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Executive Summary 
 

The use of cross-national comparative assessments to measure educational access and student learning 
is a relatively recent global phenomenon (Kirsch, Lennon, von Davier, Gonzalez, & Yamamoto, 2013; 
United Nations Educational, Cultural and Scientific Organization [UNESCO], 2016). Since the 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics’ (UIS) 12-country pilot assessment in 1958, international large-scale 
assessments (ILSAs) have grown in number, student populations included, content covered, and 
national participation (Kirsch et al., 2013). Some of the most well-known and influential ILSAs include 
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), and the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement’s (IEA) Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS).  
 
To obtain a better, comparative understanding of student learning, stakeholder organizations - such as 
UNESCO - have started to explore a more ambitious goal of developing global learning metrics 
(GLMs) in relationship to existing ILSAs. The use of GLMs – intended to measure “access plus 
learning” (Learning Metrics Task Force [LMTF], 2013, p. 10, emphasis in the original; see also 
Robinson, 2011) - represents a strategic shift away from ILSAs traditional focus on documenting 
access to education using school enrollment data. For example, the Learning Metrics Task Force - a 
joint effort of UIS and the Brookings Institution’s Center for Universal Education created for the 
purpose of developing GLMs - has recommended measuring student learning across seven domains 
ranging from typical school subjects (e.g., numeracy and mathematics, science and technology) to 
overall well-being and civic participation (e.g., arts and culture, social and emotional well-being, 
physical well-being).  
 
Despite the intense and often controversial nature of the conversations around the purpose of ILSAs 
and, relatedly, the development of GLMs, there is little research examining whether and to what extent 
ministries of education, national policymakers, and other national political and social actors value these 
types of international measures of student attainment. Nor is there a robust set of literature exploring 
to what extent, or how, these educational stakeholders have integrated ILSAs or GLMs into their 
work at the national level. To answer these questions, we conducted an exploratory review of the 
research and policy literature on ILSAs/GLMs and administered two surveys to ILSA/GLM experts, 
policymakers, and educators to understand whether, to what extent, and how have ILSAs/GLMs 
influenced education policymaking at the national level. 
 
Our review of the literature confirms that ILSAs/GLMs, with their multiple and ambiguous uses, 
increasingly function as solutions in search for the right problem (see Lewis, 2016) – that is, they appear to be 
used by governments as tools to legitimate existing or new educational reforms. Our survey results 
pointed to a growing perception among researchers, policymakers, educators, and other stakeholders 
that ILSAs/GLMs are having an effect on national educational policies, with over one-third (38%) of 
all survey respondents stating that ILSAs/GLMs were generally misused in national policy contexts. 
However, while the ILSA/GLM literature indicates that ILSAs/GLMs are having some influence 
(Breakspear, 2012), there is little evidence that any positive or negative causal relationship exists 
between ILSA/GLM participation and the implementation of education reforms (Baird et al., 2016; 
Rutkowski & Delandshere, 2016). Consistent with these findings, our survey respondents were divided 
over whether, based on their professional and personal experiences, ILSAs/GLMs were positive 
contributors or hindrances to national education reform efforts. 
 



 

 

Perhaps the most significant change associated with the use of ILSAs/GLMs in the literature we 
reviewed is the way in which new conditions for educational comparison at the national, regional and 
global level have been made possible. ILSAs/GLMs provide governments and education stakeholders 
with new modes of educational comparison that purportedly allow for the assessment of educational 
achievement both within (e.g., cities, states, regions) and between countries (Streitholt, Rosén, & Bos, 
2013). Although not explicitly discussed in the literature, it was also evident that participating in 
ILSAs/GLMs developed a new educational market that required specialized personnel to implement, 
monitor, and assess these rather complex survey efforts and the resulting data, thereby helping to drive 
the development of a new class of consultants, monitors, evaluators, and researchers at the national, 
regional and global levels (Gove & Cvelich, 2014; Greger, 2012; Lewis & Lingard, 2015). 
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Introduction 

The use of cross-national comparative assessments to measure educational access and student learning 
is a relatively recent global phenomenon (Kirsch, Lennon, von Davier, Gonzalez, & Yamamoto, 2013; 
United Nations Educational, Cultural and Scientific Organization [UNESCO], 2016). Since the 
UNESCO Institute for Education’s (UIS) 12-country pilot assessment in 1958, international large-
scale assessments (ILSAs) have grown in number, student populations included, content covered, and 
national participation (Kirsch et al., 2013). ILSAs appear to be playing an increasingly vital role in 
driving, supporting, and shaping educational policy and reform efforts promoted by governments at 
the national and, in several countries, sub-national levels (Breakspear, 2012; Hopkins, Pennock, 
Ritzen, Ahtaridou, & Zimmer, 2008). 
 
Some of the most well-known and influential ILSAs include the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) and World 
Education Indicators’ Survey of Primary Schools (WEI-SPS), and the International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement’s (IEA) Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), 
Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), and International Civic and Citizenship Education 
Study (ICCS). There are also a number of ILSAs that are region specific: Latin American Laboratory for 
Assessment of Quality in Education (LLECE), Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring 
Educational Quality (SAQMEC), Program for the Analysis of Educational Systems of the Conference of Ministers of 
Education of French-Speaking Countries (PASEC), India’s Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) survey, 
and Research Triangle Institute’s open-source Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) and Early Grade 
Mathematics Assessment (EGMA) surveys for low-income countries.1 Taken together, these ILSAs have 
been administered on variable schedules in almost every country around the globe,2 with many 
national governments participating in more than one ILSA at a time3 and more participating in ILSAs 
generally over the past two decades.4 5 
 
To obtain a more comprehensive and comparative understanding of student learning, organizations 
that administer ILSAs and other stakeholder organizations have started to explore a more ambitious 
goal of developing global learning metrics (GLMs) in relationship to existing ILSAs. GLMs provide 
standardized learning outcomes, typically in the areas of literacy and numeracy, with which countries 
can benchmark their progress over time. Some of the organizations that have been actively engaged in 
GLM development include: UNESCO’s UIS division and SAQMEC network; IEA; OECD; the 
World Bank; CONFEMEN; the ASER Center6; and the Global Partnership for Education (GPE).7 

                                                 
1 EGRA/EGMA were developed with support from the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) 
and the World Bank. 
2 PISA - every 3 years; PIRLS - every 5 years; TIMSS - every 4 years; LLECE - no set frequency; ASER - annual 
(household based); EGRA/EGMA - no set frequency/varies by country 
3 For example, the United States participates in PISA, PIRLS, and TIMSS, while the Philippines has only 
participated in the 1999 and 2003 TIMSS administrations (IEA, 2017; OECD, n.d.). 
4 Forty-three countries participated in PISA 2000, for instance, compared with 76 countries in PISA 2015 
(OECD, n.d.). 
5 It should be noted that IEA studies have been primarily used for research purposes by national experts, 
whereas the OECD has an aggressive role as a policy advisor and interpreter of its own findings. 
6 As part of ASER’s administration of the Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) survey in India. 



 

 

OECD, through its sponsorship of PISA, is perhaps the most prominent organization participating in 
GLM development today, as PISA is currently administered in 72 countries across the globe (OECD, 
n.d.).  
 
In general, existing GLM efforts tend to focus on students meeting certain agreed-to milestones, such 
as reading proficiency by grade 3. Although recommendations vary across initiatives and working 
groups, there are efforts to forge partnerships across stakeholders to develop a more standardized list 
of GLMs (e.g., Winthrop, Anderson, & Cruzalegui, 2015). For example, the Learning Metrics Task 
Force (LMTF) - a joint effort of UIS and the Brookings Institution’s Center for Universal Education 
created for this express purpose - has recommended measuring student learning across seven domains 
ranging from typical school subjects (e.g., numeracy and mathematics, science and technology) to 
overall well-being and civic participation (e.g., arts and culture, social and emotional well-being, 
physical well being).  
 
The use of GLMs – described as measures of “access plus learning” (LMTF, 2013, p. 10, emphasis in 
the original; see also Perlman Robinson, 2011) – represents a strategic shift away from national and 
international organizations’ traditional focus on documenting school enrollment. This shift in focus 
was cemented following the approval of the United Nation’s (UN) Education 2030 Framework for 
Action in May 2015 and the launching of their aspirational Sustainable Development Goals in 
September 2015. These included achieving quality education, defined as ensuring “inclusive and 
equitable quality education” as well as the promotion of “lifelong learning opportunities for all” (UN, 
2016).  
 
While the need for universal access to education is widely supported, how learning should be 
measured and the need to establish GLMs are hotly debated topics.8 Those in favor of GLMs see 
them as a way to improve children’s educational development (LMTF, 2013; Schleicher, 2009; 
Winthrop & Simons, 2013), while GLM critics say these outcomes are often too narrow to provide a 
useful understanding of a nation’s educational progress (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Razavich, 2006; 
Education International, 2011). Moreover, others voice a broader concern about systems of 
accountability and the commercialization of public education (Gorur, 2016; Verger, 2008; Verger et al., 
2012). Despite the intense and often controversial nature of the conversations around the purpose of 
ILSAs and, relatedly, the development of GLMs, there is little research examining to what extent 
ministries of education, national policymakers, and other national political and social actors value these 
types of international measures of student attainment. Nor is there an established set of literature 
exploring to what extent, or how, these educational stakeholders integrate ILSAs or GLMs into their 
work at the national level. 9 
 
To answer these questions, we conducted an exploratory review of the research and policy literature 
on ILSAs/GLMs and conducted two surveys of ILSA/GLM stakeholders to understand how these 
assessments and metrics have influenced primary and secondary education policy at the national level. 
More specifically, we sought to understand: 

                                                                                                                                                                
7 Through GPE’s work with UIS and GPE partner countries. 
8 To date there are no consensual or accepted standards of proficiency and no agreed tests to ensure that 
participating countries’ metrics and measures are comparable to each other and over time. The SDG indicator 
framework recommended three specific points of measure to track global progress on learning outcomes: 
“Percentage of children/young people in i) grades 2/3; ii) at the end of primary; and iii) at the end of lower 
secondary achieving at least a minimum proficiency level in (i) reading and (ii) mathematics.”  
9 It is important to acknowledge that our review didn’t produce much literature focused on resistance to ILSAs.  



 

 

  
1) To what extent have ILSAs/GLMs influenced national primary/secondary education 

policymaking? 
2) What changes in national primary/secondary education policies and practices have been 

made in countries where there is evidence of ILSA/GLM influence? 
 
The ultimate purpose of our review is to provide the international community with a better 
understanding of the ways in which - if at all - ILSAs/GLMs influence the work of educational 
stakeholders at the national level (e.g., “PISA Shock” and the like). Our work also serves as a basis for 
future research on the effect of ILSAs/GLMs on educational decision-making and reforms, including 
a more comprehensive systematic review of the global literature. 
 

Methodology 
 

As described above, we conducted an exploratory review of the ILSA/GLM literature and 
administered two surveys on the perceptions of ILSA/GLM use among researchers, policymakers, 
union representatives, and educators. The following sections detail our methodological approach to 
collecting and analyzing these data sources. 

Review of the ILSA/GLM Literature 
Data Collection. We collected relevant materials published between 2000 and 2016 in English, 
Spanish, and Portuguese. Given that the majority of primary/secondary-focused ILSAs began after 
2000 (see Glossary), our review captured a substantial portion of the ILSA/GLM literature available to 
date.  
 
We searched five well-known electronic databases (Google Scholar, EBSCO-Education Full Text,  
ERIC, JSTOR, and SciELO) using a combination of key search terms (e.g., international large scale 
assessments, global learning metrics, global educational reform model, and policy impact, policy use, 
policy influence). We were most interested in obtaining official reports and policy briefs produced by 
national and international organizations (e.g., OECD, UNESCO), and scholarly articles published in 
peer-reviewed journals that offered analysis based on empirical research.10 In other words, we did not 
including commentaries and opinion-based perspectives, even if they were published in peer-reviewed 
journals. We also included relevant book chapters, but not entire books, given the limited timeframe 
of our study. While we scanned relevant newspaper articles, our goal was to focus on empirical 
publications instead of relying on second-hand reporting, and the newspaper articles found did not 
directly document the influence of ILSAs/GLMs on educational policy. 
 
While there are several ILSAs and GLM efforts that focus specifically on tertiary schooling and adult 
learners (e.g., IEA's Teacher Education and Development Study in Mathematics [TEDS-M], OECD’s 
Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes [AHELO] and Programme for the International 

                                                 
10 The list of journals reviewed include, but are not limited to: American Journal of Evaluation, British Journal of 
Sociology of Education, Cadernos de Educação, Comparative Education, Comparative Education Review, Compare, Current 
Issues in Comparative Education, Discourse, Educação e Pesquisa, Education Evaluation and Policy Analysis, Educational 
Research and Evaluation, Ensaio: Avaliação e Políticas Públicas em Educação, European Educational Research Journal, 
European Education, International Journal of Education Development, Journal of Education Policy, Research in Comparative 
and International Education, Revista Brasileira de Educação, Revista de Educación (España); Revista Iberoamericana 
de Educación, REICE. Revista Electrónica Iberoamericana sobre Calidad, Eficacia y Cambio en Educación, Revista Española 
de Educación Comparada, Revista de Investigación en Educación. 



 

 

Assessment of Adult Competencies [PIAAC], UNESCO's Global Report on Adult Learning and Education 
[GRALE]), we limited this initial exploratory study to ILSAs that target primary and secondary school 
student populations. The next stage of our analysis will involve expanding our research to include all 
ILSAs regardless of student population. 
  
Literature Sample. From our initial scan, we identified a total of 209 publications. Seventy-one of 
these publications specifically addressed how ILSAs/GLMs had influenced education policies at the 
national, or sub-national, level. Interestingly, almost all of these publications were published in 
English; with very few articles published in Spanish or Portuguese that specifically addressed the use 
of ILSAs/GLMs at the national level or the effect of ILSAs/GLMs on educational policy based on 
empirical research. A few articles in Spanish and/or Portuguese were translations of articles published 
in English.  
  
Two-thirds (64%) of the final set of 71 publications were published in peer-review journals, with the 
most frequently cited journals being Journal of Education Policy (6), Comparative Education (5), European 
Educational Research Journal (5), European Education (4), and Research in Comparative and International 
Education (4). The majority of the articles (76%) were published after 2009, which speaks to the rising 
interest in documenting the policy influence of ILSAs/GLMs on national and subnational educational 
reform efforts. Our final set publications include policy profiles of 46 countries, as well as general 
commentary on European Union (EU) and OECD countries. Consistent with Lockheed (2015), high-
income countries predominantly located in the Global North were the most studied cases in the 
literature, with Germany (10) being the most frequently profiled nation, followed by England/United 
Kingdom (8), France (7), the United States (7), and Canada (6).  
 
The majority (90%) of the publications we reviewed focused on national, or in several cases sub-
national (Engel & Frizzell, 2015), responses to PISA. There were four studies that looked at the effect 
of TIMSS on educational reforms, three for EGRA, and two for PIRLS and SACMEQ. We did not 
find any publications examining the policy influence of other major ILSAs (i.e., ICCS, LAMP, 
LLECE, WEI-SPS). That is, while there were publications documenting the outcomes of these ILSAs, 
the literature we reviewed did not specifically address how these other major ILSAs had made an 
impact on national educational policy or reforms efforts. This finding may be associated with the 
global prominence of PISA and OECD’s recommendations to countries aspiring to improve their 
PISA results, as well as the much publicized “PISA Shock” (e.g., Hopfenbeck et al., 2017; OECD, 
2014; Waldow, 2009; Young, 2015) some countries have experienced.11 
 
Data Analysis. After we finalized our article corpus, we began the review by selecting a random 
group of eight articles to calibrate our review process. We each read the eight articles and then met to 
discuss our findings. During this initial discussion, we modified our review table to reflect what we 
agreed were the most salient factors for our review (e.g., country context, policy influence, evidence). 
We then proceeded to use this review tool with the remaining articles. 
 
Limitations. Our literature review was limited to English, Spanish, and Portuguese publications, and 
likely excludes relevant literature published in other languages, such as Tillmann, Dedering, Kneuper, 
Kuhlmann, and Nessel’s (2008) German-language book examining the effect of PISA on German 
educational policy. While the timeframe of our literature scan overlaps with the administration of 

                                                 
11 The term “PISA Shock” was coined following the release of the first PISA report in December 2001 to 
describe countries, most notably Germany, that performed much lower than expected. 



 

 

many of the most prominent and globally implemented GLMs, there may be relevant literature 
published before 2000. Our decision to exclude books also likely overlooked some relevant 
publications, but our inclusion of relevant available book chapters helped mitigate this possible 
limitation. 

Survey of ILSA/GLM Stakeholders 
Survey Instruments. To complement our review of the ILSA/GLM literature, we developed and 
administered two surveys to explore the perceptions about the use of ILSAs/GLMs among 
researchers, policymakers, union representatives, and educators (see Appendix). Both surveys were 
designed to gather perceptions about which ILSAs/GLMs are used, how they are used, and to what 
extent ILSAs/GLMs contribute to or hinder national and global reform efforts and consisted of 
several closed- and open-ended questions. The second survey, however, included additional 
demographic items and respondents’ use and engagement with ILSAs/GLMs. The surveys were 
piloted with five ILSA/GLM experts. 
 
Data Collection. Our surveys employed both convenience and snowball sampling methods. We 
administered both surveys between November and December 2016. 
 
“Expert” Survey Sample. We designed the first survey to capture the perceptions of individuals who 
are internationally and regionally well-known for their engagement with ILSAs/GLMs, including 
academic and non-governmental researchers, and individuals who work for organizations that 
administer ILSAs or are involved in GLM development. Based on our work on ILSAs/GLMs, we 
identified a convenience sample of 50 “experts” who we knew had extensive experience researching or 
working with ILSAs/GLMs and emailed them a link to the survey. This survey included a request for 
recommendations of colleagues who may like to share their perspectives about the use and influence 
of ILSAs/GLMs. This snowball sample produced 34 additional individuals for a final expert survey 
response rate of 29% (n=24).  
 
“Non-Expert” Survey Sample. We designed the second survey to capture the perceptions of 
individuals who are less experienced with ILSAs/GLMs but are interested in the issue, such as 
educators and policymakers. Participants consisted of registrants of the Inaugural Symposium of the 
Comparative and International Education Society held November 10-11, 2016, at Arizona State 
University. This Symposium focused specifically on the possibility and desirability of ILSAs/GLMs, 
and was attended by a diverse international group of ILSA/GLM researchers, policymakers, and other 
interested stakeholders. The survey was emailed to the entire list of non-expert symposium registrants 
(n=132) and had a response rate of 50% (n=66).  
 
Survey Analysis. We administered both surveys via Qualtrics, and analyzed the quantitative items 
using the Qualtrics survey software. We exported the open-ended English and Spanish survey 
responses, had two research team members code them separately in Microsoft Excel, and then 
compared these codes to ensure inter-rater reliability. There were five questions that were identically 
phrased in the “Expert” and “Non-Expert” surveys.  The responses to these items were aggregated 
for analysis to compare to the results that were disaggregated by expert or non-expert participant 
status.  
 
 
 
 



 

 

Research Findings 
 

The following sections present, first, our review of the ILSA/GLM literature and, second, our analysis 
of the two ILSA/GLM stakeholder surveys. Presenting the findings in this order grounds the survey 
data in the wider literature. We would like to note upfront that we have purposefully referred to the 
implementation and use of ILSAs/GLMs by governments and/or government agencies instead of the more 
general, and more common, references to the work of nations and countries, as the agency to contribute 
to – or hinder – reform efforts are driven by the political interests of governments and policymakers. 

Review of the Literature: ILSAs/GLMs as Tools of Legitimation  
Based on the media attention ILSAs receive, particularly after the release of PISA results and 
international rankings (Baird et al., 2016; Meyer & Benavot, 2013), it appears as though the increased 
participation in ILSA-related projects and studies has had a profound effect on education and policy 
discourses globally (Breakspear, 2012; Hopfenbeck et al., 2017), but not necessarily in the ways that 
make direct causal policy linkages easy to identify.12 Our review of the literature indicates that some 
governments appear to have implemented policy changes as a result of ILSAs scores, while others 
seem to have used these scores to justify and/or accelerate pre-existing school reforms. Either way, 
ILSAs are effectively being used to legitimize these various educational policy reform agendas. 
Moreover, governments’ increased efforts to improve their rankings, or “rank up,” have contributed 
to cross-national policy borrowing and widespread policy convergence (Baird et al., 2011; Breakspear, 
2014; Lawn & Grek, 2012; Verger, 2014). There has also been increasing representation of studies 
examining ILSA involvement and outcomes in academic journals (Dominguez, Vieira, & Vidal, 2012; 
Lenkeit, Chan, Hopfenbeck, & Baird, 2015), which has helped to contribute to the broad perception 
that ILSA participation has had a significant impact on educational policy worldwide. In this way, 
ILSAs – and by extension GLMs – are being wielded by participating national governments as tools of 
legitimation to promote or justify creating, maintaining, or changing educational policies and reform 
efforts. 
 
One of the key challenges in determining to what extent there is conclusive evidence about the 
relationship between ILSA/GLM participation and the direction of national educational reforms is 
that some countries with similar assessment outcomes have seen different governmental responses to 
educational reform policies. Two prominent examples followed the release of the PISA results in 2001 
and 2004, in which a group of countries experienced what has been called “PISA Shock” (OECD, 
2014; Waldow, 2009; Young, 2015). Policymakers in countries such as Germany, Japan, and Denmark, 
having found themselves considerably and surprisingly out-ranked by other countries around the 
world and under intense media and public scrutiny, reacted quickly to develop and implement new 
large-scale education reform policies (Breakspear 2012, 2014; Bulle, 2011). The German government 
created a new set of PISA-aligned national standards that allowed them to track student performance 
over time and developed new support systems for disadvantaged and immigrant students who scored 
particularly low on PISA (Breakspear, 2014; Ertle, 2006), as did Danish government. The vigorous 
public and political debate following Japan’s drop in rank between the 2000 and 2003 PISA 
assessments, however, drove its policymakers to invest in national assessments and raise the stakes 

                                                 
12 GLMs are also related to the development of “Big Data” movements and the use of learning analytics in 
educational systems. For a critical perspective on the topic see O’Neil (2016). Breakspear (2012) found that 
“PISA results have had an influence on policy reform in the majority of the participating countries/economies” 
and “over 85 percent of policy makers, local government officials, academics and researchers report having a 
relatively high level of knowledge of PISA processes and impact” (as cited in Hopkins et al., 2008, p. 19). 



 

 

attached to them (Breakspear, 2014; Takayama, 2008).  
 
This problem was also well described in Baird et al.’s (2016) study of policy and media reactions to the 
2009 and 2012 PISA results in Canada, China (Shanghai), England, France, Norway, and Switzerland. 
The authors found that governments use their PISA participation as a “spell” or “magic wand” to 
justify any policy reform regardless of their actual PISA results. Using a different and friendlier 
framing of ILSAs, Lockheed and Wagemaker’s (2013) exploration of the usefulness of ILSAs as policy 
tools describe them as either “thermometers” to measure progress or “whips” to incite policy action. 
Other scholars understand ILSAs as tools of “knowledge regulation” (Carvalho, Costa, & Afonso, 
2009) in the spaces of policy decision-making, political theater and discourse, and practical capacity 
building to serve as educational change agents and not just benchmarks of access or progress (see 
Carvalho, 2012; Carvalho & Costa, 2015; Lascoumes & Le Gales, 2007). Regardless of how the 
positioning of ILSAs has been described in the literature, it is evident that educational and political 
authorities and political stakeholders in each country are using ILSAs to legitimize educational policies 
in ways that reflect their political contexts. 
 
Throughout the literature we reviewed, we found evidence that national participation in ILSAs/GLMs 
and their resulting rankings have been used to legitimize and accelerate pre-existing or pre-planned 
educational reform efforts. For example, according to Baird et al. (2011), the French government 
exaggerated France’s comparatively poor performances on TIMSS, PIRLS, and PISA to justify the 
systemic governmental reforms already underway. These reforms included a refocusing on 
fundamental skills through the revision of the primary school curricula with a particular focus on 
literacy and science, and decentralizing funding so that schools have control over their budgets. 
According to Dobbins and Martens (2012), France’s PISA results, which were preceded by the 
country’s poor performance on the 1997 OECD’s International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), resulted 
in public upset that provided government officials with the opportunity to quickly move forward with 
the intended structural reforms aimed at improving student performance, accountability, and school 
and teacher autonomy (see also Pons, 2016). This last reform effort – increasing pedagogical and 
financial autonomy for schools and teachers – reflects the French government’s policy borrowing of 
what they perceive to be key drivers behind Finland’s “miracle” PISA ranking (Dobbins & Martens, 
2012). 
 
Likewise, Switzerland’s participation in PISA 2000 and the IEA PIRLS and TIMSS surveys 
contributed to their government’s acceleration of pre-existing efforts to make the curricula and 
standards more unified across the country, as well develop better systems for monitoring educational 
progress within and across regions (Baird et al., 2011; Bieber & Martens, 2011). The UK’s New 
Labour government has also used the country’s PISA results to promote a narrative of declining 
educational standards that then justified reforms to General Certificate of Secondary Education 
(GCSE) targets (Sellar & Lingard, 2013). In Japan and Portugal, policymakers have used PISA as a 
subtler rhetorical ally to reframe and guide the proposed governmental reforms. Japanese 
policymakers have re-interpreted Finland’s success through their preferred to justify curricular reforms 
and the implementation of standardized testing (Takayama, 2008, 2010). While the influence of PISA 
on educational reforms in Portugal is harder to disentangle from other factors (e.g., European Union 
education agenda), policymakers’ concerns over Portugal’s PISA results have coincided with the 
implementation of national assessments in Portuguese and math and a re-positioning of curricula in 
terms of competencies (Teodoro & Estrela, 2010). 
 
In terms of the kinds of reforms governments have implemented, many have focused on developing 



 

 

or strengthening their national assessment programs and frameworks as result of PISA participation. 
Engel (2015), for example, found that the Spanish government has increasingly used PISA as “a 
reference point for measuring priority areas of Spanish education policy” (p. 110). Norwegian 
policymakers, having also experienced “PISA shock,” implemented a national quality assessment and 
school evaluation system, as well as national curriculum and assessment projects (Baird et al., 2011). 
While there are other national governments that implemented new testing and evaluation systems 
during this time period, such as Romania, Sweden, Macedonia, Malaysia, Norway and Israel (Baird et 
al., 2011; Choi & Jerrim, 2016; Elley, 2002; Engel, 2015; Feinger et al., 2012; Forestier & Crossley, 
2014), PISA cannot be isolated as the definitive cause as the global educational climate has been one 
of increased measurement and student evaluation and tracking. 
 
Relatedly, some national governments have introduced new standards and/or modified their national 
curricula. The Shanghai government, for example, made substantive changes to their curriculum, such 
as shifting from pedagogies that focused on “transmission of content” to focusing more on “real-life” 
problems (Sellar & Lingard, 2013). Policymakers in Macedonia, Malaysia, Portugal, Romania, Spain, 
and Switzerland also developed new national standards and/or curricula (Baird et al., 2011; Choi & 
Jerrim, 2016; Elley, 2002; Engel, 2015; Teodoro & Estrela, 2010). Spanish policymakers, for instance, 
used PISA, PIRLS, and TIMSS to justify their simplification of the national curriculum by focusing on 
competencies, foreign languages, and information technology and communications (Choi & Jerrim, 
2016; see also Gil, Beltran, & Redondo, 2016). Following Macadeonia’s first TIMSS-R participation in 
1999 – their first ever participation in an international assessment – policymakers worked to better 
align the math and science curricula with the assessment, revise national assessments, and implement 
in-service teacher training (Elley, 2002). 
 
Another common reaction to ILSAs/GLMs was to propose modifying teacher quality policies, 
particularly in the areas of teacher training, evaluation, new teacher development, and teaching 
requirements. This was found to be the case in Spain, Estonia, Poland, Brazil, Colombia, Japan, 
Portugal, and Israel (Afonso & Costa, 2009; Choi & Jerrim, 2016; Engel, 2015). Paine, Bloemeke, and 
Aydarova (2016) argued that changes to teacher-related polices are common because this is one area 
that policymakers can easily influence. They posit that the most efficient way to influence student 
achievement outputs (on ILSAs) is by focusing on inputs. While complex factors, such as social class, 
might be the greatest predictor of student achievement, Paine and colleagues argued that focusing on 
“teacher quality” was “within reach” of the policymakers, resulting in various accountability reforms 
that tightened the control of teachers and teacher preparation programs.13 It must be noted that such 
policy changes are difficult, if not impossible, to explicitly (and solely) attribute to ILSA/GLM 
participation. As Afonso and Costa (2009) argued, “PISA adapts to the contexts, is appropriated by 
the governments and is re-politicized, in line with a pre-existing agenda” (p. 61).   
 
Some scholars have pointed to the discourse created by the media’s coverage of ILSA results as the 
justification used governments for their educational reform efforts (Baroutsis & Lingard, 2016; Sellar 
& Lingard, 2013; Takayama, 2008). Arguably, and as indicated above, ILSAs/GLMs have had a greater 
rhetorical effect than a direct policy one (Baird et al., 2011; Paine et al., 2016; Takayama, 2010; 
Teodoro & Estrela, 2010). In this sense, ILSAs/GLMs have come to serve as a policy rationale that 

                                                 
13 We want to highlight that focusing on “teacher quality” was not just within reach, and an easy target, it is 
millions of dollars cheaper than to change the public services attending poor neighborhoods, housing policies, 
providing health care, addressing unemployment and other social policies that could reduce social inequality, 
which is highly correlated to higher ILSAs scores. See Berliner (2017), Powers, Fischman, & Berliner (2016), 
and Sahlberg (2015). 



 

 

helps to legitimize policy reform efforts.  Berényi & Neumann (2009) reported that during the 2002 
Hungarian election, the liberal party increasingly referenced PISA results as a reason to support their 
education agenda (see also Bajomi, Berényi, Neumann, & Vida, 2009). Hong Kong’s success on PISA 
has drawn the attention of the UK’s authorities, who also looked to Singapore, Sweden, and Finland 
for best practices (Forestier & Crossley, 2014). The UK’s then Secretary of State of Education, 
Michael Gove, frequently referenced PISA and high-scoring countries to justify his education reform 
efforts (Bittlingmayer, Boutiuc, Heinemann, & Kotthoff, 2016; Forestier & Crossley, 2014; see also 
Baird et al., 2011). The use of comparisons and quasi-educational rankings was not uncommon across 
nations, as many countries experienced a discursive shift when their media began to report on ILSA 
results. Several countries with educational systems as different as Argentina, Australia, France, 
Germany, Japan, Portugal, Spain, Turkey, and the USA have experienced similar rhetorical effects, 
(Afonso & Costa, 2009; Baroutsis & Lingard, 2016; Froese-Germain, 2010; Gorur, 2011; Rautalin & 
Alasuutari, 2008; Takayama, 2008; Vega Gil, Beltrán, & Redondo, 2016). These countries have also 
implemented various education policies that have been associated with an increasingly global 
connectedness and competition (made possible by ILSAs participation), such as Australia’s 
introduction of national teaching standards (Breakspear, 2014; Figazzolo, 2009; Gorur, 2011; Sellars & 
Lingard, 2013), the USA’s use of student achievement scores to measure teacher quality (Bieber & 
Martens, 2011; Engel & Frizzell, 2015; Figazzolo, 2009; Martens & Neimann, 2013; Plisko, 2013; 
Sellar & Lingard, 2013), and Spain’s narrowing of their curriculum to focus on tested subjects (Choi & 
Jerrim, 2016) and competencies (Gil, 2016). 
 
Our review found evidence that ILSA/GLMs have also been used as legitimation tools at the local or 
subnational levels. Morgan (2015) found a quick subnational adoption across Canada of PISA-friendly 
reforms. Similarly, Engel and Frizzell (2015) document how Canada’s provinces have used PISA 
scores to validate how their existing policies have contributed to high student performance (e.g., 
Alberta) or to validate their reforms to combat low student performance (e.g., Saskatchewan). 
Although there has been limited documented evidence of the influence of ILSA/GLMs on national 
education reform efforts in the USA, likely due to the country’s historical disinterest in ILSAs/GLMs 
(Bieber & Martens, 2011), Engel and Frizzell (2015) found that some policymakers at the state level 
have begun using their PISA results as evidence of the effectiveness of their educational systems. 
Massachusetts, for example, recently cited their 2012 PISA results as proof of their national and 
international competitiveness, and Florida incorporated their PISA results into their federal Race to 
the Top grant proposal (Engel & Frizzell, 2015). Interestingly, while the connection between 
ILSAs/GLMs and the USA’s educational reform efforts at the national level has been largely 
unobserved, Martens & Niemann (2013) document the parallels between PISA’s stated goals and the 
goals of the Race to the Top program, as articulated in the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 
of 2009, and the reauthorized education act of March 2010, ‘A Blueprint for Reforms.’ Froese-
Germain (2010) suggests that PISA is being used as a subtle ally in the USA to justify educational 
reforms aimed at increasing efficiency and competitiveness (and likely in other countries as well).  
 
According to Breakspear (2014), six countries have started to set new goals (as identified by 
Breakspear; Table 1) for international ranking and more outward-looking policy- and practice-
borrowing (e.g., looking to high-ranking countries for “best practices”). Table 1 illustrates the PISA-
based goals identified by Breakspear (2014) for a number of OECD countries. with very little actual 
practical impact. 14  

                                                 
14 It should be noted that only a small number of national representatives (one or two) from each country were 
interviewed as part of the original study (Breakspear, 2012) and at a particular point in time. That said, 



 

 

 
Table 1. PISA-based education goals 

Country Goal 

Australia To be ranked in top 5 PISA countries by 2025 
Brazil To reach OECD average PISA performance by 2021, and all schools and 

regions are rated on the Index of Development of Basic Education, which is 
benchmarked to PISA 

Denmark To be ranked in top 5 PISA countries 
Mexico To reach 435 in math and reading by 2012 
Thailand To reach OECD average PISA performance by 2021 
Wales To be ranked in top 20 PISA countries by 2015 

Source: Breakspear, 2014 
  
An outgrowth of ILSAs/GLMs increasing influence on the debates about education reform is their 
contribution to the creation of national agencies of educational evaluation and the related 
development of the technical capacity to apply, monitor, and interpret the results (Gove & Cvelich, 
2011; Greger, 2012; Lewis & Lingard, 2015; Strietholt & Scherer, 2017). Gove and Cvelich’s (2011) 
report on EGRA outcomes in various participating countries indicating the scaling-up efforts in low-
income countries that historically had limited evaluation capacity. Similarly, prior to PISA Germany 
and the Czech Republic did not implement national testing, and the resulting “shock” prompted the 
governments of both countries to develop ways to more formally assess student progress (Greger, 
2012). 
 
Above and beyond setting target goals for PISA scores or rankings, and despite obvious contextual 
differences, ILSAs/GLMs provide information about the competencies of any given country’s 
students, and, ultimately provide indications about what could be considered national standards about 
the quality of their education systems. Moreover, Carvalho and Costa’s (2015) examination of the 
political reception of PISA in six European countries suggests that PISA in particular “provides 
optimism about the possibility of reform and creates confidence in national policy actors” and 
legitimizes “policy problems and solutions with the blessing of putative universal, independent, expert 
knowledge” (p. 644). This shift in conditions of possibility have influenced education systems in 
various ways around the world, including the generation of a robust educational market for 
ILSA/GLMs, including the development of an entire sector dedicated to implement, and process 
ILSAs (e.g., IEA, OECD, Pearson, UNESCO, etc.) that included the development of assessment 
capacities, such as national assessment units and data collection systems, and the emergence of a new 
professional sector of ILSA consultants. 

Stakeholder Surveys: ILSAs/GLMs Perceived as Instrumental to Policy Reform 
A combined total of 90 people responded to the surveys, including 24 experts directly working with 
ILSAs/GLMs, 40 researchers and policymakers, and 13 graduate students pursuing research on 
ILSAs/GLMs, as well as other education stakeholders (teachers, university administrators, and 
foundations/donors personal). Survey A specifically targeted ILSA/GLM experts who all had 
experience working on ILSAs/GLMs in their own and often in other national contexts. The majority 
(72%) of non-expert survey respondents (e.g., educators and policymakers) stated that they also have 
experience working on ILSAs/GLMs with educational stakeholders (e.g., politicians, policymakers, 

                                                                                                                                                                
numerous governments have made similar types of goals, even though in reality these kinds of goals, which are 
intended to focus educational reform efforts, serve more of a political function 



 

 

unions, teachers, media, etc.) in different national contexts, with 23% (n= 15) reporting that they work 
frequently, 49% (n= 32) reporting that they work occasionally, and 28%(n= 18) reporting that they 
never with stakeholders (n=65). The respondents’ to both surveys combined experiences with 
ILSAs/GLMs covered a variety of geographic regions, ranging from Africa to Latin America, Asia, 
Western and Eastern Europe, Middle East, North America, and Australia. 
 
When all 90 respondents were asked about their experiences working with ILSAs/GLMs in different 
national contexts, 58% (n=52) responded that education stakeholders are primarily concerned with 
international student achievement studies such as PISA (40%), TIMSS (24%), PIRLS (12%), and 
PIAAC (9%). Respondents also mentioned other metrics that may play a role in national education 
policy contexts, including USAID’s EGRA, Save the Children’s IDELA (International Development 
Learning Assessment), UNESCO’s TERCE (Third Regional Comparative and Explanatory Study), as 
well as national, state, and municipal student assessments (e.g., Brazilian SAEB and ENEM).15  The 
following sections detail respondents’ perspectives on the use and impact of ILSAs/GLMs in national 
policy contexts, and ILSAs/GLMs as contributions or hindrances to policy reform efforts. 
 
ILSAs/GLMs in National Policy Contexts. While the existing literature may be inconclusive about 
the causal relationship between ILSA/GLM results and their use in national education policy contexts, 
both the expert and non-expert surveys generated a number of perspectives on the topic. In particular, 
the vast majority of all respondents (96%) agreed that ILSAs/GLMs are used in national education 
contexts (Table 1). However, the respondents’ opinions were split regarding how the metrics are used 
in different policymaking contexts. In particular, 58% of all respondents outlined different 
instrumental ways in which ILSAs/GLMs are used in national education contexts, while 38% of 
respondents offered criticisms of the misuse of ILSAs/GLMs. Only 4% of all respondents stated that 
metrics are not used at all in national policymaking processes. Focusing on the instrumental use of 
ILSAs/GLMs in different national contexts, the respondents explained that metrics are generally used 
to set goals, targets, and benchmarks for national education reforms, especially in terms of education 
equity and quality agenda, as well as to monitor the implementation of these reforms. As one 
researcher explained, for example: “It is not possible to talk about improving education without a 
measure.” Three respondents noted that ILSAs/GLMs are also used to align curriculum and national 
student assessment instruments to international/global standards.. In addition, survey respondents 
stated that ILSAs/GLMs are commonly used as a “policy trigger/lever” to justify existing reforms, 
validate and legitimize policy changes, or demonstrate the need for funding, especially in international 
development contexts, which is consistent with our review of the ILSA/GLM literature. The 
percentage of respondents who discussed ILSAs/GLMs in terms of their instrumental value was 
higher among non-expert than expert respondents (63% and 52%, respectively). In other words, a 
larger majority of respondents with an interest in ILSAs/GLMs but with, perhaps, less in-depth work 
experience with these metrics responded favorably that ILSAs/GLMs are used in instrumental ways. 
 
More than one-third (38%) of all respondents thought that ILSAs/GLMs are generally misused in 
national policy contexts, with the higher percentage of expert survey respondents discussing misuse of 
metrics compared to non-expert survey respondents (43% and 33%, respectively). While 
acknowledging the circulation of metrics locally and globally, these experts and non-experts 
respondents explained that policymakers are aware of ILSAs/GLMs, but do not use them 

                                                 
15 ENEM is the National Exam of Upper Secondary Education that high school students take in Brazil to be 
considered for university admission. SAEB is the National System of Basic Education Assessment aiming to 
evaluate the quality of instruction. 



 

 

meaningfully for several reasons. According to survey respondents, some policymakers have strong 
reservations about using ILSAs/GLMs because they believe that such metrics are, as described by one 
expert respondent, “imperfect snapshots that often distort more than illuminate.” Second, 
ILSAs/GLMs are too broad and abstract to be used in in any meaningful ways. Third, respondents 
noted that policymakers might simply lack the skills of analyzing and interpreting ILSA/GLM data to 
make it useful for their national contexts.  
 
Although policymakers may look at comparative data generated by ILSAs/GLMs, the survey 
responses indicate that in general policymakers do not use ILSA/GLM data for in meaningful ways. 
Rather than guiding reforms, one respondent suggested that ILSAs/GLMs lead to the construction of 
the narratives of “crisis” and “need,” as widely documented in our review of the literature. These 
narratives skew national educational reforms in particular directions, often increasing teacher and 
student accountability and a focus on learning competencies. Also consistent with our review of the 
literature, four of the expert respondents noted that policymakers in some countries are more likely to 
make political or symbolic references to ILSAs/GLMs to invoke a name, shame, and blame strategy or 
compare their country’s standing in global rankings, as reflected in this respondent’s comment: 
“Policymakers do not use metrics, they are just concerned about the rankings.” Just as the ILSA/GLM 
literature indicates that these assessments and metrics are being used as tools of policy legitimation, 
the majority of our expert and non-expert survey respondents are seeing this actualized at the national 
level. 
 
Table 2. The use of ILSAs/GLMs in national education policy contexts 

Use of ILSAs/GLMs Expert 
Survey 

General 
Survey 

Combined 
Responses 

Used for Instrumental Purposes 

● To set goals, targets, and benchmarks for reforms and measure 
reform progress 

● Validate policy change or justify existing reforms 

● Demonstrate the need for funding 

● To adapt and/or develop national testing 

52% 63% 58% 

 Misused 

● Policymakers have little understanding of ILSAs/GLMs 

● ILSAs/GLMs are decontextualized and therefore not helpful 

● ILSAs/GLMs are too broad and abstract to be used meaningfully 

● For “name, shame, and blame” purposes 

● For ceremonial effects 

43% 33% 38% 

Not Used 5% 4% 4% 

Number of Respondents 21 24 45 
 

 
Perceived Impact of ILSAs/GLMs on National Policymaking. Although the vast majority of all 
respondents (96%) indicated that ILSAs/GLMs are being used in national policymaking contexts, 
their opinions were split regarding the question of whether ILSAs/GLMs helped or hindered national 
education reform processes (Figure 1). In particular, 30% of all respondents believed that 
ILSAs/GLMs contributed to national reforms, while 28% of all respondents thought that they 
hindered national education reform processes (n=54). Approximately one-quarter (24%) of all 
respondents thought that ILSAs/GLMs could both hinder and contribute to reform processes, 



 

 

depending on the particular circumstances and the ways in which these metrics are used locally. 
Finally, 11% of the respondents thought that ILSAs/GLMs neither helped nor hindered national 
education reform processes and 7% stated that there was not enough information or evidence to 
determine the effect of ILSAs/GLMs on national policymaking processes.  
 
Figure 1. Survey respondents’ perceptions of the contribution and/or hindrance of ILSAs/GLMs to 
national education reform efforts 

 
Note: Includes responses from both the expert and non-expert surveys. 

 
Again, respondents to the expert survey and non-expert survey differed in their perceptions regarding 
the contribution and hindrance of ILSAs/GLMs to national education reform efforts (Figure 2). The 
experts were more critical of ILSAs/GLMs, with 43% of expert survey respondents reporting that 
ILSAs/GLMs are hindering reform efforts compared with only 18% of non-experts. It is possible that 
experts’ first-hand experience of working with ILSAs/GLMs in various national contexts informed 
their opinions regarding the complex ways in which metrics impact national policies.  
 
  



 

 

Figure 2. Survey respondents’ perceived impact of ILSAs/GLMs on national and global 
education policies 
 

 
 
 
We saw a shift in respondents’ perceptions of the contribution and hindrance of ILSAs/GLMs to 
global education reform efforts compared with their responses to ILSAs/GLMs role in national 
education reforms (Figure 3). In the context of global reforms, more than one-third (37%) of all 
respondents thought that ILSAs/GLMs hindered education policymaking (n=52). Only 15% of all 
respondents believed that ILSAs/GLMs contributed to global reform efforts (n=52). Comparing 
responses to the two surveys, 33% (n=33) on non-expert survey respondents thought that 
ILSAs/GLMs are contributing to national reform efforts, but only 13% (n=32) felt that they are 
contributing to global reform efforts. Similarly, only 18% (n=33) of the non-experts reported that 
ILSAs/GLMs hinder national reform efforts while 34% (n=32) responded that ILSAs/GLMs hinder 
reform efforts on a global scale. The expert survey respondents consistently reported that 
ILSAs/GLMs contributed or hindered both national and global reform efforts. For example, 24% 
(n=21) of experts responded that ILSAs/GLMs contribute to national reform efforts and 20% (n=20) 
of experts responded that ILSAs/GLMs contribute to global reform efforts. Similarly, there was little 
change in experts’ perception of ILSAs/GLMs hindering national and global reform efforts. Of the 
experts surveyed, 43% (n=21) felt that ILSAs/GLMs hinder national reform efforts while 40% (n=20) 
responded that that ILSAs/GLMs hinder global reform efforts.  
 
  



 

 

Figure 3. Survey respondents’ perceptions of the contribution and/or hindrance of 
ILSAs/GLMs to global reform efforts 

 
Note: Includes responses from both the expert and non-expert surveys. 

 
ILSAs/GLMs as Contributors to National/Global Education Reform Efforts. The respondents 
who thought that ILSAs/GLMs contribute to national education reform efforts (30% n=54) explained 
that ILSAs/GLMs enable governments to align their educational systems to international/global 
standards, including the alignment of testing and examinations systems and curriculum. As one of the 
expert survey respondents explained, ILSAs/GLMs are effectively used as a reform “trigger” or 
“lever” to advance particular education reform agendas, but without providing specifics about those 
agendas. Not surprisingly, this is exactly the main point of critique by those policy/research experts 
who are concerned with the rise of ILSAs/GLMs worldwide (Bieber & Martens, 2011; Engel & 
Frizzell, 2015; Figazzolo, 2009; Martens & Neimann, 2013; Plisko, 2013; Sellar & Lingard, 2013), and 
consistent with our literature review findings. 16   
 
ILSAs/GLMs as Hindrances to National/Global Education Reform Efforts. Several of the 
non-expert respondents (13%, n=24) noted that ILSAs/GLMs are a “distraction” that perverts the 
purpose of education by reducing it to simply output measures and shifts the focus from student 
learning to receiving a high ILSA ranking. One expert survey respondent explained: “Global learning 
metrics are mainly hindering reform efforts because countries seem to become fixated on their league 

                                                 
16 Some respondents echoed the arguments historically used - and widely critiqued - in comparative and 
international education to rationalize the use of standardized comparison (e.g., Lockheed & Wagemaker, 2013; 
Lascoumes & Le Gales, 2007; Schleicher, 2009; Schleicher & Shewbridge, 2004) suggesting that ILSAs/GLMs 
allow governments to identify problems in their education systems, search for “best practices” in other 
contexts, and learn from experts in top-performing countries about “what works” in their education systems. 
The assumption in this international focus on quality education is that best policies and practices can be 
successfully transferred to different national contexts. 



 

 

table position rather than on a sound discussion of what education quality is.”  Echoing the same 
point, another respondent noted:  
 

Global learning metrics tend to stultify the conversation and thinking on what is 
important.  I am not arguing that they lack value, but they should not dominate the 
conversations on educational effectiveness when there is so much “gaming” going on 
and so many other important dimensions of human development that can be affected 
by education. 

 
More importantly, several experts noted that the reliance on ILSAs/GLMs tends to impose a 
neoliberal education reform agenda globally, focusing on policy permformativity and outcomes rather 
than on the process of education and whether or not that process is just. While advancing a neoliberal 
reform agenda, ILSAs/GLMs simultaneously contribute to erasing alternative policy options. As one 
of the respondents stated, ILSAs/GLMs “prevent nations from developing a caring childhood and 
cooperative values and creativity…. [instead] childhoods globally are becoming increasingly  less 
democratic or open, turning children into entrepreneurial  adults.” In other words, ILSA/GLM critics 
emphasized that ILSAs/GLMs narrow down policy visions and reduce policy discussions to a 
predetermined set of policy goals and outcomes, which promotes neoliberal education reform 
agenda.17  
 
ILSAs/GLMs as Both Contributors and Hindrances. Importantly, almost one-quarter (24%, 
n=54) of all respondents thought that ILSAs/GLMs can both hinder and contribute to the national 
education reform efforts at the same time. As one respondent remarked, ILSAs/GLMs may “be too 
flawed to make strong policy recommendations but they have some use in pointing out possible areas 
of strengths and weaknesses.” Similarly, other expert survey respondents noted that ILSAs/GLMs are 
useful in their benchmarking function but not as influencers of local policy, as articulated by one 
respondent: “an important external benchmark, but they do not offer much information about local 
needs or local educators' values and perspectives for education reform.” Implicit in many of these 
responses is the critique of how ILSAs/GLMs are used at the national level, pointing out that the 
potential of ILSAs/GLMs is thwarted by the lack of capacity among national policymakers to use 
metrics in meaningful ways. In particular, several expert survey respondents explicitly stated one of the 
main reasons for the misuse of ILSAs/GLMs is the lack of “PISA-literacy” among many 
policymakers. In other words, these experts conclude that a key problem is the limited institutional 
technical capacity at the national and local levels rather than political momentum.     
 
On a more critical note, some experts suggested the discussion of ILSAs/GLMs cannot be reduced to 
how to make and compare metrics. Rather, education stakeholders who use ILSAs/GLMs need to 
continuously consider the political dimensions because “the distribution of education is based on 
power.”  Similarly, another expert survey respondent noted that one of the major effects of 
ILSAs/GLMs seems to be “a strengthening of the unequal distribution of educational power and 
prestige and a reordering of the global cultural map with the ascension of ‘Confucian’ values.” 
However, other survey respondents noted that ILSAs/GLMs could perhaps be useful if they were 

                                                 
17 Well-known critics such as Gorur (2016), Grek (2009), Sellar & Lingard (2013) argue that ILSAs/GLMs 
narrow educational goals, hinder creativity, and stifle real discussions about education quality and equity in 
different national settings. In this context, policy discussions become reduced to simplistic sound bites, 
overlooking the importance of contextual factors and missing the “how” of education policy. In addition, they 
are culturally insensitive to many countries, expensive to administer, and results are not shared with the ultimate 
stakeholders, teachers and students.  



 

 

used as one of many measures to understand education development. While such a diversification of 
assessments and metrics based on both the geopolitical and the educational value dimensions would 
not make a “neat and tidy” system of benchmarking, it could thus open possibilities for more 
contextually relevant and pedagogically innovative use of metrics in national and global education 
reform contexts.  
 

Discussion 
 

ILSA/GLM participation has generated the perception of their having a profound affect on education 
policy, but primarily in ways that make it difficult to draw direct, causal relationships between the two 
(Paine et al., 2016). Our research confirms that some countries have the same ILSA results but 
implement different policies, and vice versa, even though we cannot definitively say that these policy 
convergences/reactions can be explicitly linked to ILSAs/GLMs participation and performance. 
Figure 4 offers a visual representation of the data presented in this paper, and the divergence between 
how the perceived use of ILSAs/GLMs and the less linear reality. Our research sought to document 
the extent to which the use of ILSAs/GLMs have influenced national primary/secondary education 
policymaking and the changes in education policies and practices, and as this figure shows we found 
that the way the education community thinks about the use of these assessments differs greatly in 
practice.  
 
All participating countries have long histories of education policy reform that extend above and 
beyond ILSAs/GLMs participation. In the United States, for example, the government’s shift towards 
policies emphasizing teacher, school, and state accountability based on students’ performance on 
standardized tests similar to ILSAs has historically been attributed to the publication of A Nation at 
Risk in 1983, but the U.S. Department of Education’s bi-annual National Assessment of Education 
Progress (NAEP) preceded this report by 20 years. With the prominence of ILSAs over the past two 
decades, and PISA especially, national performance on these assessments have become the new 
indicator to justify reforms like the No Child Left Behind and Race to the Top legislation. When 
national education policy is viewed historically, it is a challenge to determine what reform or policy is 
attributable to what event. Every country that participates in ILSAs has a similar complicated story, 
and ILSA/GLM participation becomes one more string in the tangled web of preexisting and 
emergent policy movements. In sum, in spite of the strong rhetoric about influence, these policies are 
all contextually contingent and are perhaps best studied as detailed national case studies.18 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
18 That said, there are a number of country-specific reports under the OECD’s Strong Performers and 
Successful Reformers series, such as for the United States, Japan, and Korea, which include detailed policy 
suggestions to these governments. Furthermore, many governments (Denmark, Sweden, Chile, Wales, Scotland, 
and so on) have invited the OECD to review their national education policies and suggest reforms to move 
ahead. It is therefore hard to say whether the impacts you identify here are due to PISA alone or as a result of 
combined OECD influence. 



 

 

Figure 4. Perception and reality of the use of ILSAs 

 
 
That said, our review of the literature and our survey findings indicate that ILSAs/GLMs have made it 



 

 

possible for governments to imagine new models of educational policy and practice legitimization 
(Breakspear, 2014; Lawn & Grek, 2012; Verger, 2014). For Baird et al. (2011) ILSAs/GLMs have 
done less to distinguish policy differences and more to foster policy convergence. The extended use of 
international comparison and rankings, coupled with how mass media reports on ILSA/GLM results 
are a key dynamic in the national debates about educational systems (Haas & Fischman, 2010). Our 
review sees a clear trend that educational authorities at the national level are pressured to show 
improvements in ILSAs scores or GLM rankings, and governments have begun seeking strategies to 
move into high-ranking positions (Bieber & Martens, 2011; Engel, 2015; Meyer & Benavot, 2013). 
Despite contextual factors that inexorably effect how students perform on various ILSAs, 
international competition has fostered a sense of decontextualized, “what works” mentality (Lewis, 
2016), where governments attempt to emulate the policies and practices of high-scoring countries 
(Engel, 2015; Lingard, Rawolle, & Taylor, 2005; Phillips & Ochs, 2003). However, as argued by Lewis 
and Lingard (2015), these “supposedly ‘objective’ and decontextualised PISA measures are rendered in 
ways that reflect the local political and cultural contexts in which the data are received, highlighting the 
contingent uptake of PISA knowledge within national schooling systems, despite its global circulation” 
(p. 627).  
 
As such, the direct link between ILSA scores (or GLM rankings) and education policy change is a 
difficult, if not impossible, endeavor. But what we can acknowledge is that ILSAs/GLMs create a 
purportedly objective field of comparison that can, and do, fundamentally change the conditions and 
global contexts affecting educational policymaking. As a result, governments have new pressures to 
obtain a favorable ranking and, as a byproduct, to assure that their policies are well-suited for that 
purpose. Regardless, it is growing increasingly evident that the ILSAs/GLMs are having a profound 
influence on how stakeholders worldwide are making decisions on education policies and political 
agendas by serving to identify the results that fit previously established narratives of good educational 
reforms.  
 

 
 
  



 

 

Abbreviations and Acronyms 

EFA  Education for All 
EGRA  Early Grade Reading Assessment 
EGMA  Early Grade Mathematics Assessment 
EU  European Union 
GEFI  Global Education First Initiative 
GMR  Global Monitoring Report 
GPE  Global Partnership for Education 
IEA  International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement 
ICCS  International Civic and Citizenship Education Study 
LAMP  Literacy Assessment and Monitoring Programme 
LMTF  Learning Metrics Task Force 
MDG  Millennium Development Goal 
OECD  Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
PIAAC  Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies 
PIRLS  Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 
PISA  Program for International Student Assessment 
STEP  Skills Towards Employability and Productivity 
TIMSS  Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 
USAID U.S. Agency for International Development 
UIS  UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
UNDP  United Nations Development Programme 
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Cultural and Scientific Organization 
WEI-SPS World Education Indicators’ Survey of Primary Schools 
 
  



 

 

Glossary 

International Large Scale 
Assessments 

Begin 
Date 

Sponsoring Agency Description 

Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS) 

1995 International Association 
for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement 
(IAEEA) 

TIMSS monitors trends in mathematics 
and science achievement every four years, 
at the fourth and eighth grades. 

Program for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) 

2000 Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) 

PISA is a triennial international survey, 
which aims to evaluate education systems 
worldwide by testing the skills and 
knowledge of 15-year-old students. 

Progress in International 
Reading Literacy Study 
(PIRLS) 

2001 International Association 
for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement 
(IAEEA) 

PIRLS monitors trends in reading 
achievement at the fourth grade. 

Literacy Assessment and 
Monitoring Programme 
(LAMP) 

2003 UNESCO Institute for 
Statistics (UIS) 

LAMP provides the diagnostic information 
required to monitor and improve literacy 
skills. 

World Education Indicators' 
Survey of Primary Schools 
(WEI-SPS) 

2005 OECD, UIS WEI-SPS examines the main issues and 
inputs shaping primary schools. 

Early Grade Reading 
Assessment (EGRA) 

2006 RTI International with 
support from the U.S. 
Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and 
the World Bank 

EGRA is an open-source assessment used 
to measure foundational reading skills. 

Programme for the 
International Assessment of 
Adult Competencies 
(PIAAC) 

2008 OECD PIAAC measures the key cognitive and 
workplace skills needed for individuals to 
participate in society and for economies to 
prosper. 

Early Grade Mathematics 
Assessment (EGMA) 

2009 RTI International with 
support from the U.S. 
Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and 
the World Bank 

EGMA is an open-source assessment used 
to measure foundational math skills. 

Skills Towards 
Employability and 
Productivity (STEP) 

2011 World Bank, Human 
Development Network 
(HDN) 

STEP measures labor market skills in low 
and middle-income countries. 
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Appendix 

Survey A: ILSA/GLM Experts 
1. Thinking about your experiences working with educational stakeholders in different 

national contexts (politicians, policymakers, unions, teachers, media, etc.), which of the 
following ILSAs/GLMs are they concerned about? (check all that apply) 

• LAMP 

• PIAAC 

• PIRLS 

• PISA 

• STEP 

• TIMSS 

• WEI-SPS 

• Other 
2. From your experience, how do the stakeholders you work with use ILSAs/GLMs in 

national education reform efforts? 
3. Based on your experience, to what extent do you think ILSAs/GLMs are contributing to 

or hindering national education reform efforts? 
4. Based on your experience, to what extent do you think ILSAs/GLMs are contributing to 

or hindering global education reform efforts? 
5. What country and/or regions does the majority of your work on ILSAs/GLMs focus on? 
6. Could you recommend any other colleagues who may like to share their perspectives about 

the use and influence of ILSAs/GLMs? Please list any names below. 

Survey B: ILSA/GLM Educators/Policymakers 
1. What is your primary role in working with ILSAs/GLMs? (check one) 

• Researcher 

• Policymaker 

• Union representative 

• Student 

• Teacher 

• Media 

• Other 
2. How often do you work with educational stakeholders (politicians, policymakers, unions, 

teachers, media, etc.) in different national contexts on ILSAs/GLMs? 

• Frequently 

• Sometimes 

• Never 
3. Thinking about your experiences working with educational stakeholders in different 

national contexts (politicians, policymakers, unions, teachers, media, etc.), which of the 
following ILSAs/GLMs are they concerned about? (check all that apply) 

• LAMP 



 

 

• PIAAC 

• PIRLS 

• PISA 

• STEP 

• TIMSS 

• WEI-SPS 

• Other 
4. From your experience, how do the stakeholders you work with use ILSAs/GLMs in 

national education reform efforts? 
5. Based on your experience, to what extent do you think ILSAs/GLMs are contributing to 

or hindering national education reform efforts? 
6. Based on your experience, to what extent do you think ILSAs/GLMs are contributing to 

or hindering global education reform efforts? 
7. How have you used ILSAs/GLMs in your own work? 
8. What country and/or regions does the majority of your work on ILSAs/GLMs focus on? 
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