4).

5. METHODS

5.1 Survey and analysis procedures

The questions are addressed in the framework of a three-year longitudinal study
carried out in the states of Bremen and Hessen in Germany. In these two states, the
Gymnasia introduced state-wide exit examinations for the first time in 2007. In
Hessen, state-wide exit examinations were introduced in all subjects and all courses
(both advanced and basic) in 2007. In Bremen, state-wide exit examinations were
introduced in 2007 only in the basic courses, and in 2008 in advanced German,
Math, Natural Sciences, and advanced Foreign Language courses, while class-
based testing continued in the rest of the advanced courses there.

In order to compare the effects of introducing state-wide exit examinations
across different German states, the two systems should ideally be identical, with
the only difference being the two different points in time at which they were
implemented, as described above. The two systems are not entirely identical;
however, as comparative analyses by Klein, Kiihn, Van Ackeren & Block (2009)
have shown, substantial overlaps do exist between the two systems, suggesting that
these two states can reasonably be used for comparison. Both states have chosen
organizational forms that are very similar in terms of how the main topics are
determined, how test tasks are developed, and how the examinations are
administered and graded. Furthermore, the two states show a low level of
standardization in comparison with the other OECD countries (Klein et al., 2009)
or even the United States. Thus, bad exam results cannot result in severe
consequences for schools or teachers, which means that for teachers and schools,
both procedures under examination here can be referred to as “low-stake” testing
procedures.

Differences between these two systems exist probably in the subject-specific
demands, the range of key topics, the levels of expectations, and the criteria used
for grading and evaluation. However, there has been no systematic comparative
analysis of this issue to date. It should also be kept in mind that any differential
changes in instructional practice may also be the result of other factors like
different learning cultures, rules, or structures in the two states that have nothing to
do with the exit examination system.
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To address these issues, we have conducted descriptive and inference statistical
analyses and multilevel analyses (HLM 6.06). The focus here is on the subjects of
Math and English. It was in these subjects — which are among the most popular
subjects in Germany — that the change of exam system took place in advanced-
level courses. Furthermore, significant positive effects on instructional quality had
already been identified when comparing the first two years of data (Maag Merki
et al., 2010). These facts made an analysis of the stability of the findings in these
subjects particularly interesting.

In the framework of this study, following on from the work of Jiirges, Schneider
& Biichel (2005), we computed difference-in-differences estimates. With this
method, we estimated a possible effect of introducing state-wide exit examinations
in the Gymnasia, comparing the two states of Bremen and Hessen, the two course
types (basic and advanced), and three consecutive years. We assumed that the
differences between the two states and course types would be smaller when state-
wide examinations were administered in both states and both course types, as was
the case in 2008 and 2009, but that the differences would be greater when state-
wide examinations were administered in one state (Hessen) and one course type
(basic courses) and class-based examinations were administered in the other
(Bremen respectively advanced courses), as was the case in 2007. As a result, we
expected different annual effects to emerge.

To address these issues, we collected various indicators to measure cognitively
stimulating and supportive teaching (Klieme, 2006) through standardized
questionnaires for students. All students evaluated how they perceived teaching-
quality in their three written exam subjects, enabling subject-specific evaluations to
be carried out.

Introductory sentence: To what extent do the following statements apply to
instruction in your various exam subjects?

Answer scale: 1 = does not apply at all ... 4 = applies completely

— FElaboration (4 Items): “During class, we frequently have the opportunity to link
the skills acquired in that subject to skills acquired in other subjects.”
Cronbach’s Alpha: advanced Math courses: .65; basic Math courses: .68;
advanced English courses: .62; basic English courses: .62; Intraclass-Correlation:
advanced Math courses: .027; basic Math courses: .015; advanced English
courses: .095'; Source: Leutwyler & Maag Merki (2005)

— Teacher capacity to motivate students (5 Items): “Our teacher is sometimes
really inspiring to us students.” Cronbach’s Alpha: advanced Math courses: .79;
basic Math courses: .78; advanced English courses: .82; basic English courses:
.80; Intraclass-Correlation: advanced Math courses: .061; basic Math courses:
.062; advanced English courses: .089; Source.: Leutwyler & Maag Merki (2005)

— Autonomy support (4 Items): “During class, I have the opportunity to explore
new issues autonomously.” Cronbach’s Alpha: advanced Math courses .65;
basic Math courses: .65; advanced English courses: .70; basic English courses:
.63; Intraclass-Correlation.: advanced Math courses: .020; basic Math courses:
.014; advanced English courses: .068; Source: Prenzel et al., (1996)
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— Competence support (5 Items): “During class, the teacher regularly lets me know
how I'm progressing.” Cronbach’s Alpha: advanced Math courses.75; basic Math
courses: .77; advanced English courses: .79; basic English courses: .73;
Intraclass-Correlation: advanced Math courses: .029; basic Math courses: .037;
advanced English courses: .042; Source: Prenzel, Kristen, Dengler, Ettle & Beer
(1996)

The reliability of the scales on the individual level is moderate to high. Based on
the scale values, missing values were imputed using multiple imputations in SPSS
18 (Graham, 2009; Liidtke, Robitzsch, Trautwein, & Kdoller, 2007).2 Here, ten data
sets were produced in which plausible estimated values were included for the
missing values that vary slightly among the data sets.

In a first step of the analyses procedure, the descriptive and inferential statistical
analyses were carried out within the two states. This means that based on the
Bremen and Hessen data, differences between the years were calculated. Multivariate
regression analyses with corresponding dummy variables were performed. The
descriptive statistics reported in the following combine the values of the individual
data sets using the formula developed by Rubin (1987).

The second step was to conduct multilevel analyses of the four subjects.
Multilevel analyses estimate the annual effects as a function of the specific school
attended. This allows us to take into account that the students’ evaluations of their
advanced courses are not necessarily independent of each other, but that they might
vary by school attended since the different schools also represent different learning
environments.

The estimates are based on a two-level model, using the teaching indicator as
estimated from the students’ perspective as the dependent variable. The
independent variables used at Level 1 are the dummy-variables “year08” (1=2008)
and the variable “year09” (1=2009) and at Level 2 the variable “state” (0O=Hessen,
1=Bremen). Both the fixed effects and the random effects are included in the
regression equation, and the independent variables are entered non-centered into
the analyses. The respective equation is:

Teaching indicator = Gy + Gy*(state) + Gp*(vear08) + Gy*(vear09) +
G *(state) *(year08) + Gy, *(state) *(vear09) + U, + U, *(vear08) + U,*(vear09) + R

5.2 Data Collection and Sample

The indicators were collected by written questionnaires in 37 Gymnasia schools
preparing students for the Abitur exit examination. The survey was conducted in
early February, prior to written exit examinations, and was administered at the
same schools over the three years. In Bremen all 19 Gymnasia with upper levels
were analyzed. In Hessen, 18 schools were selected for analysis according to
specific criteria (region, city/rural, school size, school focus), in order to attain the
most representative sample possible for a single state.

Within the schools, students in four final-year classes were surveyed: they were
selected from one advanced English and one advanced Math course, and from one
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basic English and one basic Math course. The students were asked to assess
instruction in their three written exit exam subjects, independent of which course
they were surveyed in as part of this study. This focus was important in order to be
able to use the students’ evaluations for more in-depth analyses (e.g., to study the
relationship between teaching-quality and student performance on the written exit
exam). However, it should also be kept in mind that at larger schools, not all of the
students who were taking, for example, advanced Math as an exam subject, were
actually in the same advanced Math course. For this reason, the schools and not the
courses, are used as Level 2-variable in the multilevel analyses, and as a result, the
Level 2 effects tend to be underestimated. Previous analyses (Maag Merki &
Holmeier, 2008) do indicate, however, that different learning environments can be
identified through the formation of clusters at the school level.

Table 1. Sample

Total Bremen Hessen

total 2007 2008 2009 |total 2007 2008 2009 |total 2007 2008 2009
Advanced courses
Math 1961 600 649 712 |897 253 306 338 |1064 347 343 374
English (2573 845 868 860 (1236 408 422 406 (1337 437 446 454

Basic courses
Math 1923 567 639 717 (479 152 170 157 (1444 415 469 560
English (685 186 232 267 (493 130 155 208 |[192 56 77 59

Students’ rates of response to the questionnaires in Hessen were relatively high
at 68% (2007), 71% (2008), and 74% (2009) and stable. In Bremen, the response
rate in the first year was somewhat lower, at 52%, due to organizational problems
in four schools, but response rates in 2008 and 2009 were comparable to Hessen
(68% and 71%, respectively). Of the total 6,331 students that participated in all
three years, 1,961 students chose Math and 2,573 students chose English as their
advanced course for the exit exam, 1923 students chose Math and 685 students
chose English as their basic course (see Table 1). The relatively small group size in
the basic English courses in Hessen should also be kept in mind. However, this
result is not due to a low response rate. In contrast, very few students in Hessen
took these courses as examination subject.

Table 2. Sample Multilevel Analyses

course reduction pupils  final sample HLM

Math advanced courses 3.6% 34 schools 1891 pupils
Math basic courses 8.6% 28 schools 1757 pupils
English advanced courses 0.5% 36 schools 2559 pupils
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Since the courses were not selected in all of the schools and in all of the three
years, for the multilevel analyses, the sample was reduced. Additionally, only those
schools were integrated into the analyses which had at least five students every
year in the different courses (cf. table 2). Due to the small sample in the English
basic courses multilevel analyses couldn’t be computed.

6. RESULTS

6.1 Individual-level Analyses

Table 2 presents the results of the analyses for the subject of Math on the individual
level. Overall, taking into account the three year period, no negative effects on
instructional quality were identified. In some areas, however, positive, but small
effects appeared.

In the advanced Math courses in Bremen, significant annual effects in the
dimension of “elaboration” from 2007 to 2008 (standardized coefficient B = .17,
p < .001) appeared with the positive change from a class-based to a state-wide
testing system. Yet no further changes were identifiable between 2008 and 2009 —
both years with state-wide exit examinations. Over the three year period (2007 —
2009), the effect remained almost stable (standardized coefficient f = .15, p <.001).
In Hessen, where exit examinations were organized state-wide for the entire period,
no significant changes were identified between the three years in this dimension. In
the advanced courses in Bremen, one additional significant effect was found: In a
three year period from 2007 to 2009, there was a significant increase in perceived
“competence support” (standardized coefficient § =.09, p <.05).

In Hessen, the two dimensions “teacher capacity to motivate students” and
“competence support” each showed significant effects. With regard to the first
dimension, from 2007 to 2008 a negative effect appeared (standardized coefficient
B =-.09, p <.05). However, from 2008 to 2009 the perceived “teacher capacity to
motivate students” increased again significantly (standardized coefficient = .16, p <
.001). Consequently, we found a positive change by trend from 2007 to 2009
(standardized coefficient B =.06, p < .10). Considering the second dimension
“competence support”, we identified a positive change, too. From 2007 and 2008,
respectively, to 2009, the perceived competence support increased significantly
(standardized coefficient f =.09, p <.01).

In the basic courses with a stable testing system, two significant effects
occurred in Hessen. From 2007 to 2008, we saw a significant increase in the two
dimensions “teacher capacity to motivate students” (standardized coefficient f =
.07, p < .05) and “autonomy support” (standardized coefficient f = .09, p < .05).
However, in both dimensions these effects didn’t remain stable. Consequently, we
didn’t find any significant effects in a longer term from 2007 to 2009.

In Bremen, however, which also had a stable testing system in the basic courses,
changes in two dimensions were identified, both of which indicate an improvement
in instructional quality in a three year period. This is the case in the dimension
“competence support” with a significant effect between 2007 and 2009 (standardized
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coefficient B = .13, p < .05) and 2008 and 2009 (standardized coefficient f = .12,
p < .05), respectively. Additionally, the perceived “teacher capacity to motivate
students” increased from 2007 to 2009 by trend (standardized coefficient B = .11,
p <.10).

Table 2. Instructional quality in Math courses

Bremen Hessen

N M SD N M SD
Advanced Math courses

2007cb 253 1.88  0.65 347 206 0.69
elaboration 2008 sw 306 2.13 0.67 343 1.98 0.59
2009 sw 338 2.10 0.70 374 2.04 0.61
2007 cb 253 2.57 0.69 347 2.74 0.60
2008 sw 306 2.51 0.66 343 2.61 0.70
2009 sw 338 2.60 0.71 374 2.83 0.67
2007 cb 253 2.51 0.63 347 2.48 0.62
autonomy support 2008 sw 306 250  0.64 343 249  0.65

2009 sw 338 252 063 374 255 059

2007 cb 253 247 0.67 347 2.55 0.64
competence support 2008 sw 306 249 066 343 256  0.63

2009 sw 338 2.59 0.66 374 2.69 0.61

teacher capacity to
motivate students

Basic Math courses
2007 sw 152 179 068 415 1.78  0.62
elaboration 2008 sw 170 1.83  0.65 469 1.85  0.63
2009 sw 157 176 061 560 1.79 0.6l
2007 sw 152 238 074 415 256 0.67

2008 sw 170 241 0.70 469 2.65 0.65

2009 sw 157 2.54 0.69 560 2.54 0.64
2007 sw 152 2.22 0.66 415 2.26 0.62
autonomy support 2008 sw 170 2.27 0.61 469 2.37 0.62
2009 sw 157 2.35 0.63 560 232 0.59
2007 sw 152 2.52 0.76 415 2.52 0.63
competence support 2008 sw 170 2.53 0.70 469 2.58 0.68
2009 sw 157 2.71 0.67 560 2.50 0.67

teacher capacity to
motivate students

Response scale (Likert scale): 1 = do not agree at all ... 4 = agree completely,

M = combined mean; SD = combined standard deviation (naive pooling); SE = standard
error of the mean; N = numbers; ¢b = class-based examination system, sw = state-wide
examination system; Level of significance: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001, n.s. = not
significant;

With reference to instructional quality in the English courses (see Table 3),
significant changes could only be identified in the advanced courses, all of which
showed positive developments in instructional quality.
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Table 3. Instructional quality in English courses

Bremen Hessen
N M SD N M SD
English Advanced courses
2007 cb 408 2.44 0.67 437 2.70 0.61
elaboration 2008 sw 422 2.69 0.63 446 2.76 0.59
2009 sw 406 2.70 0.61 454 2.73 0.62
. 2007 cb 408 2.29 0.72 437 2.50 0.72
teacher capacity to 2008 sw 422 253 070 446 259 0.68

motivate students
2009 sw 406 2.56 0.68 454 2.65 0.69
2007 cb 408 2.31 0.67 437 2.44 0.59
autonomy support 2008 sw 422 2.44 0.63 446 2.56 0.61
2009 sw 406 2.46 0.63 454 2.50 0.63
2007 cb 408 2.37 0.70 437 2.53 0.67
competence support 2008 sw 422 2.47 0.69 446 2.64 0.68
2009 sw 406 2.50 0.64 454 2.59 0.67

English Basic courses
2007 sw 130 2.51 0.68 56 2.49 0.54

elaboration 2008 sw 155 2.42 0.67 77 2.58 0.60
2009 sw 208 2.52 0.61 59 2.56 0.61
2007 sw 130 248 0.66 56 2.65 0.68

teacher capacity to

. 2008 sw 155 2.52 0.64 77 2.65 0.62
motivate students

2009 sw 208 2.56 0.68 59 2.62 0.69
2007 sw 130 2.39 0.60 56 2.55 0.59
autonomy support 2008 sw 155 243 0.59 71 2.52 0.60
2009 sw 208 2.45 0.57 59 2.44 0.59
2007 sw 130 2.61 0.61 56 2.68 0.59

competence support 2008 sw 155 2.77 0.67 77 2.79 0.62
2009 sw 208 2.69 0.62 59 2.71 0.56

Response scale (Likert scale): 1 = do not agree at all ... 4 = agree completely;

M = combined mean; SD = combined standard deviation (naive pooling); SE = standard
error of the mean; N = numbers; cb = class-based examination system, sw = state-wide
examination system; Level of significance: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001, n.s. = not
significant;

In Bremen, positive annual changes in the advanced courses can be seen in all
four dimensions. However, the effects are rather weak, especially in the last two
dimensions “autonomy support” and ‘“competence support”. It is apparent that
instructional quality improved mainly from 2007 to 2008 with the significant change
from a class-based to a state-wide examination system, without any further
significant changes in instructional quality from 2008 to 2009, when the testing
system remained stable:
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— “elaboration”: 2007-2008: standardized coefficient B = .13 (p < .001); 2007-
2009: standardized coefficient f = .14 (p <.001)

— “teacher capacity to motivate students”: 2007-2008: standardized coefficient
B=.12 (p <.001); 2007-2009: standardized coefficient B =.13 (p <.001)

— “autonomy support”: 2007-2008: standardized coefficient p = .07 (p < .05);
2007-2009: standardized coefficient B = .08 (p <.01)

— “competence support”: 2007-2008: standardized coefficient B = .05 (p < .05);
2007-2009: standardized coefficient 3 = .06 (p <.05)

Comparing the three years in the advanced courses in Hessen, where the testing
system remained stable, a small positive change in instructional quality in a three-
years-term were only found in the dimension of “teacher capacity to motivate
students” (standardized coefficient § = .07, p <.01). A positive change by trend was
already identifiable from 2007 to 2008 (standardized coefficient f = .04, p <.10).

A small positive change from 2007 to 2008 also appeared in the dimensions
“autonomy support” (standardized coefficient f = .06, p < .05) and “competence
support” (standardized coefficient B = .05, p < .05), but the differences between
2007 and 2009 were not significant anymore due to a small, non-significant
reduction from 2008 to 2009.

In the basic courses in Bremen with a stable testing system, the instructional
quality increased slightly only in the dimension “competence support” from 2007 to
2008 (standardized coefficient f = .05, p < .05) without any longer effect on 2009,
however. In the basic courses in Hessen we didn’t find any significant year effects.

6.2 Multilevel analyses

Taking the multilevel structure of the data into account, multilevel analyses were
then computed. With regard to the advanced Math courses, significant effects
related to the main questions only appeared in the dimension of “elaboration” (see
Table 4). Here, the interaction effects between the dummy variable “year 2008”
and “state” are significant (nonstandardized coefficient B = 0.384, p < .05). This
result indicates that the dimension “elaboration” showed a stronger positive change
between 2007 and 2008 in the schools in Bremen with the change from a class-based
to a state-wide examination system than in the schools in Hessen with a stable
state-wide examination system. Considering the longer-term change between 2007
and 2009, the interaction effect was smaller and only significant by trend
(nonstandardized coefficient § = 0.238, p < .10), which can be explained by the
small non significant decrease from 2008 to 2009 in the dimension “elaboration”.
Additionally, we identified a main effect on level 2 which means that the level of
elaboration in math advanced courses is higher in Hessen than in Bremen
(nonstandardized coefficient B = -0.195, p < .05). Year-specific analyses (t-test,
independent samples), however, showed a significant mean difference only in 2007
(t=3.104, df = 839, p < .002) and 2008 (t = -3.058, df = 803, p < .002), but not
anymore in 2009 (t = -1.181, df = 236, n.s.). With regard to the other instructional
variables examined here, no systematic changes or interaction effects were found.
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Similar results were seen for the advanced English courses. Here, too, a
significant interaction effect was found. However, the interaction effect from 2007
to 2008 was only significant by trend (nonstandardized coefficient f = 0.180,
p < .10), whereas the longer-term effect from 2007 to 2009 was significant on a
5%-level of significance (nonstandardized coefficient f = 0.209, p <.05). Based on
these findings, we can assume that instructional quality in the advanced English
courses improved from 2007 to 2009 more strongly in Bremen with a change in the
testing system than in Hessen with a stable testing system. Again, we saw a main
effect on level 2 due to a higher level of elaboration in the English advanced
courses in Hessen than in Bremen (nonstandardized coefficient f = -0.272,
p < .05). Contrary to the results in Math advanced courses, however, year-specific
analyses (t-test, independent samples) show only in 2007 a significant mean
difference between the two states (t = 5.828, df = 1797, p < .001), but not in 2008
(t=1.444,df =151, n.s.) and in 2009 (t = 0.619, df = 459, n.s.).

Table 4. Multilevel analyses (HLM) for advanced courses
Math “Elaboration”

H

English “Elaboration’

Intercept (1 to 4)

Level 1

Dummy: year 2008 (1=2008)
Dummy: year 2009 (1=2009)
Level 2

state (0=Hessen, 1=Bremen)
year 08 *state

year 09 *state

random effects

ug (Level 2)

u; (slope year 2008)

u, (slope year 2009)

T

(ICC: 0.027)
2.08%%* (0.061)

-0.106, n.s. (0.090)
-0.054, n.s. (0.091)

-0.195% (0.084)
0.384%* (0.126)
0.238" (0.136)

0.04 [ ***
0.096%**
0.121%**

0.383

(ICC: 0.095)
2.736%** (0.066)

0.039, n.s. (0.066)
0.013, n.s. (0.063)

-0.272* (0.090)
0.180°(0.106)
0.209* (0.191)

0.059%**
0.069%**
0.062%**

0.337

nonstandardized coefficients (stand. error)

Level of significance: * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001, + p<.10, n.s. = non-significant;

In Math basic courses, we didn’t identify any significant main or cross-level
interaction effects which mean that the changes in Hessen and Bremen, both with a
stable state-wide testing system, were similar.

6. DISCUSSION

This article has examined the question of whether the introduction of state-wide
Abitur exit examinations in English and Math advanced courses in Bremen was
accompanied by an improvement in instructional quality in those courses (Question
1). In line with our expectations (Hypotheses 1 and 3), the results indicate positive
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effects on instructional quality, and in fact none of the analyses showed negative
longer-term effects. Additionally, there are differential effects in terms of subject
(Hypothesis 2). The main effects are seen in advanced English courses, where
students assessed instructional quality much lower in 2007 under a class-based exit
examination system than in 2008 and 2009 under a state-wide exit examination
system. In advanced Math courses we find a similar result only for the dimensions
“elaboration” and “teacher capacity to motivate students”. While the effects of
introducing state-wide Abitur exit examinations are already confirmed by early
analyses from a short-term perspective (Maag Merki et al., 2010), the present study
shows that the positive effects remain stable over time, since instructional quality
changed mainly from 2007 to 2008 but not from 2008 to 2009 (with one exception in
the dimension “competence support” where the significant change is only seen in the
second year of implementation).

The question arises as to what extent these effects can be identified as the result
of introducing state-wide Abitur exit examinations (Question 2). In Bremen, where
state-wide exit examinations in the basic courses were introduced in all subjects in
2007, the comparison between advanced English and basic English courses already
provides some information for the interpretation: it shows that instructional quality
changed from one year to the next particularly in the advanced courses but not in
the basic courses with a stable testing system. This could suggest that the changes
in instructional quality in the advanced English courses were systematically linked
to the change of testing system.

However, it could also be that these differential effects are systematically linked
not to the introduction of state-wide exit examinations but to the differing levels of
requirements in basic and advanced courses.

Evidence along this line can be found in comparison with Hessen, where state-
wide exit examinations have been used in both basic and advanced courses since
2007. In the advanced English courses, accounting for the multilevel structure of
the data, the results show differential developments between the two states
particularly in the area of cognitive activation in the classroom (“elaboration”). The
results in this dimension indicated systematic, positive developments in the
advanced courses in Bremen but not in Hessen. In the other dimensions, there was
no evidence of differential developments. Thus, at least for the degree of perceived
cognitive activation in the English advanced courses, it can be assumed that the
changes in Bremen indicate a systematic relationship with the introduction of state-
wide exit examinations.

Considering the English basic courses — in which state-wide examinations have
been administered in both Bremen and Hessen since 2007 — the comparison
between Bremen and Hessen (without being able to account for the multilevel
structure) shows in the basic courses only marginal annual differences between the
two states. Therefore, we can assume that the annual changes in the basic courses
were quite similar in the two states.

In the subject of Math, state-specific effects that would indicate a positive
impact of introducing state-wide exit examinations were found in only one case: in
the dimension of “elaboration.” These result suggests that in advanced Math
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courses in Bremen, as with advanced English courses, cognitive activation showed
a more positive development with the change from a class-based to a state-wide
testing system than in Hessen, where the testing system remained stable. In the
other dimensions, no differential effects were identified. These results can be
confirmed even after controlling for students’ sex and general cognitive ability as
possible influencing variables (Maag Merki, in press).

In the basic Math courses, two positive changes were identified under a stable
testing system: students in Bremen perceived stronger support from their teachers in
the areas of “teacher capacity to motivate students” and “competence support” than
students in Hessen. However, taking the multilevel structure into account, these
differential effects could not be confirmed, and therefore the results suggest that
developments in the basic courses Math were comparable in Bremen and Hessen.

These findings support the hypothesis that the introduction of state-wide exit
examinations — taking into account differences between subjects in the advanced
courses — co-varies with positive improvements in instructional quality, particularly
with the degree of cognitive activation in the classroom. The results provide no
evidence of negative developments. However, the effects are rather small. With
regard to the explanation of differential effects, further analyses are needed, focusing
on specific subjects and teaching methods, including the analysis of test tasks, in
order to determine possible reasons for this.

Overall, the results appear to suggest that state-wide Abitur exit examinations
like those introduced in Germany are accompanied by more productive outcomes
for instructional quality than the high-stake testing procedures used in the US. The
low-stake procedures allow teachers more room to employ functional approaches
that can be tailored to students’ needs (Abrams, 2007; Clarke et al., 2003). It must
be taken into account, however, that the dimensions under consideration here do
not present a complete picture of instructional quality, and that the results reported
are based on analyses covering a relatively short period of time. Furthermore, with
regard to instructional quality, it needs to be tested whether the observed effects
actually do result in improved student performance.
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NOTES

Due to the small sample in the English basic courses no multilevel analyses were conducted (see
chapter 5.2).

The reason to impute only scale values is related to the fact that with the given number of cases on n >
6,000, the software could not handle the large number of individual items despite maximal hardware
requirements. The multilevel structure of the data set was taken into account in that for the multiple
imputations dummy variables were entered for the units at the higher level (Graham, 2009).
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THE PISA GIRLS AND TICKING THE BOXES

An Examination of Students’ Perspectives on Pisa Testing

INTRODUCTION

The rationale underpinning this chapter draws on four interrelated domains of
scholarship in educational research. The first relates to the well documented accounts
of the disproportionate patterns of underachievement with respect to equality of
outcomes among working-class populations as evidenced by data from national
assessments (Mac Ruairc, 2009) and larger scale assessment such as PISA, PIRLS
and TIMMS. What is questioned here is not the construct of large scale assessment
itself, but rather the need to engage fully with the key issue of social class in terms
the content, design, structure and process of conducting assessments of this genre,
particularly when one considers the persistent and reproduced patterns of
asymmetrical attainment between social class groups. In this regard the second focus
of this chapter draws on the more recent empirical use of the concept of social class
in educational research. This cultural turn in class theory provides a set of conceptual
models that facilitates an examination of the ‘doing’ of class and the investigation
into particular accumulations of class based outcomes that have specific relevance to
the field of education. The ‘big science’ work of large scale assessments of
educational attainment which has produced a significant amount of comparative data
in recent years is also critiqued because of the tendency within this scholarship to
avoid engaging with how the process of testing operates at the local micro level. By
marginalising the individual experience of the students who agree to undergo this
assessment, the students themselves become subordinate to the highly instrumentalist
functioning of this form of testing. What has emerged is a situation which resonates
strongly with some of the more extreme manifestations of the neo liberal, new
managerial ideology. Finally, in establishing how individuals react to test and engage
in the process of testing, it is important to take on board the perspectives of
individual students themselves. Developments within the field of the sociology of
childhood in particular have contributed greatly to a view of children that challenges
the tradition ‘apprenticeship for adulthood’ perspective on childhood. What is
considered here is an exploration of ‘how children and young people see the world,
their values and priorities and the ways in which they feel themselves marginalised’
(Roche, 1999, p. 477). By examining the views of students, this case-study will
provide an insight into how the PISA assessment (2009) was experienced by a group
of working-class girls in a disadvantaged inner city school in a large urban area in the
Republic of Ireland. It is suggested here that the socio-economic background of the

M A. Pereyra et al. (eds.), PISA Under Examinarion: Changing Knowledge,
Changing Tests, and Changing Schools, 143—156.
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students mediates this experience of testing resulting in a number of negative
consequences for the student group in the study. It highlights the need for a more
proactive approach to student consolation and a more nuanced model of assessment
to take account of social class difference, precisely because these differences
continue to constitute the prime source of differential attainment patterns. By doing
this, it may be possible for test instruments to identify attributes and strengths within
working -class populations rather than the current tendency to repeatedly point out
failure, thereby contributing to the already well-established trajectory of deficit
scholarship with respect to this social group.

SOCIAL ECONOMIC CLASS (SEC) AND PATTERNS OF ACHIEVEMENT

There is a significant body of literature, both nationally and internationally, that
points to the high level of correlation between educational attainments, longevity in
the education system, and socio-economic background (Cosgrave et al., 2000
Cosgrave et al., 2004; Osborne & Leith, 2000; Sheil, 2006; Higher Education
Authority 2007 and 2009). An example of these patterns of persistent
underachievement can be seen in the National Reading Assessment conducted
periodically in the Republic of Ireland. The 1998 and 2009 assessments of reading
in schools concluded that there had been no change in the performance of low
achieving pupils in English reading attainment since 1988 and that the majority of
this student group were located in areas of socio-economic deprivation (Cosgrove
et al.,, 2000). These patterns continue despite a significant degree of targeted
investment is this area. The overall consensus in the national data strongly
indicates that quantitative measurement of attainment levels in schools in working-
class areas is showing a persistent resistance to change.

From an international perspective, Ireland has consistently performed well on
PISA assessments. The figures for literacy place Ireland 5th among OECD countries
and 6th among the 56 participating countries. Performance in mathematics and
science is not at the same level but nonetheless remains close to the overall
average. These broad statistics however mask some important patterns particularly
when viewed from the perspective of socio-economic class. There are 12.2% of
students performing at or below level one in literacy, a figure explained almost
entirely by SES grouping (Sheil, 2006). In the cases of performance in
mathematics the students in the bottom 1/3 have a mean score that is 62 points
lower than the top and 32 points lower than middle 1/3 with the result that this
group ‘did not demonstrate even the most basic mathematical proficiencies
associated with PISA mathematics’ (Close, 2006, p. 72). The facts and figures
identifying the SES issues are now available in abundance. Is it necessary to
continue to confirm what is already confirmed? An alternative approach might be
to explore, in a much more systematic way, how the structure and organisation of
the school system and the modes and models of teaching, learning and assessment
contribute to the persistence of this problem. It is common in aspects of some
current approaches to research to ‘control for’ factors such as socio-economic class
for the purpose of statistical analysis (Wrigley, 2008) relegating it to part of the
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overall ‘noise’ or ‘outside background factors’ that needs to be stripped away in
order to reveal the true impact of school factors (Angus, 1993, p. 361). To
challenge this limiting, reductive view of the impact of fundamental categories
such as socio-economic class, it is necessary to take into account the complexity of
the school population and focus directly, rather than ‘control for’, the manner in
which educationally marginalized groups participate and engage in the process and
practice of schooling.

THE CULTURAL TURN IN SOCIAL CLASS THEORY

Recent scholarship in relation to social class has reframed the concept “as a
dynamic mobile aspect of identity that continues to permeate daily interactions
despite its marginalisation in prevailing contemporary discourses” (Reay, 1998a,
p- 259). This cultural turn (Devine and Savage, 2005) provides a more enriched
understanding of the complexities of class in contemporary society (Reay, 1998a;
Charlesworth, 2000; Woodin, 2005) by problematising the relationship between
material circumstance and cultural discursive resources. The concept of class has
been extended from economic capital alone to cover human capital, social capital
(Putnam, 2000) and cultural and symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 1998, 2000).
The now broader focus examines how cultural and symbolic resources function to
position people in a similar way to economic resources. It allows for an
examination of the real lives and everyday activities of individuals as they live and
make sense of the material, social and cultural worlds. Identity reaches the
individual’s psyche and therein one can see the effect of class where “denial, dis-
identification, defensiveness, pride and shame are familiar and often competing
responses to living class on a day to day basis” (Skeggs, 1997, p. 75). Social
differences are fundamentally connected to the way an individual is brought into
being (Hey, 2005). They become part of the “embodied habitus” of an individual
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 86). This essentially Bourdieuian perspective on
class has a notable resonance in the field of education. Recent research in relation
to the workings of socio economic class in education has identified a number of
patterns of practice with respect to the mobilisation and conversion of forms of
capital which produce clearly identifiable benefits for the middle classes (Reay,
2000; Laureau, 2003). The politics of school choice in the Republic of Ireland
during the recent economic boom, mirrors patterns identified internationally and
has led to a significant growth in the private school sector at second level in
particular (Lynch & Moran, 2006; Mac Ruairc, 2010). This in turn has produced a
clearly delineated classification of chosen and unchosen schools (Mathews, 2010)
especially in urban areas. An examination of the patterns of transfer to third level
education (HEA 2009) between different social groups in the Republic of Ireland
confirms the socio-economic basis of the inequality of educational outcomes and
the socio-economic apartheid currently mediated by the education system.

In an era where the knowledge society seems to be the only trajectory for
economic development, it is now essential to re-engage with the more radical
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theorists in education who have provided a range of conceptual tools and
frameworks for the critical analysis of education (Apple, 1996, 2001, 2002; Ball,
2006, 2008; Devine, 2000, 2003; Giroux, 1983; Giroux & McLaren, 1994; Lynch
& O’Riordan, 1996; Lynch & Lodge, 2002). Against the conservative claim that
schools transmit objective knowledge, we now need to refocus on areas of hidden
curricula as well as ideologies that identify specific interests that underlie different
knowledge forms and the measurement of the acquisition of these forms of
knowledge. There is a need to examine how schools and education systems
individualise failure and legitimise inequalities within a structure where failure is
attributed to inborn facilities or where “cultural deficits relayed by the family...
come to have the force of inborn facilities” (Bernstein, 1996, p. 13). Such an
approach makes central the need to analyse how human experiences are produced,
contested and legitimated within the dynamics of everyday classroom life (Giroux
& McLaren, 1989). It is concerned with the ways in which “oppression is structured
and legitimated in the taken-for-granted norms, habits and rules of institutions”
(Barton, 1996, p. 10). Testing and the measuring of the class differences in relation
to educational outcomes are part of this overall problematic.

WHERE THE SHOE PINCHES'
EXPLORING STUDENT PERSPECTVIES

The analysis that has occurred within the sociology of childhood has been a
significant development in the examination of the role of children in society.
This perspective has highlighted how children have been marginalized within
systems because of their subordinated position in society and the theoretical
conceptualisations of childhood and socialisation (Qvortrup et al., 1994). The lack
of consideration of children as political figures has resulted in the subordination of
their opinions and interests to adult dominance (Hendrik, 2000; Pinkerton, 2004).
Traditionally, childhood was viewed as a transitional phase which is complete
when children enter adulthood (Holloway & Valentine, 2000). Typically the
reservations of adults about children’s ability to take part in consultative processes
revolve around perceptions of their lack of competency (Devine 2003), their
perceived disinterest or in order to shield them from the trials of the adult world
(Matthews et al., 2000). In terms of research in education, much has changed in
this area and there is an increasing body of work that address the significance of
schools as key sites for the construction and experience of childhood, as well as the
impact of schooling on the construction of children’s subjectivities in line with
dominant norms (Devine, 2003; Kampmann 2005). Schools and children’s experience
of everyday life within them are deeply embedded in the power structures in
society. Accessing children’s voices on this experience gives unique insights not
only into the experiences of children as a distinct social group but also their active
participation in the processes of production and reproduction in society at large.
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STUDY DESIGN

This case-study was conducted in a disadvantaged girls’ secondary school in a
traditional working-class inner city area in the Republic of Ireland. This site was
chosen because of the author’s professional contact with the school while working
on a range of projects over the past number of years. The study comprised a visit to
the school on the day following the administration of the 2009 PISA test. It was
decided not to visit the school during the testing process in order to avoid the added
upset and distraction of having an observer in the testing centre in the school.
Instead the test coordinator and the school principal agreed to monitor the students’
reactions and progress on the test during the testing process. Individual interviews
were conducted with both during the school visit. The students’ participation in the
research comprised focus group interviews with three groups of students.

Group one: 6 in Junior Certificate Exam year (Grade 3)
Group two: 4 post Junior Cert (Grade 4)
Group three: 5 post Junior Cert (Grade 4)

Participation in the group discussion was voluntary. Of the 25 students who took
the PISA 2009 Assessment 15 agreed to take part in the study. The focus group
discussions explored the students’ perspectives on the test content, test structure
and test administration. For the purposes of the discussions in relation to the test
items in literacy, mathematics and science, students drew on their recollections of
test items from previous day. In the case of the Student Questionnaire which
contained 52 questions based on student were given a copy of the test booklet and
were asked to re-examine questionnaire as part of the discussion. The interviews
were transcribed verbatim and the transcripts were not edited for grammatical
omissions or errors. In the interest of clarity explanatory comments are inserted in
square brackets in order to clarify colloquial and other local terminology

FINDINGS

This review explores the reality of administering the test to a group of working-
class students in an urban inner city school. Three clearly identifiable themes
emerge from the thematic analysis of the interview and focus group transcripts.
These are reported below under the following headings:

e The volume and intensity of the testing process

¢ Ticking the boxes: The variety of strategies used by the children in completing
the test items with implications for the validity of some of the responses to
test items.

e Too many personal questions: The personal and consequently problematic
nature of many of the questions on the Student Questionnaire.
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The volume of content and intensity of the testing process

This was considered to be a highly problematic aspect of the testing process. All
participants in the research concur with the fact that the test was too long, there
were not enough breaks and not enough support was available for students with
special educational needs. These supports would be available for other forms of
testing in the school including state examinations. The lack of an assigned reader
for children with reading difficulties was noted as the most significant oversight in
this regard.

It is very intense. Too intense for the children. Too intense for me. I had
barely time to get a glass of water. It doesn’t need to be like that. It does
affect how they do it — they don’t work well under that kind of pressure. It
was just too long. They lost concentration. Some of them just gave up. You
could see them wilting and slipping off (PISA School Co-ordinator).

There was a two hour questionnaire and a break after it of about five minutes.
For people with special needs that’s not on. We have a girl with a physical
disability, in a wheelchair and we hardly had time to get her out of the room.
And there was nowhere that it said that you could have somebody in to
support them, to turn the page or readers if they needed them like our own
state exams. (Principal)

Looking at how intense it was, you don’t have to go to school to figure out
that this is wrong. It looks wrong. I know we were doing well in PISA at one
point but clearly we’ll be doing very bad on this one. What monster is this
feeding? I would have to question it. It would have been great to video it and
to watch the body language and they pace that some of them were filling it up
at. I would have to question how the children approach it — it’s so intense. I
just thought it was pretty harsh — for us here. They’re 15 years old, you can’t
go in and just do this to them — like they are some sort of a rat in a lab
(Principal).

The comments from the students concur with this in relation to the volume of
testing and they also identified problems with specific question types that were
considered by the students to be unfamiliar in terms of format and focus.

Amount of reading. There was just too much reading.

Content of reading. Some of them were really old fashioned. About a boy who
wanted to kill lions and I didn’t want to read it like, I just wasn’t interested.

Difficulty with continuous text items. Some of them were very long so you

don’t read it. You go ‘ah here’ and then look at the question and go back for
the answers. If they’re too long yeh [you] don’t read it.
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Problems with the metacognition questions. 1 just ticked anyone, I didn’t
know what they were or what they were looking for so I just ticked anyone. I
didn’t get them. I didn’t know what they were about.

These really confused me. I didn’t know what they were looking for there.

I read some of them and tried to think logically what they were looking for.

And sometimes I just ticked a few boxes if I couldn’t get it

The comments also reveal that there are deeper more fundamental consequences
for the group particularly relating to the negative impact of the testing experience
on the students’ sense of themselves in the school context. It is clear from the
comments included below that there was a degree of forbearance needed among
the students to get through the test. There was also a sense that the students were
victims in this process for a number of reasons. Because individual students do not
receive the results of the tests, the process is neither a formative nor summative
form of assessment so there is little potential for learning in this exercise. The
perspectives articulated by the students indicate that the format and model of
testing are viewed very negatively by the group. The principal commented on this
by stating: ‘They were only doing it for us, because Miss Madison was doing it
with them. Otherwise we would have a hope getting them to do it.” The school
therefore is implicated in the process and to an arguable degree the negative
feelings become conflated with negative feeling towards school which are often
present in abundance without resort to PISA testing. For this and many other
schools working with students on the margins every effort is made to ensure that
school experience is as positive as possible; ‘we try to coax them here — that what
these need coaxing ‘(Principal). In the case of this school, the PISA assessment did
not fit into this overall school mission.

The time was too long and the break was too short. Not enough breaks and
not long enough breaks. There were 60 odd pages in it.

They need to cut it down a bit and not have so many pages. When we were
like told about it I thought it was just going to be a few pages — a few tick
boxes and that would be it. But it’s like a book, like that thick.

I thought it would be more like the Junior Cert. [Junior Certificate — a state
examination held after three years in second level school and completed by
the grade 4 students in the sample the previous June]. The book was about 12
pages I was shocked when I saw it. The first thing I did was look at the last
page when I got it and thought ‘Oh my God’. It was like all of the exams in
the Junior Cert put together.

I was into it [doing the test] at the start but it was too much — it was hard. For
the first while I done alright but then it was too hard and too long and I got
sick of just sitting there.
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I was trying to do me best at the start but by the time I got to page 40 odd I
just thought this is never going to end. Then I kinda stopped, and didn’t think
as much about the answers or just picked one, it depended like.

I got about % of the way through it and then looked and thought there’s loads
left, and then I started to give up and at the end I just ticked.

The teachers were standing there waiting for me to finish and making a show
of me. It was too long and all the reading and thinking about the questions
and all, it was just too much. So I just looked at what was left and ticked as
fast as I could. There were a few of us who did the same.

Ticking the boxes

One of the consequences of the difficulties experienced by the students in
competing the test relates to the quality of answers generally which in some cases
were selected on the basis of a straightforward guess.

I just ticked the boxes going along I didn’t read them all.

The reading one was the worst. I just got fed up and went here and just went
tick, tick, tick.

This strategy had specific consequences for the difference in the quality/
reliability of the answers at the beginning of the test and those answers given at the
end of the test. Whatever the chance was of getting an answer that was the result of
a full consideration by the student in the early part of the test, for many students
this would not have been possible at the end. This data also provides additional
support for the negative emotional impact of the test experience on the students.

You concentrate at the start and then you get sick of it. I flicked through to
see what was left and then gave up.

I stuck with it for a while and then when I looked through the pages at what
was left. I just thought ‘oh crap’ and started to tick everything.

I was into at the start but it was too much — it was hard. For the first while I
done alright but then it was too hard and too long and I got sick of just sitting
there.

I was trying to do me best at the start but by the time I got to page 40 odd I
just thought this is never going to end. Then I kinda stopped, and didn’t think
as much about the answers or just picked one, it depended like.

Too Many Personal Questions: Student Questionnaire:

Following completion of the PISA assessment test booklet on Literacy,
Mathematics and Science, students were asked to complete a 52 page Student
Questionnaire with a total of 79 items. The purpose of this document was to
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collect data in relation to a number of background variables including family and
home circumstances, children’s own reading activities, and classroom / school
climate among others (c.f. DES, 2009 for list of questions). While the volume of
content of this document was also problematic given the fact that students had
already completed a lengthy test booklet, this was outweighed by the concern
expressed by the students in relation to the lack of anonymity and the personal
and sometimes upsetting nature of some of the questions in this booklet. This
concern is attributable to two main causes, firstly the requirement for students to
write their names on the booklet and secondly the personal nature of the
questions. In relation to the former, assurances were included in the test booklet
in relation to the confidentiality of the answers:

Your answers will be combined with others to make totals and averages in
which no individual can be identified. All your answers will be kept
confidential (Department of Education and Science, 2009)

The PISA coordinator also assured the children that the questionnaires were
confidential.

The kids said to me at the end, “This is supposed to be confidential but why
are our names on it”. They asked me would I be looking at them. I said I
wouldn't and they saw me sealing the package to return the answered tests —
but still they were not happy at all with their names on it. (PISA School Co-
ordinator).

These assurances were not adequate. It is clear from the comments below that
the children had reflected on this matter. Some of the questions were more
problematic than others in this regard. Many of the students felt vulnerable when
responding to items concerning attitudes and perspective in relation to school life,
classroom climate, the quality of teaching and their individual home circumstances.

They had yer [your] name typed onto the yoke. I didn’t like answering them.

You know what I thought? We shouldn’t have had to give our names and
then I would have no problem answering them questions. I would have had
no problem answering all them nosey questions because they wouldn’t have
known who it was.

There not giving back our results so why do they need our names? We
would have answered freely if they weren’t on it.

I liked the bit where you could criticise your teacher but then yer [your] name
was on it so I wanted to put stuff down but didn’t.

I was ticking them all good because my name was on it.
No, I answered them honestly. They were checking how you learn in class

I was afraid to disagree in case the teacher saw it.
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The impact of the personal nature of many of the questions, categorised below
under two broad headings, provides the greatest imperative for dealing with this
matter in a different way in subsequent testing situations..

Just too Personal: All of the students in the sample felt that the question was
much too personal. Many were upset having to answer them and felt that they were
in some way betraying their parents’ confidentiality by answering questions on
their behalf:

They were very personal, I thought it was just about us but it was about our
Mas and Das [mothers and fathers] and all that. It was a bit personal, a bit
nosey like. Does your Ma have a PhD? And yer [your] name was on it and
we were told it would be confidential.

I was bothered by the question about who lives at home with you. It made me
feel uncomfortable. It’s our business.

I thought a lot of the questions were very personal. They were questions that
me mam and dad should have been asked not me. I kind of felt awkward
answering questions about them [i.e. About her mother and father].

They [parents] should have to say if they wanted to tell what they do. It’s
their business to tell that if they want - not my business to tell it for them.

I felt bad writing down me ma’s business. It’s hers not mine.

Class Consciousness: The students felt that a judgement about their background
and family circumstances was implicit in many of the questions. The impact of this
for some was a negative sense of themselves and a notion of class inferiority
arising from the fact than many of the group clearly understood that the presence of
the many of the school supports mentioned in the questionnaire was a indicator of
good home support for school, interested/ ‘proper’ parenting and the right kind of
lifestyle. The absence of these, which would have been the case for most of the
children, represented an inferior way of life with a consequent negative impact on
the outcome of education.

More nosey questions on what you talk to your parents about, we don’t sit
around and talk much and we don’t talk about politics, maybe the soaps
sometimes. There just checking to see if yer well informed and if your ma
and da help you to be well informed. And if they do - they’re good parents.
They’re saying if your parents don’t talk to you that you are going turn out
bad.

If you have all these things then you’re smarter. Like the people living in the
richer houses are smarter and better and you get a better chance and the ones
that don’t well they don’t have a much of a chance. If you have an ensuite
bathroom then you probably can afford private education. But that’s not
always true.

I think that they are saying that if you have all them DVDs and expensive
stuff and not books and the schools things that your Ma doesn’t really care
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about school or what yeh [you] do in school. There spending money on
things that don’t help you at school, but that's what they want to do.

I didn’t really want to write down what it was [mother’s occupation]. I did
write it down in the end like but I felt that I should lie on this one to make my
mam’s job sound better. She’s a secretary but I wanted to write like a
manager or something.

The lack of resonance between the lives of the students in this sample and some
of the questions in the questionnaire is well articulated in the quotes below. It is
here that the ‘us and them’ rationale underpinning the thrust of many of the
questions on the questionnaire is captured most succinctly.

And the lists of jobs are all smart jobs. Like my ma stays at home and minds
kids and like there wasn’t space for that.

The jobs down there are ones that you’d have to go to college to do. Not like a
builder or a painter like normal jobs. They weren’t jobs like we have here.
Even the different types [kitchen hand] are not normal jobs.

CONCLUSION

The issue of socio-economic class which is the key construct underpinning the
issues raised in this chapter is complex, resilient and persistent. Exploring the
reproduction of patterns of failure and alienation in schools requires the critical
deconstruction of the fabric of school life. This is a difficult task and one which
has the potential to disrupt the distribution of well established patterns of power,
prestige and outcomes within the field of education. Consequently it is a focus of
enquiry which is often marginalised in the discourse framing educational debate
(Apple, 1996; Ball, 2006, 2008; Giroux & MacLaren, 1989). The findings of this
single case study school and the small number of students who participated in the
study pale into insignificance when considered in the light of the scope of large
scale assessments such as PISA. It could be argued that the comparative data that
emerges from these assessments is bound to have some kind of negative impact
that cannot be controlled for, such is the scale of the study. However, this is not an
adequate response when one considers the negative impact of aspects of the test on
students. It is very likely that the findings reported here are part of the unintended
consequences of the PISA assessment process. What follows is the imperative to
locate who is responsible for these consequences unintended and all as they may
be. It is asserted here that those working at a national and international level on the
development of assessment tests need to examine the workings of the test at the
individual student level and makes amendments where necessary. What would
happen if disadvantaged schools refused to subject their students to this regime of
testing? What if school leaders act as gate keepers of initiatives that do not
adequately take account of the social make-up of the student group? This tendency
for schools in lower socio economic catchment areas not to participate in these
types of assessments is already identified as being an issue particularly in countries
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with lower participation levels (Prais, 2003). If we must continue to measure and
engage in surveillance of this kind then it would be better to ensure that this is
carried out in the most empowering way possible. The findings here clearly
indicate that the lack of consideration for students and particularly for those in
lower socio economic groups at all stages in the assessment process is avoidable.
Many of the problems identified by the students can easily be rectified. The
broader question of the repeated measurement of class inequality requires a much
more powerful paradigm shift but is vital if the current patterns of inequality are to
ever change.

It is, I suggest, appropriate to conclude with two quotes because that say almost
all that needs to be said at this point in relation to this matter by capturing the
essence of what is happening for some students who participate in the PISA
assessment as it is currently structured:

They’re 15 years old, you can’t go in and just do this to them — like they are
some sort of a rat in a lab (Principal)

They expect you to sit down for two and half hours and fill in all this and
then not ask you how you feel about it! (Grade 5 student)
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FROM THE APPEALING POWER OF PISA DATA TO
THE DELUSIONS OF BENCHMARKING

Does that Challenge Any Evaluation of Educational Systems?

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this paper is not to add any additional criticism regarding PISA data to
the already existing mass of technical comments by journalists, policy-makers and,
often in a very relevant manner, by researchers (e.g. see Goldstein, 2004, and the
contributors of this book). Rather, we will discuss the important issue of what role
PISA data can and cannot play in the more global objective of assessing the quality
of education systems. In doing so, we will suggest that some of the criticism and
resistance aimed at PISA data actually have to do with their misuse in the narrow
process of benchmarking, as well as, more widely and less overtly, the evaluation
of education systems, which is more debatable.

This perspective does matter because the development and success of PISA is
nested in a global context, with a strong stress on education, as well as correlated
public funding and concern for accountability. In the world’s wealthiest countries, the
dual role — both economic and social — of education and training is constantly
reaffirmed. That is especially true for Europe, where in 2000, the Lisbon strategy was
put forward, aimed at making Europe “the most competitive and dynamic
knowledge-based economy in the world.” It was followed by the concrete “Lisbon
goals”, listing a set of objectives with precise quantitative benchmarks (European
Commission, 2007), such as increasing participation in pre-school education,
lowering the number of drop-outs, reducing the percentage of low-achieving 15-year-
olds in reading literacy, increasing access to tertiary education, developing the
participation of adults in life-long learning, and improving the entire population’s
level of educational attainment across the board. EU country figures are published in
regular reports; among this wide variety of figures, PISA data have reached a specific
audience and are given an important place in “Education at a Glance” and various
OECD publications.

WHY ARE PISA DATA SO APPEALING DESPITE THEIR LIMITATIONS?

The main reason for the international success of PISA is straightforward: if education
is considered to be an important good, both in itself and as a strategic tool in
international competition, PISA data provide what is considered to be an objective
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assessment of what education systems “produce.” For assessing the amount of
“human capital” available in a country, one can observe what percentage of
individuals has attained a given level of education. For instance, the OECD (OECD,
2009) regularly publishes figures concerning the percentage of adults having
achieved an upper-secondary or tertiary education, as well as enrolment and
graduation rates by age. However, especially when one is interested in cross-country
comparisons, limiting oneself to a generation’s rates of attaining a variety of degrees
is not enough, since there is no universally valid correspondence between degrees
and the knowledge and skills they certify. Therefore, assessing precisely what
students have learned on a comparable basis is a much more valuable tool. Moreover,
this is also a legitimate concern for governments and policy-makers, since important
public funding is allocated to teaching. Would it not be shocking if policy-makers did
not manifest any interest concerning educational output?

In that way, PISA data are truly appealing since they give a concrete picture of
15-year-old students’ performance in subjects or exercises that are supposedly
relevant for daily life. The fact that what is assessed is supposed to be “life skills”
and not pure conformity to academic knowledge is especially attractive, since the
ability to cope with life is the final objective of schooling, rather than mastering
pure academic contents. No matter what legitimate criticisms may be raised regarding
PISA data, no one would argue that it is not valuable to gather information about
what young people are able to perform, at what level of mastery and with what
disparity. For example, even crude information concerning the percentage of
15-year-olds facing important difficulties in understanding texts they encounter in
daily life is quite valuable in itself.

Similarly, whatever the limitations of the PISA data, simply showing that both
mean performance and disparities among students vary across countries with
similar levels of development and public funding is quite interesting. In addition, it
is interesting to note that the dispersion of performance itself varies largely across
European countries: in some countries, such as Spain or Finland, student performance
is much more homogenous than in others, such as Belgium or Germany. While this
may appear trivial, it means that failing (or not) at school, as measured at age 15, is
not a fatality but rather relates to clearly social (and therefore politically relevant)
factors. This is also true in terms of social inequalities: while income inequalities
are similar in some Northern and Eastern European countries, the social inequalities
in student performance assessed by recent PISA data are much larger in the latest
ones (Duru-Bellat & Bydanova, 2009). This suggests that some systems manage to
compensate better than others for the inequality that exists in the society in which
they are embedded, or at least that some social conditions, including some educational
system characteristics, do matter.

PISA data has brought to light other stimulating even, again, if they are far from
perfect. One such example is the empirical test they provide concerning some
current ideas prevailing in the education world, like the possible (or even probable)
trade-off between excellence of education and its distribution, or what economists
classically call a trade-off between “efficiency and equity”: since the pursuit of
equity requires focusing on the weakest students, the best students suffer and the
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overall achievement level is lower. Actually, PISA data demonstrate that this is not
becomes cut and dry. They show that countries with the highest share of very
bright students are often also those in which the gap between the weakest and the
brightest is narrowest. Such is the case, for example, in Scandinavian countries,
while very few countries have both an above-average mean student performance
and a large between-student variation (e.g. Austria). In a similar manner, research
based on PISA data shows that countries with the largest social inequalities also
tend to have a larger proportion of weak students (e.g. see Duru-Bellat & Suchaut,
2005; Haahr, 2005). Conversely, countries with a high degree of social equality
have, on average, larger proportions of high performing students. So, all in all,
there should not be any competition between policies aimed at improving average
efficiency and those aimed at reducing social inequality.

Actually, concerning equity, some structural characteristics of the system such
as its degree of openness and differentiation may matter more. For instance,
country comparisons based on PISA data show that early tracking is generally
associated with both increased inequality and a lower mean level of achievement
(Hanushek & Wossmann, 2006). Any curricular differentiation tends to increase
social inequality because privileged students are more likely to receive the type of
education that contributes to higher performance (Perry, 2008). Generally speaking,
research also shows that in those countries with low disparities between students,
little variation in student performance is seen between schools, meaning that a
certain degree of quality (defined here as the performance achieved) is guaranteed
to every student regardless of his or her school. The magnitude of academic
dispersion is also linked to the amount of social inequality. In countries where
schools do not succeed in ensuring equal performance by every student, the
unequal social advantages they possess has a stronger impact on their performance,
resulting in more social inequality in educational outcomes. In other words,
homogeneity in educational quality guarantees educational equality. PISA data also
suggests (with caution, since school composition is not accurately assessed in the
national samples used) that student intake matters, and results in better mean
performance when a school’s socio-economic composition is more favorable. As
Perry says (2008, p. 83), “...in summary, results from the PISA survey suggest that
educational inequality can best be tackled by making schools more similar to each
other in terms of curriculum, resources, and students”.

Without presenting an exhaustive list of all the pieces of information found in
PISA data, one can maintain that even if they are imperfect and questionable, they
remain helpful in highlighting differences in educational outcomes across
countries. By doing so, they enable debates that would be otherwise limited to only
one country, within one institutional framework, which is often the normal and
seemingly obvious way to think about educational issues, at the risk of some
fatalism. Would the theory of social reproduction have been as deterministic if its
authors, Bourdieu and Passeron had heard about countries without important social
inequalities at school?
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MISUSES AND LIMITATIONS OF PISA, OR MISUSED AND LIMITATIONS OF
BENCHMARKING?

Here we will focus on what appears to be the main downsides of PISA data,
limiting ourselves to the way in which they are used in cross-country comparisons
rather than dealing with their technical limitations resulting from the choice of
specific items, imperfections in the student sample, problems linked with translation
and possible cultural differences in the way questions are understood by students,
etc.

Some pitfalls of the ranking obsession...

From the outset, student assessment has been linked to international comparisons.
This is understandable since assessment cannot exist without comparisons. The
first international studies (e.g. the First International Mathematics Study launched
in 1964 and, more broadly, the first International Association for Evaluation of
Educational Achievement, IEA, studies) clearly intended to compare countries.
From the 1980s onward, the concern for accountability and standards became more
and more compelling, along with the development of statistical indicators in every
domain of economic and social life. In 2000, the European Commission launched
its 16 quality indicators, intended to be the milestones of the Open Method
of Coordination. They were to allow regular benchmarking, resulting in the
identification of countries performing well in particular areas so that their expertise
and good practices could be shared with others, due to some peer pressure. Since
comparisons are the ultimate motivators for all these surveys and indicators, it is all
the more necessary to scrutinize the way in which these comparisons are made.

The first point to be stressed is that in comparative education as in other social
sciences, results are contingent on the sample used. That is obvious as far as
ranking is concerned, but the degree of variety in the sample matters as well. This
means that one cannot estimate the influence of a characteristic universally spread
throughout a country sample. Moreover, if in one analysis we combine factors that
vary little across countries with others that vary sharply, the weight of the second
will be more obvious than that of the first. If we include both rich and very poor
countries in the sample of countries studied, country wealth may show up as
influential with regard to high scores, which would not be the case with a more
homogeneous sample of countries. Likewise, and unsurprisingly, contextual factors
associated significantly with student performance can vary for rich and poor
countries, since many factors, such as the teachers’ level of training and the
number of books per student, only come into play below a minimum threshold.

A second point that strongly limits the stake of the comparison is the fact that
(only) approximately 10% of the total variance in PISA student performance is
explained by membership to a given country (inter-country variance) (Haahr,
2005). Only this 10% can then be related to differences between countries and are
in turn explainable by national contextual characteristics and schooling organization
factors. The remaining 90% of the variance concerns individual countries themselves
(intra-country variance). This means that structural factors varying from one
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country to the next are of little importance in terms of the skills mastered by
students at age 15 compared to family inequalities, which impact much more on
inequalities between students. It may also be that PISA countries share all the
characteristics that affect efficiency (see the previous point). So, the 10% figure
cannot be considered valid at the world scale, and it is likely that if countries
varying to an even greater degree in terms of educational systems, wealth, or
overall level of education were taken into account, structural factors would
increase in importance. Indeed, certain studies show that schooling organization
factors weigh more on student performance in poor countries than in rich ones
(Heyneman & Loxley, 1983). This leads us to underscore once again two
fundamental points of methodology for international comparisons: 1) the only
thing we ever evaluate is what varies; 2) the relationships identified depend on
what country sample is being used (i.e. sample variety).

Another important point regarding PISA data often neglected by the media (and
often even by policy-makers) concerns the unavoidable lack of precision of figures
computed using a sample. If one takes into account the statistical array of variation
linked to the sample observed, very limited differences exist between most
similarly developed countries. However, every ranking tends to magnify small
inequalities.

What is measured?

Another and perhaps more important problem when comparing countries concerns
the nature of what is assessed in the countries’ scores. Like any test, PISA data
necessarily focus on certain skills. This may be considered to be an asset, since it
requires operationalizing the objectives of the education system, which are often
expressed only in a very vague form. However, while these global objectives may
be consensual, this is much less often the case for so-called “life skills,” especially
when they are defined at an international level, since these skills may differ from
one country to another.

More broadly, comparisons rely on a selection of indicators, which amounts to
giving priority to certain objectives (most often, the easiest to assess); prioritizing
students’ mean academic scores in the ranking may lead to neglecting students’
attitudes. However, no countries consider the mastery of certain skills to be the
only and ultimate aim of education. Actually, PISA data also include some
measurements of students’ opinions about school life and some attitudes considered
to be by-products of schooling (such as the pleasure of working with others). In
these respects, countries prove to be very different; actually, there is no correlation
between academic scores and the degree of student satisfaction regarding school or
“positive” attitudes towards others (Duru-Bellat et al., 2008). Consequently, there
exists some room for choices; for instance, some countries may “prefer” to have
students who are satisfied with their school life and have learned to cooperate with
their peers, but have less brilliant academic performance.

Similarly, the obsession to rank students based on mean scores may lead to
neglecting the dispersion of those scores. However, the question may be raised as
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to whether the ranking should be based on the academic level of average students,
the top 10%, or the weakest students. In some countries, it may be judged
preferable to have both a moderate and homogeneous mean level of performance,
while other countries may prefer the reverse situation with a high mean level and
higher disparities.

Moreover, for a variety of reasons, one cannot limit oneself to measurements
taken at age 15. First, in some countries, some selection may occur earlier, the
result being that both the mean level and inequality among the “survivors” are
misleading and not directly comparable to other countries. In addition, across
countries, students may have unequal opportunities to advance in their studies,
meaning that their academic level at age 15 may be more or less important for their
future. In a broader perspective, one may raise a question regarding what
economists call internal versus external efficiency; that is, when assessing and
comparing educational systems, should we prioritize those students who perform
best or those who are best prepared for entering the job market and experiencing
adult life? We will revisit this issue later.

These important decisions, like most, should involve extensive discussion
since none of them are a priori made via a consensus. The core problem with
benchmarking is that benchmarks are set using the most readily available data.
PISA data are all the more open to criticism because they use a specific definition
of what is considered to be valuable in an education system. And this is generally
done as if it was obvious, while actually no indicators, even some traditional
economic indicators such as GDP, are unquestionable... One may maintain that a
list of indicators and the correlated benchmarks do not amount to an evaluation of
the system from which political lessons may be drawn. However, we should not to
throw the baby (i.e. the evaluation) out with the bath water (i.e. the benchmarks).

EVALUATION: A PROCESS MUCH MORE COMPLEX THAN BENCHMARKING

Benchmarking is a means to an end; it is meant to suggest some direction for
educational policies. In social sciences, comparisons have always been considered
to be a substitute for experimentation, and comparative education relies on this
idea. Who would maintain that it is not legitimate to borrow some ideas from our
neighbors, even if it often risky and difficult?

Borrowing some elements to boost efficiency?

Even if it is better to have figures rather than impressions or ideas (especially with
regards to educational matters, for which everyone has ideas!), the interpretation of
comparative figures is never straightforward. Indeed, interpretation requires
making hypotheses about the causes of variations observed across countries. When
observing that some countries have both high achieving students and some
educational features, it is appealing to make a leap from correlation to causality,
and “explain” the former using the latter. However, this is clearly a risky
undertaking when using PISA data, for several reasons.

162



FROM THE APPEALING POWER OF PISA DATA TO THE DELUSIONS OF BENCHMARKING

First, PISA data are cross-sectional. For 15-year-olds, those differences are a
joint and cumulative result of the curricula in use and the educational structures
and types of teacher-student relations that have prevailed throughout schooling, as
well as of all the learning experiences from birth to the present. In other words,
they not only reflect what students have acquired during schooling but what they
have learned from their family, peers, the media, daily life, etc. And the capacities
so assessed may be more or less dependent on what school has offered. Actually,
cross-sectional IEA surveys such as PISA do not permit the evaluation of the real
efficiency of educational systems, which would require longitudinal data.

Another point is that efficiency in education probably relies on a combination of
factors rather than on just one. Too often the OECD and certain countries attempt
to draw lessons from correlations observed between one precise characteristic of
the education system and student performance. In that case, the risk lies in over-
interpreting the correlation which may appear if specific countries are included in a
sample and vanish once they are removed. More importantly, the correlation may
be false because it may be produced by other characteristics statistically linked to
the former one. More generally, a classic stumbling block in international
comparison is to attribute too much importance to an element isolated from its
context. In general, it is risky to rely upon correlations that match a given
performance and a given educational system characteristic, since what is probably
at work is a whole set of traits that constitute each country’s societal coherence.
Ideally, comparison should take into account these overall structures. Certainly this
runs counter to the more or less explicit aim of those comparisons, i.e. to identify
supra-national “laws”; in that case only, relationships between a given system’s
mode of organization and a given student “product” would be transferable.

This also runs counter to policy-makers’ concern regarding the transferability of
successful experiments implemented in other countries. This transferability is often
imperfect because what works in one place, with certain kinds of students and
teachers, does not always prove successful in another context. Again, this is
because what is probably at work is a whole set of traits. Ideally, any comparison
should entail all of these overall structures. Moreover, successful experiment
should be adapted to local constraints and culture; for instance, a successful
strategy for dealing with immigrants in one country, where they are only a tiny
minority and come from specific countries, may fail completely in a country where
their number or origin are very different. This is also why the European “open
method of coordination” should be considered with some caution, as well as so-
called “evidence-based” policies.

This is an old debate in comparative education. It opposes what some
researchers (Fuller & Clarke, 1994) call a “policy mechanism” — identifying
particular school inputs that would raise student achievement no matter what the
context — with “classroom culturalists” who maintain that input effects are always
conditioned by the social rules of classrooms and settings. Without entering into
this debate here, what should be highlighted is that isolated pieces of information
are not sufficient for mechanically assessing systems. Indicators are valuable
information, but evaluation is a different matter, requiring the combination of
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indicators and most of all, the more qualitative interpretation of their meaning
(Bottani, 2008).

Evaluation requires constant trade-off and value-loaded choices

While indicators provide valuable and necessarily partial pieces of information,
assessing the quality of an education system (in order to draw some political
lessons) requires implementing a much wider perspective, and not a value-free one.
Thus, limiting oneself to PISA data is clearly impossible.

At every step, apparently technical considerations are mixed with more
normative ones. Consider, for example, the way in which one country defines
excellence in education. Actually, many things must be specified. Should student
performance be defined: 1) when it is being produced (e.g. reading skills in
primary education), i.e. when individuals are still in school; 2) later on in their
schooling career, based on secondary education requirements; 3) when they have
left school and are adults, based on “life skills”? Another question: excellence in
what? According to which of the many aspects that define students is that
excellence assessed? Should we define a few fundamental subjects or take the
average of a variety of subjects? Should we give more weight (or no weight at all)
to some of them? Another aspect is that education aims at imparting formal
knowledge on the one hand, and values and behavioral norms on the other hand.
While the former are relatively easy to measure and compare, this is less true for
the latter. None of these questions are purely technical.

Moreover, it proves impossible (or at least debatable) to define excellence
without considering equity. Whose excellence is it? Should we take into account
the average level or the level achieved by the top or bottom 10%? Should the focus
be placed upon differences across individuals or groups, or on the proportion of the
population that is below some identified minimum threshold, according to a
Rawlsian perspective? As far as school is concerned, the content of this minimum
package may be identified with a short-term perspective and an academic nature
(e.g. every individual has to reach a set minimum reading level by the end of
primary school). However, a medium-term perspective can also be adopted,
defined as what is necessary in adulthood (for a “good life,” as Rawls would
suggest; for researchers adopting a Rawlsian philosophy, see Benadusi, 2007). This
would lead us to make the case for threshold indicators such as the minimum level
of formal academic achievement for every student (in PISA, for instance, the
percentage of a country’s population below a defined threshold). This would be an
equity criterion in democratic societies, warranting equality of citizenship or basic
human rights.

Last but not least, when assessing equity at the system level, it is impossible not
to take into account both the output dimension and the way by which these outputs
have been produced. Should we consider the volume of public resources allocated
to education or the volume of resources students actually receive, these resources
being not only money but also time, content, pedagogical assistance, etc.? Another
set of questions concerns whether excellence is better defined when taking into
account the distribution of those resources between students (e.g. their degree of
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concentration). So defined, excellence would be a mix of average performance and
equity: one would not maintain an excellent system if it received very abundant
resources but allocated them to a very restricted part of its population. Similarly,
one would not say a system is excellent if it generates large inequalities in student
performance, or if it generates small inequalities but at a very low level of
achievement. Either way, these choices obviously embody value considerations.

All this implies that when assessing excellence, it is important not to limit
oneself to measurements of student achievement but rather to include measurements
of system characteristics such as coverage, financing (public/private), and structures
(early/comprehensive tracking, types of student groups, etc.). The poorer a country
is and the more limited its resources are, the more important it is to focus on
system characteristics; however, this remains a general rule since resources are
always scarce and excellence a never fully achieved goal!

Whatever the country, it is a value-laden choice to decide to what extent the
system should focus on equity consideration. The question is how many years of
schooling is the objective for achieving universal coverage? Here the equity
consideration prevails. However, at this stage, efficiency once again matters. A
primary concern is how much basic education should be secured by every child in
the country. Since resources are always limited, this requires taking the efficiency
consideration into account. Giving very little to everybody for the sake of equity
would make no sense if the amount given was so small as to not be effective.
Equity cannot be the lone argument; it depends on whether it is achieved at a low
or high level of performance. Here again, value judgments are unavoidable.

In contrast, the limits and risks attached to benchmarking are clear: the logic of
benchmarking leads one to assess a system from a purely instrumentalist point of
view, not on the basis of its principles or values, but solely on the basis of its
outcomes, measured using available indicators. From that perspective, the only
concern is efficiency, so that “anything goes”... All systems are then judged
comparable, and it appears plausible to borrow one feature to one country and
another from another and build the ideal system, as if playing with a set of building
blocks. Efficiency is the justification for every choice, all of which are technical
and defined by experts.

CONCLUSION

Anyway, in our opinion, legitimate debates and criticisms that focus on
benchmarking and the inclusion of PISA data should not lead us to renounce
processes that evaluate education systems based on their output. Educational
choices and policies have to be justified, and the results they produce — knowledge,
skills, attitudes, etc. — are crucial ingredients. One could even go so far as to be
critical of any system that does not give great importance to the changes education
produces in students, since to educate students is to make them change in some
way, which justifies the input/output perspective! Even if some lively debates do
exist regarding this issue (e.g. Olson versus Slavin, 2004), what alternative methods
exist for justifying educational policies when so many decisions are to be taken?
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However, one can easily understand the variety of resistance to such external
evaluation. As regards teachers, they may legitimately think that precise evaluation
of the results (i.e. output) of their actions provides a stronger framework for their
work. Conversely, some voices maintain that external evaluation is what makes
more autonomy possible, allowing teachers to experiment with practices of their
choice as long as the output goals are met. Others think that with the development
of benchmarking and results-based evaluation, the way the system is regulated is
changing, with more power being given to experts and scientists, while policy-
makers and actors have no choice other than to execute what the science
demonstrates. However, mobilizing education partners with global (and ultimate)
objectives may be judged more important than polarizing them with intermediate
and often short-sighted ones.

A last point must be raised, which is relevant both for teachers and researchers
in comparative education. Any measurement or evaluation of output is based on
what exists at the present time, no matter how sophisticated the methods of
analysis are. For example, one pedagogical practice may appear to be the best
among all those that exist. That said, perhaps something still better could be
designed and tweaked! Furthermore, it is not simply enough to observe that an
action does have some impact. Indeed, it is necessary to be reasonably sure that
this action is better than all others involving the same amount of resources.
Verifying this requires conducting a variety of experiments and, of course, not
renouncing pedagogical imagination. To do so would be disastrous for comparative
education. However, even if limiting oneself to using PISA data would be a
complete failure and would constitute an a-sociological perspective, what would
neglecting student output do to comparative education?
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ARE YOU ON THE EDUCATIONAL PRODUCTION
FRONTIER? SOME ECONOMIC INSIGHTS ON
EFFICIENCY FROM PISA

INTRODUCTION

In most countries, the public sector considers basic education as a preferential good
which is essential for getting the development of a worthy life. Since the Second
World War until now, many countries have introduced free, compulsory, and
sometimes decentralized educative systems, which have contributed to their
economic development.

Mincer (1974) emphasized the positive role of years of education on economic
profitability, with accumulated human capital explaining wage differences among
individuals. The relationship between education and income can be explained by
the Human Capital theory, which was initially suggested by Becker (1964). This
theory points out that education is not just a consumption good but also an
investment asset; i.e. education increases productivity and this greater productivity
would be rewarded in the job market with a higher wage. This premise was one of
the bases that gave birth to the Economics of Education as a discipline. Nowadays
there is a broad consensus about the fact that the educational level of a country is a
key factor for its economic growth, its productivity and, in short, for its welfare.
[Barro, 1991; Mankiw et al., 1992].

When assessing the educational level of a country, qualitative aspects are
extremely important. Some current research corroborates that what really matters is
not just the years of education, but also their quality'. It is obvious that a year of
education received in one country is not the same than that received in another one
since the expected performance would be greater in countries with higher quality
education. The academic results obtained by schools as measured in standarized
tests is a common way of measuring quality across different schools and countries.
A greater overall quality in the educational system of a country has been shown to
have a strong and stable association with greater economic growth rates. This result
should have significant implications both in the economic and educative structure
of a country. From the Public Sector’s perspective, investigating the variables that
have a stronger effect on students’ academic performance is a key factor in order to
improve the educational system in general and individuals’ educational attainment
in particular.

In general, there is a large consensus about what measures reflect a higher
quality of education. For instance: a decrease in general school failure, increasing

M A. Pereyra et al. (eds.), PISA Under Examinarion: Changing Knowledge,
Changing Tests, and Changing Schools, 169—182.
© 2011 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved.



1.S. IMENEZ AND D.S. GONZALEZ

years of schooling or, most importantly, improving the quality of the received
knowledge. However, the way in which these goals can be reached is not so clear.
It is commonly accepted that that the extent to which educational systems can be
improved depend to a great extent on budgetary restrictions and the political
discussion is often reduced to the more money-better results statement. Caeteris
paribus it seems clear that budgetary increases should lead to an improvement in
education quality. However money seems to be only a necessary condition, but not
a sufficient one, in order to achieve significant advances in a country’s quality of
education. A successful educative system should deal with problems related to
educational quality from a multidimensional point of view, and should pay attention
to specific student’s characteristics, family level variables and to school level ones;
and should of course ensure an efficient management of educational resources.

In this chapter we present an overview of the problems related to the assessment
of efficiency in education and we describe how the PISA data have been used for
carrying out these kind of studies. In the second section the educative process is
described from an economic perspective, studying the relationship between
educational inputs and outputs and assuming the possible existence of inefficient
behaviors. In the third section we will discuss the usefulness of productive frontiers
for evaluating the educative institutions in a comparative way (yardstick
competition) and for identifying the best schools that will serve as reference
(benchmarking) with regard to inefficient ones. The fourth section is devoted to
describe the main variables that have been used in empirical studies that use PISA
data and to summarize the conclusions that can be derived from those studies.
While describing the main variables and findings reported in previous work is the
main goal of the paper, we will also point out a few recommendations on what
additional information should be included in future waves of the PISA reports in
order to improve the quality of the empirical analyses that could be conducted
using PISA data. Lastly, the final section is devoted to concluding remarks.

INPUTS, OUTPUTS AND EDUCATIVE EFFICIENCY

In Economics of Education, educational production functions relating the
outputs (i.e. results reached), to the inputs, (i.e. resources consumed), are usually
adopted”. One of the most widely used models can be outlined as follows (Levin,
1974; Hanushek, 1979):

Ais = f(Bisy Sisy Pisa Iis) (1)

where i denotes the student and s represents the school. This model assumes that
there is a productive technology f which establishes that the vector of results, A
(commonly measured as the result from one or several objective knowledge tests),
is determined by four kinds of educative inputs conditioning the degree of
knowledge acquisition. The first vector of variables, Bj, relates to the student’
socioeconomic family background, such as: parental educational attainment, access
to cultural goods at home, and the attention that parents pay to their kids. The
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second group, Sj, consists on variables related to the school resources, e.g.
educational expenses per student, quality of the resources and school facilities, etc.
The third group, Pj;, collects the so-called peer group effect; the underlying idea is
that the knowledge that a student can assimilate depends on his or her mates’
features and on the different interactions that are generated among students, both
inside and outside the classroom. Lastly, I refers to student’s abilities, which
could refer both to innate capacity and to other non-observable student’s
characteristics. Due to the lack of information about this group of variables,
researchers usually assume that they are normally distributed, and therefore include
them as part of the model’s error term.

The previous educational production function can take into account that there
are inefficient behaviors from both the schools and the students; this possibility is
considered in Equation 2:

Ais = f(Biss Sisa Pisa Iis) - Ujs (2)

where u; is the level of efficiency. The idea of inefficiency suggests a waste of the
existing resources when carrying out a productive activity. The students' inputs,
such as those regarding individual, familiar and school variables, can present right
values and, however, the academic results can be low if they are compared to those
of similar students in the same conditions. This is possible because of the existence
of inefficient behaviors. Inefficiency appears when one or several involved agents,
such as students, students' parents, teachers, school principals, authorities, etc., do
not properly fulfill its role when the inputs are to be turned into educational
outputs. This leads therefore to a lower amount of outputs (or to the use of a greater
amount of resources to get a given level of output) compared to what it could be
obtained.

Figure 1 illustrates the inefficiency concept in a simple framework where only
two outputs are considered.

¥, (Reading)
] B
l/—\ Educational Production Frontier
Yon -~
Yoc--r -~ -----=
o Yia Yic ys (Mathematics)

Figure 1. Educative Efficiency Concept.
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This figure shows the case of three different units, e.g. three schools, A, B and
C, that use the same amount of inputs, x, for getting two outputs like math and
reading. The units in the production frontier, B and C, are efficient since given the
inputs they produce the highest possible amount of both outputs. However, unit A
is inefficient because it lays below the production frontier and it could therefore
improve its results.

Reasons for school inefficiency are diverse and are related to the legal
framework, the pedagogical system and school management and the process of
students’ selection. Regarding the students, though it is clear that variables
included in Equation 1 affect the performance of students, there are other features
that may condition the educative process. For instance, immigrant students face
additional difficulties due to the integration process. Another example would be the
type and the relationship between the parents, as an indicator of the affective
difficulties that may influence in the learning process.

THE MEASUREMENT OF EFFICIENCY IN EDUCATION: TECHNIQUES AND
CONCEPTS

The analysis made in the previous section assumes that we know the technology
that determines the production frontier. However in practice it is difficult to know
the exact technological relationship between educative inputs and outputs
(f technology in Equation 1), which is problematic in terms of the empirical
measurement of efficiency. Efficiency measurement requires hence an intermediate
step. Before calculating the efficiency scores of a set of units, we need to know the
production frontier. In practice, the production frontier must be inferred from
empirical data and, therefore, ‘true efficiency’ scores can not be calculated but
rather efficiency scores coming from ‘best observed performance’. The empirical
measures of efficiency are then determined by measuring the distance of the
different units to the production frontier, which is built from the best practices
observed in the sample.

Two main approaches can be used to estimate the production frontier:

- Parametric Approaches: An a priori well defined functional form (e.g. Cobb-
Douglas, Douglas, quadratic, translog, etc) is set for the production function. Its
parameters are estimated in such a way that all productive units lie on or below the
frontier. In general, stochastic frontiers in which the econometric error term is
separated into two independently distributed components, i.e. random noise and
inefficiency, are usually adopted.

- Non-parametric Approaches: Non-parametric approaches do not assume that
the underlying technology adopts a specific functional form. Subject to certain
assumptions regarding the structure of the production technology (e.g. free
disposability, convexity, etc.), the units are enveloped as tightly as possible. This is
done by solving a mathematical programming model. In general, the expression
‘data envelopment analysis (DEA)’ is used to refer to those nonparametric
approaches. This approach has had a very important theoretical development which
was directly related to the numerous empirical studies undertaken since the late
seventies, when this technique was firstly formulated.
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A question arises when an efficiency analysis of educational institutions is to be
made: which methodology does offer more reliable results for the educative
efficiency measure? The answer to this question is not obvious since both the
parametric and non-parametric approaches show strength and weakness which
have to be taken into account before using them in the educative context. Table 1
shows a summary of the main advantages and disadvantages of each method
regarding different dimensions of the efficiency analysis.

Table 1. A comparison of efficiency measurement techniques in education

Analyzed Dimensions Parametric Non-Parametric
Statistics assumptions High Low

Flexibility Medium High

Statistical significance Yes No

Elasticity calculation Yes No

Projection, Generalization Medium-High No

Multi-input, Multi-output Yes Yes

Cost of the analysis Medium Medium

Type of frontier Stochastic Stochastic (bootstrap)
Easy inclusion of categorical variables ~ Yes No

Number of applications in education High Very high

Source: Santin (2006) and own elaboration.

Both the non-parametric DEA and the parametric methods have been used
widely in the Economics of Education literature in the last two decades, especially
the first one. The traditional advantages of the parametric methodologies and DEA
are well known. Regarding the first two dimensions of Table 1, DEA does not
assume any functional form about the educational technology which relates
productive factors to results and it is able of tracing the productive frontier with
some little restrictive assumptions, like convexity and monotonicity. On the other
hand, the parametric methods need to elaborate key assumptions about several
aspects such as the functional form of the technology, the error distribution
function or the inefficiency distribution. On the other side of the balance, the main
weaknesses of the DEA methods are reflected in dimensions three, four and five of
Table 1. Thus, DEA is very sensitive to the presences of extreme data, it does not
allow neither for the calculation of the output-input elasticities nor for making
predictions. In addition, the use of categorical variables, though possible, may
reduce the sample size and lead to an unworkable analysis. Moreover,
total flexibility in DEA has been criticized since important factors may be all but
ignored in the analysis; some inputs and output measures may not be considered
when assessing the relative efficiency of some schools. As a result, the relative
efficiency of a school may not really reflect its performance on the inputs and
outputs taken as a whole’.

Regarding other aspects such as the possibility to use many inputs and outputs,
the computational effort, or the treatment of the frontiers as stochastic, both
techniques share similar difficulties.
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WHAT INFORMATION DOES PISA OFFER TO THE ECONOMISTS FOR
MEASURING THE EFFICIENCY IN THE EDUCATIVE FIELD?

In most cases, the measurement of efficiency in education has been carried out
with aggregate data at the school level. The main reason for using aggregate data
has been the lack of availability of micro databases at the student level. In this
sense, the PISA report, and other studies like TIMSS (Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study) or PIRLS (Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study)®, expands the range of research possibilities within this research
agenda by offering data at the student level in a costless way. A major advantage of
these databases is that they are designed to allow cross-country comparisons as
well as comparisons for different groups of students [Summers y Wolfe, 1977;
Hanushek et al., 1996; Santin, 2006; Waldo, 2007]. In addition, it allows us to
consider the effects of different socioeconomic characteristics related to family
characteristics, and schoolmates effects independently.

The educational outputs.

In general, it can be argued that the educational output has a multidimensional
intangible character that makes difficult to define it theoretically and also to
measure it empirically. A good education does not only imply the capacity to
repeat information and solve problems. It involves also the ability to process the
information, to construct analytical reasoning to develop critical thinking and last
but not least to behave according to good manners, all of which are very difficult to
quantify. As a consequence of this multidimensional character, several
intermediate outputs have been considered as good candidates to approximate the
final output. In general, most of the work in economics has used performance
results in standardized tests as the best way to approximate quality. The PISA
report includes data on students’ results in standardized tests in reading,
mathematics, and science, with each PISA wave focusing specially on one of these
subjects. Both PISA 2000 and 2009 give special attention to reading, while PISA
2003 focuses on mathematics and PISA 2006 on science. Moreover the score
obtained by each student is not offered as a unique mean value but as five plausible
values. These five plausible values represent the level of abilities that each student
has; they are basically random values which have previously been extracted from
the results distribution function estimated for each student given their answers in
each of the tests. Consequently, in order to obtain the mean values and standard
deviations that appear in the OECD estimations, estimations using PISA data have
to be replicated five times, each of them using one of the different plausible values.
It is also noteworthy that the scores reported in the PISA report, are also associated
with an illustrative pedagogical interpretation.

Besides academic outputs, other objective outputs from the PISA information
can be used. First, the academic year (GRADE) variable would inform us about
whether 15 years old students had to repeat any academic year or not; we would
lack however, information about the specific year in which the student repeated the
academic year. Secondly, and related to the equality of educational opportunities,
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in some countries the ISCEDO (ISCED Orientation) and PROGN (Unique national
study program code) variables allow us to know if 15 years old students have been
guided towards vocational education (with a higher orientation to the job market)
or towards general education (showing greater orientation to University). This
information allows us to know if the students and their parents have chosen their
orientation in an exogenous way, just influenced by their vital preferences, or, on
the contrary, if the educational system tries to guide the best or the worst students
towards a specific option, with the consequent equity problems that it could arise.
In this sense it would be useful for future waves of the PISA report to indicate at
which specific age each student chose her educational track.

The educative inputs
Student’s socioeconomic background

The PISA report collects information about the student’s socioeconomic
background. It gathers information about variables related to parents, such as their
studies (MISCED, FISCED, HISCED, PARED), their income and their labor status
(BMMJ, BFMJ, BSMJ, HISEI, MSECATEG, FSECATEG, HSECATEG), and to
wealth and possesions (CULTPOSS, HEDRES, HOMEPOS, WEALTH). This
information is conveniently grouped in an index known as Economic, Social and
Cultural Status (ESCS). This index is obtained from HISCED, HISEI y
HOMEPOS and, in our opinion, it seems to properly proxy familiar status.

Moreover, there are control variables that offer additional information on the
student and her familiar background. Two meaningful variables in PISA 2006 are
INMIG and LANGN. They inform about the student’s origin and the mother
tongue used at home, although in many cases is not possible to identify both the
specific country and language. Other relevant variables in PISA 2000, like
FASTRUM (familiar structure), which is also present in PISA 2003, NSIB
(number of siblings) and BRTHORD (birth order) are not collected in PISA 2006
anymore. We believe that this information should be included again since it can be
useful for the purposes of identifying students with a potential high risk of school
failure. Another important control variable is the student’s month of birth because
it may influence students’ results at that age [Sprietsma, 2010].

Variables related to the school resources

One of the main problems in the different PISA waves is the lack of objective
variables related to the school resources except for the RATCOMP (Ratio of
computers to school size) and STRATIO (Ratio of students to teachers) variables.
Regarding the ratio between students and teachers, this variable is usually
introduced into the efficiency analyses as an input, assuming that smaller groups
would lead to improvements in performance. However, in the literature on the
Economics of Education does not provide a clear answer regarding what is the
optimal class size in terms of facilitating the learning process. Similarly, previous
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research is inconclusive regarding what is the maximum number of students that
can receive education in a classroom without detrimental effects on learning. In
fact, the effect of the number of students on learning is a highly controversial issue
(Hanushek, 1986, 1997, 2003; Krueger, 1999; Hoxby, 2000, Rivkin et al., 2005).

More precise objective indicators are therefore required in order to finding out
the influence of the school on the educational results. The three PISA waves offer
information about the quality of the educative resources which are assigned to the
instruction (SCMATEDU), but this variable is constructed on the basis of the
school principals’ perception and not on objective tests. Another interesting
variable, that has similar problems, is SCMATBUI (educative infrastructure),
which is present in the two first PISA waves (2000 and 2003). Apart from these
variables, it would be very useful to report budgetary information of the schools.
Knowing the total budget of each school, which part of the budget is allocated to
teaching and non-teaching staff, and current and investment expenditure, would
provide very valuable information.

Peer group effect

The existence of non-controllable inputs results in an attribution problem. Thus, the
effects of variables that are out of the school’s control should be discounted in
order to appropriately evaluate its performance, taking into account only those
inputs that the school can manage. If those non-controllable inputs are not
discounted, the schools showing worse conditions regarding these factors could
appear as being inefficient units even if they efficiently manage the inputs under
their control. As a consequence, it does not make much sense to publish rankings
of different schools on students’ performance if this information is not related to
what kind of students attend to each school. On the other hand, if schools can select
in some way the kind of students, so this variable would not be completely
exogenous, some cream skimming effect could happen.

In this sense, data from PISA allow to extract information related to the effect
that the schoolmates have on other students. To this end, the average level of the
ESCS variable or the percentage of immigrant students could be used. Another
variable providing information on this aspect was school disciplinary climate
(DISCLIMA in PISA 2000) or disciplinary climate in math lessons (DISCLIM in
PISA 2003); this variable disappeared in PISA 2006 and, from our point of view, it
should be included again.

SOME RESULTS ABOUT THE EDUCATIVE EFFICIENCY OBTAINED
WITH PISA DATA

Since the publication of the PISA reports many different papers have been
published measuring efficiency using both parametric and non-parametric methods.
Table 2 offers a compilation of some of these studies, summarizing the technique
adopted for doing the efficiency analysis, the scope of the study, the variables used
therein and the main obtained results.
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As shown in Table 2, most of the works analyzing educational efficiency with
PISA data use the non-parametric approach (DEA and FDH) instead of the
parametric one. This choice may be mainly due to the ignorance about the
mathematical form of the education production function and to the consequent
difficulty for choosing a parametric specification for the production frontier. In
spite of this limitation, some empirical works [e.g. Perelman and Santin, 2008] use
a parametric approximation with very flexible functional forms, such as the
translog, which allows to exploit the advantages of the parametric approach
without making very strong assumptions regarding the functional form.

Secondly, most empirical studies use aggregate data with, the country or the
school being the preferred unit of analysis. Working with aggregate data have the
advantage of offering less difficulties from a computational point of view and the
results may also be more attractive for policy makers and institutions in charge of
the design of educational policies. However, we think that as PISA database
becomes more widely known, we shall see many more analyses at the student
level, which will offer more and better information to policy makers.

Lastly, it is worth remarking that some of the works reported in Table 2 do not
use the plausible values of the different objective tests for carrying out the
analyses. Instead, they sometimes use an average of the three tests. This wrong use
of the data would highlight that a more detailed knowledge of the PISA data is
essential for increasing the results reliability. Moreover, the use of the plausible
values when non-parametric methods are adopted offers the additional advantage
of generating confidence intervals for the measures obtained.

CONCLUSIONS

The evaluation of educational efficiency provides several benefits for the different
agents working in the field of education. First, it helps to define and clarify
educational goals and provide information on schools’ performance, allowing one
to know if the required efficiency is achieved, It also allows to know whether
available resources are used in an optimal way. Secondly, it provides useful
information for parents, taxpayers and policy makers. Thirdly, it can induce greater
coordination among different agencies and administrations in charge of the
education policy. And lastly, it facilitates yardstick competition between students
and schools, learning about best practices and pedagogical or management
methods. At the same time it allows to carry out benchmarking with respect to the
best performers.

In this context, the PISA report constitutes a very valuable source of information
for the analyses of educational efficiency. Although the survey design may not be
the most appropriate for the purposes of efficiency measurement, or for performing
international comparisons regarding the efficiency of different education systems’,
there is no doubt that it provides very useful information for evaluating educational
policies. In this sense, some modifications and the incorporation of new variables
in the survey could contribute to improve the analyses.

In addition, we would like to point out that when schools are used as the units of
analysis, two problems that may determine the results and that should be further
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analyzed, arise. First, when aggregated data at the school level are used, and given
that this aggregation bases on 15 years old students, we evaluate schools, and even
the country performance, taking into account the results of only this group of
students. Secondly, the mean score in the different PISA tests is usually considered
as an output, but two education institutions may have a similar average result but
very different distributions. Hence, it would be useful to introduce into the analyses
some information about the standard deviation or the percentage of students who
do not reach a specific level. In this sense, several concepts such as the stochastic
dominance or the level distribution could offer very valuable information about the
schools performance, although it is not clear how these variables could join the
efficiency analyses.

Finally, we would like to highlight the analytic advantages that would be
derived from having a longitudinal database where students were surveyed in two
different moments (for instance at ten and fifteen years old). This information
would allow us to consider as an output the value added generated by any school.
Moreover, a database of this type could offer the possibility of carrying out quasi-
experimental design analyses on different education policies, which would in turn
allow in mid-term to select the most successful ones for different groups of
students.

NOTES

' See for example Hanushek and Kimko (2000) or Barro (2001

For example, Bishop and Woessmann (2004) and Woessmann (2003) used educational production
functions for considering the effects of family environment and educative resources on the students’
academic results.

Nevertheless, the impact of many of these traditional limitations has been reduced with recent
methodological developments of the technique. See, for example, Wilson (1995), Pedraja et al.
(1997) and Simar and Wilson (2000).

To obtain more information about the TIMSS and PIRLS studies, see the following website:
http://timss.bc.edu
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Table 2. Empirical studies which analyze the educational efficiency with the PISA database

AUTHORS SAMPLE METODOLOGY INPUTS, OUTPUTS, CONTROLS MAIN FINDINGS
Wilson (2005) 5,528 DEA 4 inputs: home educational resources, family wealth, full- Emphasis is placed on tran-
observations, time teachers and proportion of certified teachers. sitioning countries in the former Soviet
schools in 40 3 outputs: test scores, grade level attainment and number ~ Union. Results show that many schools
countries from of students in each school operate under regions of the production
PISA 2000 frontier where returns to scale are
decreasing.
Afonso and St. 18 countries FDH and DEA 2 inputs: hours per year in school and teachers per student. Finland, Japan, Sweden and Korea are the
Aubyn (2005) from PISA 1 output: average from the three test scores. most efficient countries.
2000
2 inputs: hours per year in school and teachers per student. After introducing the controls, Portugal,
Afonso and St. DEA + Tobit 1 outputs: average from the three test scores. Australia, Korea and Hungary are the most

Aubyn (2006)

Perelman and Santin
(2008)

Sutherland, Price,
Joumard and Nicq
(2007)

25 countries
from PISA
2003

6,997 Spanish
students from
PISA 2003

regression (controls)

Parametric distance
functions (translog)
with an instrumental
variable approach for
public-private voucher
ownership.

DEA and stochastic

Controls: Parent education and GDP per capita, PPP

(USD), public to total expenditure ratio.

8 inputs:
Background: ESCS, Late at school

School: SCMATEDU, SCMATBUIL SCHAUTON, Class-

size
Peer: DISCLIM, Mean school ESCS

Controls: Gender, console, native, preschool, family,

school type.

SFA
Background: ESCS, language background

School: STRATIO, computer availability, cross products

between school variables.

frontier analysis (SFA) DEA

2 inputs: socioeconomic background, expenditure per

efficient countries.

Once educational inputs and potential
school choice endogeneity are taken into
account, there are not differences between
students’ efficiency levels across public and
private-voucher schools.

Holding resources constant,

PISA scores could be boosted by an
average of 5% for OECD countries. In
Mexico, efficiency is high but PISA scores
are low. Decisions about the amount of
resources devoted to education need to be
made not only in terms of efficiency.
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Sutherland and
Price (2007)

Badescu (2007)

De Jorge and Santin
(2010)

28 countries

from PISA
2003
30 countries DEA and SFA
from PISA
2003
FDH and DEA

16 European
countries form

PISA 2003
DEA + regression +
ANOVA (school as

87,974 factor)

European

Union students

from PISA

2003

student.

2 outputs: average from the four test scores and equity

objective

SFA
Background: ESCS, language background

School: STRATIO, computer availability, school
autonomy, ownership teacher qualifications, school size

DEA

2 inputs: socioeconomic background, teachers per 100

students.

2 outputs: average from the four test scores and, equity

objective (homogeneity of PISA scores).

Inputs: average teaching hours, teachers per 100

students, adult attainment.
Output: reading score, equity objective.

Inputs: ESCS, average ESCS by school, SCMATEDU,

SCMATBUL

Output: plausible values in mathematics, reading and

science.

Controls: EU countries, repeater, immigration status,
class-size, disciplinary climate, ownership, family
structure, disciplinary climate in math lessons

Greater decision-making autonomy at the
school-level tends to be

associated with higher levels of efficiency.
Small school size and residence-based
selection tend to be associated with greater
inefficiency.

The Czech Republic is a

good education performer,

Finland is the best performer in
compulsory education and does not spend
too many resources whereas Sweden is
also a good performer but spend
comparatively more.

First-generation immigrants or those who
repeat some academic year are more
inefficient. Finland, Sweden, Poland,
Ireland and Belgium have the most
efficient educational systems, while
Greece, Slovakia and Spain are the worst.
More than a half of inefficiency is
explained by school differences in the
Netherlands and Austria.
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SECTION 1V

PISA AND THE IMMIGRANT STUDENT QUESTION



AILEEN EDELE AND PETRA STANAT

PISA’S POTENTIAL FOR ANALYSES OF IMMIGRANT
STUDENTS’ EDUCATIONAL SUCCESS

The German Case

INTRODUCTION

Migration is a universal reality. The United Nations estimated that, in 2010,
approximately every tenth person living in the more developed regions of the
world was born in another country (United Nations Department of Economic and
Social Affairs [UN DESA], 2009). Accordingly, the integration of immigrants and
their descendants is of considerable concern worldwide. School systems play a
central role in the integration process. They are in charge of developing knowledge
and skills relevant for participation in the receiving countries’ economic and socio-
political systems, they grant school leaving certificates channelling career options,
and they help to transmit norms and values relevant for social cohesion.

Immigrant students' lag behind their peers from native families in terms of
achievement and school success in many countries. In Germany, for instance,
students from immigrant families are much more likely to quit school without a
school leaving certificate and much less likely to reach the general qualification for
university admission (“Abitur”’) than students from native families (Statistisches
Bundesamt, 2010). For a long time, the conditions of these disparities were poorly
understood. Large-scale assessment studies on student achievement, such as PISA,
have advanced our understanding of immigrant students’ educational disadvantage
considerably. The present article illustrates this for the German case. We start by
describing what was known about the situation of immigrant students in the
German school system before PISA. Subsequently, we discuss how the study
improved our understanding of this situation. The final section of the article
addresses the types of questions PISA cannot answer. As a monitoring device,
studies like PISA are powerful tools for identifying strengths and weaknesses of
school systems and possible target points for interventions. However, it is impossible
to infer what measures should be taken to remedy the problems identified by the data.

THE STATE OF KNOWLEDGE BEFORE PISA

Before PISA and other international large-scale assessment studies such as TIMMS
(Third International Mathematics and Science Study) or PIRLS (Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study) were carried out, little was known about the
outcomes of the German school system in general, and about the situation of
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immigrant students in particular. Prior to these studies, analyses exploring the
situation of immigrant students had to rely on data bases with limited potential in
this regard. Until 2005, the official statistics (Microcensus) only recorded respondents’
nationality, so that it was impossible to identify naturalized immigrants (Statistisches
Bundesamt, 2006). Similarly, the German Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP),
which was introduced in 1984, failed to collect comprehensive information on the
migration background of its participants for a long time. Before 2001, immigrants
born in Germany and possessing German citizenship could not be identified
reliably in the data set (Lohmann, Spiel, Groh-Samberg & Schupp, 2008).
Moreover, although the SOEP oversampled immigrants from five countries from
its start in 1984 and, in 1994, added a sample of immigrants who had migrated to
Germany after 1984, immigrants from other countries as well as recent migrants
are not sufficiently represented in the data set. In addition, the SOEP focuses on
households as sampling units and the sample sizes of children and adolescents
living in these households within each cohort are too small for in-depth analyses

Even more importantly, none of the data sets available in Germany before large-
scale assessment studies were carried out contained information on students’ levels
of achievement. In order to explore determinants of disparities in educational
success between immigrant students and students without an immigrant background,
however, such information is essential. Moreover, international comparisons of
disparities in school success need to be based on achievement data. As school leaving
certificates vary across countries, it is difficult to compare them internationally.

PISA provides representative data on students’ achievement levels in reading,
mathematics, and science for a large number of countries. The study also collects
background information related to migration, such as students’ age at the time they
moved to the receiving country, the first language they learned as a child, and the
languages they speak at home. In addition, the assessments include measures of
students’ school-related motivation, attitudes, and aspirations. The assessment
design makes it possible to compare the magnitude of disparities between
immigrant students and students from native families internationally and to explore
the relative role of potential determinants of immigrant students’ achievement
within and — to a more limited extent — between countries.

In the following section we first describe what Germany has learned from PISA
about the size and composition of immigrant student groups in secondary schools.
After a short summary of the knowledge we have gained about the determinants
of these students’ disadvantages in terms of track attendance, the section presents
findings on potential causes of achievement differences between students from
immigrant families and students from native families at different levels of analysis.

PISA’S POTENTIAL: WHAT WE HAVE LEARNED FROM PISA ABOUT
IMMIGRANT STUDENTS’ EDUCATIONAL DISADVANTAGES

Immigrant students in Germany
At present, approximately one fifth of the population in Germany has an

immigration background (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2010). Germany’s immigrant
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population is composed of four major groups and their descendants: the so-called
Guest Workers, who were recruited by the German government from the 1950s to
the 1970s in Southern and South-Eastern Europe to overcome the shortage of
labour; asylum seekers and refugees, who mostly entered the country before the
asylum laws became more restrictive in 1993; ethnic Germans, who came from the
former Soviet Union and Eastern European countries (Aussiedler); and immigrants
from European Union (EU) countries, who are allowed to settle in Germany due to
the right of free movement of EU citizens within the EU. The Guest Workers as
well as asylum seekers and refugees were initially expected to return to their
countries after a temporary stay in Germany. Yet, many of these immigrants
continued to reside in Germany and brought their family members to join them.
For the Aussiedler, in contrast, permanent residence was intended from the start.
Unlike members of other immigrant groups, they were automatically granted
German citizenship and various measures were taken to support their integration.

The fact that Germany is an immigration country was denied for a long time. To
some extent, this was possible because the actual number of immigrants living in
the country was unknown. As pointed out above, the Microcensus used to define
immigrants strictly on grounds of their citizenship rather than on the basis of their
migration history (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2006). As a result, a large proportion
of immigrants remained invisible. Aussiedler and their descendants, who are
automatically granted German citizenship, as well as other naturalized immigrants
and their children could not be identified in the data. Similarly, the school statistics
distinguished between students with German citizenship and students holding the
citizenship of another country (referred to as “foreign students” in the remainder of
this article). In 2000, the Microcensus reported a proportion of 8 per cent foreign
students in German schools (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2001).

The PISA study established a more comprehensive indicator of immigration
background by recording students’ and their parents’ countries of birth. Based on
these data, the study revealed a much higher proportion of immigrant students
attending German schools than the official statistics. In the first PISA cycle,
Baumert and Schiimer (2001) found that 22% of 15-year-old students in Germany
had at least one foreign-born parent. This number was largely confirmed in the
more recent PISA assessments. For instance, PISA 2006 reported a proportion of
19% immigrant students (Walter & Taskinen, 2007).

The Microcensus survey subsequently adapted the questions it uses to capture
respondents’ immigration background. Since 2005, it identifies immigrants on the
basis of their own, their parents’, and their grandparents’ country of birth,
independent of citizenship (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2009). The survey showed
that, in 2009, 32 per cent of the population in Germany under 15 years of age had
an immigration background (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2010).

Partly due to the relatively high numbers of immigrants revealed by PISA and
subsequently the Microcensus, it became more difficult to uphold the claim that
Germany is not an immigration country. As a result, public debate has shifted to
the question of integration, asking how well integrated immigrants are in Germany
and what should be done to improve their integration. Despite this shift in focus,
the discussions continue to be controversial and heated.
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Determinants of disparities in track attendance

It was evident long before PISA that foreign students were considerably less
successful in terms of track attendance and school-leaving certificates than students
with German citizenship. In the school year 2000/2001, for instance, only 14 per
cent of the foreign students living in Germany attended the highest track
(Gymnasium) of the tripartite secondary school system in comparison to 32 per
cent of the German students. Approximately 44 per cent of the foreign students, in
contrast, visited the lowest secondary school track (Hauptschule) while only 19 per
cent of the Germans attended this track. Every fifth foreign student but only every
tenth German student left the school system without a school leaving certificate in
the year 2000 (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2001).

Analyses of the Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) data revealed some factors that
partly explain these disparities between students from immigrant families and
students from native families. In addition to the socio-economic status of the
families, the educational level of the parents, and their duration of stay in
Germany, the intention to return to the country of origin as well as cultural
orientations emerged as important factors predicting immigrant students’ track
attendance (Diefenbach, 2002). However, because the SOEP does not include
achievement data, the claim that tracks attendance differences may also be due to
discrimination, with immigrant students having a lower chance of attending the
highest tracks even when their achievement levels are comparable to those of
German students (Gomolla & Radtke, 2002), could not be explored.

Based on data of the first PISA cycle, Baumert and Schiimer (2001) showed that
15-year-old students whose parents were both born in Germany had a 4.4 times
higher chance of attending the academic track (Gymnasium) than did immigrant
students whose parents were both born abroad. In line with analyses of the SOEP
data, these disparities could partly be explained by the lower socio-economic status
of the immigrant families. Yet, when adolescents with the same socio-economic
background were compared, students from native families were still 2.7 times more
likely to attend the Gymnasium than their peers from immigrant families. Comparing
students with the same level of reading achievement in German, however, did not
reveal any significant differences between immigrant students and adolescents
from native families in their chances of attending a Gymnasium (see also Walter &
Taskinen, 2007). This pattern of findings suggests that immigrant students’
disadvantages in track attendance are primarily due to their disadvantages in
achievement, and it thus contradicts the idea that secondary school track decisions
are systematically biased against immigrant students (e.g., Gomolla & Radtke, 2002).

Subsequent longitudinal studies clearly confirm this conclusion. A study conducted
by the Max Planck Institute for Human Development examined a representative
sample of elementary school students at the transition from elementary school to
secondary school in Germany (Maaz, Baumert, Gresch & McElvany, 2010). Using
data from this study, Gresch and Becker (2010) compared the chances of making
the transition to the highest secondary school track (Gymnasium) for students from
the two largest immigrant groups in Germany (children of Turkish descent and
Aussiedler) and students from native families. As expected, they found that
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children from both immigrant groups had lower chances of entering the Gymnasium
than their peers from native families. This disparity could be accounted for by the
lower socio-economic status of the immigrant families. Given the same socio-
economic status, immigrant children’s transitions did not significantly differ from
their non-immigrant peers. When the students’ achievement levels were additionally
taken into account, the effect was even reversed. Given the same level of
achievement, children from families of Turkish descent had a higher chance of
attending the Gymnasium than students from native families (OR? = 3.35, p < .05).
For students with an Aussiedler background, the effect tended into the same
direction but failed to reach significance (OR =1.32, n.s.). When socio-economic
status, achievement level, and the school’s recommendation for future track attendance
were simultaneously taken into account, both immigrant groups had significantly
higher chances of attending a Gymnasium (OR = 4.83, p < .05 for students from
Turkish families; OR = 2.38, p < .05 for students from Aussiedler families).

This pattern of results thus corroborates that immigrant students’ underrepresen-
tation in higher school tracks can be explained by their disadvantages in socio-
economic status and achievement rather than biased track decisions (see also
Kristen & Dollmann, 2009; Miiller & Stanat, 2006). However, it certainly is
possible that immigrant students are systematically disadvantaged at the level of
instruction. Teachers tend to adapt their instruction to the average achievement
level of the class (Hattie, 2001). In addition to students’ actual achievement level,
stereotypes may influence their instruction (Walter & Stanat, 2008). There is some
indication that negative stereotypes about Turkish immigrants exist in Germany
(Schofield, 2006). As social psychological research has shown, such schematic
views of groups can influence behaviour even in persons who do not actually
believe that the stereotypes are true (e.g., Nelson, 2002). Teachers may, for
example, have lower expectations for students of Turkish descent, which, in turn,
might affect what they demand from these students in daily instruction. This could
result in reduced learning outcomes and, consequently, lower these students'
chances of making the transition to the higher tracks. The extent to which this is in
fact the case, however, has yet to be explored.

Determinants of immigrant students’ disadvantages in achievement

In order to examine the conditions of immigrant students’ disadvantages in
achievement systematically, multiple levels of analysis need to be taken into
account. To organize the analyses, it is helpful to draw on a conceptual framework
that differentiates between distal and proximal factors determining school-related
competence development (Stanat, 2006a). The framework conceptualizes the
developing individual as embedded in several interacting layers of his or her
environment (see figure 1). Ultimately based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological
model of human development, it was developed by an OECD task force on
teaching and learning (cf. Baumert, Blum & Neubrand, 2004). In this article, we
will focus on four of the layers included in the model: the national/societal level,
the school level, the individual student level, and the level of teaching and learning.
For the first three layers, we will present analyses of the PISA data on determinants
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of immigrant student success. For the teaching and learning layer, we will
demonstrate that other study designs than international student achievement studies
such as PISA are more informative.

Teaching
Learning
Socialization
Development

Teacher
Level

Student
Level

Classroom Level

School Level
Community Level
School Type Level

System Level

National/Societal Level

Figure 1. Levels of analyses exploring disparities between students from immigrant families
and students from native families.

National/Societal level. Past PISA studies demonstrated that, in most countries,
immigrant students reached lower levels of reading literacy than students from
native families. At the same time, the disparities varied considerably between
countries, with the gap being particularly large in Germany (Baumert & Schiimer,
2001; OECD, 2007; Stanat & Christensen, 2006). The PISA metric is calibrated
such that the mean across participating OECD countries is 500 points with a
standard deviation of 100 points. In PISA 2006, first generation immigrant students
(both student and parents born in another country) in Germany lagged 70 points
behind their native peers in reading, and second generation immigrant students
(student born in Germany, parents born in another country) reached 83 points less
than students from native families4 (OECD, 2007). The performance gap across all
OECD countries amounted to 52 points for the first generation and 42 points for
the second generation of immigrants. In some countries, especially in traditional
immigration countries, the disadvantages were considerably smaller or non-existing.
In Australia, for instance, first generation immigrant students reached exactly the
same average scores as native students and second generation immigrant students
scored even 7 points higher than students from native families. First generation
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immigrant students in Canada reached only 19 points less than their native peers,
while the second generation scored exactly the same as students without an
immigrant background.

It is sometimes assumed that the international variations in performance gaps
between immigrant students and students from native families are due to differences
in integration policies and practices. These arguments frequently fail to take into
account that countries also differ in terms of their immigration policies and
practices, which are likely to affect the integration process considerably. Immigration
policies determine the composition of immigrant populations by defining who is
allowed to move to a given country for what reasons and for how long. Bourhis
and colleagues stress the interdependence of immigration and integration policies
(Bourhis, Moise, Perreault & Senécal, 1997). According to these authors, immigration
policies and practices shape the context in which the integration and acculturation
of immigrant populations take place.

Immigration policies differ considerably between countries. Traditional
immigration countries, such as Canada or Australia, base immigration decisions on
indicators of qualifications immigrants will bring to the labour market. Canada, for
instance, has a highly restrictive immigration policy and admits immigrants based
on a system assigning points to such characteristics as level of education and
English language proficiency. Immigrants are only admitted if they reach a
specified number of points. In Germany and other central European countries, by
contrast, no comparable systems are in place. In fact, many immigrants in Germany
are unskilled workers who were recruited as Guest Workers to carry out physically
demanding work in industry, such as assembly line production, requiring low
qualification levels. As a consequence, the immigrant populations in different
countries vary considerably in terms of resources crucial for successful participation
in the labour market and in the educational system.

Although it is impossible to separate clearly the effects of immigration policies
from the effects of integration policies within a country, PISA can give some
indication of their relative importance. The extent to which immigrant populations
differ in terms of relevant resources can be estimated based on their socio-
economic background and level of education. Especially for the first generation of
immigrants, these indicators should to a large degree reflect the position of the
families at the time they entered the receiving country. The reduction in disparities
between immigrant students and students from native families that results after
statistically controlling for these factors can be attributed to the composition of
immigrant populations which, in turn, is at least partly determined by immigration
policies and practices.’

Using data from PISA 2006, Figure 2 shows the results of regression analyses
with the language spoken at home as the predictor and reading literacy as the
outcome. The dark bars depict the size of the achievement gap between students
speaking another language at home and students speaking the test language at
home. The differences vary considerably between countries, with nearly 110 points
on the PISA scale in Belgium and only 16 points in Australia. After controlling
for the socio-economic status and educational background of the families, the
disparities are reduced. As the shaded bars show, however, the gap between the
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groups continues to be substantial in some countries. This suggests that the
international variations in disparities between immigrant students and students
without an immigrant background cannot be fully attributed to countries’
immigration policies and, hence, the composition of their immigrant populations.
Integration policies and practices are likely to play a role as well. For example,
countries differ in the approaches they employ to support second language
acquisition for immigrant students (Stanat & Christensen, 2006). However -
because school systems vary with regard to a large number of confounded factors -
to what extent these and other practices related to integration explain the relative
achievement levels of immigrant students is difficult to determine.

School level. In addition to features of the national/societal and system levels,
school level factors influence student achievement as well. It can be expected that
some schools are more successful than others in facilitating immigrant students’
educational success. One aspect of the school context that research has explored
systematically is the composition of the student body.

Theoretical frameworks of integration and acculturation describe these processes
along two dimensions: integration into the majority community and integration into
the ethnic community within the receiving country (Berry, 1980; Esser, 2006). A
situation in which immigrants are not integrated into the majority community but
well integrated into their ethnic community is referred to as segregation. At the
residential and school levels, a high concentration of immigrants of the same origin
and a low proportion of persons without an immigrant background is often used as
an indicator. Esser (2001, 2006) proposes that such a pattern impedes social
integration and school success of immigrants, as segregated environments are
associated with fewer opportunities and reduced motivation for the acquisition
of the majority language. This, in turn, is expected to hinder school-related
competence development.

Based on German data from the PISA 2000 study, Stanat (2006b) explored the
extent to which the proportion of immigrant students not speaking German at home
influences student achievement over and above the effects associated with family
background characteristics (factors controlled for at the individual level: socio-
economic status, parental level of education, material possessions, cultural
resources, cultural activities, communicative practices, home language, and age at
migration). In addition, students’ basic cognitive abilities were controlled as a
proxy for their prior knowledge at the time they entered the respective school® (see
also Baumert, Stanat & Watermann, 2006).Results of multi-level analyses initially
seemed to support the hypothesis that a higher proportion of immigrant students
speaking another language than the language of instruction at home is negatively
related to competence development: reading achievement tended to be lower in
schools with higher proportions of students whose home language is not German.
The size of this effect was small, however. A one per cent increase in the
proportion of students not speaking German at home was associated with a
decrease in achievement of only half a point on the PISA scale. Even more
importantly, further analyses indicated that the effect was not specifically tied to
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Figure 2. Regression coefficients from analyses with language spoken at home as the
predictor (0=another language spoken at home, 1=test language spoken at home) and
reading literacy as the criterion (PIS4 2006).

the linguistic composition of the student body. In Germany, immigrant status and
social status are typically confounded, such that the student body in schools with
high proportions of immigrant students also tends to be socially disadvantaged.
Controlling for the mean socio-economic status of students’ families as an
indicator for the social composition of the school reduced the effect of linguistic
composition considerably. The social composition effect was significant indicating
that, all other things equal, students tend to reach lower levels of achievement in
schools with higher proportions of students from families with low socio-economic
status (see also Bryk, Lee & Holland, 1993; Coleman, 1966; Sammons, Thomas &
Mortimore, 1997; Zimmer & Toma, 2000). Further controlling for mean cognitive
ability at the school level reduced both the linguistic and the social composition
effects, such that they were no longer significant. The effect of the cognitive
composition of the class, in contrast, was large. This suggests that the average level
of prior knowledge within a school mediates the effects associated with the
proportion of students not speaking German at home and the proportion of students
from socially disadvantaged families.

According to Esser’s (2006) argument, it should be especially detrimental for
competence development of immigrants if students with the same linguistic
background attend the same school. To explore this assumption, Walter and Stanat
(2008) examined whether the proportion of students from particular immigrant
groups in schools exerts an independent effect on students’ reading achievement
over and above family background factors controlled for at the individual level and
the attended school type controlled for at the school level. No independent effect of
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the proportion of students whose parents were born in the former Soviet Union was
found. However, a negative effect of the proportion of students of Turkish descent
emerged. Further controlling for the proportion of students speaking Turkish at
home did not reduce this effect. This finding contradicts Esser’s assumption that
composition effects occur when immigrant students within a school or class share
the same language background. After the mean socio-economic status and
cognitive abilities within schools were also taken into account, the proportion of
students of Turkish descent still had a significant effect on achievement, but only if
it reached or exceeded 40 per cent.

Apart from the composition effect associated with high proportions of students
from Turkish families, Stanat, Schwippert and Grohlich (2010) largely confirmed
these findings based on data from a large-scale longitudinal study which was
carried out in Hamburg (Bos, et al., 2007). The unit of analysis in this investigation
was the classroom. In the analysis, the authors also examined the impact of the
proportion of immigrant students in classrooms on the development of reading
competence. Reading competence was assessed at the end of grade four and again
at the beginning of grade seven. In Hamburg, students change school after grade
four as they transit from the comprehensive elementary school to the tracked
system of secondary school. Thus, the study included an assessment of reading
competence shortly before students entered the school in which they were tested
again in grade seven. Results of multi-level analyses, controlling for prior
achievement and family background factors at the student level (migration status,
family language, socio-economic background, parents’ level of education, material
possessions, cultural resources, and cultural activities), showed that the proportion
of students in a classroom speaking another language than German at home as well
as the proportion of students having at least one foreign-born parent exerted
negative effects on reading achievement. When these two composition effects were
included in the analysis simultaneously, only the effect of the linguistic composition
was significant. This finding seemed to confirm the language-related mechanisms
proposed by Esser in predicting composition effects. However, the impact of the
proportion of students not speaking German at home was considerably reduced
when the families’ socio-economic status at the class level was taken into account
as well. After the average level of students’ prior reading achievement in classrooms
was also controlled, the linguistic composition effect was no longer significant.
The size of the socio-economic composition effect decreased considerably as well,
yet it continued to be significant.

To examine the assumption that the effect of linguistic composition should be
most pronounced when immigrant students in a school share the same first
language, the analyses were repeated focusing on the proportion of Turkish-
speaking students. The same pattern of results emerged: no linguistic composition
effects occurred after the socio-economic composition of the class and students’
mean prior level of reading achievement were controlled.

Taken together, there is little evidence for the assumption that high proportions
of immigrant students, students not speaking the language of instruction at home,
or immigrant students speaking a particular language at home affect student
achievement above and beyond the effects of social composition and average prior

194



PISA’S POTENTIAL FOR ANALYSES OF IMMIGRANT STUDENTS’ EDUCATIONAL SUCCESS

achievement of the student body. Analyses of the PISA data and subsequent
longitudinal analyses confirming the findings thus helped to qualify an assumption
that is frequently made by educational research, educational policy and practice as
well as by the general public.

Individual level: Family background and language spoken at home. The PISA data
also allow for analyses exploring different individual and family-level explanations
for immigrant students’ disadvantages in competence development. PISA
identified pronounced achievement disparities between immigrant students and
students from native families (Baumert & Schiimer, 2001). In the first PISA cycle,
students whose parents were both born abroad scored more than two thirds of a
standard deviation (73 points) below students whose parents were both born in
Germany on the reading literacy scale. This disparity is equivalent to the learning
development of approximately almost two school years. Controlling for the socio-
economic status of their families and the students’ duration of stay in Germany
reduced the difference to 33 points, which still amounts to about one year of
competence development. Only after the language spoken at home was also taken
into account did the disparities between immigrant students and their native-
language peers vanish. Thus, the family language seems to be an important
determinant of immigrant students’ disadvantage in achievement.

The results from more recent PISA cycles confirmed and further qualified these
findings. Due to a national extension involving an oversampling of immigrant
students, the German PISA 2003 data allow for analyses distinguishing between
different immigrant groups. Walter, Stanat and Segeritz (in press) differentiated
immigrants according to their country of origin (former Soviet Union, Turkey,
Poland, former Yugoslavia, and Italy) and generation status (first generation
immigrant students and second generation immigrant students). Regression analyses
of the data revealed significant disadvantages in reading achievement’ for almost all
immigrant students, the only exception being second generation immigrant students
whose families came from the former Soviet Union or Poland (see table 1, model I).
The disadvantages were especially pronounced for immigrant students whose
families had emigrated from Turkey, the former Yugoslavia, or Italy.

Comparisons of first generation and second generation immigrant students
revealed very different patterns for the five immigrant groups. For students whose
families emigrated from the former Soviet Union and the former Yugoslavia, the
achievement gaps were considerably smaller in the second generation of immigrants
than in the first generation. This indicates that structural assimilation processes in
educational outcomes occurred (Alba & Nee, 2003; Esser, 2001 and 2006). For
students whose families came from Turkey or Italy, in contrast, the achievement gap
continues to be large in the second immigrant generation. These findings could
potentially reflect segmented assimilation processes (Segeritz, Walter & Stanat,
2010). Unlike classical assimilation theory (e.g. Gordon, 1964) and new assimilation
theory (e.g. Alba & Nee, 2003), which assume that immigrants continually adapt to
the mainstream society of the receiving society over the course of generations, the
theory of segmented assimilation (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Zhou, 1997) suggests
that assimilation can occur into different segments of receiving societies. One path —
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the so-called downward assimilation — leads to socially disadvantaged segments.
According to this view, then, ethnic disparities between immigrants and members of
the mainstream receiving society will not necessarily vanish over time but may also
consolidate. The stagnation of some immigrant groups in Germany might reflect such
a downward assimilation process. To determine whether this is in fact the case,
however, would require data on third immigrant generation students which are not
yet available in sufficient amounts.

In the attempt to identify determinants of disparities between immigrant students
and students from native families, Walter, Stanat and Segeritz (in press) included
various individual background variables into a series of regression models (see
table 1).

Table 1. Results of regression analyses predicting students' reading achievement

PISA 2003)

Model I Model 11 Model IIT Model IV

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)
Constant 519 (D) 519 @9 515 @9 528 2)
Second generation
Former Soviet Union 14 (15) 14 (15) 15 (16) 14 a7
Turkey -109 @) -90 ) -52 ) -50 (8)
Poland -6 (1) 9 (A 0 (1) -1 (10)
Former Yugoslavia -70 s -48 (17) -19 (15 -18 (16)
Italy -110 (14 -91 (13) -49 (13) -49 (14
First generation
Former Soviet Union -57% @ 42 @ -9 5) -10 %)
Turkey 124 (1) 98 (11) 49 (12) -47 (12)
Poland -21 ®) -7 ®) 14 @) 14 (7)
Former Yugoslavia 112 (13) -8 (13) -39 (14) -54 (14
Italy -107  (25) -81 (23) -36 (24 43 (23)
Family language not
German -35 %) -34 %) -34 5)
Socio-economic status' 26 1) 22 (€8]
Parents’ level of
education? 10 1) 8 8
Cultural possessions 13 (1)
Material possessions 3 (1)
Number of children in
family -5 (1)
R? 0.075 0.079 0.179 0.196

Note. Adapted from Walter, Stanat & Segeritz (in press).

': HISEI, z-standardized. % in years of education.  significantly different from
adolescents of the second immigrant generation (p < .05).

Coefficients significantly different from zero are in bold type (p <.05).
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For the whole chapter: house style on T for table? Confirming results from the
first PISA cycle, the language spoken at home emerged as a powerful predictor of
reading achievement (model II). After the language spoken at home was controlled,
the achievement disadvantages associated with an immigration background were
reduced for 14 to 26 points on the PISA reading scale for all immigrant groups
except for second generation students from the former Soviet Union and Poland.
The introduction of families’ socio-economic status and parents’ level of education
decreased the effects of students’ immigrant background substantially (model III).
Further taking cultural possessions, material possessions, and the number of
children in the family into account did not add much to the explanation of the
disparities observed between immigrant students and students from native families
(model IV). When all background variables were considered simultaneously, the
language spoken at home was the strongest single predictor of immigrant students’
reading achievement. Again, this finding indicates that the learning opportunities
for acquiring the language of instruction are crucial for the emergence of
disadvantages associated with an immigration background (Stanat, 2008),
suggesting that schools and other educational institutions need to strengthen their
efforts aimed at developing students’ proficiency in German as a second language
(see below).

Individual level: Motivation and aspirations. Additional factors that have been
shown to influence educational success are school-related motivational orientations
and aspirations. The immigrant optimism hypothesis suggests that immigrants —
especially when they were socio-economically disadvantaged in their country of
origin — perceive migration as an opportunity for social advancement (Kao & Tienda,
1995). To the extent that they consider education important for reaching this goal,
individuals who recently immigrated should display particularly high levels of
school-related motivation and aspiration. In analyses of the immigrant students’
school experiences and outcomes, these factors have rarely been explored. As the
PISA data set contains comprehensive information on motivational orientations and
aspirations, it is possible to take them into account.

Using data from the national extension of PISA 2003, Stanat, Segeritz and
Christensen (2010) examined students’ instrumental motivation for learning
mathematics, their aspiration to complete tertiary education, and their occupational
aspirations. The findings revealed general evidence for immigrant optimism. Given
the same achievement level and socio-economic background, students of Turkish
descent showed higher levels of instrumental motivation, were more likely to aim
for tertiary education, and were reported to strive for an occupation with higher
social prestige than students from native families. While students of Polish origin
were not more motivated in mathematics, their educational and occupational
aspirations were also higher than those of students from native families. For
students whose families had emigrated from the former Soviet Union, finally,
higher levels of instrumental motivation in mathematics as well higher aspirations
were found to be most consistent in the first immigrant generation.

A similar pattern emerged in most other countries participating in the PISA
study with substantial proportions of immigrant students. Given the same level of
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achievement, immigrant students were often more motivated for learning
mathematics as well as more likely to aspire for tertiary education and higher-
status occupations than their peers from native families (Stanat et al., 2010). Thus,
the achievement disadvantages of immigrant students do not seem to be due to a
lack of motivation or aspirations. In fact, the positive motivational orientation of
adolescents from immigrant families represents a resource on which schools can
build in the attempt to reduce these students’ disadvantages in achievement and
educational success in general.

PISA’S LIMITATIONS: WHAT THE STUDY CANNOT TELL US
Methodological constraints of cross-sectional designs

Cross-sectional studies on student achievement like PISA can provide valuable
information on the situation of immigrant students and on potential determinants of
their educational success. However, cross-sectional designs are limited in several
respects. Data from cross-sectional studies offer a snap-shot of individuals’
learning outcomes, but they do not capture the processes that led up to these
outcomes (Blossfeld, Schneider & Dollmann, 2009). Panel studies focusing on
educational processes, in contrast, allow for analyses of developments over time.
With such longitudinal data it is possible to explore how characteristics of learners
and learning environments shape learning developments as well as how the effects
of life-events and interventions unfold. Moreover, transition processes, which are
crucial for educational success over the lifespan (Ditton & Kriisken, 2006; Maaz,
Baumert, Gresch & McElvany, 2010), can best be studied with longitudinal
research designs examining the situation before and after the transition.

A related shortcoming of cross-sectional designs consists in its limited potential
for drawing causal inferences. Based on cross-sectional data, causality can only be
established in terms of Causation as Robust Dependence, i.e., by way of
controlling potentially confounded variables (Blalock, 1970). According to this
approach, a causal relationship is assumed if a relationship between two variables
persists even after additional variables considered relevant in this context were
introduced in the statistical model. Yet, it is impossible to ensure that all relevant
third variables have been taken into account. Therefore, inferences about causality
can only be drawn provisionally from such findings (Shadish, Cook & Campell,
2002; Goldthorpe, 2001). Experimental designs with random assignment to
treatment and control groups are generally regarded as the best approach to
establishing causal relationships (e.g., Holland, 1986; Rubin, 1974). However, for
practical or ethical reasons, randomization is often impossible in educational
research. Therefore, several statistical techniques have been developed that allow
for causal inferences based on cross-sectional data. For instance, propensity score
matching (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983; Pearl, 2009) or regression discontinuity
analyses (Cook & Campbell, 1979; Thistlethwaite & Campbell, 1960) aim at
providing unbiased estimates of treatment effects even when the group exposed to
the treatment and the control group differ in terms of relevant covariates. Thus,
cross-sectional designs may produce valuable indications for potential causal
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relationships. To the extent possible, however, the findings from these analyses
should be confirmed with longitudinal and experimental studies (Blossfeld, 2009;
Blossfeld, et al., 2009; Boruch, de Moya & Snyder, 2002). As pointed out above,
some of the most important findings on the educational situation of immigrant
students in Germany identified with the PISA data could be replicated in
longitudinal analyses.

Improving immigrant students’ achievement: Measures at the teaching and
learning level

Student achievement studies such as PISA aim primarily at identifying relative
strengths and weaknesses of school systems. They are, however, limited in helping
to determine what can and should be done to improve teaching and learning
processes to overcome observed problems. Accordingly, PISA does not tell us how
effective efforts aimed at improving the achievement of immigrant students should
be designed. Answering this question requires empirical evidence from different
types of studies. Approaches to supporting immigrant students need to be
developed on the basis of theories and evidence on teaching and learning
processes. Subsequently, these approaches need to be operationalized and tested in
the field. To gain reliable information on their effectiveness, finally, randomized
field trials are the preferred method as they combine high levels of experimental
control with high levels of external validity (Shadish, Cook & Campell, 2002).

As pointed out above, an important target point for interventions aimed at
improving the educational situation of immigrant students seems to be the
development of students’ proficiency in German as a second language. Reading
literacy in the language of instruction proved to be an important predictor of
attending a higher track in secondary schooling. Furthermore, the learning
opportunities for German language acquisition in students’ families seem to affect
their achievement in reading as well as in other domains. Therefore, educational
institutions need to provide high-quality support for immigrant students with
limited proficiency in the language of instruction. Which approach to second
language teaching and learning will be most promising, however, is largely
unclear.

Most international research addressing this issue in the past has focused on
comparing bilingual and transitional programs on the one hand with submersion
and immersion approaches on the other hand. While bilingual and transitional
programs provide — either permanently or temporarily — instruction to immigrant
students in their native language (L1) as well as in the language of instruction (L2),
submersion and immersion approaches use only the L2 in instruction (with or
without additional support in L2). The studies that have been carried out to explore
the relative effectiveness of these approaches typically have serious methodological
limitations that impair their interpretability (Limbird & Stanat, 2006; Rossell &
Kuder, 2005; Slavin & Cheung, 2005; Sohn, 2005). The evidence is mixed and
allows only the tentative conclusion that bilingual instruction has neither negative
effects nor particularly positive effects on L2 development (Limbird & Stanat,
2006; Rossell & Baker, 1996; S6hn, 2005).
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In Germany, as well as in most other OECD countries, bilingual support
programs for immigrant students are rare (Stanat & Christensen, 2006). By far the
most widely applied approach is immersion/submersion with systematic support in
L2. Currently, a multitude of monolingual support programs aimed at promoting
immigrant students’ second language competence are implemented in German
schools. Yet, little is known about the effectiveness of the different approaches and
their underlying mechanisms (Limbird & Stanat, 2006; Redder et al., 2010).
Although the situation of immigrant students in Germany seems to be improving
somewhat over time, they continue to be highly disadvantaged in terms of
educational achievement and attainment. Therefore, systematic intervention studies
examining the processes and effects of different monolingual support programs are
urgently needed.

A first intervention study exploring the effects of second language support was
the Jacobs Summer Camp Project which compared the outcomes of two
monolingual approaches to L2 teaching and learning with a randomized field trial.
Immigrant students who had recently finished third grade attended the programs
for three weeks during the summer break. The literature on foreign language
teaching and learning distinguishes between implicit and explicit approaches to
instruction (DeKeyser, 2003; Hulstijn, 2005; Nunan, 1999). While implicit
approaches (or “Focus on Meaning”) emanate from the assumption that learners
acquire language competences without a deliberate focus on rules, explicit
approaches (or “Focus on Form(s)”) draw the learners’ attention to language
structures and rules. In the summer camp, one of the two implemented programs
was designed to promote language learning implicitly, by engaging students in
active and meaningful communication. This approach was operationalized with
improvisational theatre activities in which students participated in the mornings
and in the afternoons. The second approach involved explicit language learning. In
this program, the children also participated in the theatre activities in the
afternoons, yet they received systematic grammar instruction in the afternoons.

At the simplest level, it can be corrected by saying “.... In the afternoons, but
they also received.....” However I simply do not know if this is true, in actuality: in
the experiments and research practice itself. The baseline group included in the
study, finally, did not attend the summer camp at all.

The results of the Jacobs Summer Camp Project indicate that the combination of
implicit and explicit language support was more effective than the purely implicit
approach. Students who attended the combined program outperformed students of
the untreated baseline group in grammar and reading at the beginning of fourth
grade. Students who received the implicit program only, in contrast, did not
significantly differ in their L2 performance from the baseline group. In the direct
comparison, students with explicit support outperformed students with implicit
support in grammar but not in reading and vocabulary. After three months, the
advantage of the explicit approach was still visible in terms of effect sizes, yet the
differences between the treatment group with explicit support and the baseline
group reached significance only in reading, and no significant differences in the
outcomes of the implicit and explicit support emerged (Stanat, Baumert & Miiller,
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2005; Stanat, Baumert & Miiller, 2008; Stanat, Becker, Baumert, Lidtke &
Eckhardt, submitted).

Building on the Jacobs Summer Camp Project, another project is currently
carried out. It aims at further developing the two approaches to language support in
L2 and to test its effectiveness as it is implemented in school settings over a longer
period of time (Rosch & Stanat, in press).

CONCLUSION

As illustrated in this chapter, international large-scale assessment studies on
student achievement, such as PISA, offer valuable information on the status of
immigrant students’ educational integration. The data allow for comparisons of this
situation across countries participating in the studies. Moreover, the conditions of
immigrant students’ educational success can be explored at various levels of
analyses, helping to identify possible target points for interventions. However,
at the level of teaching and learning, the analytical potential of large-scale
assessments is limited. As proficiency in the language of instruction seems crucial
for immigrant students’ educational success, further high-quality studies are
needed that examine the effectiveness of different approaches to second language
support.

Another important feature of PISA is that assessments are carried out every
three years. This allows for estimations of the extent to which outcomes of school
systems have changed over time. Each cycle of the project focuses on one of the
three assessments domains (reading, mathematics, and science) which is measured
more comprehensively than the other two. The major domains were reading in
2000, mathematics in 2003, and science in 2006. In 2009, the project came full
circle and the data can be expected to yield a reliable estimate of the extent to
which school systems were able to improve achievement levels and to reduce
achievement gaps over the last nine years. The publication of these results is
scheduled for December 2010.

NOTES

In this article, the term “immigrant” refers to persons who themselves immigrated to the receiving
country (first generation) as well as to persons whose parents immigrated but who themselves were
born in the receiving country (second generation). The new Microcensus (see below) also identifies
the third generation as immigrants (persons whose grandparents immigrated but who themselves and
whose parents were born in the receiving country). In the existing PISA data sets, however, this
group is too small to be analysed separately.

2 OR = odds ratio.

> Adapted from Stanat, 2006a, p. 101

The finding that second generation immigrant students reached lower test scores than first
generation immigrant students does not imply that the situation of immigrants in Germany is getting
worse across generations. Instead, the pattern is largely due to the composition of the two immigrant
groups. The second generation includes many children of Guest Workers who are predominantly of
Turkish descent and tend to be particularly disadvantaged in terms of socio-economic background,
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education, and achievement. The first generation, in contrast, largely consists of Aussiedler whose
situation tends to be more favourable overall (e.g., Segeritz, Walter, & Stanat, 2010).

The longer a family has lived in a country, the more its socio-economic and educational situation
should also be affected by the country’s integration policies and practices. Thus, depending on how
long ago the immigration took place, controlling for socio-economic status and educational
background will to some extent also capture these effects. Such an analysis is therefore prone to
overestimate the impact of immigration policies and to underestimate the impact of integration
policies.

As a cross-sectional study, the PISA data set does not contain information on students’ prior
achievement at the time they entered the school. This information, however, is necessary to estimate
the effects of school-level factors on students’ learning outcomes over time. Using basic cognitive
ability as a proxy for prior achievement is based on the assumption that it is a good predictor of
learning development and highly stable over time. Yet, basic cognitive ability is certainly also
affected by schooling (Ceci, 1991) so that controlling for this factor should result in an
underestimation of composition effects. Results from longitudinal analyses reported by Baumert,
Stanat and Watermann (2006), however, indicate that the degree of underestimation is negligible.
The results for mathematics achievement are very similar to those for reading achievement.
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JULIO CARABANA

WHY DO THE RESULTS OF IMMIGRANT STUDENTS
DEPEND SO MUCH ON THEIR COUNTRY OF ORIGIN
AND SO LITTLE ON THEIR COUNTRY OF
DESTINATION?

INTRODUCTION

In spite of the many criticisms to which PISA can and should be legitimately
subjected, it is difficult to deny that this large and highly successful OECD project
is a blessing for research in Comparative Education, as it provides strictly
comparable data on inputs, processes and results for most educational systems in
the world. The outcomes of analyzing these enormous data sets are rather
disappointing for those who had expected from it quick and solid adjudications
among rival theories. First the PISA reports, and then the many reanalyses carried
out on the PISA data, have found only very weak relations between students’
outcomes and characteristics of educational systems which are usually thought of
paramount importance (Carabafia, 2008). It is from these tenuous links that
multilevel regressions extract cross-country coefficients that, when statistically
significant, are quite hard to interpret even by the best willed officials and scholars.

I will here address the question of the effects that schools in the destination
countries have on the academic results of immigrant’s children. Immigration
countries have generally better schools and better results than countries of
emigration. It is therefore easy to imagine how the desire to improve the schooling
conditions of their children might be one important pulling factor for emigrants.
However, against all expectations of subjects and observers, immigrant students
score in the PISA tests rather like students in their countries of origin than like
native students in the countries of destination. In spite of the allegedly better schools
of the host countries, the learning of the newcomers remains at the level of their
origin countries not only in the first generation, but also in the second and even
later on. The question I will discuss here is: why do the results of immigrant students
depend so much on their country of origin and so little on their country of destination?

Since the best theorists of scientific research insist upon the importance of
firmly establishing the facts, this introduction will be followed by three parts. The
first one consists of some considerations about research designs, the second deals
with the fact that the learning outcomes of immigrant students are very similar to
the learning outcomes of their con-nationals in their countries of origin, and the
third part will try to explain this fact, or rather, will be an attempt to look for
hypotheses not obviously at odds with the fact in question.

M A. Pereyra et al. (eds.), PISA Under Examinarion: Changing Knowledge,
Changing Tests, and Changing Schools, 207-221.
© 2011 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved.



J. CARABANA
A PLEA FOR DETAILED, COMPARATIVE RESEARCH DESIGNS

By producing and giving easy access to an unprecedented amount of strictly
comparable data on the most important world educational systems, PISA has
opened the (almost entirely new) possibility of carrying out research about
immigrant students using a design of the type ‘one origin-various destinations’.

It must be said that this type of research depends on the singular coding of
the countries immigrant students and their parents come from, and that this
information seems to have been of rather marginal interest for PISA managers.
Participant countries were only obliged to collect the information needed to
construct the category ‘immigrant’, and many of them (like Spain, France, Canada
and the USA) disregarded country names, just noting ‘foreign country’. It is, thus,
not thanks to the central PISA project, but to PISA country teams, that information
about countries of origin has been collected and preserved.

Differences in academic achievement and attainment between groups defined by
their national origins (sometimes called ‘ethnic groups’) have been a subject of
scientific inquiry for years, first in the United States and later in Europe. To
mention just a few, there are European studies on the difference between South
Asians and Mahgrebis in France (Costa-Lascoux, 1996), on the difference between
Asians and Latinos in Sweden (Jonsson, 2002), on the difference between South
Europeans and Mahgrebis in The Netherlands (Lindo, 2000), on the difference
between Jews and other groups in Hungary (Karady, 1987), on the difference
between Askhenazis, Arabs and Sefardis in Israel (Shavit, 1990), etc. Even in
Spain, where immigration is rather recent, albeit intense, such studies have been
produced (Sigudn, 1998; Siguan, 2003). Most of these studies assume that natives
and immigrants should show equal academic achievement; upon finding that
immigrants learn less than natives, they try to explain this difference first through
socioeconomic factors and then relating the residual, if any, to attitudes, mores,
folkways and other cultural characteristics. For instance, Lindo relates the low
achievement of Moroccan children in the Netherlands to the fact that ethnic
traditions press their mothers to stay at home, and so they develop weak social
relations (Lindo, 2000:16).

All these studies share per force one and the same comparative design of the type
"various origins-one destination’, for which Table 1 could be an example. PISA
opens unique opportunities for extending this type of design to several countries,
taking advantage of common methods and measures, instead of, as before, having
to pick up one study after another. This way of extending a research design is in the
spirit of comparative research that takes units of analysis case by case, looks for
similarities and differences among them and finally groups them into types.

There is, however, another way of making use of large data sets, that is to
aggregate them and to estimate synthetic parameters (means, regression coefficients)
by way of statistical methods (of data synthesis, rather than of data analysis), thus
considering countries as a sample. This has been the way PISA official reports (of
the highest quality in this genre, it must be said) have been composed, in line with
hegemonic trends in educational research that also prevail in most academic
reanalyses of the PISA data.
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This dominance of the statistical methodology helps to explain the disdain for
registering the names of singular countries in favour of directly coding them into
more general and abstract categories. It also helps to explain why part of the
potential of PISA data for comparative research still remains unexplored.

Table 1. A ‘various origins-one destination design’. Regression of Pisa math scores
on zones of origin and sociodemographic variables. Belgium, Pisa 2003

MODEL 1 MODEL 2
B SE B SE

FRENCH SB -42.94 2,21 -42,95 2,05
GERMAN SB -31,59 13,97 -31,15 12,96
POBELGME -2427 4,69 -23,07 4,36
POHOLAND -27,22 17,85™ -5,86 16,93™
POFRANCI -40,20 12,06 -18,36 11,56™
POEUROOR 7,82 21,06™ 30,72 19,81™
POTURQUI -111,05 9,49 -60,60 9,36
POMAGR -85,00 9,00 -36,09 8,68
POAFRI -68,95 12,62 -53,61 11,76
POOTRI1 -39,75 8,38 -10,55 7,99™
POOTR2 -64,19 9,74 -40,29 9,26
GENI1 -21,16 8,28 29,66 12,33
FISCED 3,73 0,73
HISEI 1,84 0,07
LEX -26,23 6,18
EDADINM -5,89 1,17
(Constant) 574,13 1,38 449,77 4,43
Rsquared 0,11 0,24

SOURCE: PISA 2003 DATA SET. ns=<.05

Variable labels: French SB: ‘French —speaking Belgium; German SB: German speaking Belgium;
Pobelgme: Country of Origin Belgium, foreign mother; Poholand: Country of Origin Netherlands;
Pofrance: idem France; Poeuroor: idem East Europe; Poturkey: idem Turkey; Pomagr: idem Maghreb;
Poafri: idem Africa; Pootrl: idem other Europe; Pootr2: idem other; Genl: first generation; Fisced:
Father’s Educational Level; Hisei: highest socioeconomic index (father or mother); Lex: foreign
language spoken at home; Edadinm: age at immigration.

Certainly, PISA reports the differences between natives and immigrants in
several countries, making clear how much they vary from one country to another,
from null in Australia to more than one standard deviation in Central Europe.
Moreover, PISA also reports that, within each country, the results for different
immigrant groups vary considerably. “For example, in New Zealand, immigrant
students from Samoa demonstrate significantly lower scores than their native peers
(by 81 score points), while there are no significant performance disadvantages for
immigrant students from the United Kingdom or China” (OECD, 2006, p. 53).
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But instead of further investigating the causes of these differences between
countries, PISA leaves aside this diversity of particulars in favour of a global
statistical approach where students from all countries are ruthlessly amassed into
only two categories of ‘immigrants’: first and second generation. So, in the Report
just mentioned above (a monograph called Where immigrant students succeed), the
central question is the difference in the mean score of immigrant and native
students, ignoring the difference in differences finding, i.e., the fact of inter-
immigrant differences according to their origins. Its explanation is offered through
a set of variables (first and second generation, parental education in years of
schooling, father’s occupational status, foreign language spoken at home and age at
immigration) which completely ignore the fact of inter-immigrant differences, thus
reducing singularities to abstract variables for the sake of statistical generalization.
The results (OECD 2006, Table 3.5) are that, indeed, such variables do reduce the
gap between natives and immigrants of first and second generation, but in
proportions depending on the country of destination. (Table 2 offers an illustration,
to be compared with Table 1).

Table 2. A design conflating countries of origin into two immigrant categories. Belgium,
Pisa math scores, 2003

MODEL 1 MODEL 2

B SE B SE
GENI1 -82,36 6,04 -6,92 12,9™
GEN2 -80,45 4,90 -45,03 5,03
FISCED 3,18 0,75
HISEI 1,84 0,07
LEX -28,90 6,09
EDADINM -5,7 1,18
(Constant) 557,00 1,12 434,42 4,5
R squared 0,06 0,18

Source: PISA 2003 DATA SET.

Variable labels: Genl: first generation; Gen2: second generation; Fisced: Father’s Educational
Level; Hisei: highest socioeconomic index (father or mother).Lex: Foreign language spoken
at home. Edadinm: age at immigration.

Academic papers analyzing PISA data share this tendency towards what Wright
Mills called ‘abstract empiricism’, driven by econometric modelling and statistical
packages. So, one that comes under the title ‘Accounting for immigrant non-
immigrant differences in reading and mathematics in twenty countries” (Marks,
2005) does in fact calculate the mean coefficients of socioeconomic factors,
sociocultural factors and school variables across all the twenty countries. But
perhaps the best available example of this ‘path-dependent blindness’ is a series of
papers by Dronkers and others. All of them address the question from the point of
view of the countries of origin (Levels & Dronkers (2008); Dronkers & Levels
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(2007); Levels, Dronkers & Kraaykamp (2008); Heus, Dronkers & Levels (2009);
Heus & Dronkers (2008), Heus & Dronkers (2009), but only the very last one
(Dronkers & de Heus, 2008) looks at it from the point of view of each singular
country of origin.

Table 3. Showing how Close PISA Has Come to an ‘One Origin-Several Destinations’
Design Comparison of Performance Levels for Immigrant Students whose Families Came

from Turkey and the Former Yugoslavia

Turkey Former Yugoslavia Native Students
N Mean Score N Mean Score  Mean Score
Austria 141 423 276 456 515
Belgium 140 421 546
Denmark 53 424 520
Germany 197 405 45 448 525
Luxembourg 92 421 507
Switzerland 142 436 408 460 543

Note: All differences between native and immigrant students are statistically significant. Source. OECD
2006, Table 2.9.

Table 2.9 (OECD, 2006). Comparison of Performance Levels for Immigrants Students
Families Came from Turkey and the former Yugoslavia

Immigrants Students . Difference
n Difference in
Turkey Former Yugoslavia Native in Mathematics
Participating Perfomance Participating Perfomance Students Mathematics Perfomance
Students on the Students on the Perfomance betyveen
Mathematic Mathematic B etnween native
s Scale s Scale native Student and
Student and Immigrant
Turkish Students
Immigrant from the
students Former
Yugoslavia
N Weig Me SE. N Weig Me S.E Me S. Diff SE Diff SE
hted an hted an an E er. er.
% Sco % Sco Sco
re re re
Austria 14 259 423 ®9 27 472 456 (6.7 515 3. -92 .1 -59 (7.6
1 ) 6 ) 3) ) )
Belgium 14 148 421 (13 ¢ [¢ c c 546 (2. -125 (12, ¢ c
0 1) 5) 8)
Denmar 53 32,1 424 (12. ¢ C c c 520 (2 -95 (12. c c
k 4) 5) 3)
German 19 321 405 (10. 45 7.0 448 (17. 525 3. -120 (11, -78 7.
y 7 8) 0) 5) 6) 0)
Luxemb c c c c 92 13 421 (10. 507 (1 c c -86 (10,
ourg 2) 3) 2)
Switzerl 14 85 436 (10. 40  23.0 460 (73 543 3. -106  (10. -82 8.0
and 2 4) 8 ) 3) 3) )
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As a result of this ‘econometric’ bias, PISA reports leave aside designs of the
type ‘one origin, various destinations’ even if they have come very close to them.
That is what happened in Where immigrant students succeed (OECD, 2006), which
presents evidence on the similarity of results of Turkish and Yugoslavia emigrants
to different countries of Central Europe (Table 3), but stops short of comparing
their scores with those of their non-emigrant conationals.

Perhaps symptomatic of some confusion is that the report on immigrants reads
these data in quite a different way than the report on the 2006 science study

According to the first, both groups, Turks and Yugoslavians, have significantly
lower scores than natives in the host countries and their mean scores are fairly
similar across countries (OECD. 2006, p. 53). Whereas according to the second
report:

“Nor can they [the relative performance levels of students with an immigrant
background, J. C] be attributed solely to the country of origin [My italics,
J. C.]: for example, a more detailed analysis of the PISA survey shows that
immigrant students from Turkey performed 31 points better in mathematics
in Switzerland than they did in the neighbouring country Germany “. (OECD,
2008, p. 179).

Let us, therefore, follow this path of inquiry leading to origin countries that has
been abandoned, in my view rather precipitously, in PISA reports.

THE FACTS, OR EXPLANANDA

When the country of emigration has participated in PISA, a comparison of
emigrants with non-emigrants becomes feasible for several countries. With some
exceptions, emigrants reproduce the PISA scores of their aboriginal counterparts
wherever they go. Table 4 presents scores extracted from PISA 2003, and Table 5
from PISA 2006. Considered are only countries of origin participating in PISA
whose names have been coded in the countries of destination.

Similarities in scores by country of origin are striking by simple observation. No
less stunning is to observe the distances between natives and immigrants in
destination countries. Let us briefly examine how statistical analyses confirm the
similarities by country of origin. Assuming simple random sampling (rule of
thumb: 95% confidence interval is at 40 points for n=25, 30 points n=45, 20 points
for n=100, 14 points for n=200, 10 points for n=400, etc) just 20 of the 44 emigrant
students’ means are statistically different from those of their original populations
(in bold in Table 5).

To evaluate these dissimilarities, it should be taken into account that immigrants
are not a direct target in PISA sampling, but a collateral product of general
sampling, what widens sampling errors. To remember how casual immigrants’
sampling might be, Table 5 maintains void cells for Greek and Dutch emigrants to
Australia. A look at both Tables 4 and 5 shows that several groups appear in or
disappear from the samples between 2003 and 2006.
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Moreover, PISA samples of students are drawn from clusters (schools), a fact
that enlarges the sampling errors. Differences in PISA 2003 (Table 4) can be taken
to confirm that differences observed in 2006 (Table 5) are not statistical artefacts.
At least 8 of the emigrant students’ mean scores — among the 22 marked in bold —
do not pass the test.

Suppose, now, that we still have fourteen differences not produced by sampling
designs, but by real differences in really different populations. These fourteen
differences might only mean that immigrants differ from their countries, not from
their particular regions of origin. For instance, Serbians in Austria and Switzerland
mirror better the scores of Serbia than those of the former Yugoslavia (note that
Croatia’s scores are far above Serbia’s). French emigrants in Belgium are strikingly
below the general French mean, but the reason could be that most of them come
from a rural region close to the border (Hirtt, 2006). Something like this could also
happen to Russians in Finland and Greece, to Germans in Switzerland or to Swedes
in Norway. But this is just a conjecture that would need to be documented.

It is well known that emigrants never constitute a random sample from their
country populations. Certain regions, social classes, ethnic groups and even
personality traits often are over- or under-represented among them. Part of the
deviations from the country of origin means observed in Tables 4 and 5 might
simply derive from homologous deviations in immigrants’ social background.
Economic emigrants from developed countries tend to be of higher socioeconomic
background than their counterparts from developing countries. The children of
those workers and peasants that emigrated from Italy, Portugal, Serbia and Spain
into Central-Europe score below their origin countries’ means, but perhaps at one
level with the children of the same social classes who have not moved abroad. We
could then expect that controlling for socioeconomic and cultural characteristics of
the parents would reduce still further the differences observed in Tables 4 and 5.
Dronkers & Heus (2008) have actually calculated that controlling for cultural
possessions at home, home educational resources, parental education and parental
occupation, somewhat reduces the gap in question. On the other side, selective
immigration policies could explain that emigrants to Australia outscore sometimes
their native co-nationals, even if they remained in China (Table 6).

To resume, if similarities between youngsters’ scores from the same country are
at the first glance strong, they become still stronger as comparisons gain in
accuracy. For our purposes, it is enough to make clear that scores of pupils from
the same country living at home and abroad in different countries are very similar,
when not fully equal. In other words, emigration hardly affects students’ PISA
scores, which remain at the level of the country of origin and do not come closer to
the level of the destination country.
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Table 6. Average scientific performance and n of Chinese children per zone of destination

and zone of origin. Pisa 2006

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION AND ITS MEAN

PISA SCORE
ZONE OF ORIGIN AU NZ MACAO HONGKONG
PISA
NAME SCORE 527 530
CHINA 530 562 252 547 117
MAINLAND
CHINA 530 513 3218 542 1854
HONG-KONG 542 572 77 530 31
MACAO 511 537 30
TAIPEI 532

Source: PISA 2006 DATA SET. Keys: AU: Australia; NZ: New Zealand
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THE HYPOTHESES, OR EXPLANANTES

1. Countries of destination can be excluded as an explanans. The fact that

immigrants score more like the children in their countries of origin than like the
children in their countries of destiny may be surprising for conventional
wisdom, that expects schools to make a difference, but it is in line with most of
the literature, including the PISA reports (Carabafia, 2008). It is, however,
possible to consider the question in other way. Most countries of immigration
in Tables 4 and 5 clearly belong to one of two groups, Australia and New
Zealand on the one side and Central-Europe on the other side, all with high
PISA scores. There is no surprise in the fact that migrating among these
countries leaves PISA scores unaffected. What asks for explanation is the
unchanged performance of immigrants from countries with lower scores. No
such countries send emigrants to Australia and New Zealand, except Greece in
Table 4, whose emigrants’ score rises in Australia. Therefore, in Tables 4 and 5
the case of immigrants in Central-Europe coming from South Europe seems the
only one needing explanation.

It would be unwarranted, however, to reduce the question to Europe, focusing
the research on traits common to Central European countries (like differentiated
educational systems, Germanic languages or a penchant for discrimination), on
traits common to the guest-worker countries (being Mediterranean, perhaps?)
or on the interaction between both. Against this approach speak, first, the cases
of pupils from Poland and Russia abroad in Europe as well as the isolated but
significant cases of pupils from Jordan in Qatar and from the several Chinas
everywhere (Table 6); and, second, the fact that South European emigrants to
Central Europe do not homogenize their scores, but maintain the differences
between their origin countries.
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Although the evidence may not be fully compelling, the most straightforward
and likely hypothesis backed up by figures in Tables 4 and 5 (see the end of
this chapter) is the absence of any systematic effect of host countries on the
academic results of immigrant students.

2. We must, therefore, turn our attention to the origin countries in search for
something that makes immigrant children from low-score countries resilient
to the benefits of the better schools, the wealthier economies and the richer
social environments in the countries of destination, at least in Central Europe.
It has to be something that immigrants carry from their origin to their
destination countries, and that they preserve in such a way that it continues to
determine the scholastic achievement of their children, even of those born,
grown up and educated in the host countries. What can it be?

a. Nothing material is so lasting and influential. Wealth, income or living
conditions are exactly what emigrants leave behind when they arrive to new
countries. In any event, it would be strange if these factors were as efficient,
or even more, in the destination as in the origin country.

b. The same holds for social, political or economic institutions of the country of
origin. The corresponding variables in the host countries, to which students are
daily exposed, have no effect on scholastic achievement. It would be really
strange if they had any effect acting from the past and without direct contact to
the students. And, in fact, statistical analyses have confirmed this obvious
conjecture. “At the origin level, political and economic features were shown
not to influence the educational performance of immigrant children originating
from these countries. That is to say, no support was found for the idea that
immigrant children from politically unstable countries perform less in science
than their counterparts from politically stable countries” (Heus & Dronkers,
2009, p. 15).

c. It would sound rather contradictory to argue otherwise for schools, claiming
that the influences of schools that students never or hardly attended fully
eclipse the effects of the schools which students have actually attended.

d. At first glance, personal characteristics are better explanantes than macro

level traits. Again, wealth and income are known to count little, and in any
event, material possessions are usually higher in the host country. But
parental education, occupation and the so-called ‘cultural capital’ are known
to be of paramount importance for academic achievement and are for the
most part carried from the aboriginal country.
However, although in the ‘various origins- one destination’ design, and in the
simpler ‘immigrant and non-immigrant’ approach, differences in the social,
economic and cultural status of the families account for differences in PISA
scores between natives and immigrants, when we shift to ‘one origin, various
destinations’ designs, controlling for these variables either brings mean
scores of emigrants closer to the mean of the origin country (Dronkers & de
Heus, 2008) or has no systematic effect on them.

e. Cultural factors are by far the preferred explanations for anthropologists,
sociologists and even economists lacking better ideas. Moral traditions, like
Confucian ethics, fatalism or protestant ethos, are collegially favoured by
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sociologists, be it in Durkheim’s tradition of ‘explaining the social by the
social’ or in the track of Max Weber’s famous explanation of the rise of
capitalism.

Table 7 Illustrates this point for Turks in Central Europe

MODEL 1 MODEL 2

B SE B SE
AUSTRIA -41,54 6,50 -40,05 6,10
BELGIUM -8,54 6,82 -12,87 6,39
SWITZERLAND 1,07 5,15™ 0,20 4,81
GERMANY -1,93 6,14™ -6,25 5,74
DENMARK -48,99 9,84 -46,51 9,19
LIECHTENSTEIN -31,56  28,50™ -20,90 26,62
HISCED 11,34 0,66
HISEI 0,82 0,08
(Constant) 429,34 1,20 365,35 2,93
R square 0,01 0,14

Source: PISA data, 2006. Hisced, Hisei: see Table 1.

Many theorists believe that values and attitudes, deeply rooted in traditions,
folkways and mores, cultivated in newly formed communities, explain the
differential success of ethnic groups (Terrén, 2004). Prominent among them
is Portes, who relates the success of immigrants in the USA to the
maintenance of languages and cultural traditions inside enclave communities,
like Cubans in Miami (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Portes & Hao, 2005).

No social scientist, however, has to my knowledge gone so far as to maintain, or
yet imagine, that these values are so lasting, pervasive and influential that
American Greeks, Africans, Southern-Italians, Portuguese or Hispanics at
American Schools learn no more or even less than they would have learned at the
schools in their home countries, in spite of the huge differences in all kind of
resources between them. No social scientist has ever claimed that moral traditions
are so lasting, pervasive and powerful that completely neutralize the influence of
the new mores to which most immigrants are eager to adapt. (Remember that
according to PISA immigrants want to succeed at school more than natives.) Not to
mention the fact that national moral traditions, or cultural factors, are too diverse to
all of them to act in the same perfect way as wards of aboriginal scholastic
limitations.

The cognitive ability hypothesis.

One thing that fulfils the conditions of coming from the home countries, changing
slowly and being a strong determinant of scholastic achievement is cognitive
ability.
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Attempts to explain group differences in academic results by social scientists
rarely question the assumption of equal cognitive abilities. One recent exception is
Dronkers & de Heus (2008), although they do it rather implicitly. Their hypothesis
is that guest-workers children score low in PISA tests because their fathers were
negatively selected for emigration. But they do not make explicit particular traits
subjected to this process of selection.

It is nevertheless a well established fact, so well known indeed that there is a
tendency to forget about it, that cognitive abilities are the main factor explaining
individual differences in academic results or, for that matter, in PISA tests. It
should also be so for group differences, unless groups happened to contain
individuals of equal cognitive ability. But, why should they? Or, more precisely,
why should members of each national, ethnic or just local group have one and the
same distribution of cognitive abilities?

Psychologists who have specialized in the study of group differences in mental
abilities (Lynn & Vanhanen, 2002; Flynn, 1987; Colom & Andrés, 1999) have
calculated mean cognitive abilities for people in most countries by laboriously
collecting results from isolated studies, often quite small ones. Their findings have
been harshly criticized on these grounds. However, the CI scores obtained in this
way from studies carried out years ago almost perfectly match the scores of recent
international systematic studies like TIMMS, PIRLS and, of course, PISA.

To such a good match contributes the fact that PISA tests measure learning
ability rather than actual knowledge. Paradoxically in trying to construct ‘content
free tests’ (about which Professor Lundgren told us in the symposium), PISA teams
of experts have produced the perverse effect of measuring something close to
general cognitive ability. This interpretation of PISA tests as ability tests is
strongly backed up by the huge, indeed astonishing, correlation (above .80) among
scores in reading, mathematics and science across individuals. And even if PISA
reports never mention it, the fact has captured the attention of some authors (Weiss,
2009).

If it is admitted that PISA actually measures cognitive abilities that differ
between national groups, the question still remains how resilient they are to the
environmental changes brought about by emigration. Cognitive abilities depend on
genes and environment in ways that are not well established. The big IQ gains in
recent generations detected by Flynn and others (the so- called Flynn effect) are
commonly attributed to improvements in living conditions. The fact that
emigration does not improve mental abilities would mean that it does not improve
living conditions to the degree, or in the way, that would produce somewhat of a
Flynn effect.

SOME CONCLUDING REMAKS

Let me conclude with a couple of notes about implications of the above for
research and policies.

As far as research is concerned, the fact that immigrant students maintain at
least until the second generation, and even more, the PISA scores of the countries
they or their parents come from, reduces the question of their distances in
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achievement to native pupils to the general problem of differences in PISA scores
between countries and regions. Therefore, whatever the cause of the one type of
differences, it should also be taken as the cause of the other type. The reduction of
both questions to only one, greatly simplifies the quest for explanations, excluding
the many that could be adequate for one of the two facts, but not for the other.

The hypothesis of national differences in cognitive or learning ability (the CA
hypothesis) greatly alleviates the burden that the assumption of equality in group
cognitive abilities puts on the schools of both home and host countries. Schools at
the home countries are no longer supposed to be so bad as their outcomes. Schools
in the host countries are no longer supposed to be as good as the results of their
native students. Therefore, they are free of the suspicion of depressing the results
of immigrant students, or of being unable to help them to develop their full
potential. According to the CA hypothesis, schools effectiveness cannot be gauged
without taking into account the ability of their intakes.

One last, this time political, remark. The CA hypothesis is not a way of
‘blaming the victim’. First, there are no victims. Whatever the forces, genetic or
environmental, natural or social, that shape human diversity in all kinds of abilities,
they are mostly unconscious and uncontrollable, and efforts to reverse them are in
general strenuous and of little effect. Second, there is no blame. Humans can not be
blamed for traits outside the reach of their will and effort. Immigrant students, as
anybody else, should not be treated as categories whose mean achievements must
be either raised or lowered, but as individuals with the duty of doing as well as they
can and with the right of not doing more than they can.
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Table 4. Average Mathematical Performance and n of Immigrant Children per Country of Destination and Country of Origin.

PIS4 2003

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION AND ITS MEAN PISA SCORE

AU AT BE CH DE DK EL LV LU NL NZ IR
COUNTRY OF ORIGIN 524 506 529 527 503 514 445 483 493 538 523 503
NAME PISA SCORE
ALBANIA 38wk 412 255 403 195
CHINA 550 (HK) 570 129 541 73
FRANCE 511 460 236 520 96
GERMANY 508 529 45 528 94 507 65*
GREECE 445 470 45
ITALY 466 503 73 472 283 420 33 473 120
NETHERLANDS 538 502 27 530 65
POLAND 490 493 36 495 99
PORTUGAL 466 473 206 444 603
RUSSIA 468 466 180%* 400 99 495 238
SERBIA 437 459 272 456 403
SPAIN 485 477 80
TURKEY 423 433 137 429 137 437 146 413 188 424 49 484 372%
UNITED KINGDOM 532%kx 539 457 551 125 502 136
YOUGOSLAVIA(FORMER) 421 92+

Source: Table Al (number) and Table 2 (scores) from Levels, Dronkers and Kraaykamp, 2008. The authors do not detail decisions made regarding missing values and priorities of possible
countries of birth (841,n4). They label all European in Netherlands as Germans and all non-european as Turks(*) ** Taken from PISA 2006, table 2.8. *** Taken from PISA 2000. Country of
origin scores from OECD, 2004:90.Keys: AU=Australia; AT=Austria; BE=Belgium; CH=Switzerland; DE=Germany; DK=Denmark; EL=Greece; LU=Luxembourg; LV=Latvia; NL=the

Netherlands; NZ=New Zealand; IR=Ireland
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Table 5. Average Scientific Performance and n of Immigrant Children per Country of Destination and Country of Origin. Pisa 2006

COUNTRY OF DESTINATION AND ITS MEAN PISA SCORE

COUNTRY OF ORIGIN AU AT BE CH DE DK EL LV LU NL NZ FI IN] PT QA
NAME PSICSIISRE 527 511 510 512 516 496 473 490 486 525 530 563 454 474 349
ALBANIA 376%** 359 125 434 187

BRAZIL 390 464 45
CHINA 530%H** 562 252 547 117

CROATIA 493 458 36

FRANCE 495 448 125 507 119 505 184

GERMANY 516 521 44 508 47 549 173 537 199 504 90*

GREECE 473 0 419 13

ITALY 475 443 300 415 30 430 98

JORDAN* 422 401
KOREA 522 514 69 528 76

NETHERLANDS 525 0 522 95

POLAND 498 523 25 439 94 497 77

PORTUGAL 474 454 241 420 799

RUMANIA** 419 437 27

RUSSIA 479 466 79 496 186 550 25 483 400%*

SERBIA 436 426 78 427 952

SPAIN 488 466 119

SWEDEN 503

TURKEY 424 380 161 414 156 425 244 411 198 374 89 466 505*

UNITED KINGDOM 515 542 490 569 200

NOR

487

133

465 39

Source: Table Al (number) and table 2 (scores) from Heus and Dronkers, 2009.The authors do not detail decisions made garding missing values and priorities of possible countries of birth. They label all European
in Netherlands as Germans and all non-european as Turks(*). ** Added from PISA 2006 set of data. *** Taken from PISA 2000. ****Imputed from Hong Kong, Taipei and Macao. Country of origin scores from
OECD, 2007. Keys: AU=Australia; AT=Austria; BE=Belgium; CH=Switzerland; DE=Germany; DK=Denmark; EL=Greece; FI=Finland; U=Luxembourg; LV=Latvia; NL=the Netherlands; NZ=New Zealand;

IS=Israel; PT=Portugal; QA:Qatar. NOR=Norway
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EDUCATION POLITICS AND CONTINGENCY

Belief, Status and Trust Behind the Finnish PISA Miracle

Media visibility and the political use of global rankings have highlighted the
topicality and relevance of comparative studies in education. This popularity has
not entailed the development of theoretical instruments in the field, however.
Conversely, non-historical and decontextualised concepts such as efficiency,
accountability and quality are colonising the educational world undisputed and
uncontested, largely due to the fact that they have been internationally advocated.
Comparative education is still suffering from certain methodological deficits and
serious under-theorisation. (See, e.g., Marginson & Mollis, 2001; Schriewer, 2006;
Dale, 2009; Cowen, 2009; Simola, 2009)

The theoretical tradition in comparative education research is not too strong,
which may be one reason for the success of the ahistorical and decontextualised
conceptualisations in the field. Likewise, functionalistic comparisons based on
different system models have become the mainstream among transnational
organisations such as the World Bank, the OECD and the EU. This rather mechanistic
kind of paradigm has been the bane of comparative research in the past.

There has also been heavy criticism of the solely quantitative comparative type
of research, and case-study methodology has found its place. One of the pioneers in
this context was Charles Ragin (1987; 1989; 1992), who tried to put right the
antinomies of the quantitative and qualitative approaches through so-called
“analytic induction”, taking into account the diversity of the causes and the reasons
for social change in different nations. One of the most interesting approaches in
comparative research is the so-called “patterned mess” — suggested by Michael
Mann (1986; 1993), among others, in his comparative analysis of sources of social
power. These approaches are very well suited to comparisons of Higher Education
politics in different countries, for instance, because HE institutions have usually
operated in a state of “organized anarchy” (Clark, 1993; see Kivinen & Rinne
1995, pp. 231, 241).

Anténio Novoa and Tali Yariv-Mashal’s observation of a few years ago seems
still to be valid:

The problem is that the term comparison is being mainly used as a flag of
convenience, intended to attract international interest and money and to entail
the need to assess national policies with reference to world scales and
hierarchies. The result is a ‘soft comparison’ lacking any solid theoretical or
methodological grounds. (Novoa & Yariv-Mashal, 2003, p. 425)

M A. Pereyra et al. (eds.), PISA Under Examinarion: Changing Knowledge,
Changing Tests, and Changing Schools, 225-244.
© 2011 Sense Publishers. All rights reserved.



H. SIMOLA AND R. RINNE

The problem is not restricted to the field of comparative education, of course.
Susan Strange (1997), a prominent representative of the approach known
as international political economy, sharply criticised ‘neo-institutionalists’ and
‘comparativists’ for reiterating policy agendas aiming at national success in the
global struggle for competitiveness. This 'unbearable narrowness of the national
view' (Kettunen, 2008) could be seen as a professional illness emanating from the
comparative policy studies of our times.

Roger Dale (2009, p. 123; cf. Beck, 2006) refers to three fundamental problems
in comparative studies in education: methodological nationalism, methodological
statism and methodological educationalism. The nation and the nation-state are still
seen as the only real and final policy unit, and the very concept of education is
taken for granted. Instead of ‘models’ and the convergence or divergence among
them, we should be more interested “in the webs of structural power operating
throughout the world system than in comparative analysis of discrete parts of it,
bounded by territorial frontiers dividing states” (Strange, 1997, p. 182). Education
is still most often seen only as a question of increasing competences and
qualifications among nation-state citizens in the face of global competition among
knowledge-based economies. Decades ago John W. Meyer (1986, pp. 345-346)
warned about ‘functional blinders’ that permit us to take schooling as a self-evident
rational system and create a moralist discourse - among not only educationalists
but also sociologists of education.

This narrowness of the national view easily creates a blind spot in terms of how
interactions and comparisons reconstruct the national or the local: how
transnational interactions and crossings constitute the national parties of these
relationships, and here we come to the crucial role of comparative practices as a
mode of reflexivity that (re)shapes individual and collective agency (Strange,
1997). In pursuance of an understanding of such a complex phenomenon as the
relationship between the global, the regional, the national and the local in
education policy formation it is vital to consider the theoretical conceptualisations
from a both/and rather than an either/or point of view. A good and illuminating
example here is the controversy among researchers of nationalism and the frequently
observed confrontation between understanding nationalism as ‘the invention of
traditions’ by the elite (e.g., Hobsbawm, 1990) or as creating prerequisites and
limits for ethnic identities (e.g., Smith, 1995). From the perspective of comparative
research, nationalism as an elite strategy and nationalism as a socio-cultural frame
are both valid approaches. Comparative actions (such as the PISA studies) should
be analysed both as economic, political and cultural practices (see, e.g., Novoa &
Yariv-Mashal, 2003; Simola et al., forthcoming) and as international exhibitions of
national competitiveness in the global educational market place.

A Finnish researcher of modern history, Pauli Kettunen (forthcoming), emphasises
that criticism of the nation-state-centred view on globalisation should not just
declare it outdated, but should rather take it seriously as an influential mode of
thought and action, and recognise how it is embedded in the structures of globalised
economic competition. Such a critical ambition means getting beyond the train of
thought that contrasts the profound internal permanence of national agency with
the drastic change in the external environment. Historicity means the temporal
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multi-layeredness of institutions and discourses that constrain and enable agency. It
also means the contingency of each action situation, in which the actors must
handle the tension between experiences and expectations. Making comparisons and
making histories are crucial modes of reflexivity in social action, and this also
applies to constructions of collective agency, not least those evolving in the
framework of the nation-state society and influencing the making of the welfare state.

PROMISING THEORETICAL CONCEPTS FOR COMPARISON

One of the most promising remedies for theoretical deficit in research appears to lie
in emphasising historicity (cf. Kettunen, forthcoming) or the socio-historical
analysis of complexity (Charle et al., 2004; Schriewer, 2006; 2009). This rich
domain of knowledge could also be characterised as a history of the transnational
(transnationale Geschichte, Conrad, 2006) or entangled history (historie croisée,
Werner & Zimmermann, 2006). To put it simply, the point is that it is not enough
to study dependencies and interactions among national states, or the border-
crossing transfer of ideas and concepts.

What, then, are the most promising theoretical concepts from the perspective
outlined above? In what follows, three promising analytical dimensions are
very briefly outlined: first, bringing the theoretical concepts of path dependency,
convergence and contingency together; second, tracing the history of problématiques
or asking what is the problem the new education policy is meant to solve; and
finally, analysing national and local interpretations and translations as hybrids.

First, path dependency and convergence have often been seen as simplistic
dualism in comparative studies: the former covers major national specificities and
the latter refers to international tendencies. The approach essentially underestimates
both the insecurity and openness of the horizon of expectations and the relative
freedom of more or less conscious and informed actors. This deficit is even more
assuredly fatal in these global and late-modern times characterised as the ‘Era of
Contingency’ (Joas, 2008; Joas & Knobl, 2009), in which the difference between
the already-done and the yet-to-be-done is vital and things are increasingly
not necessary or impossible. At the crossing of these two dimensions — path
dependency and contingency on the one hand, and path dependency and
convergence on the other — we might find histories and comparisons as forms of
reflexivity in social practices. Contingency is one essential element in creating
Spielraum for ‘politicking’ (Palonen, 1993 and see also 2003). Relating the past,
the present and the future, or experience and expectation, and recognising and
interpreting differences and similarities are inherent aspects in human agency
(Kettunen, forthcoming).

Secondly, Névoa and Yariv-Mashal (2003, pp. 436-437) propose in their
seminal paper that the very focus of comparative research in education should be
on problématiques rather than on ‘facts’ and ‘realities’ that, by definition, are
incomparable in a strong sense. They can be contrasted in order to highlight
differences and similarities, but it is hard to go further. Therefore, they claim, only
problematisations can constitute the basis for complex comparison. Problems are
anchored in the present but possess a history and anticipate different possible
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futures. They are also located and relocated in places and times, through processes
of transfer, circulation and appropriation. Furthermore, they can only be elucidated
through the adoption of new zones of observation that are inscribed in a space
delimited by frontiers of meaning, and not only by physical boundaries.

Finally, the concept of hybridisation could be suggested to cover different, more
and less conscious interpretations and translations of travelling, borrowed and
learned policies in education. The concept is used here as introduced by two
eminent U.S. historians of educational reform, David Tyack and Larry Cuban
(1995). They emphasised the underrated influence of teachers, or as they put it of
‘street-level bureaucrats’, in educational reforms. In this sense they concluded that
there should be much more research on how schools change reforms rather than
vice versa. Another conclusion was that school reforms in the U.S, have always
brought about change, but rarely the change that was intended.

This fits well with Stephen J. Ball’s eminent semi-classic characterisation of the
distance and controversies between policy writing and its implementation:

National policy-making is inevitably a process of bricolage; a matter of
borrowing and copying bits and pieces of ideas from elsewhere, drawing
upon and amending locally tried-and-tested approaches, cannibalising
theories, research, trends and fashions, and not infrequently a flailing around
for anything at all that looks as though it might work. Most policies are
ramshackle, compromise, hit and miss affairs that are reworked, tinkered
with, nuanced and inflected through complex processes of influence, text
production, dissemination and ultimately recreation in contexts of practice.
[...] In short, national policies need to be understood as the product of a
nexus of influences and interdependencies, resulting in ‘interconnectedness,
multiplexity and hybridisation’ [...] that is, ‘the intermingling of global,
distant and local logics’. (Ball, 2001a, b)

In the very same spirit, Norman Fairclough and Ruth Wodak (2008, p. 112)
felicitously characterise the processes to be studied as:

[...] a complex and interrelated series of relationships between strategies and
their contingent implementation in structures, imaginaries and their
contingent operationalisation in practices and institutions, and implemented/
operationalised strategies/imaginaries and ideologies and legitimations.

By way of simplification one could state that path dependency, convergence and
contingency belong to the structural dimension of action whereas problematisation
and hybridisation are connected to its agency/strategic and actor/tactical dimensions.
Along this trident distinction one could argue for connecting theory-rich discoveries
such as travelling and embedded policies, vernacular or indigenous globalisation
(Ozga & Jones, 2006; Ozga & Lingard, 2007) and commonality within difference
and exogenous trends (Marques Cardoso, 1998; Sweeting & Morris, 1993) as
structural, whereas level-specific policy technologies, techniques and mechanisms
(Simola, 2009) could be seen from the agency/strategic perspective, and externali-
sations (Steiner-Khamsi, 2004; Schriewer & Martinez, 2004) and indigenous
foreigners (Popkewitz, 2009) as part of the actor/tactical dimension.
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Here we concentrate on contingency as one promising conceptualisation of the
historical approach to comparative studies in education.

CONTINGENCY AS UNCERTAINTY AND FREEDOM, COINCIDENCE AND
SPIELRAUM

The German sociologist Hans Joas (2008) has characterised our time as an “Age of
Contingency”. It seems plausible that the concept of contingency is able to capture
something essential in our society in that it carries attributes such as post-
traditional (Giddens), postmodern (Bauman) and the risk society (Beck). Following
Niklas Luhmann’s definition, Joas defines contingency as follows:

A fact is contingent if it is neither necessary nor impossible — something that
is but does not have to be. I think this definition is useful because it makes
clear at the outset that the best way to understand the meaning of contingency
is to see it as a counter-notion to another idea, namely ‘necessity’. Thus the
precise meaning of the term ‘contingency’ depends on the precise meaning of
the term ‘necessity’ that it presupposes. If ‘necessity’ referred, as in pre-
modern philosophy, to the idea of a ‘well-ordered cosmos’, ‘contingency’
referred to the incompleteness and imperfection of the merely sensual and
material world on the one hand, and to the liberty and creativity of God’s
unrestrained will on the other. (Joas 2004, p. 394)

The concept of contingency carries a double meaning: on the one hand it
signifies coincidence or conjunction, and on the other it is frree will or volition (Joas
2008, p. 209). In the former sense it refers to the uncertainty and ambivalence and
in the latter sense to possibilities and the Spielraum of the actor.

The former dimension, the uncertainty side of contingency, so to say,
emphasises the fact that our history and living are essentially haphazard and
random: things often happen by accident. Nevertheless, as the US sociologist
Howard S. Becker states:

[...] social science theory looks for determinate causal relationships, which
do not give an adequate account of this thing that ‘everyone knows’. If we
take the idea of ‘it happened by chance’ seriously, we need a quite different
kind of research and theory than we are accustomed to. (Becker 1994, p. 183)

In this latter sense, the freedom side of contingency could be seen as an ability
to handle and face the contingent characteristics of reality; as “the art of playing
with the contingency” as the eminent Finnish political scientist Kari Palonen puts it:

Polity and policy refer to attempts to regiment (polity) or to regulate (policy)
the contingency characteristic of politics as action. As opposed to them,
politicization refers to opening new aspects of contingency in the situation
and thus expanding the presence of the political in it. Politicking may be
interpreted as the art of playing with the contingency, using it both as an
inescapable moment of the situation to be considered in any case and as an
instrument against opponents less ready to tolerate or make use of the
presence of the contingency. (Palonen 1993, p. 13)
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The concept of contingency is put forward in at least a few Finnish texts as an
explanation for the Finnish PISA success. For example, Simola (2005, pp. 465-
466) concluded his historical and sociological remarks on this success as follows:
“The Finnish ‘secret’ of top-ranking may [...] be seen as the curious contingency
of traditional and post-traditional tendencies in the context of the modern welfare
state and its comprehensive schooling.”

Similarly, Jarkko Hautamaiki, the head of the Finnish PISA 2006 Team, recently
stated: “The major point to know [for understanding the Finnish comprehensive
school] is that the new system was indeed comprehensive. This was both a necessity
[...] and a chance encounter, a lucky constellation of political, economical and
social conditions.” (Hautaméki et al., 2008, p. 197; cf. Kupiainen et al., 2009)

We elaborate the analysis a little further in this chapter: what might be that
“curious contingency of traditional and post-traditional tendencies”, or the “chance
encounter, a lucky constellation” that would make the Finnish PISA success
understandable, at least to some extent?

Our aim here is to develop and even to test contingency as a theoretical
instrument for comparative understanding. Only theoretical conceptualisations can
constitute a basis for complex comparisons. Therefore, our main objective is to see
whether the concept of contingency could shed new light on and promote a deeper
as well as a broader understanding of the national phenomenon known as the
‘Finnish PISA success’, rather than to try to explain it in comparative terms.

In fact, what we are trying to illustrate are three rather common beliefs
emanating from the recent national discussion in Finland. All of these beliefs seem
to be rather distinctive compared to other nations” beliefs and discussions, and they
certainly have at least some generative roots in Finnish national history. The first is
that the Finns share a strong belief in schooling, the second that teaching is rather
highly appreciated as a profession in Finland, and the third that the Finnish
comprehensive school enjoys rather high trust on the part of parents, authorities
and politicians. All three are national ‘truths’ in a way (e.g., Simola, 1998; Simola
et al., 1998; Heikkinen et al., 1999), widely accepted even though there is not too
much