
Policies and practices related to student assessment
and learning outcomes—combining different purposes
and ideals

Guri Skedsmo1,2 & Stephan Gerhard Huber1

Published online: 22 August 2017
# Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2017

Over the past fifteen years, international large-scale assessments have become increas-
ingly common in educational policy debates as well as in the broader educational
research community. In particular, the Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA), which is coordinated by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), has become a strategically important actor in international
education policy. In a brochure delineating the PISA results in 2015, the Secretary-
General, Angel Gurría, stated the following: BOver the past decade […], PISA has
become the world’s premier yardstick for evaluating the quality, equity and efficiency of
school systems. By identifying the characteristics of high-performing education sys-
tems, PISA allows governments and educators to identify effective policies that they can
then adapt to their local contexts^ (OECD 2016, p. 2). In general, the OECD seems to
encourage their country members to strive for quality, efficiency, equal opportunity and
the equitable use of resources (ibid.). By using PISA data and other international large-
scale assessments, such as Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study
(TIMSS) and Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), many efforts
have been made to estimate and understand the extent to which countries perform on
different educational indicators. In certain ways, these results are used as a Broad map to
a desired future^ (Petterson et al. 2017, p. 1), for which recommendations are made by
the OECD and other agencies (e.g. Pearson andMcKinsey). Hacking (1983) has pointed
out that results in terms of numbers reported are part of governing systems in which the
technologies used appear to summarize complex phenomena and dimensions in
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such ways that they can be transported across time and space. As such, due to this
uniformity, they seem to be relevant to multiple country contexts independent of
national cultures and traditions and without having to take into account possible
contradictory intentions and ideals in educational policies.

Three of the articles in this issue address the use of summative assessments in terms
of international large-scale assessments or national performance tests and the extent to
which socio-economic status (SES) and other factors influence students’ academic
performance as well as their future educational pathways. They all voice issues related
to how educational policies and formal structures in the respective educational systems
work rather deterministically. For example, despite having policies in place to promote
equity and social justice, education does not seem to fill its potential as a means for
social mobility. Students from backgrounds of high and low SES are often separated
into different schools, early streaming is encouraged based on academic performance,
and values and beliefs linked to the categorisation and labelling of students seem to
support existing social structures. In all three articles, the implications of existing
policies and—sometimes also for further research—are formulated, suggesting con-
crete, practical initiatives.

The fourth article takes a somewhat different approach—it lays out a specific
framework for the formative assessment of students’ achievements in the arts, with
the ultimate aim of supporting and deepening learning by engaging students in
assessment processes. In this way, the assessment takes the learning outcomes into
account as well as the process of arriving at these outcomes, and it represents a potential
way for students to actively take responsibility for their own learning as well as the
learning of their peers.

1 Articles in this issue of EAEA 3/2017

Arikan, van de Vijver and Yagmur use the PISA reading results from 2009 and
mathematics results from 2012 to investigate the educational achievement of immigrant
Turkish students in seven European countries, comparing themwithmainstream students
in the same countries as well as with mainstream Turkish students (in Turkey). They
also examine the role of individual-level characteristics, such as SES, and country-level
characteristics, such as multicultural policies, to explain performance differences within
and between these European countries. With respect to the comparison with mainstream
Turkish students, their aim is to test the claims that low test performance is an inherent
characteristic of linguistic, cultural and religious immigrant groups in Western Europe.
They find that there is a large effect between mainstream and immigrant students, which
decreases to medium effect when controlling for the economic, social and cultural status
of the students. Moreover, the Turkish immigrant students performed better at reading in
countries with a high score on the Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX). This
score indicates the presence of more inclusive integration policies that use an
intercultural approach in schools, curriculum, textbooks and hiring policies (where
an upward social mobility of students is easier), as well as a high human development
index, which refers to life expectancy at birth, years of schooling and so on. Also,
compared to mainstream Turkish students, the immigrant Turkish students are less
successful. Here, the authors point to the complex role of language in the achievement
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gap, as Turkish immigrant students are often exposed to a level of Turkish which is not
very rich or sophisticated in their early years, and this may have implications for their
cognitive development.

SES is also a major topic in the second article. Takashiro investigates how student
SES characteristics (i.e. number of books, possession of computers and parent’s
educational achievements) and school socio-economic characteristics (i.e. less popu-
lated, economically disadvantaged) influence student mathematics achievement levels
in Japan. Using data from the TIMSS Japan data sets, the author finds that the Japanese
students’ level of mathematics achievement is influenced by their SES and their
parents’ educational backgrounds. Interestingly, supplementary education or Bshadow
education^ in mathematics, as the author refers to in the article, is uncorrelated to the
students’ achievement. Moreover, school location and disadvantaged middle schools
have a negative influence on student performance when controlling for student SES. In
other words, high-SES schools seem to create a more favourable learning environment
for children and youth.

In the third article, Alcott examines the use of national summative assessments (e.g.
Key Stage 3 test results in English and mathematics) in the English educational context
and whether these accurately reflect students’ academic ability in a transparent and
innocuous manner. Moreover, he investigates whether these assessment results play a
role in shaping students’ subsequent educational outcomes, and the extent to which any
impact may differ according to students’ SES. Alcott finds that the ‘level 6’ grade label
has a polarizing effect on otherwise similar students and demonstrates that feedback
from summative testing, even if ostensibly low stakes, has an important impact on
behaviour. This study also highlights that students’ pathways through formal education
partially depend on social class. Labelling effects seem to have been greatest for
students from lower SES classes.

The fourth article by Chen, Lui, Andrade, Valle and Mir address the use of formative
assessment to support students’ learning and performance in the arts (dance, music,
theatre and visual arts). In this study, three key strategies of formative assessment are
emphasized: (1) clarifying and sharing learning goals and criteria for success, (2)
providing feedback that moves learners forward and (3) promoting students’ roles as
instructional resources for their peers and themselves. The authors examine the effect of
criteria-referenced formative assessment in 75 randomly selected high-need schools in
New York. Students were divided into a treatment and a control group, and pre- and
post-assessments of achievement in the four art forms were developed. The authors find
that this type of formative assessment has an overall small positive effect on students’
arts achievement and that articulating success criteria and supporting students in
providing feedback to themselves and each other seem to deepen their learning.

2 Reflections and questions for further discussion

In this editorial, there are two points we would like to discuss in more detail. The first
point is related to the first three articles which emphasize how SES influences students’
academic performance and further life perspectives in terms of access to higher
education (and subsequent social mobility). Both transnational and national educational
policies in many countries seem to attempting to integrate various ideals. This includes
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a high level of performance in areas defined as important, that every student indepen-
dent of SES background, gender, ethnicity, language and so on should have equal
educational opportunities, and that students should be treated equitably or justly taking
their various differences into account. Green refers to these ideals as the principles of
excellence, equality and equity (1983). He refers to all three as deserving ideals but
problematizes whether they can exist at the same time and whether public policy is
uniformly an appropriate tool for their advancement. In this case, he urges us to take a
closer look at the implementation of these policies and whether concrete initiatives and
actions work according to their intentions. He also points to various conflicts which can
arise between them. For instance, to treat different students equitably could mean that
they are treated unequally. In the pursuit of excellence, many educational systems
introduce the tracking of students at a specific age, which can be considered as treating
students equitably but not equally. In other words, various ideals nested within educa-
tional policies need to be carefully considered to prevent them from becoming mutually
incompatible. The relationships and conflicts between the concepts of excellence and
equity in education have raised a lot of international attention recently (e.g. Duru-Bellat
and Mingat 2011).

The second point is related to the fourth article in particular and the use of
international large-scale assessments in general. There are various perspectives on
student learning outcomes and scholars within the field seem to move on a continuum
between focusing on concrete outcomes and focusing on the learning process itself. In
international large-scale assessments, the focus lies mainly on achievement test scores
as a measure of student competence, which makes sense when discussing student
performance on an aggregated level for quality monitoring. Unfortunately, the idea
that the criterion of competence is what someone can do often downplays the impor-
tance of how the person arrives at this competence (Havnes and Prøitz 2016). In the
fourth article, however, the focus lies on both process and outcomes. To create good
learning experiences which can be transferred and applied to other situations, we would
argue that both aspects need to be emphasized.
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