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Abstract International large-scale assessments (ILSAs) require national govern-
ments to invest significant resources in both time and money. With such investment
national governments expect the results of ILSAs to provide policy and research
communities with evaluative information on their educational system. Armed with
this evaluative information, policymakers in many participating countries have used
the results to stimulate reform. However, systematically tracking this influence and
judging the validity of the claims has proven difficult for both the policy and research
communities. There can be an erroneous expectation in the wider education commu-
nity, and sometimes amongst policymakers themselves, that ILSA data automatically
suggests policy solutions. Because of this error, a means for better systematizing the
policymaking process responding to ILSA results is required. The model developed
here can assist the policy and research community to better understand whether
ILSAs are providing valid evidence to support their use in policy formation enact-
ment and can be used to analyze ongoing consequences of that influence. Twoworked
examples demonstrate the utility of the model.
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15.1 Introduction

Countries and educational systems participate in international large-scale
assessments (ILSAs) for a variety of reasons, including educational system
monitoring and comparison. As taking part in an ILSA requires the investment of
significant money and time (Engel and Rutkowski 2018), it is important that coun-
tries derive value and use from their participation. One way to justify participation
is to demonstrate the ways in which ILSA results are used (or are claimed to be
used) as a lever for policy formulation and as a means to change policy trajectories
in order to improve educational outcomes. That is, successfully attributing policy
changes to ILSA results can be seen as a rationale for continued participation,
building a case for the further outlay of time and money. It makes sense that
testing organizations want to argue to their stakeholders that the resources spent on
their assessment tools are worthwhile. However, demonstrating how ILSAs impact
systems and nations remains difficult. First, this is because policymaking itself is
an emotive and politicized domain informed more by what can be sold to the public
for electoral success than what research might suggest could be the best direction
(see for example Barber et al.’s (2010) concept of “Deliverology”). Second, even
if an association is identified, it remains challenging to establish the direction of
the relationship or the amount of influence ILSAs had in any policy change that
resulted. In other words, it is difficult to prove the counterfactual that the policy
change would not have occurred in the absence of the ILSA. Third, evidence of the
influence of ILSAs on policy can be inflated or misleading. For example, there are a
number of cases demonstrating that governments made use of ILSA results simply
to justify policy reforms that were already set to be implemented (Gür et al. 2012;
Rautalin and Alasuutari 2009; Takayama 2008).

In this chapter, we explore how participation in ILSAs, and the subsequent results,
could reasonably be said to “influence” policy. In other words, how can ILSA results,
or any proposed policy attributed to those results, be shown to be the reason that a
policy or policies change? In complex systems the attribution of singular causes
that can explain an altered state of affairs is always difficult because of the multiple
forces at work in that system. Further, few would argue that the ILSA-policy nexus
is easy to understand given: (1) the complex social, cultural, historical, economic
and political realities within each system; (2) the complexities between systems; and
(3) the limitations of what the tests themselves can measure on any given topic and
the difficulty in measuring policy change. This, then, leads to a key problem that
confronts policymaking communities; how can system leaders properly understand
and manage ILSAs’ influence on their system?

A second question that drives this chapter asks what are the overall consequences
of participating in an ILSA? This question works from the premise that there are
always intended and unintended consequences when an ILSA has influence at the
national level. When ILSA results are used to set policy goals or are the impetus
for educational change this creates the conditions for a range of consequences.
For example, implementing a particular kind of science curriculum as the result
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of middling science performance on an ILSA will have consequences that might
include money spent training teachers and abandoning other teaching approaches,
and so on. Correspondingly, where a system’s leaders become convinced that doing
well on rankings will lead to better educational outcomes, a variety of perverse incen-
tives can emerge, resulting in attempts by a range of stakeholders to “game” the test.
This is evidenced through the multitude of high stakes testing cheating that took
place in the USA (Amrein-Beardsley et al. 2010; Nichols and Berliner 2007) and
the fact that some countries participating in ILSAs are removed from the results for
“data irregularities,” includingbeing too lenientwhenmarkingopen-endedquestions,
which resulted in higher than expected scores (OECD [Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development] 2017). Stakes at the student and school level may
remain low; however, at the national level there is growing evidence that the stakes
of participation are high.

One challenge in the ILSA-policy nexus that encompasses both understanding
ILSA influence and the consequences of that influence is that there is rarely, if ever,
systematic analysis undertaken of the data in the context of the whole system. When
ILSA data is released media, policymakers, and other stakeholders tend to sensation-
alize and react, often quickly, without a full accounting of the evidence (Sellar and
Lingard 2013). To underline this problem, we present two cases that highlight the
problem of simply claiming ILSA “influence.” Subsequently, we describe a model
as a means for better systematizing how influence ought to be attributed to policy
processes as a result of participation in ILSAs and the publication of subsequent
results. This model that can assist the policy and research communities to better
understand whether ILSAs are providing valid evidence to warrant their influence
on educational policy formation and debates and to analyze the consequences of that
influence.

15.2 Impact, Influence, and Education Policy

To understand influence, we first differentiate between what we view as ILSA’s
impact on policy (which is hard to demonstrate) and ILSA’s influence on policy (a
concept that is still difficult but easier to demonstrate than impact). For the purposes
of this chapter, we define impact as a difference in kind while influence is defined as a
difference in degree. To show policy impact, we would have to isolate an ILSA result
and proved that this caused a significant shift in a policy platform. We should expect
to see clear evidence that there was a rupture, such as a new national policy direction
being caused by ILSA data. However, making causal claims such as ILSA X caused
Policy Y requires a methodological framework that may simply not be possible
because of the complexity of most national systems. Moreover, many of the claims
made in reports that attribute impact to an ILSA result exemplify what Loughland
and Thompson (2016) saw as a post hoc fallacy at work rather than identifying a
causal mechanism. They explained that, “when an assumption is made based on the
sequence of events—so the assumption is made that because one thing occurs after
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another, it must be caused by it” (Loughland and Thompson 2016, pp. 125–126).
This is particularly true of ILSA results where the data often appear to be used
to maintain current policy directions in the interests of political expediency, even
where the data suggests this may be having unhelpful consequences. Finally, impact
is notoriously difficult to demonstrate because education policy agendas are often
politically rather than rationally decided (Rizvi and Lingard 2009). As such, even
if ILSAs provided perfect information they will only be one factor among many
that influence policymaking. For these reasons, when ILSAs are mentioned together
with policy impact, we suspect that it would be better to frame this in terms of
evaluating the influence that ILSAs have on policy agendas and trajectories within
given contexts.

Policy influence can be viewed as the use of ILSA results to buttress or tweak
policy settings that already exist. However, establishing exactly what constitutes
influence remains difficult for a number of reasons. For example, similar to impact,
much of the policy literature fails to define influence (Betsill and Corell 2008). The
lack of a clear definition in the literature leads to (at least) three problems. First,
without an established definition for influence, it is difficult to determine the type
of evidence needed to demonstrate influence. This is a particular problem, as ILSA
literature tends to report evidence of influence on the basis of the particular case
at hand without consideration of wider application and with a pro-influence bias,
rarely examining evidence to the contrary (e.g., Breakspear 2012; Schwippert and
Lenkeit 2012). Second, to make a strong case that ILSAs influence policy, some
consensus as to what data should be collected to mount a sufficient argument is
needed. Finally, this lack of definition makes cross-case comparisons potentially
unstable because different stakeholders risk measuring different things and claiming
them as demonstrating influence. In other words, if each claimant develops their
own ideas around influence and collects data accordingly, they may simply end up
comparing different things.

In this chapter we borrow from Cox and Jacobson (1973), who defined influ-
ence as the “modification of one actor’s behavior by that of another” (p. 3). With
this definition we take a broad view and define ILSAs as policy actors that are as
involved in creating meaning in a variety of contexts as much as they are created
artefacts of organizations or groups of countries. As an actor, an ILSA represents
multiple interests and ambitions, and intervenes in social spaces in a variety of ways.
For example, in the case of OECD’s Programme for International Student Assess-
ment (PISA) study, the results are intended to serve at the behest of the OECD’s and
member countries’ policy agendas (OECD 2018). However, the declared explicit use
of ILSAs for policy modifications are less clear for the International Association for
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement’s (IEA) Trends in International Mathe-
matics and Science Study (TIMSS) and Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study (PIRLS), perhaps because of the IEA’s history as a research rather than policy
focused organization (Purves 1987). That said, ILSAs are evaluative tools partly sold
to “clients” such as nation states with an assumption that the assessment will help
judge the merit and worth of a system by measuring performance. Demonstrating
positive impact and/or influence to those jurisdictions who have paid to have the
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tests administered would make commercial sense regardless of the methodological
concerns outlined above. Rightly so, testing organizations and countries alike want to
know whether the tests they design and administer are having a positive influence on
systems, at least partly because organizations then have a compelling narrative to sell
to other potential participants and countries have a legitimate reason for participating.

We do not, however, want to ground our discussion of ILSA influence on policy
in a naive caricature of ILSAs as authoritarian tools thrust onto nations by some evil
council of neoliberals such that nations have little choice but to participate (the critical
ILSA literature is full of this). In most cases, nations willingly sign up to testing
regimes because they have come to believe that ILSAs offer their systems something
that they either do not have or should have more of. If coercion is “the ability to
get others to do what they otherwise would not” (Keohane and Nye 1998, p. 83),
then “influence is seen as an emergent property that derives from the relationship
between actors” (Betsill and Corell 2008, p. 22). Influence differs from coercion.
There are obvious power imbalances in regards to intergovernmental organizations
like the OECD, where more powerful countries have larger voices; however, that
does not always result in coercive leverage towards less powerful actors. In other
words, ILSAs may have the potential to be leveraged over educational systems to
compel actor behavior, but that is not always the case and most national systems
choose to participate, as evidenced by the growing number of participants that are
self-electing to join the studies.

Here we present two cases that illustrate the policy influence of ILSAs. We
chose these cases because they demonstrate possible overclaiming that ILSA results
influenced change and evidence of ILSA influence that resulted in an unusual policy.

15.3 Policy Influence?

15.3.1 Case 1: PISA Shocks and Influence

Given the explicit goal of the OECD to inform national policy of member nations
there is a considerable amount of research concerning the policy influence and impact
of its flagship educational assessment PISA (Baird et al. 2011; Best et al. 2013;
Breakspear 2012;Grek 2009;Hoplins et al. 2008;Kamens et al. 2013). PISA-inspired
debates have resulted in a range of reforms including re-envisioning educational
structures, promoting support for disadvantaged students (Ertl 2006) and developing
new national standards aligned to PISA results (Engel and Rutkowski 2014), to
name a few. The term “PISA shock” is now commonly used to highlight partici-
pating countries that were surprised by their sub-par PISA results and subsequently
implemented educational policy reforms. Perhaps the most notable of these shocks
occurred in Germany after its initial participation in PISA 2000. In response to lower
than expected PISA scores, both federal and state systems in Germany implemented
significant educational reforms (Ertl 2006; Gruber 2006; Waldow 2009). However,
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Germany was not alone, and other countries, including Japan (Ninomiya and Urabe
2011) and Norway (Baird et al. 2011), experienced PISA shocks of their own.

In general, “shocks” attributed to ILSAs tend to be focused on PISA results rather
than other studies. Notably, Germany, Norway, and Japan participated in the TIMSS
assessment five years prior with similar results (in terms of relative rankings) to
PISA (Beaton et al. 1996), yet this resulted in significantly less public discourse
and little policy action. Of course, the perceived lack of a TIMSS shock could be
for a variety of reasons. First, it is possible that the IEA simply does not have the
appetite and/or political muscle to influence policy debates, leaving any discussions
of results to academic circles. Second, the idea of a PISA shock may be misleading,
representing an engineered discourse rather than a true social phenomenon. For
example, Pons (2017) contended that much of the academic literature claiming that
there is a PISA shock is biased because it contributes to a particular representation
of what effect PISA “is expected to produce in conformity with the strategy of soft
power implemented by the OECD” (p. 133). Further, similar to our discussion of the
term influence, PISA shock is never fully conceptualized in the literature, making
it difficult to compare and assess within and across systems. Pons (2017) further
contended that assessing the effects of PISA on education governance and policy is
difficult because the scientific literature on PISA effects are heterogeneous and fueled
by various disciplines and traditions that ultimately lead to findings corresponding
to those traditions.

15.3.2 Case 2: An Australian Example, Top Five by 2025

In 2012, the Australian Federal Government announced hearings into the Education
Act 2012, which was subsequently passed and enacted on the January 1, 2014 (The
Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia 2012). This referred specifically to
five agendas that were linked to school reform. These five reform directions were
“quality teaching; quality learning; empowered school leadership; transparency and
accountability; and meeting student need”. These five reform directions were to
improve school quality and underline the commitment of the Federal Government to
have a system that was both high quality and high equity. The Act went on to outline
that the third goal was:

“…for Australia to be ranked, by 2025, as one of the top 5 highest performing coun-
tries based on the performance of Australian school students in reading, mathematics and
science, and based on the quality and equity of Australian schooling” (The Parliament of the
Commonwealth of Australia 2012, p. 3)

The Explanatory Memorandum that accompanies this Act includes in brackets,
“(These rankings are based on Australia’s performance in the Programme for Inter-
national Student Assessment, or PISA.)” There are a number of curious things about
this legislation that binds the Australian education system to be “top 5 by 2025.” The
first of these is that it shows, in the Australian context, that PISA and no doubt other



15 Understanding the Policy Influence of International … 267

ILSAs have had an influence on policymakers. But the nature of the influence remains
problematic, focused more on national rankings outcomes rather than considering
what PISA tells Australia about its system and the policy decisions that have been
made. While generic references to quality teaching and so on might work as political
slogans, the reality is that they contain no specific direction or material that could
ever be considered as a policy intervention or apparatus.

Second, it is curious that Australia legislated for a rank rather than a score
or another indicator of the type that PISA provides such as some goal regarding
resilient students. This would seem to suggest that this is how PISA is understood by
policymakers in Australia, as a competitive national ranking system of achievement
in mathematics, science, and reading. It would be easy to lay this solely at the feet
of the policymaker, but it is probably not helped by the way that the OECD itself
presents PISA as rankings to its member nations. Third, it seems fairly obvious that
this use of ILSAs opens a system up to perverse incentives.

In the case of being “Top 5 by 2025,” the influence of ILSAs falls short because
it lacks intentionality. It also shows that those who are charged with making policy
do not understand the data that they see paradoxically as: (1) determining a lack of
quality and equity, and (2) clearly indicating what needs to be done as a result. In
other words, without identifying what policy agendas in specific contexts could best
respond to highlighted problems, ILSA data is often left to speak for itself as regards
to what must be done within systems. The Education Act 2012 points to the impact
and influence of PISA on Australian policymakers, yet paradoxically that impact and
influence comes at the cost of policymaking itself.

Demonstrating the impact and influence of ILSAs on national policymaking is not
the same as demonstrating that ILSAs are having a positive, or beneficial, impact or
influence on policymaking. Legislating to be “Top 5 by 2025” is a prime demonstra-
tion of impact on policy that consequently opens the test up to perverse incentives. It
is an absurd example, but should New Zealand outperform Australia on PISA, then
invading them and taking over their country necessarily brings Australia closer to its
goal. This neatly illustrates the problem of influence: how can society think about
making the influence that ILSAs are having more useful than an obsession with rank-
ings? This begins by considering how ILSAs might be used to hold policymaking
to account, particularly at a time where “top down” accountability in most contexts
seems to be about protecting policymakers from repercussions based on their policy
decisions (see Lingard et al. 2015).

These two cases are illustrative in two ways. The first case of “PISA shock”
shows that while influence is easy to claim, it is invariably linked to pre-existing
interpretations and expectations. In other words, it appears that ILSAs are often used
to buttress the preconceived policy frames rather than interrogating them. The second
case shows that even where influence can be demonstrated, this does not necessarily
improve policymaking nor does it improve the understanding that policymakers have
regarding their system. Both cases exemplify the problem of influence. ILSAs may
or may not influence change in systems and, where they do, the resultant change may
be artificial, superficial, or downright silly. What is needed, then, are better tools to
inform decisionmaking through understanding, predicting, and evaluating influence.
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This may go some way to help policymakers become more purposive in their use of
ILSAs as evaluative tools.

15.4 A Model for Evaluating Influence

Oliveri et al. (2018) developed a model to assist countries in purposeful, intentional
ILSA participation. Although the model was originally designed as a means for
countries to evaluate whether their educational aims can be met by what an ILSA
can deliver, it is generalizable for other uses. The model encourages intentionality
by carefully considering whether claims that are made about what an ILSA can
reasonably be expected to do are valid in a given country. Further, it helps establish
a set of more valid interpretations of ILSA data for policymakers to use in their
decision making. In our retooling of Oliveri et al.’s model, we use the same general
structure (Fig. 15.1).

Using the model begins with a matching exercise between the influence attributed
to ILSA results and what evidence the ILSA in question can provide to motivate
changes that are said to be directly caused by ILSA results. In this step, the national
systemor other stakeholdermust clearly articulate all theways ILSAshave influenced
or are anticipated to influence their educational system and the policy process. As an
example, assume that country X scores lower than desirable results on the TIMSS
grade 8 science assessment and that, as a consequence, policymakers in country
X propose a policy that requires all science teachers to obtain an advanced degree

Fig. 15.1 Model for systematically understanding international large-scale assessment (ILSA)
influence and the associated consequences for policymaking
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(e.g., master’s degree) by some set date. The matching analysis involves querying
whether this policy can be attributed to TIMSS results. One line of argument might
go like this: TIMSS provides results in science and teachers are asked about their
level of education. Thus, initially, TIMSS appears to show evidence that science
teachers with master’s degrees on average teach classes with higher performance.
This causal claim, then, is said to be initially consistent with the evidence that TIMSS
can provide, setting aside formal causality arguments.

The next step in the process is a formal logic argument. The logicmodel (Fig. 15.2)
is a derivative of Toulmin’s (2003) presumptive method of reasoning. The process
involves a claim supported by a warrant and additional evidence, which is often
provided through a backing statement. In contrast, rebuttals provide counterevi-
dence against the claim. The process allows for an informed decision to be made
on whether and to what degree an ILSA can be reasonably said to have influenced a
proposed or enacted policy. In the case of requiring master’s degrees, the logic argu-
ment could proceed as follows. TIMSS was said to influence policymakers’ decision
that all science teachers should have a master’s degree. The warrant for this deci-
sion is that better educated teachers produce higher average student achievement.
The backing could be that in country X (and maybe other countries), teachers with
master’s degrees teach in classrooms with higher average TIMSS science achieve-
ment. Then, a possible rebuttal could be multifold. First, TIMSS does not use an
experimental design. In the current example, teachers are not randomly assigned
to treatment (master’s degree) and control groups (education less than a master’s
degree). Thus, assuming that the teacher sample is strong enough to support the
claim, a plausible explanation for this difference in country X is that teachers with
master’s degrees command ahigher salary andonlywell-resourced schools can afford
to pay the master’s premium. A second plausible explanation is that only the very
highly motivated seek a master’s degree, which, rather than serving as an objective
qualification is instead a signal of a highly motivated and driven teacher. A final
decision might be that, given the observed associations (e.g., more educated teachers
are associated with higher performance), country X decides to pursue the policy,
thereby ignoring the evidence in the rebuttal.

Fig. 15.2 Logic model for evaluating plausibility of influence
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Returning to ourmodel (Fig. 15.1), an analyst could conclude that, in spite of alter-
native explanations for the observed achievement differences between classes taught
by teachers with different education levels, TIMSS results influenced policymakers’
decision to enact a policy requiring all science teachers to have a master’s degree. As
noted, this conclusion could be by degrees and the analyst should include the warrant
and rebuttal as the basis for this conclusion.Thefinal, andperhapsmost important step
in the process is to consider the consequences of attributing influence and enacting a
policy change based on ILSA results. This is in the form of a conditional consequen-
tial statement (CCS). Again, considering the TIMSS example, the CCS might be as
follows: if country X requires science teachers to earn a master’s degree, then the
educational systems in country X can expect mixed achievement results, given that
attributing influence to TIMSS results is not fully supported. Of course, there could
be other consequences (i.e., medium-term teacher shortages, overwhelming demand
for teacher training programs, and so on). However, it is important to delineate these
consequences from those that are directly attributable to the influence of the ILSA in
the given setting. To highlight this point, imagine that TIMSS did use an experimental
design that randomly assigned teachers to different training levels. Further imagine
that the TIMSS results showed that teachers with master’s degrees taught classes
that consistently outperformed classes taught by teachers with bachelor’s degrees.
Then, without going through the full exercise, assume that the decision from the logic
argument is that the ILSA influence is fully supported. Then, a different CCS could
be that if country X requires science teachers to have master’s degrees, country X
can expect higher average achievement in science on future TIMSS cycles.

15.4.1 Case 1: Worked Example

Norway had lower than expected PISA 2000 results and one resultant policy change
was to implement a national quality assessment system (Baird et al. 2011). In fact,
the OECD’s report Reviews of Evaluation and Assessment in Education: Norway
explained that poor PISA results spurredNorwegian policymakers to “focus attention
on the monitoring of quality in education” (Nusche et al. 2011, p. 18). Using our
model, a supporting analysis might proceed as follows. The first step is a matching
analysis. That is, can PISA reasonably provide the necessary evidence to drive an
expansion of a national evaluation system? Norwegian policymakers used PISA
data, which showed that Norwegian students were lower performing than other peer
industrialized nations, even though spending per child was one of the highest in the
world. Initially, this claim might be regarded as consistent. This, then, triggers an
analysis through the logic model. PISA is regarded by the OECD as a yield study
(OECD 2019), measuring literacy and skills accumulated over the lifespan. It takes
place at one point in time, when sampled students are 15 years old. Assuming this
OECD claim is reasonable, PISA outcomes are attributable to a lifetime of learning.
Then, the warrant for implementing a national assessment system could be that
PISA performance was low relative to industrialized peers, and a national assessment
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systemwill help Norwegian policymakers understand why. The backing is that PISA
measures the accumulated learning through to the age of 15 and underachievement
can be linked to learning deficiencies at some point between birth and age 15. A
rebuttal to this argument, however, is that PISA does not explicitlymeasure schooling
or curriculum, but rather, the totality of learning, both inside and outside of school.
A national assessment that is (and should be) linked to the national curriculum will
not fully align to PISA and risks missing the source of the learning deficiencies that
lead to underperformance. The original argument also relies on the assumption that
lower than desirable performance in the 2000 PISA cohort will be stable in future
cohorts.

A CCS in this case might be: given that PISA showed Norway’s achievement was
lower than its industrialized peers and that PISA is a yield study, implementing a
comprehensive national assessment system could reasonably be attributed to PISA
results. But the fact that PISA does not measure curriculum imposes challenges in
assessing the educational system and improving PISA outcomes. Thus, Norway can
expect mixed results in future PISA cycles from enacting a policy that dictates a
national assessment system. Here, a fairly simple but systematic analysis indicates
that PISA is a mediocre evidentiary basis from which to enact such a policy and,
although speculative, Norway might have used PISA as justification for a policy that
they already wanted to initiate. This claim is substantiated to some degree by the fact
that Norway’s performance in TIMSS in 1995 was also relatively low; however, no
similar policy reforms were enacted.

15.4.2 Case 2: Worked Example

The “Top 5 by 2025” case can be used to illustrate another worked example. PISA
results clearly influenced Australian policymakers’ desire to climb the ranks in the
PISA league tables. Here, then, is a clear consistency; Australia’s ranking in PISA
drove a desire to improve on that position. The logic model becomes a somewhat
trivial exercise where the warrant is that PISA rankings show the relative ordering of
Australia’s 15-year-olds in mathematics, science, and reading. The backing, again
somewhat trivial, is the evidence that higher scores map onto better achievement in
these domains.Aplausible rebuttal is that simple rankordering changes are somewhat
meaningless without considering measures of uncertainty. For example, if Australia
moves up two or three places in the league table, this changemight not be statistically
significant. Nevertheless, the decision is relatively straightforward: PISA results can
reasonably be attributed to influencing the decision to seek a top five position in the
PISA league tables. However, a desire for improvement, as understood by a position
on a ranking (top five) within a timeframe (by 2025), does little to demonstrate
improved decisionmaking or better understanding of policy settings and their impact.
A desire for improved rankings is the opposite of influencing policy; in fact it may
act as a barrier for making policy changes necessary for that improved ranking.
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Then, a conditional consequential statement (CCS) might be: if Australia uses
PISA results to influence a decision to move up the league table, then Australian
schools can expect initiatives intended to drive improvement inmathematics, science,
and reading.Certainly, aswith anyCCS, there is no guarantee that these consequences
will happen. Perhaps policymakers will take no concrete action to realize the gains
necessary to move into the top five. Further, downstream consequences also become
important in this example. If initiatives to improvemathematics, science, and reading
come at the cost of other content areas (e.g., art, civics, or history), second order
consequences might involve narrowing of the curriculum or teaching to the test.
Depending on the incentives that policymakers use to achieve the top five goal, there
might be undue pressure to succeed, raising the risk of cheating or otherwise gaming
the system (e.g., manipulating exclusion rates or urging low performers to stay home
on test day). Clearly, this is not a full analysis of the potential consequences of such
a policy; however, this and the previous examples demonstrate one means of using
the model to systematically evaluate whether ILSA results can reasonably influence
a policy decision and what sort of consequences can be expected.

15.5 Discussion and Conclusions

Ensuring that ILSAs do not have undue influence on national systems requires active
engagement from thepolicy community to include an examinationof the intended and
unintended consequences of participation. Thus, while ILSAs can be an important
piece of evidence for evaluating an educational system, resultant claims should be
limited to and commensuratewithwhat the assessment and resulting data can support.
It is imperative to recognize that ILSAs are tasked to evaluate specific agreed upon
aspects of educational systems by testing a representative sample of students. For
example, PISA generally assesses what the OECD and its member countries agree
that 15-year-olds enrolled in school should know and do in order to operate in a
free market economy. To do this, they measure the target population in mathematics,
science, and reading. Importantly, PISA does not measure curriculum, nor does it
measure constructs such as history, civics, philosophy, or art. Other assessments
such as TIMSS have a closer connection to national curricula. Nevertheless, even
TIMSS is at best only a snapshot of an educational system taken every four years.
As such, inferences can be made but only provide a cross-sectional perspective of a
narrowly defined population regarding its performance on a narrowly defined set of
topics. Although the majority of ILSA data is collected based on rigorous technical
standards and is generally of good quality, it is not perfect and includes error, some
of which is reported and some of which is not.

Given the high stakes of ILSA results in many participating countries, it is not
surprising that there are both promoters and detractors of the assessments. For
example, in the academic literature there exists a strong critical arm arguing that
some of the most prominent ILSAs do more harm than good to educational systems
(Berliner 2011; Pons 2017; Sjøberg 2015). Questions around the value of ILSAs have
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also been posed bymajor teacher unions (Alberta Teachers’ Association 2016) and in
the popular press (Guardian 2014) and, with a specific focus on PISA, by the director
of the US Institute of Education Sciences (Schneider 2019). Importantly, the USA
is one of the largest state funders of the most popular ILSAs (Engel and Rutkowski
2018). In the face of these and other criticisms, promoters of ILSAs contend that
the tests have important information to offer and have had a positive influence on
educational systems over time (Mullis et al. 2016; Schleicher 2013). Yet, as we have
argued in this chapter, demonstrating the specific influence that ILSAs have had on
educational systems is not always straightforward given the differing definitions of
influence in the literature, along with the inherent complexity of isolating influence
in large, complex national educational systems.

Once a definition of influence is established, as we have done in this chapter,
it is possible to demonstrate instances when ILSAs clearly have an influence. Our
two examples are both problematic for a number of reasons. First, both examples
misuse ILSA results in order to encourage and implement policy change. In the case
of Norway, poor results on PISA changed how their entire educational system is
evaluated. In the case of Australia, policymakers set unrealistic goals and failed to
explain how a norm referenced moving goal is justifiable as the ultimate benchmark
of educational success, superseding themore commongoals a citizenry and its leaders
have for its education system. We contend that both cases demonstrate how, without
a clear purpose and active management, ILSAs can influence policy in ways that
were never intended by the designers.

Although admittedly not foolproof, we argue that one way to properly manage
ILSA influence on educational systems is for participating systems to purposefully
nominate their reasons for participation and forecast possible intended and unin-
tended consequences of their own participation. Our proposed model depends on an
empirical exercise with an assumption that it is possible to establish direct relation-
ships in a complex, multifaceted policy world. We accept this criticism, but note that
this is, in many ways, what ILSAs are attempting to do by collecting empirical data
on large educational systems. Just like ILSAs, we do not contend that results from
our empirical exercise will fully represent the ILSA/policy interaction. However,
results from the model should provide more information than is currently available
to countries and provide them with: (1) a better understanding of how participa-
tion may influence or be influencing their educational systems; and (2) what valid
interpretations and uses of ILSA data can and should be made.

We realize that this is a serious endeavor fraught with difficultly but, without
a clear purpose and plan for participation in ILSAs, those who understand what
claims can and cannot be supported by the data are often sidelined once the mass
hysteria of ILSA results enter the public sphere. As such, we developed our model
as tool for those who fund participation in ILSAs to be more purposeful concerning
the process. We realize the suggested model will require most systems to engage
in additional work, but we maintain that systematically evaluating the degree to
which ILSA results can serve as the basis for implementing policy changes will help
prevent misuse of results. Further, documenting the process provides transparency
surrounding what national governments expect from the data and enables testing



274 D. Rutkowski et al.

organizations to better explain to their clients what valid information the ILSAs can
provide. Outside of education, similar forecasting models are well established in the
policy literature and common practice in many governmental projects around the
world (Dunn 2011, p. 118). Given the high stakes of ILSA results, anticipating or
forecasting consequences from the perspective of what ILSAs can and cannot do is a
step toward better informing policymakers in their decision making. Our model can
also be used to link the influence of ILSAs to any proposed or enacted policy. In other
words, the model can work as a tool to understand whether the results from ILSAs
are an adequate evidentiary basis to support or inform the policy. We recognize our
model will not prevent all misuse or unintended influence of ILSAs, but it invites a
more purposeful process.

Educational systems and policies designed to guide and improve them are
extremely complex. We are not so naive as to believe that it will ever be possible to
document or even understand exactly how ILSAs influence or impact participating
educational systems. However, that does not mean that the endeavor is fruitless.
We contend that defining terms and participating in an intentional process are two
important ways toward understanding how ILSAs influence policy and holding
policymakers and testing organizations accountable in how they promote and use
the assessments.
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