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ABSTRACT 

This report discusses the most relevant issues concerning using student test results in OECD 
countries. Initially the report provides an overview of how student test results are reported in OECD 
countries and how stakeholders in these countries use and perceive of the results. The report then reviews 
the literature relating to using student test results for accountability and improvement purposes. Two 
general findings can be drawn from the literature: (1) accountability based on student test results can be a 
powerful tool for changing teacher and school behaviour, but it often creates unintended strategic 
behaviour, and (2) no test can be a perfect indicator of student performance. Drawing from these findings 
the report discusses the advantages and disadvantages of using student test results for accountability and 
improvement. The discussion touches upon four themes: (1) assessment design, (2) the use of test results, 
(3) stakeholder involvement, and (4) implementation.1 

RÉSUMÉ 

Ce rapport analyse les questions essentielles sur l’utilisation des résultats de tests standardisés aux 
élèves dans les pays de l’OCDE. Premièrement, le rapport offre un aperçu sur comment les résultats de 
tests standardisés sont communiqués dans les pays de l’OCDE et comment les différentes parties prenantes 
utilisent et perçoivent les résultats. Ensuite le rapport fait une révision de la littérature académique sur 
l’utilisation des résultats de tests standardisés pour l’amélioration et le rendement de comptes. Deux 
résultats plus généraux émergent de la littérature : (1) Le rendement de comptes basé sur les résultats de 
tests standardisés peut avoir un fort effet sur le comportement de l’enseignant et de l’école mais peut aussi 
créer du comportement stratégique non souhaité, et (2) aucun test ne peut être un indicateur parfait des 
résultats scolaires d’un élève. En se fondant sur ces résultats, le rapport analyse les avantages et 
inconvénients de l’utilisation des résultats de tests standardisés pour l’amélioration et le rendement de 
comptes. L’analyse aborde quatre thèmes : (1) la conception de l’évaluation, (2) l’utilisation des résultats 
des tests, (3) l’implication des parties prenantes, et (4) l’implémentation. 

                                                      
1  Morten Anstorp Rosenkvist, a Norwegian national, was part of the team working on the OECD Review on 

Evaluation and Assessment Frameworks for Improving School Outcomes while on secondment at the 
Education and Training Policy Division, Directorate for Education, OECD, from the Norwegian Ministry of 
Education and Research, for the period February-July 2010. Morten has a Master’s degree in political science 
from the University of Oslo. He has also studied at the University of Sydney. For the last four years Morten 
has worked as an analyst in the Norwegian Ministry of Education of Research. He is especially familiar with 
research relating to teachers and teacher training. Morten is currently working as project manager for “GNIST” 
– a government initiative to recruit more and better qualified teachers to Norwegian schools. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1. Performance in schools is increasingly judged on the basis of effective student learning 
outcomes. Information is critical to knowing whether the school system is delivering good performance 
and providing feedback is the channel through which performance can be improved. Increasingly, 
countries are developing a range of tools and techniques for evaluation and assessment in school systems 
as part of their efforts to improve student outcomes. 

2. Summative assessments measure what students have learned (and not learned) after completing a 
specific unit in school – typically at the end of a term. Results from such assessments have a number of 
potential uses. It can be used to monitor the performance of the education system, inform classroom 
practice, ensure that students have met required educational standards and reward and/or penalise teacher 
and schools for their students’ performance. Some OECD countries incorporate all or most of the examples 
above, others only a few. While the motive for, and uses of, summative assessments vary among countries, 
a common denominator is that it is often used for accountability and improvement purposes. 

3. Accountability has become a cornerstone of public sector reform in many countries (Levitt et al., 
2008). A central assumption in accountability is that substantial improvement necessitates that the 
producers are held accountable for the outcomes they generate (Hopman, 2008). In an accountability 
context, teachers and schools – who are trusted with the imperative task of teaching and instructing 
children – are the “producers”, while student test results may be used as a proxy for measuring 
“outcomes”. By measuring student outcomes and holding teachers and schools responsible for results, 
accountability systems intend to create incentives for improved performance and identify 
‘‘underperforming’’ schools for remediation (Booher-Jennings, 2007) . It is important to note that student 
test results can be used for improvement purposes without teachers and schools being held accountable for 
the results. For example, a teacher can use test results to identify student weaknesses and strengths in order 
to improve classroom instruction. 

4. The focal point of this report is how student test results are used in OECD countries. More 
specifically, this report aims to answer three broad questions: 

• How are summative assessments organised and reported in OECD countries, who are the users of 
student test results and how do the users use and perceive of the results? 

• What is the empirical evidence on the effects of using student test results for accountability and 
improvement? 

• What are the advantages and disadvantages of different approaches to using student test results 
for accountability and improvement?  

5. It is important to note that this report does not provide a general overview of how OECD 
countries conduct evaluation and assessment. There are related themes such as formative student 
assessment, accountability for local authorities, student tracking and system level evaluation which is not 
dealt with in this report.   
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6. A number of government and government-sponsored websites were surveyed in order to identify 
country practices and policies. Empirical evidence has been identified through a broad search in the 
literature using databases and search engines such as ScienceDirect, Jstore, Google Scholar, ERIC and 
SpringerLink. The search has been conducted in English, the Scandinavian languages, and to a lesser 
degree German and Spanish. 

7. Chapter 2 defines the terms and concepts used in this report. In Chapter 3, an overview is given 
on how countries organise and report student test results. Chapter 4 reports on the different users and uses 
of student test results. Chapter 5 reviews the empirical evidence on the effects of using student test results 
for accountability and improvement purposes. Chapter 6 offers, based on the findings and data presented in 
the preceding chapters, a discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of using student test results for 
accountability and improvement. A final conclusion is offered in Chapter 7. 
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2. TERMS AND CONCEPTS 

8. The terms assessment and evaluation are often used interchangeably. However, education 
specialists often make careful distinctions between the two terms in order to clarify different roles. This 
report follows these distinctions. Assessment is used to refer to the process of deciding, collecting and 
making judgments about evidence relating to students’ achievement of particular goals of learning. 
Evaluation is used for the process of deciding, collecting and making judgments about systems, programs, 
materials, procedures and processes (Harlen, 2007). Consequently, assessment encompasses classroom-
based assessments as well as large-scale external tests and examinations, while evaluation encompasses 
school inspections, school self-evaluations and targeted programme evaluation. This report focuses on 
student assessment. 

9.  Student assessment is a broad term that encompasses several methods and techniques for 
measuring what students have learned (and not learned). The focal point of this report is the use of student 
test results. A test is an assessment, often administered on paper or on the computer, intended to measure 
students’ knowledge, skills and/or aptitudes. For the purposes of this report, student assessment is 
understood in the narrow meaning of student testing. 

10. The literature distinguishes between formative and summative assessment (EPPI, 2002; OECD, 
2005a; Harlen, 2007). Summative assessment is used to measure what students have learnt at the end of a 
unit, to promote students, to ensure they have met required standards on the way to earning certification for 
school completion or to enter certain occupations, or as a method for selecting students for entry into 
further education. Ministries of education may use summative assessment as a way to hold teachers and 
schools accountable for providing quality education. But assessments may also serve a formative function. 
In classrooms, formative assessment refers to frequent, interactive assessments of student progress and 
understanding to identify learning needs and adjust teaching appropriately (OECD, 2005a). This report 
concentrates on summative student assessment. Formative Assessment is thoroughly dealt with in Looney 
(forthcoming). 

11. Summative assessment can be categorised according to whether or not the assessment is 
standardised. A standardised assessment is a test designed in such a way that the questions, conditions for 
administering, scoring procedures, and interpretations are consistent (Popham, 1991). The goal of this 
consistency is to make the results as objective as possible so that they can be considered valid and 
meaningful when used to compare the assessed qualities of students (Zucker, 2004). Standardised 
assessments are usually administered to large groups of students for the purpose of measuring academic 
achievement and/or comparing members of a cohort. National examinations (i.e. assessments that have a 
civil effect) may or may not be standardised. This report focuses on standardised assessment; assessments 
whose results are, comparable among students, regardless of the school they attend. In order not to exclude 
too many countries from the descriptive analysis in Chapter 3 and 4, this report employs a broad 
conception of standardised assessment. The case of Sweden is illustrative. Here standardised assessments 
are given to all students in certain grades, but the assessments are graded by the students’ own teachers. 
This does not satisfy a stringent definition of standardised assessment. Sweden is nevertheless included in 
the descriptive analysis in order to provide a broader scope of reference. 

12. For matters of simplicity, summative standardised student assessment is in this report referred to 
as student assessment. Assessment can be used for testing the entire student population or a representative 
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sample of students at one or several stages in the education process. In this report the former is referred to 
as national student assessment, while the latter is referred to as sample student assessment. 

13. There are different types of assessment. Norm-referenced assessments describe what students can 
do relative to other students, while criterion-referenced assessments compare student accomplishment to 
pre-established achievement standards, rather than to the achievement of other students (Popham, 2003; 
ECS, 2002). Both norm-referenced and criterion-referenced assessments can be used for measuring value-
added student performance. Value-added assessment is a method used to measure the effectiveness of a 
school and its teachers using data on individual students’ academic growth over time (Vaishnav, 2005). It 
is the act of comparing students’ scores with their own past scores that distinguishes value-added 
assessment. A methodological more advanced version is contextual value-added assessment, which takes 
into account contextual factors such as students’ socioeconomic background. 

14. As earlier stated, countries usually employ student assessment as a means for accountability. 
Accountability is essentially a relationship in which a “principal” holds an “agent” responsible for certain 
kinds of performance. The agent is expected to provide an “account” to the principal. This account 
describes the performance for which that agent is held responsible (Jacob and Kirst, 1999). What is meant 
by accountability in education depends on the agent that is held accountable. For example, Ladd (2007) 
refers to school accountability as “systems that use measures of student outcomes – primarily student 
achievement as measured by test scores – to hold schools accountable for improving the performance of 
their students”.  

15. Accountability systems depend largely on the culture of social systems in which they operate 
(Bracci, 2009). The choices of accountability tools (e.g. which agents are held accountable and how they 
are held accountable) – and the balance among different forms of accountability – are constantly shifting as 
problems emerge, as social goals change, and as new circumstances arise (Darling-Hammond, 2004). An 
agent can be accountable to several principals (e.g. teachers being accountable to the local authorities, the 
school leader and their students’ parents). Furthermore, a principal can also be an agent – and vice versa 
(e.g. local authorities can be the principal in its relationship with school leaders, and at the same time the 
agent in its relationship with central authorities).   

16. An aspect concerning accountability is the consequences placed on the outcome. It is common in 
the literature to distinguish between high and low stake assessment (Klein et al., 2000; Carnoy et al., 2003; 
Jacob, 2005). High stake implies that substantial advantages and/or disadvantages are coupled with the test 
results, while low stake implies that none or few such couplings exist. Examples of high stake assessments 
are examinations with a civil effect for students, pecuniary rewards and sanctions – based on student test 
results – for teachers, and public disclosure of low performing schools. Examples of low stake assessments 
are periodic national assessments with no civil effect for students and school leader informal approval or 
disapproval of teacher performance related to student test results. A single assessment may have different 
stakes for different stakeholders (e.g. high stakes for students and low stakes for teachers). This report 
concentrates on stakes for schools and teachers. Student stakes are comprehensively dealt with in Nusche 
(forthcoming).  

17. Moreover, a conceptual distinction can be made between (at least) two different accountability 
models: external accountability (also referred to as bureaucratic or hierarchical accountability) and internal 
accountability (also referred to as professional accountability) (Adams and Kirst, 1999; Firestone, 2002; 
O’Day, 2002; Garmannslund et al., 2008; Levitt et al., 2008). The external accountability model is a top-
down model where schools are understood as an instrument for education policy on the national, regional 
and local level. A key feature in this model is to provide information to policy makers and the public about 
value for money, compliance with standards and regulation and quality of the services provided. Schools 
and teachers are held accountable for the quality of the education they provide – measured as student test 



 EDU/WKP(2010)17 

 9

results and/or other quality indicators. Formal authority alone may be used to enforce compliance in the 
external accountability model, but that authority can be reinforced with performance incentives such as 
financial rewards and/or sanctions. 

18. The internal accountability model, on the other hand, is rooted in the assumption that teaching is 
too complex an activity to be governed by top-down defined provisions. Effective teaching rests on 
professionals acquiring specialised knowledge and skills and being able to apply such knowledge and skills 
to the specific contexts in which they work. In this model schools and teachers are held accountable for 
how they conduct their profession – i.e. their interaction with colleagues and students – and not their 
students’ test results. A reference is often made to medicine and law, specialised professions where the 
practitioners first and foremost are accountable to the professional standards of the occupation. 
Compliance in the internal accountability model may be enforced through holding teachers accountable to 
high professional standards / codes of conduct (as set by a professional association and/or the government) 
and peer reviews.   

19. Due to lack of evidence relating to internal accountability, this report will deal only with external 
accountability.   
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3. OVERVIEW OF COUNTRY PRACTICES  

3.1. Organisation of student assessments  

20. A number of OECD countries conduct student assessments. At first glance, the make-up of these 
assessments may appear somewhat identical, but in fact there are often substantial differences between 
countries in design, implementation and use. These differences arise from the fact that assessment is a 
political phenomenon (as well as a technical one), reflecting the agenda, tensions, institutional norms, and 
nature of power relations between political actors (Kellaghan et al., 2009).  

21. National student assessments are administrated in Australia, Belgium (French Community), 
Denmark, France, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Japan, Luxembourg, Mexico, the Netherlands, Norway, 
Portugal, the Slovak Republic, Sweden and the United Kingdom (England).  

22. In the United Kingdom assessments are held at the end of Key Stage 1 (Years 1-2), 2 (Years 3-6) 
and 4 (Years 10-11). At the end of Key Stage 1, teachers assess student progress in English and math 
(measured by tasks and tests that are administered informally). At the end of Key Stages 2, students take 
national tests in English, math and science. There is no national test at the end of Key Stage 3. At the end 
of Key Stage 4 students sit exams for the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) and/or 
equivalent qualifications. In Australia the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN) assesses students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. Since 2006, Irish primary schools are required to 
administer standardised tests in literacy and numeracy to pupils at two points of the primary school cycle 
(Years 1/2 and 4/5).  

23. In the Netherlands, schools must be able to account for their results. The great majority of 
schools do this through the use of student monitoring systems. The most common is a system developed by 
the National Institute for Educational Measurement (CITO), which comprises an integrated series of tests 
with a psychometric basis that allow students’ progress to be measured in core subjects. Moreover, the 
Dutch National Examination Board (CEVO) conducts national student assessments in several subjects. 
Since 2007, Japan has conducted national student assessments among elementary school sixth-graders and 
third-year junior high school students. The tests are voluntary for most schools, but a large majority of 
schools participate.  

24. In Belgium (the French Community), the Department of General Affairs, Research on Education 
and Joint Steering of the Education System is responsible for assessments of students’ achievements at the 
start of Years 3 and 5. As early as 1989, national standardised assessments were introduced in France. 
National student assessments are administered at the beginning of the school year. Portugal conducts 
national assessments in Years 4, 6 and 9. 

25. The Swedish National Agency for Education yearly conducts national assessments in Years 3, 5 
and 9, while the Norwegian Directorate of Education and Training conducts yearly national assessments in 
Years 5 and 8. Beginning in 2010, the Danish Agency for the Evaluation and Quality of Primary and 
Lower Secondary Education will yearly conduct national assessments in Years 2, 3, 4, 6 and 8. In Iceland 
national assessments are conducted in Years 4, 7 and 10. The assessments are organised, composed and 
marked by The Educational Testing Institute.  
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26. In federal states national student assessments are often administrated at the state level. This is the 
case in Canada, Germany and the United States.  

27. Under the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act in the US, states must measure student progress in 
reading and mathematics Years 3 through 8 and at least once during Years 10 through 12. Tests of science 
achievement were added in 2008. Tests must be aligned with state academic content and achievement 
standards. For some years, the German Länder have been conducting Land-specific as well as Länder-
spanning comparative studies, in addition to national and international performance comparisons. This 
includes for example measurement of language proficiency for different age groups, surveys on learning 
levels, or comparative studies in different grades or Land-specific performance comparisons. 

28. Sample student assessments are administrated in Australia, Austria, Belgium (Flemish 
Community), Canada, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Korea, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Spain, the 
United Kingdom (Scotland) and the United States.   

29. In Austria, baseline tests (sample tests based on educational standards) in core subjects were 
conducted in 2009 and 2010. The Austrian agency BIFIE will conduct nationwide follow-up tests every 
3rd year for students in Years 4 and 8. The National Education Monitoring Project (NEMP) in New 
Zealand aims to obtain a broad picture of the achievement and other educational outcomes of 
representative samples of students in Years 4 and 8. Each year, over a four-year period, different areas 
related to the curriculum are assessed. In the 2007/08 school year, the Italian National Institute for the 
Evaluation of the Education System (INVALSI) introduced national sample assessments in Italian, 
mathematics and science. The tests take place in Years 2 and 5 of primary school and in Years 1 and 3 of 
lower secondary school.  

30. In Spain, the national Institute of Evaluation (IE) and the corresponding bodies in the 
Autonomous Communities collaborate in carrying out national assessments of samples of pupils. Other 
tests covering all students are conducted on the sole responsibility of each Autonomous Community. The 
Finnish National Board of Education conducts representative sample studies of students learning 
achievements in different school types and levels. In Scotland, the Scottish Survey of Achievement (SSA) 
is a sample survey that monitors how well pupils in Scotland are learning. Each year the SSA focuses on a 
different aspect of the school curriculum. Australia commenced in 2003 a rolling three-yearly cycle of 
student sample assessments in Year 6 and 10. The sample assessments are designed primarily to monitor 
national and jurisdictional progress.   

31. The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is the only nationally representative 
and continuing assessment of what US students know and can do in various subject areas. The assessment 
stays essentially the same from year to year. This permits NAEP to provide a clear picture of student 
academic progress over time. NAEP scores are reported on the state and national level, as well as for 
selected large urban districts. NAEP results are based on representative samples of students. In Canada the 
Pan-Canadian Assessment Program (PCAP) is an initiative of the Council of Ministers of Education that 
complements the other assessments in each province and territory. Reading, mathematics and science tests 
were administered in the spring of 2007 to randomly selected students (13-year-old) in a random sample of 
schools with a random assignment of test booklets.  

32. In Belgium (the Flemish Community) inter-school tests are organised each year (municipal or 
inter-diocesan) for certain groups of subjects, such as the mother language and arithmetic in the final year 
of primary school. The tests are voluntary. The Irish Educational Research Centre conducts national 
sample surveys of achievement at primary level in English (NAER) and Mathematics (NAMA). It is 
planned to extend the range of assessments to include other areas of the curriculum in future years. Korea 
monitors the quality of the education system through the National Assessment of Scholastic Achievement 
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(NASA). NASA measures student performance against the objectives outlined in the school curriculum. 
NASA samples 1% of all participants based on school level and region.  

3.2. Reporting student test results  

33. It is a widely debated question in many countries to what extent and how student test results 
should be made publicly available. Some contend that there should be an effort towards making public all 
evidence from the evaluation of public policy (with appropriate analyses) in order to provide evidence to 
taxpayers and the users of schools on whether the schools are delivering the expected results, to provide a 
basis for intervening across the systems where results in priority areas are unsatisfactory, to enhance trust 
in government, or to improve the quality of policy debate. Others consider that the publication of school 
performance data will be counterproductive as it is subject to erroneous interpretation, particularly when no 
adjustment for socioeconomic background is made. Also debated is what types of reporting have proven 
most effective, in terms of raising performance and engaging teachers and schools in school improvement 
and to what extent the information schools and parents receive goes beyond the performance of their own 
school (OECD, 2007). 

34. Countries consistently publish aggregated assessment (national and sample) results for the 
education system as a whole, often in a yearly report on the state of the system and/or on an official 
website. This is the case in Austria, Australia, Belgium (French Community and Flemish Community), 
Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Korea, Mexico, the 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, the Slovak Republic, Spain, Sweden, the United Kingdom 
(England and Scotland) and the United States.  

35. Countries less consistently publish aggregated national and/or sample2 student test results on the 
local and school level. This is the case in Australia, Canada, France, Iceland, Mexico, the Netherlands, 
Portugal, Sweden, the United Kingdom (England) and the United States. In Norway results from the 
national student assessment are published on the local and regional level, while in Germany and Spain 
results are only published on the regional/state level.   

36.  In some countries, official documents state clearly that national tests cannot be used to rank 
schools. This applies to Austria, Belgium (the French Community), Denmark, France (in the case of 
évaluations-bilans) and Ireland. In Finland, there was strong pressure from the media to publish school 
rankings, but the national consensus in the ensuing debate was against publicizing test results (Eurydice, 
2009). 

37. Several countries that do not make test results publicly available at the regional, local and school 
level nevertheless make the results available to selected stakeholders. These normally include local 
authorities, school leaders and teachers. Furthermore, several countries that publish test results at the local 
and school level provide selected stakeholders with additional information concerning the test results.   

                                                      
2  Countries normally don’t publish aggregated results from sample student assessments on the school or local 

level (n is usually too small). However, participating teachers, schools and municipalities may receive 
feedback from sample assessments.    
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4. USERS AND USES OF STUDENT TEST RESULTS 

38. There are a number of uses for student test results. Table 1 provides some examples of uses.  

Table 1. Uses of student test results  

1.  Student monitoring: decide whether students are making sufficient progress in attainment in relation to 
expectations.  

2.  Diagnosis: clarify the type and extent of students’ learning difficulties in light of well-established criteria.  
The diagnosis is used as a basis for intervention. 

3.  School choice: identify the most desirable school for a child to attend. 

4.  Resource allocation: identify institutional needs and allocate resources. 

5.  Organisational intervention: identify institutional failure and justify intervention. 

6.  System monitoring: decide whether the education system is performing in accordance with expectations and, 
potentially, allocate rewards or sanctions. 

(Based on House of Commons, 2007) 

39. There are a number of users that use student test results. In this report the users have been 
categorised into eight broad categories. Table 2 presents an overview of the categories.   

Table 2. Users of student test results 

Category Users 

Central authorities Ministries, Directorates, Government agencies (e.g. Inspectorates) 

Local authorities Regions, Municipalities, Districts   

Schools School leaders, school administrators 

Teachers Teachers working as educators and Teacher Unions  

Students Students in primary and secondary education  

Parents Parents with children in primary and secondary education  

News media Newspapers, News agencies, TV Channels  

Researchers Universities, Colleges, Research institutions 
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4.1. Central authorities  

40. The state has long been the biggest generator, collector and user of data. Policy makers and 
bureaucrats have access to records and statistics dealing with almost all aspects of society. As outlined in 
Chapter 3.2., the great majority of OECD-countries publish aggregated assessment (national and sample) 
results for the education system as a whole, often in a yearly report on the state of the system and/or on an 
official website. 

4.1.1. Central authorities’ perception of student test results  

41. Central authorities generally perceive student test results as a tool to support policy-making. 
Student assessments give a wide range of valuable information about: (a) how well students are learning in 
the education system; (b) whether there is evidence of particular strengths and weaknesses in students’ 
knowledge and skills; (c) whether particular subgroups in the population perform poorly; (d) which factors 
are associated with student achievement; (e) whether government objectives and standards are being met; 
and (f) whether the achievements of students change over time (Kellaghan et al., 2009).  

42. Central authorities may also perceive student assessments results as a strategy for making the 
education system more accountable. This can be done in several ways: (a) informing citizens and parents 
about how well the education system in general and/or individual schools are meeting the needs of students 
and society, (b) communicate performance expectations to teachers and schools, and (c) using test results 
as a basis for rewarding and/or sanction teachers and schools according to student performance. 

4.1.2. Examples of uses  

43. In Belgium (the Flemish Community) the sample results are published and used as background 
for large conferences where the central authorities invite stakeholders to reflect on the results. Based on the 
discussions, a group of experts presents a list of recommendations. The stakeholders will then translate the 
recommendations into concrete action. Through the publication each year of high school result indicators, 
the French Education Ministry intends to give an account of the results of the national education public 
service. Furthermore, communications and conferences on the results of student assessments may be 
initiated at the request of teachers, researchers, parents or trade unions. 

44. In Ireland, the national sample surveys are meant to provide high quality, reliable data for the 
Department of Education and Science to assist in policy review and formulation, and resource allocation 
related to English and Mathematics. Furthermore, the surveys are meant to identify factors associated with 
achievement (school, teacher, home background, and student factors), and identify student performance 
trends. In Norway the student test results are used to evaluate how successful the school system is in 
providing all students with basic skills. In Japan the student test results are meant to give the Ministry of 
Education vital information on academic performance, and to put pressure on teachers and schools to 
improve. In New Zealand, the stated goal of the National Education Monitoring Project (NEMP) is to 
provide detailed information about what children know, think and can do, so that patterns of performance 
can be recognised, successes celebrated, and desirable changes to educational practices and resources 
identified and implemented.  

45. Some OECD countries, mostly European, have inspectorates. In general, Inspectorates of 
Education exist in order to monitor the quality level of schools and education (Wolf and Janssens, 2007). 
Since 2007 the Dutch Inspectorate of Education has carried out risk-based inspections of schools, assessing 
potential problems that could affect the quality of education. By means of full inspections the inspectorate 
checks whether the school fulfils its social task and/or whether the funds provided are used sensibly. On 
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this basis, the inspectorate issues advice on whether or not schools should be recognised or subsidised. 
Inspection reports are available online. Moreover, the Inspectorate publishes a “quality card” for every 
secondary school containing value-added school performance information. These cards show examination 
results, performances in individual subjects, the number of drop-outs and a comparison with similar 
secondary schools in the region. 

46. The Department for Education in the United Kingdom (England) publishes the test results by 
school in achievement and attainment tables which give information on the achievements of students, and 
how they compare with other schools in the Local Authority area and in England as a whole. Since 2006, 
“contextual value-added” systems have been used which, in addition to adjusting for a pupil’s own prior 
achievement, also attempt to adjust for factors such as the average prior achievement of a pupil’s peers. 
The purpose of the tables is to provide clear and accessible information to parents on their children’s 
attainment and progress. Furthermore, the tables are meant to assist school improvement and the school 
inspection process conducted by the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills 
(OFSTEAD). Good and outstanding schools are subject to a lighter touch inspection. If a school's overall 
effectiveness is judged inadequate, inspectors must decide whether it requires “special measures”, or a 
“notice to improve”. A copy of the inspection report is sent to the governing body, the head teacher, the 
local authority and others. The governing body must send a copy of the report to all parents within five 
working days of receiving it. The report is subsequently published on OFSTED’s website. 

47. Established in 2009, the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) 
is an independent authority that is responsible for publishing nationally comparable data (NAPLAN) on 
Australian schools. ACARA has established the My School website (www.myschool.edu.au) which 
provides detailed information about almost 10 000 schools in Australia. Results are published at the school 
level, and include average scores for statistically similar schools and all Australian schools. ACARA is 
intended as a key driver for transparency and quality in all Australian schools. Moreover, the establishment 
of ACARA is meant to reflect the commitment made by the Australian Government and State and 
Territory governments to provide all young Australians with a world class education (Australian 
government, 2009). 

48. In the United States, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) produces the 
“Nation’s Report Card”, to inform the public about the academic achievement of elementary and secondary 
students. NAEP is sponsored by the Department of Education and collects and reports academic 
achievement at the national level, and for certain assessments, at the state and district levels. The results 
are widely reported by the national and local media, and are an integral part of government evaluation of 
the condition and progress of education. Under the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, states must 
measure student progress in reading, mathematics and science achievement. Schools must make annual 
progress toward closing the achievement gap between rich and poor, black and white, and bring all 
students to grade-level proficiency in math and reading by 2014. The make-up of the state-administrated 
assessments varies between states, especially when it comes to the stakes attached to the assessments. Two 
out of three states have their own policies for penalising (in addition to the ones mandated by the NCLB) 
low-performing schools (Chiang, 2009).  

4.2. Local authorities  

49. Local authorities exercise responsibilities in the field of education in several OECD countries. As 
outlined in Chapter 3.2., local authorities often obtain aggregated national and/or sample student test 
results for their own area.  
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4.2.1. Local authorities’ perception of student test results  

50. Local authorities generally support student assessment. In Norway, 70% of the municipalities 
report that the national student assessments have, to a great extent, lead to school improvement in their 
municipality (Allerup et al., 2009). Support for student assessment is somewhat less apparent among local 
officials in the United States. A Public Agenda (2006) survey shows that 46% of superintendents consider 
student test results to be useful.  

51. Engeland and colleagues (2008) find that both municipalities and schools have difficulties 
finding an organisation where the results from national tests and surveys are used for quality improvement. 
School leaders view the distribution of test results to the municipalities primarily as hierarchical control, 
and to a much lesser degree as a basis for improvement. At the municipality level there is little discussion 
concerning how assessment and evaluation results can be used to improve how the administration and 
political leaders tackle the challenges in their schools. Officials participating in a study of 69 school 
districts in the United States overwhelmingly agreed that it is not the lack of data that hinders data-driven 
decision making. Rather, the officials described that they were “being overwhelmed by the sheer number 
of data collects from the state for compliance reporting” (The American Productivity and Quality Center, 
2009 – cited in Kline, 2009). 

4.2.2. Examples of uses 

52. The United Kingdom (Scotland) has developed systems enabling local authorities to increase the 
size of the sample student assessment within their territory in order to obtain statistically significant data 
for their own area. Local authorities that have opted for this system receive a targeted report from the 
central authorities on their relative performance (Eurydice, 2009). 

53. In Finland, local authorities are given much freedom in how they organise and use local school 
assessment. The evaluation system is predicated on the professionalism and expertise of teachers, and aims 
for continuous improvement in the quality of education and training. The National Board of Education 
conducts representative sample studies of students learning achievements in different school types and 
levels. The sample results are large enough to allow comparisons between regions and municipalities, thus 
being a useful tool for municipalities. 

54. In the United Kingdom (England) the school improvement partner programme, introduced as part 
of the new relationship between authorities and schools, aims to provide school leaders with challenge and 
support that is tailored to their needs and delivered to nationally consistent standards. The school 
improvement partner acts for the local authority and is the main (but not the only) channel for local 
authority communication about school improvement with the school. Based on a number of inputs, 
including student test results, the school improvement partner has a limited number of exchanges with the 
school's leadership about how well the school is serving its pupils and how the school needs to improve.  

4.3. School leaders 

55. As outlined in Chapter 3.2., school leaders systematically obtain aggregated national and/or 
sample student test results for their own school and/or individual students in many OECD countries. 
School leaders are expected to use the results for school development, as well to account for the student 
performance in their school (e.g. to parents, local authorities and/or central authorities) and sometimes also 
to hold teachers accountable for the results of their students. 
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4.3.1. School leaders’ perception of student assessments results   

56. In the United States, about half of the school leaders report that student test results are helpful. A 
large majority consider knowing how to use results to improve teaching an essential skill for a school 
leader (Public Agenda, 2006). English secondary schools operate within a performance management 
system, which includes achievement and attainment tables (formerly performance tables) reporting school 
performance across a number of indicators. The results from an interview-based study show that school 
leaders care about their school's place in the achievement and attainment tables, and that they believe this 
system affects behaviour (Wilson et al., 2006). One the other hand, 50% of school leaders in England 
report that they find the different accountability measures to be a de-motivating factor in their daily work 
(PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2007).   

57. Teacher evaluation has historically been the responsibility of school leaders in many countries. In 
a large scale survey in Colorado, 81% of school leaders answered that teacher evaluation is a primal task of 
school leadership (Hirsch, 2009). The amount of data available to school leaders is rapidly increasing, thus 
providing school leaders with a number of tools for evaluation. But the richness in data also generates 
challenges. A study by the Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training (2008) finds that a majority 
of school leaders report that they have limited experience with interpreting and using data from the 
National Quality Assessment System.  

58. Likewise, a case study by Earl and Fullan (2003) finds that school leaders in the United Kingdom 
(England) and Canada (Ontario and Manitoba) have anxieties about using data. Even school leaders that 
were positively disposed to looking at data as part of their decision-making expressed insecurity about their 
skill in gathering, interpreting and making sense of the information about their school. Many of them 
indicated that they had not had training or experience in research, data collection, data management or data 
interpretation. On the other hand, Allerup and colleagues (2009) find that the more support a school leader 
receives from the local authorities, the more useful the school leader views the data. 

4.3.2. Examples of uses  

59. RAISEonline (subsidiary of OFSTED) is an online tool for use by schools, local authorities, 
inspectors and school improvement partners in the United Kingdom (England). By providing a common set 
of analyses, it supports school improvement and the school inspection process. External users cannot 
automatically access this dataset, although schools can choose to allow them access. RAISEonline include 
functions that allow schools leaders to produce their own “what if” scenarios and set targets based on 
these, to investigate the performance of pupils in specific curriculum areas, contextual information about 
schools including comparisons to schools nationally. RAISEonline allows school leaders to focus on areas 
or groups of pupils where performance is particularly strong as well as areas for improvement.  

60. In Hungary, the results of the national student assessment have to be made accessible to 
educational institutions and their maintainers. This is to ensure that educational institutions can compare 
their pedagogical work with other institutions and to identify whether an institutional improvement 
programme is necessary. 

61. The province-administered student assessments in Canada (Ontario) are meant to give school 
leaders more feedback on how well students are meeting the expectations in the provincial curriculum and 
how effectively teaching strategies and school programmes are meeting students’ needs. 

4.4. Teachers  

62. As outlined in Chapter 3.2., teachers often obtain aggregated national and/or sample student test 
results for their own students and/or their own school. Student test results can be used to assess whether 
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students are making sufficient progress in relation to expectations, understand student strengths and 
weaknesses to target further instruction and inform teacher preparation and training needs (Pathways to 
College Network, 2006). 

4.4.1. Teachers’ perception of student test results  

63. A number of sample surveys cited in Mons (2009) indicate that teachers generally are positive to 
student assessment. A Public Agenda (2006) survey finds that only one out of five teachers in the United 
States considers student assessment to do more harm than good, and that most teachers give their local 
district rather good marks for being reasonable and putting higher academic standards in place. A Canadian 
(Ontario) survey reports that around ¾ of all teachers use student and school test results to identify areas of 
reading, writing and mathematics program strength and areas for improvement (EQAO, 2009). In Sweden, 
a survey by the National Agency for Education (2004) also finds that a majority of teachers consider that 
student assessment provides clear guidelines on teaching content, helps to highlight students' strengths and 
weaknesses and does not limit the scope of their teaching. 

64. Statements and declarations from teacher unions are also sometimes positively inclined towards 
student assessment. The American Federation of Teachers (AFT) has, for many years, been supportive of 
quality standardised assessment that is fair and timely, and that informs and supports instruction (AFT, 
2008). The Norwegian Union of Education (2005) maintains that, used properly, student assessment can be 
a useful tool for school improvement.   

65. Nevertheless, this openness to the principle of national student assessment in some countries does 
not prevent teachers from criticizing specific aspects of national student assessments. In the United States, 
more than eight in ten teachers say that the schools today place far too much emphasis on standardised test 
scores (Public Agenda, 2003). A great majority of teachers in Florida responded that the State-
administrated student assessments were not taking schools in the right direction. The teachers commented 
that the test results were used improperly and that the one-time test scores were not an accurate assessment 
of students’ learning and development (Jones and Egley, 2004). Almost 90% of teachers in the United 
Kingdom (England and Scotland) warn that the “public ranking of schools leads to teaching to the test” and 
reported that “there was a real danger that public ranking of schools might lead to manipulation of data”. 
They also disagree that competition between schools is needed to drive (school) improvement and disagree 
that it is necessary to publish school-specific data to enable parents to exercise choice. Scottish teachers 
hold these views more strongly than do their English counterparts (Croxford et al., 2009).  

66. Similar objections have been voiced by teacher unions. In the United Kingdom (England and 
Wales), the National Union of Teachers (NUT) and the National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT) 
voted to boycott the 2010 national student assessments. According to NUT, assessments in their current 
form disrupt the learning process for children in Year 6, and are misused to compile meaningless 
performance tables which only serve to humiliate and demean children, their teachers and their 
communities (NUT, 2010). Likewise, the Australian Education Union (AEU) voted to boycott the 2010 
national student assessments in protest against the use of results to create school performance tables (AEU, 
2010).  

67. Randi Weingarten, President of the AFT, summed up this ambiguity to student assessment at the 
National Convention in 2008: “Tests, if they are fair and accurate, and aligned with a rich curriculum, can 
play an important role in holding teachers, administrators and schools accountable for much of student 
achievement. But the narrow numerical measures of [the No Child Left Behind Act] benefit no one, least 
of all the children they were supposed to help” (AFT, 2008). On a similar note, Mick Brookes, General 
Secretary of NAHT, has proclaimed that his organisation is in favour of student assessment as long as it is 
“for the right reasons and with the right instruments”(House of Commons, 2007).  
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68. In sum, teachers are generally more positive towards using test results for improving instruction, 
than using them for accountability. It is not so much the principle of being held accountable that teachers 
object to, but rather that what they view as flawed conclusions from student assessments are used for 
accountability purposes.   

4.4.2. Examples of uses 

69. In Canada (Ontario), the province-administered assessments are meant to give teachers more 
feedback on how well students are meeting the expectations in the provincial curriculum and how 
effectively teaching strategies and school programs are meeting students’ needs. In Australia the national 
student assessments are meant to help teachers monitor student progress and identify students in need of 
additional support. The information can be used for diagnostic purposes and can assist them in their 
planning to cater for the individual needs of each student.  

70. In Denmark, Norway and Sweden, teachers use student test results to map the strengths and 
weaknesses of the students in order to improve classroom instruction. In Sweden, teachers also use test 
results to ensure fair grading. In Finland, a wide degree of responsibility is given to teachers for the 
learning and assessment of students, and flexibility in exercising this responsibility. 

71. The CITO monitoring and evaluation system aims to help teachers in the Netherlands determine 
if their students’ educational progress is satisfactory and if their own educational programme is working 
(provides a range of tools and guides for identification, analysis, and the development of action plans). 
Teachers and schools get access to student data on a secure site at the internet.  

4.5. Parents  

72. As outlined in Chapter 3.2., a minority of OECD countries publish student test results at the 
school level. Countries that make such results publically available often do this because they want to bring 
about the active involvement of different stakeholders, particularly parents, in ensuring education quality at 
schools. It is assumed that informed parents effectively can challenge schools’ weaknesses. Furthermore, 
such information may enable parents to choose a desirable school for their children (Wolf and Janssens, 
2007). 

4.5.1. Parents’ perception of student test results  

73. In general, parents seem to support student assessment schemes. Sample survey studies reviewed 
in Johnson and Duffett (2003) show that the majority of parents in the United States find student test 
results useful. Only 1 of 5 parents thinks that their child has to take too many tests (Public Agenda, 2006). 
In Canada (Ontario), 88% of parents consider the provincial testing program important, and 69% place 
high importance on having this indication of their child’s achievement in relation to the provincial standard 
(EQAO, 2010). 42% of Norwegian adults say that the national student assessment creates the necessary 
foundation for improving schools (The Norwegian Directorate of Education and Training, 2009).  

74. In the United Kingdom (England), a majority of parents report that they want to be able to 
compare one school's performance against another, that the performance of each school should be 
published and publicly available and that test results are one important measure of a school's performance 
(TNS, 2008). English parents are not so much concerned about ‘what’s the best school’, rather they want to 
know ‘what’s the best school for my child’ – a question with a highly individual answer’ (Counterpoint 
Research, 2009). 
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4.5.2. Examples of uses  

75. For parents to make informed choices, however, information must be available for all schools on 
a consistent basis to allow comparisons to be made (Bradley et al., 2000). The most explicit way in which 
this has been provided is through the annual publication of the school achievement and attainment tables 
by the Department for Education in the United Kingdom (England), the State-administered School Report 
Cards in the United States, the province-administered student test results made available at the Education 
Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO) website in Canada (Ontario) and the My School website 
administered by the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA).  

4.6. Students 

76. Although students are the focal point of student assessment, they seldom get to use the results 
themselves. In some OECD countries students receive feedback on their score and/or their placement 
relative to other students.  

77. Students generally dislike high stakes assessments (EPPI, 2002). Studies cited in Mons (2009) 
show that testing either reduced the “love of learning”, which is one element of intrinsic motivation, or had 
no significant effect. Likewise, a systematic literature review by Nordenbo et al. (2009) emphasise that the 
test situation leads to increased stress for students, and that test results increases the motivation of high-
achieving students, while decreasing the motivation of low-achieving students.   

4.7. News media  

78. News media have access to student test results at the school level in all OECD countries that 
publish results for individual schools. The results are often compiled and used as a basis for publishing 
performance tables and school rankings. In some countries the news media have been instrumental in 
compelling the government to publish student test results at the school level.  

79. In France, newspapers started the process of publishing results from the baccalauréat 
(examination at the age of 18) passing rates in the lycées. Value added indicators were initially (from 1989 
onwards) sent to the lycées, and thereafter (from 1991 onwards) published more widely by the Ministry of 
Education. In the Netherlands the newspaper Trouw obtained school performance data from the Ministry of 
Education. The latter initially refused to provide these data, arguing that it would spoil the relationship 
between the Dutch Schools Inspectorate and the Ministry of Education, and that publishing raw school 
scores would have major negative effects on schools (e.g. on their reputation and staff motivation). Today 
the newspapers and the Dutch Schools Inspectorate publish test results including value-added performance 
information (Visscher, 2001).  

80. In Australia both newspapers and private enterprises use student test results (available at the 
government website My School) to create school rankings. The Sydney Morning Herald has annually 
published league tables for New South Wales schools. Furthermore, the entrepreneurial Australian School 
Ranking, which can be downloaded for a fee, ranks every school in Australia on a numerical list, and then 
provides lists of the “Bottom 100 Suburbs for Primary Education”, the “Bottom 100 Suburbs for 
Secondary Education” and over 90 other ranked lists. 

81. Since 1992, The Department for Education in the United Kingdom (England) has published 
school achievement and attainment tables. Based on the data from the tables, newspapers have annually 
compiled and published school rankings. The Norwegian Directorate of Education and Training does not 
facilitate the creation of league tables and school rankings, although newspapers have often managed to get 
hold of results at the school level. Based on this data they have published school rankings.  
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4.8. Researchers  

82. In several OECD countries data collection and analysis of student assessment is outsourced to 
independent researchers – be it universities, government sponsored research centres or private research 
companies. These institutions may also be responsible for making student assessment data available to 
other researchers.   

83. In Canada student assessment data, along with other school and student related information is 
available through Edudata Canada, an independent organisation that facilitates access to such information 
for qualified researchers. The National Institute for Educational Measurement (CITO) in the Netherlands is 
a private company that offers schools a number of products including student assessment and monitoring. 
In Luxembourg, the University of Luxembourg is responsible for developing, administrating and analysing 
the national student assessments in the country.  
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5. EVIDENCE REGARDING THE USE OF STUDENT TEST RESULTS 

84. Chapters 3 and 4 revealed that there are numerous uses and users of student test results. Some 
countries use student test results solely to inform the public about the performance of the education system 
as a whole, while other countries use student test results to hold schools and teachers accountable to a 
number of stakeholders. In the latter case high stakes (e.g. financial rewards and sanctions) may be 
attached to the results. Many OECD-countries that conduct student assessments also use the results to 
inform classroom instruction (e.g. mapping student strengths and weaknesses).  

85. The lion’s share of the evidence regarding the use of student test results originates from countries 
that employ comprehensive accountability systems, notably North America and the United Kingdom. 
There is little evidence available from countries with no comprehensive accountability systems. Sections 
5.1-5.3 examine evidence relating to the use of student test results for accountability purposes, while 
section 5.4 looks into evidence regarding the use of student test results for improving classroom 
instruction. At the end of the Chapter, table 3 sums up the arguments for and against different uses of 
student test results.   

5.1. Publishing student test results in performance tables  

86. As outlined in Chapter 3.2, a minority of OECD countries publish student test results for 
individual schools. Countries that do publish student test results often do this in tables that allow 
stakeholders easy access to detailed information about a particular school (e.g. student test results, student 
attendance and the socio-economic make-up of the school), as well as allowing stakeholders to do 
meaningful comparisons among schools. In systems where parents can choose the school they think is best 
for their children, the tables are meant to support parents in their decision. The information provided in the 
tables differs somewhat from country to country, although a common denominator is that stakeholders can 
compare the student test results of different schools. This entails that schools can be ranked according to 
their students’ performance. When not referring to a particular country, this report uses the term 
“performance tables” to describe the practice of publishing student test results in a way that allows for 
comparison between schools.  

87. The available evidence regarding the effect of publishing student test results in school 
performance tables is mixed. There is little evidence of a positive relationship between performance tables 
and increased student performance. There is, however, evidence of performance tables influencing the 
behaviour of schools, teachers and parents – although not always as originally intended by the authorities. 
Lastly, there is wide consensus in the literature that reporting student test results in performance tables is 
coupled with several methodological problems and challenges. 

88. Based on data from more than 300 schools in the United Kingdom (England), Levacic (2004) 
concludes that schools respond positively to competitive pressures to improve on a particularly well 
publicized and widely used performance indicator. This finding indicates that competitive pressures may 
stimulate school leaders and teachers to improve on a measure of performance that is accorded a high 
public profile. 

89. Hanushek and Raymond (2005) have tested whether the introduction of the School Report Cards, 
one of the key elements of the accountability system introduced with the No Child Left Behind act 
(NCLB), caused the reported increase in student achievement. Their study indicate that just reporting test 
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results has minimal impact on student performance and that the force of accountability comes from 
attaching consequences such as monetary awards or takeover threats to school performance. On the other 
hand, Hoxby (2001) finds that students in states with report card systems improved their reading and math 
skills faster than students in states that had not yet initiated such systems. 

90. Under Florida’s accountability program, schools are provided with grades according to their 
student’s performance on state-administrated assessments. The grades “D” and “F” indicate that schools 
are low performing. Schools assigned an “F” also face the threat of a voucher program. West and Peterson 
(2006) find that students in Florida schools that were stigmatised as grade “D” performed better the 
subsequent year than students at similar schools that did not face the same stigma (grade “C”). This finding 
is interesting. Unlike grade “F” schools, the only stake for schools receiving grade “D” was the stigma of 
the label. There is also some evidence from Germany of school reputation having a positive effect on 
student outcome (Jürges et al., 2005).  

91. Teachers seem to be responsive to how their school performs on performance tables. A case 
study from Maryland and Kentucky finds that being labelled as low-performing and the negative publicity 
that accompanied it came as a shock to some teachers, especially those with more seniority. Although in 
time, teachers distanced themselves from the verdict of the system, the label nevertheless hurt and many 
wished to get rid of it (Mintrop, 2004). Likewise, a study of the accountability system in Chicago shows 
that teachers reported a strong desire to avoid the stigma of their school being labelled as “on probation” 
(Jacob et al., 2004). Waterreus (2003) shows that in Dutch secondary education, scores on school report 
cards influence teacher mobility. Schools with “good scores” experience less staff turnover and attract 
more new teachers than schools with ‘bad scores’. However, only minor effects are detected. 

92. Wiggins and Tymms (2002) find that English primary schools perceive their accountability 
system (with School Achievement and Attainment tables) as being significantly more dysfunctional than 
those of their Scottish counterparts (without tables). English schools were more likely to report 
concentrating on meeting their targets (at the expense of other important objectives), narrowing the 
curriculum and concentrating resources on students close to reaching the threshold (who would improve 
their performance table position). On the other hand, Allerup and colleagues (2009) find that Norwegian 
teachers, school leaders and local authorities consider that the publication of results from the national 
student assessments in Norway have changed the way schools operate in a positive direction.  

93. Performance tables may be compiled in order to support parents in choosing a desirable school 
for their children. Karsten and Visscher (2001 – cited in Wolf and Janssens, 2007) conclude, on the basis 
of a number of international studies, that parents in general pay little attention to public performance 
indicators. Following the introduction of NCLB in the United States, only a tiny percentage (1-5%) of 
students have left a “failing” school for a supposedly better school – as measured by student test results 
(Ravitch, 2010). Based on data from a cohort study of Scottish students entering education in 1984 and 
interviews with the student’s parents, Echols and Willms (1995) find that parents of higher socio-economic 
status were more likely to value information obtained from teachers and school leaders. Most parents did 
not feel the need to examine all of the alternatives available; rather, they wanted to find the nearest school 
with a strong disciplinary climate and a positive social atmosphere.  

94. Scholars point to several methodological problems regarding performance tables. A common 
objection is that performance tables based solely on “raw” student test results essentially measure the 
quality of the school intake rather than the teaching in the school (Willms, 1997; Hoyle and Robinson, 
2003). Ladd and Zelli (2002) argue that a better approach is to use value-added assessment, where gains in 
achievement of students in specific grades from one year to the next are measured.  
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95. Regardless of the type of assessment used for measuring student achievement, imprecision will 
always be a problem. Studies of sampling variation show that the amount of variation due to the 
idiosyncrasies of the particular sample of students being assessed is often large relative to the total amount 
of variation in student performance observed. The larger the number of students tested, the more likely is it 
that erratic scores will cancel each other on average. But most schools are too small to support statistical 
confidence that student’s good and bad days will average out on a single test (Rothstein et al., 2008). Kane 
and Staiger (2001) estimate that for an average size elementary school in North Carolina, 28% of the 
variance in student assessment scores are due to sampling variation. Furthermore, imprecision arises from 
one-time factors that are not sensitive to the size of the sample: a dog barking in the playground on the day 
of the assessment, the weather or one particularly disruptive student in a class (Kane and Staiger, 2001; 
Ravitch, 2010).  

96. Imprecision can be reduced through publishing student test results with a margin of error. But 
this margin could be larger than the true differences in average scores that would distinguish effective 
schools from ineffective ones. Furthermore, human variability (e.g. variation of bright and slow students in 
a single year) necessitates a further margin of error in reporting assessment scores. The margin of error 
increases even more when test results of subgroups (e.g. minorities, disabled students) are reported, 
because these groups are smaller (Korertz, 2008; Rothstein et al., 2008).  

97. A further limitation of performance tables is that differences between schools are generally not 
statistically significant (Petegem et al., 2005). Performance tables can be a valuable tool for identifying 
outliers – high and low performing schools – but not for sorting or ranking the majority of schools (Rowe, 
2000; Visscher, 2001; Hoyle and Robinson, 2003). In the words of Rowe (1996) – “all rankings are 
fallible”. Moreover, it is hard to use performance tables as a tool for predicting future performance. The 
most recent published information is based on the current performance of a cohort of students who entered 
schools several years earlier, whereas for choosing a school it is the future performance of the current 
cohort that is of interest. Leckie and Goldstein (2009) show that few schools’ future performances can be 
separated from both the overall mean and from one another with an acceptable degree of precision.  

98. Lastly, different assessments produce different results. A variety of evidence in the late 1990s 
(cited in Haney, 2000; Mons, 2009) led a number of observers to conclude that the state of Texas had made 
near miraculous progress in increasing student achievement – as measured by the Texas Assessment of 
Academic Skills (TAAS). However, Klein and colleagues (2000) show that student improvements in 
reading and math in Texas were comparable to the national trend (as measured by NAEP data), except for 
fourth grade math where Texas student improvements were significantly greater than the national trend. 
A study of student test results in four states – Texas, North Carolina, Arkansas and Connecticut – also 
finds that the state-administrated test results have grown almost twice as fast as national student test results 
(Jacob, 2007). These findings underline that student test results are not a definitive measure of student 
knowledge or skills. Thus, no single assessment can be a perfect indicator of student performance 
(Hamilton et al., 2002). 

5.2. Using student test results to reward and penalise schools  

99. The evidence relating to the effect of using student results to reward and/or penalise schools is 
mixed. On the one hand, rewards and sanctions for schools seem to have a positive effect on student 
performance. On the other hand, rewards and sanctions for schools seem to create unintended strategic 
behaviour among teachers and school leaders.  

100. In the United States, 31 states reward high-performing or improving schools, while 32 states 
sanction low-performing schools (EPE Research Center, 2010). Evidence from Florida’s A+ accountability 
program, which is one of the most comprehensive high stake assessment programs of its kind, is in this 
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regard interesting. Several scholars find that sanction threats in Florida have raised the assessment scores 
of students during the time that they are attending the threatened schools (Greene, 2001; Figlio and Rouse, 
2005; West and Peterson, 2006; Rouse et al., 2007; Chakrabarti, 2008; Chiang, 2009; Winters et al., 2010). 
Rouse and colleagues (2007) find that schools that received a grade of “F” in summer 2002 immediately 
improved the test scores of the next cohort of students, and that these test score improvements were not 
transitory, but rather remained in the longer term. They also find that “F”-graded schools engaged in 
systematically different changes in instructional policies and practices as a consequence of school 
accountability pressure, and that these policy changes may explain a significant share of the test score 
improvements (in some subject areas) associated with “F”-grade receipt.  

101. It is important to note that Florida’s increase in student achievement is smaller when NAEP data 
is used to measure improvement (Figlio and Rouse, 2005), a finding that is reported in many states (see 
section 5.1.). Furthermore, Chiang (2009) argues that it is important to determine whether persistence of 
observed improvements in Florida arises from retained knowledge of subject content or greater familiarity 
with the format of test questions; the latter type of familiarity is arguably of less value, a point also made 
by Koretz (2005). Finally, Rouse and colleagues (2007) emphasise that “it is premature to outline a 
prescription for the improvement of low-performing schools based on these findings, particularly since we 
do not observe student performance along all relevant dimensions”. 

102. Other studies find a less clear relationship between high stakes for schools and student 
improvement. Evidence from a study of 18 states with high-stakes tests show that in all but one analysis, 
student learning is indeterminate, remains at the same level it was before the policy was implemented, or 
actually goes down when high-stakes assessment policies are instituted (Amrein and Berliner, 2002). Jacob 
(2005) finds that Chicago's high-stakes assessment system led to significant learning gains in the low-
stakes subjects of science and social studies. However, he finds that these gains in low-stakes subjects due 
to the policy were smaller than those in the high-stakes subjects. The performance bonus plan in Chile, the 
Sistema Nacional de Evaluación de Desempeño de los Establecimientos Educacionales (SNED), rewards 
schools whose performance on the national student assessment places them in the top 25% of performance 
in the region. Mizala and Romaguera (2005 – cited in OECD, 2009) find that the SNED is not an incentive 
for additional effort for those schools that always score in the top 25%, nor for those that have never scored 
in that range. However, for those schools that have a chance of success, it has had a positive effect on 
student achievement. Driscoll and colleagues (2008) report similar findings from California – failure to 
adjust for initial conditions (e.g. social economic background of students) may put awards out of the reach 
of some schools and thus fail to produce the desired incentives. Furthermore, O’Day (2002) notes that 
schools with more students from high socio-economic status tend to respond more effectively to the 
demands of high-stakes assessment systems.    

103. Test results are not the output of education, but a proxy for the education taking place every day 
in classrooms. When stakes are attached to the proxy, rather than the education it is meant to stand for, 
distortion may occur (House of Commons, 2007). Smith (1995) presents a profound theoretical analysis of 
the unintended consequences of publishing performance data in the public sector. Most of the effects he 
describes are of a strategic nature: 

• Management emphasis on what is being quantified at the expense of un-quantified performance 
aspects 

• The pursuit of narrow local objectives at the expense of the objectives of the organisation as a 
whole 

• The pursuit of short term targets at the expense of long term objectives 
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• Emphasis on measures of success rather than the underlying objective 

• The deliberate manipulation of data so that reported behaviour differs from actual behaviour 

• The misinterpretation of data and deduction of the wrong policy measures due to bounded 
rationality 

• The deliberate manipulation of actual behaviour to secure strategic advantage 

• Organisational paralysis brought about by an excessively rigid system of performance evaluation  

104. In education, “teaching to the test” is probably the most well-known example of strategic 
behaviour. There is substantial evidence of teachers and school leaders responding to student assessment 
schemes through teaching students the specific skills that are assessed, narrowing the curriculum and 
allocating more resources to subjects that are tested (Klein et al., 2000; Linn, 2000; Stecher and Barron, 
2001; Clarke et al., 2003; Jacob, 2005; Center on Education Policy 2007; Hamilton, et al., 2007; Slomp 
2008). Hamilton and colleagues (2007) also show that teachers report focusing more on students near the 
proficient cut score and expressed concerns about negative effects of the accountability requirements on 
the learning opportunities given to high-achieving students. Likewise, Reback (2008) find that students in 
Texas perform better than expected when their assessment score is particularly important for their schools' 
accountability rating. Lastly, a study by Koretz (2005) finds that students generally score lower on an 
assessment that was unexpected than on an assessment for which teachers had time to prepare. 

105. The desirability of teaching to the test is debated in the literature. Advocates of high stakes 
assessments argue that teaching to the test content is appropriate if tests are properly constructed to 
measure achievement (Sims, 2008). The fact that school leaders and teachers respond strategically to 
student assessment implies that assessments can be utilised as a powerful tool for steering classroom 
instruction in a desirable direction. Lane and colleagues (2002) find that school leaders and teachers tended 
to support the Maryland School Performance Assessment Program (MSPAP) as a tool for making changes 
in instruction, teachers were making some positive changes in mathematics instruction because of MSPAP, 
and the schools for which teachers reported that MSPAP had a greater impact on their mathematics 
instruction had greater MSPAP performance gains in mathematics over a 5 year period. Ladd and Zelli 
(2002) show that school leaders responded to North Carolina’s ABCs program in ways that are consistent 
with the state’s goal of focusing attention on the basics skills of reading, math, and writing. Koretz and 
colleagues (1994, 1996) report similar findings for Vermont and Kentucky. In the United Kingdom, the 
Select Committee report on Testing and Assessment concludes, drawing on a wide range of evidence, that 
“appropriate testing can help to ensure that teachers focus on achievement and often that has meant 
excellent teaching, which is very sound” (House of Commons, 2007). 

106. Probably of more concern than teaching to the test, is the evidence regarding manipulation and 
outright cheating. Levitt and Jacob (2002) estimate that serious cases of teacher or administrator cheating 
on student assessment occur in a minimum of 4-5 percent of elementary school classrooms annually. In 
Texas, 700 out of the state’s 8 000 schools are reported to have unusual test responses (TEA, 2007). 
Moreover, Figlio and Getzler (2002) estimate that the introduction of the high-stakes FCAT assessment in 
Florida is associated with a dramatically higher rate of disability classification. The probability that a low-
performing student or a student from a low socio-economic background would be reclassified into a 
disability category exempted from the accountability system increased significantly after the introduction 
of the high-stakes FCAT assessments. Likewise, Haney (2000) show that a substantial portion of the 
apparent increases in Texas student test results (TAAS) in the 1990s are due to low performing students 
being classified as “in special education”, and hence not counted in the schools accountability ratings. An 
investigation in 2007 by the newspaper Cleveland Plain Dealer determined that the school districts had 
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“scrubbed” or tossed out assessment scores from students who were not continuously enrolled during a 
school year. Most of the scores that were scrubbed were from low performers (Sims, 2008a).  

107. Lastly, accountability systems – especially high stakes – are expensive to develop and administer. 
This is particularly so when the standards that schools are expected to reach are set high. Rothstein and 
colleagues (2008) have estimated that the costs of a sophisticated accountability system in the United 
States could be up to 1% of the total spending in primary and secondary school. Estimates of states’ costs 
to implement the No Child Left Behind act in the United States range from $8 billion to $150 billion 
(Duncombe et al., 2008) – a substantial cost regardless of where one places oneself on the continuum. One 
should note that any cost calculations is bound to be controversial because scholars do not agree on several 
key issues (e.g. what should be counted).  

5.3. Using student test results to evaluate teachers  

108. Numerous studies have shown that teachers matter (Hattie, 2003; Rockoff, 2004; OECD, 2005b; 
Rikvin et al., 2005; Salvanes et al., 2008). Teachers also differ regarding to how effective they are in 
raising student achievement (Leigh, 2007). What teachers know, do, and care about is important for student 
outcome. The problem is that assessing teaching quality is a very complex task. The evidence show that 
student test results – in combination with other measures – may serve as a basis for distinguishing between 
high and low performing teachers, but it is inadequate as a basis for high stake decisions such as teacher 
pay and promotion.   

109. A fundamental challenge in holding teachers accountable for student achievement is that, as 
economists put it, education is jointly produced by teachers, schools, families, and communities 
(Hanushek, 1979; Harris, 2009). Thus, it is hard to single out the effect of a single teacher on the outcome 
of a single student (McCaffery et al., 2003). The problem may be overcome by using value-added 
assessment. Value-added assessment is essentially a method for isolating the contribution of individual 
teachers on growth in student achievement by controlling for other potential influences on student learning, 
such as prior student achievement and student and family characteristics. Value-added assessment is an 
approach that has grown in popularity in the later years (Heyburn et al., 2010). In theory value-added 
offers an opportunity to hold teachers accountable for student results that they can influence. In reality 
value-added assessment relies on a several problematic assumptions as well as some methodological 
limitations (Ballou, 2002; Reardon and Raudenbush, 2008; Ravitch, 2010).  

110. One of the limitations with value-added assessment is that teachers are not randomly assigned to 
students, an assumption that most value-added assessments make (Rothstein, 2007). Moreover, a measured 
increase in student outcome could be due to the hard work of a prior teacher and not the current year 
teacher (McCaffery et al., 2003). Evidence cited in Harris (2009) suggests that, despite its limitations, 
value-added assessment can provide useful information about teacher performance. Goldhaber and Hansen 
(2010) also find statistically significant relationships between North Carolina teachers’ value added 
effectiveness measures and the subsequent achievement of students in their classes. On the other hand, 
such measures are somewhat unreliable, so that clear distinctions can only be made between the very 
highest and very lowest level of teacher value-added by traditional statistical standards (Harris, 2009). 
Value-added assessment, being a rather sophisticated model, often requires an outside research partner to 
help measure value-added performance (Meyer and Christian, 2008). It is therefore likely that using value-
added assessment for teacher evaluation necessitates a rather comprehensive, and possibly costly, support 
system.  

111. Whether value-added or not, student test results are usually available only for certain grades and 
subjects. In the United States, less than one in four teachers are likely to be in grades and subjects where it 
would be possible to evaluate teachers based on student test results (Kane et al., 2010). Some groups of 
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teachers may be evaluated annually (e.g. native language teachers teaching in a Year that is assessed), 
while other groups of teachers may seldom or never be evaluated (e.g. social science teachers). This limits 
the feasibility of using student assessments results for evaluating teachers in general. Moreover, student 
test results capture only a fraction of the contribution of teachers as well as the overall mission of a school 
(Podgursky and Springer, 2007). If teachers are not provided with clear signals about legitimate ways in 
which to improve their practice, there is the danger that teachers will focus instead on teaching test-taking 
skills at the cost of teaching other, more difficult to measure (but valuable) skills (Kane et al., 2010). This 
phenomenon commonly referred to as “teaching to the test”. Section 5.2 provides a detailed description of 
“teaching to the test”. 

112. Student test results are sometimes used as a basis for teacher certification. Certification entails 
that a teacher has earned professional credentials from an authoritative source, such as a government 
agency. Certification may be dependent on formal training requirements, skill and ability assessments, 
classroom observation, student performance and/or other prerequisites. There is evidence of teacher 
certification having a positive effect on student outcome (Cavalluzzo, 2004; Vandervoort et al., 2004; 
Darling-Hammond et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2005; Hakel et al., 2008), although some studies find that 
certified teachers do not perform significantly better than other teachers, in spite of improvements in some 
grades and areas (McColskey and Stronge, 2005; Harris and Sass, 2007). Furthermore, the evaluation 
process leading to certification seems to have a positive effect on teacher practice. Studies relating to the 
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) in the United States, which represents one 
of the most complex and comprehensive approaches to teacher certification, show that teachers apply in 
the classroom what they learnt from the NBPTS evaluation process (Bond et al., 2000; Lustick and Sykes, 
2006). Teachers who successfully go through the evaluation process are also likely to contribute to school 
leadership by adopting new roles including mentoring and coaching of other teachers (Petty, 2002; Freund 
et al., 2005). It is nonetheless a challenge that high stakes is often attached to teacher certification – e.g. 
higher salary and better job opportunities – thus making it imperative that the data used for the certification 
decision is reliable and valid. 

113. A more controversial issue is whether student test results can be used as a basis for decisions 
relating to teacher pay (OECD, 2009a). This is commonly referred to as performance incentive pay. The 
theory behind performance incentive pay is that it will motivate teachers to adapt their professional 
practice to address performance criteria, whether tied to student achievement measures or other indicators 
of good practice (Heyburn et al., 2010). The evidence of the overall impact of such schemes is mixed and 
can be contentious and potentially divisive (OECD, 2005b). In a literature review, Hanushek and Rivkin 
(2006) conclude that “overall, the studies show that salaries are more likely to be positively related to 
student achievement than negatively. Nonetheless, only a minority is statistically significant”. Furthermore, 
the OECD (2009b) report Evaluating and Rewarding the Quality of Teachers finds several international 
examples of how performance incentive pay schemes have led to unintended strategic behaviour among 
teachers. 

114. In sum, there is wide consensus in the literature that student test results should not be used as the 
sole measurement of teacher performance. This holds especially true when student test results are used to 
make high stake decisions such as teacher pay and promotion. A valid and reliable scheme for assessing 
individual teacher performance requires multiple, independent sources of evidence and multiple, 
independent trained assessors of that evidence (CAESL, 2004; Ingvarson et al., 2007; Isoré, 2009).   

5.4. Using student test results to improve classroom instruction 

115. As outlined in Chapter 3.2, OECD-countries that conduct student assessments usually 
communicate the results to school leaders and teachers. Furthermore, Chapter 4 reported that student test 
results are often used as a basis for improving class room instruction. The evidence stems mostly from case 
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studies. These studies show that student test results, when used appropriately, can help teachers understand 
student strengths and weaknesses to target future teaching – thus improving classroom instruction. 
Nevertheless, the evidence indicates that schools need capacity to interpret and use student test results. 

116. Evidence cited in a literature review by Barneveld (2008) show that teachers report several 
positive effects of using student test results: greater differentiation of instruction, greater collaboration 
among faculty, increased sense of teacher efficacy and improved identification of students’ learning needs. 
But it is not an easy task to use test results to inform classroom instruction. Results from a large scale 
teacher survey in Colorado are illustrative. Although 6 out of 10 teachers agree that student assessments 
are used to improve student learning, less than half agree that the assessments are useful in efforts to 
improve student learning and that results are provided in time to impact decision making (Hirsch, 2009). 

117. The literature identifies at least two major stumbling blocks for using student test results to 
improve classroom instruction: (1) teachers generally vary in their conception of what kind of data that is 
valuable and how data should be used, and (2) most teachers do not have formal training in how to draw 
meaning from data (Chen et al., 2005; Lachat and Smith, 2005; Wayman and Stringfield, 2006; Barneveld, 
2008; Garmannslund et al., 2008). In the latter case many teachers report that they are “flying blind” 
through the burgeoning amounts of student data (Supovitz and Klein, 2003; Wayman and Stringfield, 
2006). Evaluation of school reform in Ontario shows that although teachers agree that data is now being 
used more than before to help support individual students, many teachers nevertheless indicate that they 
lack the knowledge and capacity to use the data to drive improvement (Ungerleider, 2007).   

118. A common finding in the literature is that schools with capacity to interpret and use data improve 
student outcomes, while schools that don’t have the same capacity are left in a deadlock. According to 
O’Day (2005) “the most consisting finding in the research on low-performing schools is that they generally 
lack the capacity to improve on their own”. A case study by Isaksen (2008) is illustrative. Isaksen 
interviewed teachers and school leaders in low-performing schools (as measured by student test results) 
immediately after the publication of student test results in Norway. The interviews were repeated a year 
later. The school that was identified with the highest capacity at the beginning of the study had improved 
the most a year later. The school had essentially used the results as a tool for making necessary adjustments 
in classroom instruction and school management. On the other hand, the school that was identified with the 
lowest capacity had improved the least. No real actions had been taken between the first and second 
interview. The strategy of the school was essentially to talk down the relevance of the test results. Similar 
findings are reported in studies by Newmann (1997), Debray and colleagues (2003), Curtis and Plut-
Pregelj, (2004) and Nemi and colleagues (2007).  

119. Informing teachers about student results, without other accompanying polices, may therefore be 
insufficient – at least in schools with low capacity – to bring about desired changes in classroom 
instruction. In the words of Hopkins (2001): “simply collecting data, however systematically and routinely, 
will not of itself improve schools. There needs to be a commitment to scrutinise such data, to make sense 
of it, and to plan and act differently as a result”. Elmore (2008) also makes the point that giving the 
teachers information about the effects of their practice, other things being equal, does not improve their 
practice.  

120. The importance of school leadership for school improvement is much debated in the literature 
(Pont et al., 2008). Elmore (2008) and Mulford (2003) propose that an essential function of school 
leadership is to foster “organisational learning”, that is to build the capacity of the school for high 
performance and continuous improvement through management of the curriculum and teaching 
programme, development of staff and creating the climate and conditions for collective learning. It is not 
within the scope of this report to discuss school leadership in detail. This report merely suggests, based on 
evidence cited in Pont and colleagues (2008), that effective school leadership might overcome some of the 
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problems relating to using student test results to inform classroom instruction. Moreover, Wößmann, 
Lüdemann, Schütz, and West (2007) report a positive relationship between school autonomy over hiring 
decisions and student test results. One might draw from this that school improvement does not only rest on 
effective leadership, but also necessary autonomy for the school leader to exercise this leadership.   

Table 3. Arguments for and against different uses of student test results  

 Arguments for Arguments against 

Performance tables 

Stimulates improvement 

Teachers are responsive to their 
schools’ rating and ranking   

Involves and informs parents  

Holds schools accountable  

Teachers dislike school rankings  

Parents seldom utilise the full potential 
of the information 

Statistical uncertainty and imprecision 
makes it hard to distinguish in a 
meaningful way between the majority 
of schools  

Reward and penalise schools 

Positive effect on student outcomes 

Powerful tool for steering classroom 
instruction in a desirable direction   

Provides teachers and schools with 
incentives to improve  

 

Narrowing of the curriculum and 
allocation of more resources to 
subjects and skills that are tested   

Focus on students close to the 
proficient cut score  

Manipulation of test scores  

Teachers and schools are often 
rewarded and/or penalised for factors 
that they cannot influence  

Evaluate teachers 

Holds teachers accountable  

Value-added assessment makes it  

possible to isolate teacher effect on 
student performance  

Supports teacher certification  

 

Student assessment captures only a 
fraction of the contribution of teachers 
and schools  

Numerous methodological challenges 
are attached to value-added 
assessment  

Only some years and subjects are 
assessed  

Improve instruction 

Enhances teacher professionalism  

Improves identification of students 
learning needs   

Teachers lack training in analysing and 
using data 

Schools with low capacity seldom 
improve  
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6. DISCUSSION 

121. So far this report has reported on how student assessments are organised in different countries, 
the uses and users of student test results, and the empirical evidence relating to using student test results for 
accountability and improvement. This chapter attempts to sum up the previous chapters and offer a 
discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of using student test results for holding teachers and 
schools accountable, as well as improving classroom instruction.  

122. Based on the evidence reported in Chapter 5, four themes are discussed: (6.1) design, (6.2.) the 
use of test results, (6.3.) stakeholder involvement, and (6.4) implementation. 

6.1. Getting the assessment design right 

123. OECD countries usually employ student test results as a means for accountability. OECD 
countries differ quite a lot regarding how student test results are used for holding teachers and schools 
accountable. Chapter 5 reported evidence from the literature regarding the use of student test results for 
accountability purposes. A conclusion that can be drawn from the evidence is that accountability can be a 
powerful tool for steering and informing practice in classrooms and schools. For example, there is some 
evidence of teachers being responsive to how their school performs on performance tables. At the same 
time there are some major challenges. Accountability – especially high stakes accountability where 
rewards and/or sanctions are coupled with student test results – may create unintended incentives for 
strategic behaviour among teachers and schools (e.g. “teaching to the test” and test score manipulation). 
One can consequently argue that all accountability systems essentially produce both positive and negative 
effects. The challenge is to enhance the positive effects while at the same time limiting the negative effects.  

124. Many OECD countries also use student test results to inform and improve classroom instruction. 
Evidence reported in Chapter 5 shows that student test results can help teachers understand student 
strengths and weaknesses to target future teaching. This necessitates that schools and teachers have the 
capacity to interpret and use student test results. A major challenge is that schools without this capacity 
have few incentives to change practice (e.g. to build capacity).   

125. Several scholars (Darling-Hammond and Ascher, 1991; O’Reilly, 1996; Adams and Kirst, 1999; 
Firestone, 2002; O’Day, 2002; Levin et al., 2008; Fullan, 2009) make the case that accountability needs to 
be integrated with, and mutually reinforced by, capacity building at the school level. In such a model top-
down government performance targets and expectations is combined with bottom-up capacity building. 
Recent educational reform in Ontario has used such a model with success (Ungerleider, 2007). Levin and 
colleagues (2008) argue that there are two main lessons to be learned from Ontario: “The first is to 
recognise that capacity building linked to results must be the main driver. The second is to recognise the 
fallacy that heavy-handed accountability can create success; instead, getting better results is being more 
accountable”. Barber (2008, 2009) also stresses the need for system leadership along with capacity 
building. Furthermore, O’Day (2002) argues that accountability systems will only lead to improvement if 
they “focus attention on information relevant to teaching and learning, motivate individuals and schools to 
use that information and expend effort to improve practice, build the knowledge necessary for interpreting 
and applying the new information to improve practice and allocate resources for all the above.” 
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126. Thus, it seems reasonable to conclude that assessment design – e.g. how and for what purposes 
student test results are used – is crucial. Getting the design right necessitates that the different elements are 
well-adjusted and well-tuned to each other. Failure to do so may increase the possibility of positive effects 
being offset by negative effects. 

6.2. The appropriate use of student test results   

127. OECD countries employ a number of different methodological methods for gathering and 
presenting student test results. Accurate measurement of teacher and school effectiveness is crucial to the 
legitimacy and desirability of any system that aims to hold teachers and schools accountable. Moreover, 
student test results need to be valid and reliable if they are to inform and improve classroom instruction.   

128. The literature emphasises that student test results is a proxy for the education taking place every 
day in classrooms – it is not a definitive measure of student knowledge or skills. No single assessment can 
be a perfect indicator of student performance. There seems to be general agreement in the literature that 
student assessments results can, when appropriately used, provide valuable information to a number of 
users. The bone of contention is rather how one should understand the appropriate use of student test 
results. In this respect there is a wide divergence in the literature. Some scholars argue that student test 
results can be sufficiently sophisticated to support high stakes decisions about rewards and sanctions for 
schools and teachers, while others argue that student test results are at best useful for informing policy at 
the system level.  

129. It is, based on the evidence reported in Chapter 5, possible to make two general observations 
regarding the appropriate use of student test results. First, no single assessment can meet the information 
needs of all stakeholders. Preferences regarding what subjects to assess, the level of detail and the cycle of 
testing may vary among stakeholders. An assessment that is valid for one purpose is not necessarily valid 
for another. For example, a yearly assessment designed to hold schools accountable may offer little 
guidance for teachers to improve their daily classroom instruction.  

130. Second, if stakes are high for teachers and/or schools, then a variety of sophisticated assessments 
should be used, as well as other data sources. Teachers and schools should only be accountable for factors 
within their control. Consider, for example, schools that serve large concentrations of disadvantaged 
students and that do not have sufficient compensatory resources to offset the educational challenges that 
such students pose. In that case, schools may be deemed ineffective despite using their insufficient 
resources more productively and efficiently than other schools (Ladd and Walsh, 2002). In such a case 
contextual value-added assessment may be a more promising approach.   

131. One can conclude from these observations that it is important to have a clear understanding of the 
decisions that student test results are intended to inform. Decisions about assessment design require trade-
offs with respect to reliability, validity, fairness and costs (Hamilton et al., 2002). Comprehensive 
accountability systems need somewhat different assessments (and consequently results) than systems 
mainly designed to support classroom instruction. The challenge is employ assessments that support and 
complement the overall aims of the system, c.f. the discussion in Chapter 6.1.  

6.3. Involving stakeholders  

132. There are a number of stakeholders in OECD countries that use and/or are affected by student test 
results. Stakeholder acceptance of, and involvement in, student assessment is vital for the overall quality 
and legitimacy of the assessment system. 

133. As discussed in the previous chapter, it is very difficult to develop a single assessment that 
satisfies the needs of all stakeholders. Based on the country practices reported in Chapter 4 and the 
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evidence reported in Chapter 5, one can argue that student assessment generally are more adapted to 
accommodate accountability needs, than towards informing the day-to-day instruction that occurs in the 
classroom. This has consequences for stakeholder perceptions of data usefulness. Being perceived 
primarily as an instrument for top-down control, teachers often find it hard to endorse student test results as 
a valuable tool for school improvement. Kennedy (2005) argues that highly dedicated teachers’ reform 
rejections do not come from their unwillingness to change or improve, but from “the sad fact that most 
reforms don’t acknowledge the realities of classroom teaching”. Similar sentiments, although to a lesser 
degree, can be found among school leaders. Involving teachers and school leaders in the creation, 
implementation and review of student assessments, as well as providing them with training in data analysis 
and use, could help improve their perception and acceptance of student test results as a useful tool.   

134. Local authorities occupy the dual position of being both principals (in its relationship with 
schools) and agents (in its relationship with central authorities, parents and the general public). In order to 
hold schools accountable and at the same time being accountable to central authorities, local authorities are 
in need for a wide range of data. It is important to acknowledge that local authorities are not a 
homogeneous group. While local authorities in cities and large districts may have a well-developed 
capacity to analyse and use large quantities of data, such a capacity may not be present in small districts. 
Assisting and supporting local authorities that do not have the sufficient capacity to analyse and use 
student test results may in time help to build capacity in these districts, thus improving the ability of local 
authorities to fulfil its dual role as both principal and agent.   

135. Parents tend to welcome the publication of student test results in performance tables. 
Nevertheless, the evidence reported in Chapter 5 shows that parents seldom utilise the full potential of 
these information sources. Making sense of data is sometimes challenging for parents, especially when 
student test results are reported with a high degree of accuracy (e.g. using several sources of data, 
employing margins of error). Paying attention to the manner in which student test results are reported to 
parents, as well as providing parents with the appropriate tools and guidelines for how to use the results, 
could help improve the ability of parents to hold teachers and schools accountable.  

136. Generally, the news media will publish student test results if the data is made available to them. 
Sometimes the news media is also instrumental in making student test results public. In this respect the 
news media can play an important role in holding the education sector accountable. In order to execute this 
role with an adequate degree of accuracy, the news media should be provided with the appropriate tools 
and guidelines for how to report the results. One should also be conscious that the news media often 
interpret results from a critical viewpoint and this might impact on the development of assessment policy.  

137. In general, one can conclude that student test results predominately are of value to stakeholders 
when they are perceived as useful by the stakeholders themselves. What is considered useful vary among 
stakeholders. Thus, the challenge is to tailor student assessments and the information feedback from these 
assessments so that it suits the needs of different stakeholders – making it a valuable resource for the 
stakeholders. Properly executed, such an approach may even facilitate a bottom-up demand for data.  

6.4. Implementation 

138. Drawing on the discussion in sections 6.1-6.3, this chapter offers some general recommendations 
regarding the implementation of an assessment system where student test results are used to hold teachers 
and school accountable and inform classroom practice.   

139. Find the right balance between accountability and improvement. Teachers and school leaders 
generally seem to favour an assessment system that predominately use student test results for informing 
teacher practice and professionalism. One can therefore presume that it would be easier to gain the support 
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of these stakeholders in implementing a system that focuses primarily on improving instruction than a 
system where teacher and teacher and school accountability is the dominant feature. Nevertheless, a system 
where student test results are employed without accountability runs the risk of not being responsive to 
organisational and political demands, and/or to the needs of the users (Levitt et al., 2008). Thus, countries 
that do not have a well-developed tradition for using student test results for improving instruction may 
need to enforce and support this practice with some measures of accountability.    

140. Clear understanding of what student test results can (and cannot) be used for. Test results are not 
the output of education, but a proxy for the education taking place every day in classrooms. A single 
assessment may be sufficient to measure what students can and cannot do in certain subjects and grades, 
but it may not be sufficient to inform high stakes decision such as teacher salary and promotion. Teachers 
often object to being held accountable for student assessments results because they view the assessments as 
inadequate for measuring the whole registry of teaching. The higher the stakes attached to the test results, 
the more data is needed to inform the decision-making process. Moreover, teachers and schools should 
only be accountable for factors that they can influence. This is important for the fairness and legitimacy of 
the accountability system.   

141. Student test results need to be useful for stakeholders. The support of key stakeholders may be 
acquired through providing them with data that they perceive as valuable and useful. This entails that data 
must to be tailored to the needs of different stakeholders. 

142. Comprehensive use of student test results is costly. While sample student assessments are cheaper 
to administer than national student assessment, the usefulness for the former is limited to system level 
monitoring. The more advanced uses that student test results are intended for, the more sophisticated data 
and accompanying support systems (including training of users) are needed. This entails considerable 
expenses for countries.  
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7. CONCLUSION 

143. This report has investigated the use of student test results in OECD countries. The report finds 
that holding teachers and schools accountable for their students’ performance – as measured by student test 
results – can be a powerful tool for changing teacher and school behaviour. Moreover, student test results 
can be a useful for identifying students’ weaknesses and strengths, thus assisting teachers in improving 
classroom instruction. The challenge is to get the assessment design right. Too much focus on 
accountability may create a number of unintended negative effects. On the other hand, a system where 
student test results are employed without accountability runs the risk of not being responsive to 
organisational and political demands, and/or to the needs of the users. This report suggests that it is 
important to find a workable balance between accountability and improvement – a balance where they 
mutually support and enforce each other.   

144. Regardless of how an assessment system is organised, student test results must be reliable, valid 
and fair. No single assessment can be a perfect indicator of student performance. Thus, several assessments 
should be used to measure student outcome – especially when the stakes attached to the results are high for 
teachers and schools. Moreover, teachers and schools should only be accountable to factors within their 
control. This increases the need for sophisticated assessments, as well as high quality gathering, analysis 
and use of the test results.  
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8. APPENDIX 

145. In Chapter 3, a brief account was given concerning how OECD countries report student test 
results. This appendix offers a more thorough outline of how student test results are reported in two 
countries – Australia and the United Kingdom (England). The countries are chosen because they both 
represent comprehensive reporting systems. 

8.1. Australia 

146. Established in 2009, the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) 
is an independent authority that is responsible for analysing, evaluating and publishing nationally 
comparable data on Australian schools. ACARA is intended as a key driver for transparency and quality in 
all Australian schools. Moreover, the establishment of ACARA is meant to reflect the commitment made 
by the Australian Government and State and Territory governments to provide all young Australians with a 
world class education.  

147. A main responsibility for ACARA is the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy 
(NAPLAN), which assesses students in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. NASPLAN results are intended to inform a 
number of users and uses:  

• Students and parents may use individual results to discuss achievements and progress with 
teachers 

• Teachers use results to help them better identify students who require greater challenges or 
additional support 

• Schools use results to identify strengths and weaknesses in teaching programs and to set goals in 
literacy and numeracy 

• Authorities use results to review programs and support offered to schools 

148. Schools must send parents a report which shows the individual performance of their children on 
the NAPLAN assessments. Six performance levels are reported for each year level. One of the levels 
represents the national minimum standard for students. A result at the national minimum standard indicates 
that the student demonstrated the basic literacy and numeracy skills needed to participate in that year level. 
The performance of individual students can be compared to the average performance of all students in 
Australia. 

149. In order to increase transparency and accountability in the Australian school system, ACARA has 
established the My School website. The website, which is open to all, provides easy access to detailed 
information about almost 10 000 schools in Australia. The information reported on the website include: a 
descriptive statement of the school (done by the school itself), useful facts about the school, the socio-
economic background of the school, and the average NASPLAN results of the school. The main features 
are further outlined in table 4.  
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150. In addition to the My School website, ACARA publishes the National Report on Schooling in 
Australia. The report is intended to inform the Australian people on progress against the national goals for 
schooling and agreed national performance measures.  

Table 4. Information reported on the My School website   

School statement: In this section the school can give an account of the school’s mission, values, special programs, and 
other information that gives a broader picture of the school. 

School facts: 

• School sector: government or non-government school 
• School type: primary, secondary, combined (primary and secondary) or special purpose (e.g. juvenile justice) 

schools 
• Year range offered by the school 
• Enrolment: all students (head count) and fulltime equivalent enrolments  
• Percentage of Indigenous Australian students: Aboriginal and/or Torres Islander decent   
• Location: metropolitan, provincial, remote or very remote  
• Student attendance rate: aggregated attendance across levels 1-10 
• Number of non-teaching staff: all non-teaching staff (head count) and fulltime equivalent job load 
• Number of teaching staff: all teachers (head count) and fulltime equivalent job load  

School socio-economic background: 

• ICSEA value: The Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) is a measure that enables 
meaningful and fair comparisons to be made across schools. The variables that make up ICSEA include 
socio-economic characteristics of the area where the students live, the location of the school (regional or 
remote) and the proportion of Indigenous students enrolled in the school. The average ICSEA value is 1000 – 
most schools should have a value between 900-1100 

• ICSEA quarters: ICSEA quarters for each school are displayed in percentages. This gives contextual 
information about the socio-educational composition of the student population. If students at a school were 
drawn proportionally from the broad spectrum of the community, then theoretically there would be 25% in each 
quarter 

NASPLAN results:   

• Results are reported as a school average in all tested subjects  
• Results are compared to statistically similar schools and all Australian schools   
• Participation, absentee and exemption rates are reported: school and national average  
• Indicative confidence intervals for the results  

Senior secondary outcomes (data is not comparable between jurisdictions):  

• Number of seniors that have completed secondary school 
• Number of seniors that have completed a specific training program (e.g. VET, SBAT) 
• The post-school destination of former seniors (vocational training, university studies or in employment)    

8.2. United Kingdom (England)  

151. In the United Kingdom (England) national student assessments are held at the end of Key Stage 1 
(Years 1-2), 2 (Years 3-6) and 4 (Years 10-11). At the end of Key Stage 1, teachers assess student progress 
in English and math (measured by tasks and tests that are administered informally). At the end of Key 
Stages 2, students take national tests in English, math and science. There is no national test at the end of 
Key Stage 3. At the end of Key Stage 4 students sit exams for the General Certificate of Secondary 
Education (GCSE) and/or equivalent qualifications.  

152. The Department for Education in the United Kingdom (England) publishes the test results in 
School Achievement and Attainment tables which give information on the achievements of students, and 
how they compare with other schools in the Local Authority area and in England as a whole, as well as a 
number of background variables. The main features are further outlined in table 5.   
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153. The purpose of the tables is to provide clear and accessible information to parents on their 
children’s attainment and progress. Furthermore, the tables are meant to assist school improvement and the 
school inspection process conducted by the Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and 
Skills (OFSTEAD). A copy of the inspection report is sent to the governing body, the head teacher, the 
local authority and others. The governing body must send a copy of the report to all parents within five 
working days of receiving it. The report is subsequently published on OFSTED’s website.   

154. The website RAISEonline provides schools, local authorities, inspectors and school improvement 
partners with an online tool for analysing student test results and other school relevant data. External users 
cannot automatically access this dataset, although schools can choose to allow them access. RAISEonline 
include functions that allow schools leaders to produce their own “what if” scenarios and set targets based 
on these, to investigate the performance of pupils in specific curriculum areas, contextual information 
about schools including comparisons to schools nationally. RAISEonline allows schools leaders to focus 
on areas or groups of pupils where performance is particularly strong as well as areas for improvement.  

Table 5. Information reported in the School Achievement and Attainment tables 

School background information: 

• Total number of pupils enrolled  
• Total number and percentage of pupils with Special Education Needs (SEN)  

Key Stage test results: 

• Total number and percentage of students with SEN taking the tests 
• Percentage of students achieving level 4 or above: reported for each tested subject 
• Percentage of students achieving level 5: reported for each tested subject 
• Percentage of students absent from the tests: reported for each tested subject 
• Average point score for all tested subjects 

Contextual value added:  

• Contextual Value Added (CVA) score: measures the progress made by students from the end of a Key Stage 
to the end of another Key Stage using their test results (and some exam results in secondary school – CVA 
EM). CVA takes into account the varying starting points of each students’ test results, and also adjusts for 
factors which are outside a school’s control (such as gender, mobility and levels of deprivation) that have 
been observed to impact on student results 

• Confidence interval: shows the upper and lower limit of the 95% confidence interval 
• The average number of qualifications taken by student included in the CVA (EM) calculation 

Year on year comparisons: 

• Aggregate of test percentages for level 4 and above, and level 5: makes it possible to compare school Key 
stage results from the years 2006-2009. It is not the same students that are compared, thus results may 
fluctuate from year to year for reasons to do with the students rather than the school 

Progress Measures:  

• National targets require schools to ensure that a specified percentage of pupils make at least expected 
progress in English and, separately, in math between the end of KS1 and the end of KS2. “Expected 
progress” is two national curriculum levels of progress 

Absence record: 

• Overall absence: reported as a percentage  
• Persistent absence: the percentage of student enrolments equalling or exceeding the threshold number of 

half-day over the Autumn and Spring terms combined 
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