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The Education World Cup:
international comparisons of student achievement

Harvey Goldstein”

1. Introduction

Brought to you these days by both the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and development (Oecd) and the International Association for the
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (lea), comparative studies of student
performance are frequent, large, and expensive programmes, promoted using
the very best public relations techniques. Governments whose countries do
relatively well are quick to claim credit for their educational policies, while
the rest try either to ignore the results, or to find a class of people to blame:
teachers are a favourite, and occasionally previous governments can be tarred
with that responsibility. Opposition politicians, of course, can be expected to
indulge in mirror-image reactions.

In this talk I will not dwell too much on the politics of international testing, partly
because I am not especially well qualified to do so and partly because the reactions
of most politicians seem all too predictable and depressing. Rather, I shall aim to
bring together the results of work that I have been involved in since the early
1990’s. I will then use this to ask questions about future directions for these studies
that, despite certain important contributions they have made to understanding, are
still largely seen as entertaining, but ephemeral, spectator sports that rank countries
in simple league tables according to the scores of their students. By contrast, I
would like to encourage efforts to turn them into instruments whose main purpose
is to provide useful data for the improvement of education rather than raw material
for governmental propaganda.

The next section describes the present scene in terms of the offerings of Oecd
and lea.

* Intervento di Harvey Goldstein alla conferenza annuale dell’ Aca-Europe dal titolo Assessment
and culture: tradition or Innovation?, 4/6 novembre 2004, Budapest.
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2. The present scene

The Oecd has invested heavily in a series of studies known as the ‘Pro-
gramme for international Student Assessment’ (Pisa). This began in 2000
in some 32 countries. The testing was carried out in the first half of 2000,
and this study was intended to be the first of a series. It concentrates on
reading but also has Mathematics and Science components. The second
study carried out in 2003 concentrates on Mathematics and the third in
2006 will concentrate on Science.

Praise is needed where it is deserved. Considerable efforts have been
made to obtain good response rates and careful attention has been devoted
to the design of instruments, and many lessons from previous studies were
clearly absorbed. Among these were attempts 1o include items whose lin-
guistic origin is not English, although the majority of items still do origi-
nate in English. The first comprehensive report (Oecd, 2001) appeared in
2001 and an extensive (300 page) well documented technical report (Ad-
ams and Wu, 2002) provides detail about the procedures used. In addition
the data themselves are available for secondary analysis from the Oecd
website (www.pisa.oecd.org/ pisa Joutcome.htm). In addition, Oecd is also
setting up a new study of adult basic skills that aims to produce results be-
fore the end of the decade.

The other major player, increasingly facing stiff competition from Oecd,
is the Iea. Established in the late 1950s, and apart from a brief attempt to
challenge its territory by Educational Testing Services (Ets) in the late
1980s with the Iaep study (Lapointe et al., 1989), it has been the dominant
influence in the comparative international testing field. Iea has developed
and pioneered much of the current methodology, in terms of sampling,
translation, question design, scaling and reporting. Its current major stud-
ies are the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (Pirls; Mullis
et al.,, 2003) and the Trends in International Mathematics and Science
study (Timss; Mullis et al., 2001). The former, carried out in 2001 sampled
about 4,000 fourth grade students in 35 countries, testing reading literacy
and the second round of this study scheduled for 2006 is being planned.
The latter sampled similar numbers and began in 1995 (then known as the
Third International Mathematics and Science Study), and sampled also in
1999 and 2003. It appears that plans are also being prepared for further
rounds of Timss.

In the next section I shall look at the organisation of these studies, effec-
tively who controls them and where they get their funds from.
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3. Organisation and funding

The first thing to note is that the documented funding sources represent
o:_v.\ one component of the true costs. The value of the time spent by national
advisory groups, schools and others is clearly large but nobody seems to have
bothered to obtain reliable estimates. Both Oecd and Iea expect participating
countries to cover the cash costs of their own samples and any individual
ooE.E.Q analyses; in most cases £1 million would be a minimum figure for
participation, but this will depend on individual circumstances. The cash costs
and the hidden costs will tend to limit the participation of poorer coufitries
and will even give wealthier ones pause for thought in the light of ooBvoadm
ﬂoBmzam. For both organisations, therefore, a key concern is to retain interest
in the studies so that countries will continue to sign up to individual surveys;
if too few countries are willing to take part a survey will find it difficult to cm
economically viable. Hence the stress on public relations and media-friendly
presentation, together with a less than dispassionate discussion of methodo-
logical problems.

<.§=n the Oecd, as an established organisation, provides general support
for its studies, the Iea has only a very small headquarters secretariat staff with
a rotating chairperson and each study needs to raise funds for general as well
as specific support. Because of this the Iea has always looked for support
a_ma.irnaa and receives funds from the US National Center for Educational
mﬁm.sm:.om. the US National Science Foundation, the World Bank and the
United Nations development programme. These funds support individual
mE&nm but also more general developments, for example in methodology. In
addition, nm,_nmo%mazm countries provide an annual amount to support the Iea
infrastructure. :

As 1 shall argue below, the methodology used is not culturally or politically
neutral and we might well expect the cultural and political assumptions of
m:or funding bodies to interact with this methodology in ways that determine
its form and content. Likewise, the Oecd itself embodies particular political
and cultural perspectives that too will shape the methodology and also the
practices of studies that it sponsors. In order fully to understand the results
from all of these studies, in my view we need to appreciate where they come
W%B. and that will then help us better to evaluate their contribution to knowl-
edge.

For n.mor study or sampling round a set of committees, panels and expert
groups is set up to devise protocols, pilot instruments, select contractors
oversee methodology etc. Both organisations set up committees with mon:mm
overall decision-making control; for Oecd the ‘Pisa Governing Board’ and for
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Tea its general assembly that meets annually. In practice, roiw&n.ﬁ.nom_ control
is exerted by a relatively small group with executive Rmvo:.m_c::_nm. érozgwﬂ
this is for designing and finalising questions or for processing E.o data. This
control is particularly evident in the case of the scaling and mS:.m:om_ H.doﬁoa-
ology, largely perhaps because of its highly technical nature which is inacces-
sible to most others, and I shall now look further at this.

4, “Una tecnica mafiosa”

That subset of the psychometric profession that is concerned éw& testing, is
very much an Anglophone group, centered largely in North America, and toa
lesser extent in Australia, the. Netherlands and England. Its major theoretical
journal is Psychometrika, and the major applications journal is the Journal of
Educational Measurement. While many of its practitioners are spread among
academic institutions, much of the literature and the greater part of the prac-
tice emanates from commercial organizations. The principal globally active
organizations are quite clear about their international missions. Thus we have
Educational Testing Service (Princeton, Usa — “Centre for Global Assess-
ment”), University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate aﬁwm,
Cambridge, England — “A World leader in educational wmmammnai..,vn Cito
(Arnhem, Netherlands — “Technical systems for international ooavwnmoam.:v“
Nfer (Slough, England — “active in international research”), and the Australian
Council for Educational Research (Acer, Melbourne, Australia — “A B:mn.om
services for international clients™). Given the high level of technical expertise
required to develop curriculurn materials, and especially to construct mc:.m,c_n
measuring instruments, it is increasingly the case that only well provided
commercial organizations will have the resources to bid for and to undertake
this activity. We might also éxpect that this will influence the decisions that
are taken which will reflect, in part, the global interests of such corporations.

While these organizations are undoubtedly in competition with owow oEo.ﬁ
they also share a common approach. Most notably this is expressed in their
adherence to certain procedures for designing, scaling and analyzing tests. I
have already mentioned the league table approach to comparing countries w:a
the simple-minded ways in which decision makers use these to determine
educational policy. Since it is generally these same decision makers E.ro de-
termine the funding, it is not surprising that those responsible for delivering
the goods find themselves advocating just those methodologies that appear to
support simple interpretations.

Most obviously the favourite technique of this psychometric subset, a
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group that displays certain characteristics of a mafia', is something called the
‘Rasch model’, named after a Danish mathematician George Rasch. This, and
certain limited generalizations of it (typically the ‘2-parameter’ model) have
come to be known under the title ‘Item response Theory’ (Lord, 1980), al-
though the term ‘theory’ is something of a conceit since it is really just a spe-
cial case of a statistical model that is widely used by social and other re-
searchers to summarise a wide variety of data. I shall refer to it simply as an
item response model (Irm).

The essence of this modeling approach it that it assumes that a student’s re-
sponses to a set of test items can be summarized adequately in terms of a sin-
gle underlying dimension or factor (unidimensionality). This assumption is
meant to hold universally, across cultures and educational systems, with
group variation exhibited only in terms of average differences along the un-
derlying scale or subscale. The prima facie unreasonableness of this assump-
tion is countered in many subtle ways, all of them sharing the characteristic
that they are backed up by technicalities that are either too obscure to be un-
derstood by anyone outside the ‘family’, often just inadequate and sometimes
both. Thus, for example, a common procedure is to ‘test’ the unidimensional-
ity assumption by applying a technique that, given the limited nature of the
data available, is unlikely to be able to refute it — i.e. achieve a statistically
significant result (see e.g. Goldstein, 1980). Another favourite procedure is to
examine items in a test individually and exclude those that do not seem to fit’
a unidimensional scale. These items are referred to as ‘dodgy’ and happily
consigned to the recycling bin. Thus, by eliminating such items the remaining
ones are much more likely to conform to a unidimensional scale so that the
test developers can point to how their original assumption is then satisfied
(see Goldstein, 2004 for a discussion of this in the context of Pisa).

When, however, a wider analysis is carried out of tests such as those of
Pisa we find that the unidimensionality assumption does not hold and there
is much more complexity than is typically allowed for (Goldstein et al.,
2005). In one of the most far reaching re-analyses of such a study, the Inter-
national Adult Literacy Survey, also sponsored by Oecd, (Blum et al., 2001)
showed that there were all kinds of inherent difficulties associated with cul-
tural differences linked to translation and methods of reporting that excluded
the possibility of making definitive international comparisons. In effect,
while paying lip service to ideas of cultural diversity, the practice of these

"I hasten to point out that I have absolutely no reason to believe that members of this group
have any links to organised crime.
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studies effectively denies it by imposing a Eos‘smﬁounw ‘one size fits all’
model’.

To all of these issues one might also add a crucial one when comparing
educational systems; that without longitudinal performance data on the same
sample of students it is quite impossible to make inferences about the effects
of educational systems per se that are separable from the influences of social

background, economic circumstances etc.

5, The future

I have little doubt that we shall see more of the same for some time to
come. Demands for simple mieasures to compare countries are very strong and
the commercial pressures are closely aligned to such political needs. of
course, this is not to say that some of the data from these studies cannot be
used positively to help us understand educational processes, but a vital ques-
tion is whether the effort that goes into these studies can be justified economi-
cally in terms of the knowledge that emerges compared to the resources that
are fed in. Most importantly, these well resourced studies consume the ener-
gies of many talented researchers, who otherwise might be funded to produce

more socially useful products.

My own view is that, in their present incarnations and contemporary
sources of support, these studies represent a very poor return on investment.
Their lack of a serious longitudinal element, their obsession with simple-
minded unidimensional scaling models and the concomitant disregard for con-
textual diversity and incompatibility, as well as their role as high profile ad-
vertising media for certain multinational corporations, make them poor vehi-
cles for serious research. The useful research that does emerge is in spite of
this rather than because of these factors.

Since this is a European conference I would like to raise briefly the issue of
the future of a specifically European assessment sirategy. The Lisbon Euro-

pean Council (2000) clearly envisaged a specifically European approach to

21 the Greek myth Procrustes promised his guests that a bed for the night with the extraor-
dinary property that it would exactly match the requirements of their size. As soon as the guest
lay down Procrustes set to work; if the guest was too long for the bed he chopped off part of his
legs etc. In the legend, interestingly enough, the hero Theseus tumed the tables on Procrustes
by adjusting him to fit his own bed. :

3 One of my most treasured artefacts is a baseball cap adomed with the Ets logo, and inside
which the manufacturers tag proclaims that ‘one size fits all’.
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education and the evaluation of education systems. Given the procrustean na-
ture of both the actual techniques used as well as the administrative proce-
dures for implementing the Oecd and lea studies, they do seem to be poor
models for Europe. A different approach is needed that genuinely respects dif-
ferences while also promoting convergence in terms of objectives, at whatever
level such differences allow convergence to occur. It would not be appropriate
or useful to try to impose conformity along the lines of the pseudo-
oonﬁ.&ugzg built into the existing international studies. Of course, such a
&mnz.ﬂ: approach initially will be difficult to formulate and va_oE.oE but
that simply presents an interesting problem for Europeans, which I ath ,mEo
they are more than capable of dealing with.

Finally, to keep a debate going, let me issue three challenges to those in-
volved in the Oecd and Iea studies.

First, if you wish to dispute any or all of the accusations that have been lev-
n:oa. I (and others) would be more than happy to have a very public discus-
sion, G.E only on condition that you do not attempt to obscure the issues by
R.qnwanm behind technicalities as you have so often done in the past; the cru-
cial issues can be discussed intelligently without this. Secondly mﬂov.&o a
cost-benefit analysis that weighs the inputs against the oouﬁﬂgmo:m to
knowledge and understanding in a way that allows a comparison with-typical
Rmomz& based studies. Thirdly, see if you can set out a future for international
studies that truly learns from the mistakes of the past, reduces dependence on
current political and commercial dictates, and makes a really serious attempt
to reflect cultural and educational diversity rather than constraining it within
the confines of a particularly rigid psychometric model.

Ilook forward to an interesting debate.
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Come costruire prove strutturate di elevata complessita

Emma Nardi”

1. L’esperienza di Orwell

E noto che il rapporto tra scrittori e scuola non & dei pit sereni. Le descri-
zioni di situazioni scolastiche che si leggono nei romanzi e nelle autobiografie
dei grandi narratori sono generalmente improntate al sarcasmo ed alla critica
pit corrosiva, come se la scuola fosse, per definizione, incapace di soddisfare
menti dalle caratteristiche eccezionali.

Da questo punto di vista George Orwell non costituisce un’eccezione, come
dimostrano alcune pagine del racconto autobiografico, pubblicato nel 1952 e
intitolato E tali, tali erano le gioie, in cui ’autore descrive il metodo di inse-
gnamento a dir poco nozionistico che veniva seguito nella prestigiosa prepa-
ratory school di St Cyprian.

“Esisteva a quei tempi una solenne balordaggine che si chiamava
Harrow History Prize, una competizione annuale cui si iscrivevano
molte preparatory schools. Era tradizione che il St Cyprian vincesse
tutti gli anni; il fatto non era strano, visto che ci facevano sgobbare
su ogni singolo compito assegnato fin dall’istituzione del premio, e
la scelta dei quesiti non era inesauribile. Erano quelle domande stu-
pide cui si risponde a pappagallo con un nome o una citazione. Chi
saccheggid i Begams? Chi fu decapitato su una barca? Chi sorprese i
Whig in bagno e scappd coi loro vestiti? Quasi tutte le nostre compe-
tenze storiche erano di questo livello. La storia era solo una serie di
fatti slegati, incomprensibili, ma importanti (anche se non ci spiega-

* Relazione di Emma Nardi al convegno [l sostegno agli studenti nei sistemi in rete - Student
Support Services in e-learning systems, tenutosi il 24 settembre 2004 presso I’ Aula Magna del
Rettorato dell’Universita degli Studi Roma Tre.
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