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FOREWORD

xi

More than years of schooling, it is learning—or the acquisition of cog-
nitive skills—that improves individual productivity and earnings, with 
gains for aggregate income in the economy. It has been shown, for 
example, that a one standard deviation increase in student scores on 
international assessments of literacy and mathematics competencies is 
associated with a 2 percent increase in annual growth rates of GDP 
per capita. 

Measuring student learning outcomes is increasingly recognized as 
necessary, not only for monitoring a school system’s success but also for 
improving education quality. Student achievement information can be 
used to inform a wide variety of education policies, including the design 
and implementation of programs to improve teaching and learning 
in classrooms, the identifi cation of lagging students so that they can get 
the support they need, and the provision of appropriate technical assis-
tance and training to low-performing teachers and schools. 

The use of assessment results in order to improve student learning 
is a critical challenge for developing countries. Few of these countries 
measure student learning levels on a regular basis or in a systematic 
manner, and those that do tend not to use the results to inform their 
education policies. Yet better education policies have the potential to 
promote signifi cant increases in cognitive skills. If developing coun-
tries are truly to achieve education for all, they will need assistance 
both with measuring their student learning levels and with fi nding 
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ways to translate this information into effective education policies and 
practices. 

This book will be a valuable support to those efforts. It brings 
together, for the fi rst time, much of the existing research on what actu-
ally works in translating data from national assessments into actionable 
information and how to bring together stakeholders in conversations 
about this information in ways that will improve education quality and 
student learning. The book seeks to maximize an appreciation for the 
value of national data on student learning and to assist countries in fully 
exploiting the information that their assessments yield. 

Elizabeth King
Director of Education
Human Development Network
World Bank
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FACTORS 

AFFECTING THE 

USE AND NONUSE 

OF NATIONAL 

ASSESSMENT 

FINDINGS

1CHAPTER

1

 The main objectives of a national assessment, as set 
out in volume 1 of this series, Assessing National Achievement Levels in 
Education, are to determine (a) how well students are learning in the 
education system (with reference to general expectations, aims of the 
curriculum, and preparation for further learning and for life); (b) 
whether there is evidence of particular strengths and weaknesses in 
students’ knowledge and skills; (c) whether particular subgroups in the 
population perform poorly; (d) which factors are associated with stu-
dent achievement; (e) whether government standards are being met in 
the provision of resources; and (f) whether the achievements of stu-
dents change over time (Greaney and Kellaghan 2008). In pursuit of 
these objectives, through procedures established in the social sciences, 
data are collected from students and other stakeholders in the educa-
tion system. Such data collection serves to make the outcomes of 
educational management and practice more transparent and has the 
ultimate purpose of providing personnel in the system with informa-
tion designed to improve their practice (Ferrer 2006).

Evidence on the attainment of the objectives of a national assess-
ment has implications for assessing important aspects of how an edu-
cation system functions with respect to access, quality, effi ciency, and 
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equity (Braun and others 2006) (see box 1.1). The assessment will 
more than likely fi nd that the issues are interrelated. In many educa-
tion systems, low-achieving schools tend to serve students from disad-
vantaged backgrounds or a minority group; to receive the lowest level 
of resources (for example, textbooks may arrive late, if at all); and to 
have diffi culty attracting teachers because of isolated location or for 
ethnic or language reasons. Clearly, any information that a national 
assessment can provide about these issues should be of interest to a 
wide range of stakeholders: politicians, education managers, teachers, 
teacher trainers, curriculum developers, parents, employers, and the 
general public.

Earlier books in this series described how information is obtained 
in a national assessment: how instruments to collect information on 
student achievement and associated variables are designed; how a 
sample of students is selected to represent the achievements of the 
education system as a whole (or a clearly defi ned part of it, such as 
grade 4 students or 11-year-olds); what procedures should be fol-
lowed in collecting and cleaning data; and what methods may be 
used to analyze the data. This book turns to the reporting and use of 
data obtained in a national assessment with the ultimate objective of 

Issues on Which a National Assessment Can Throw Light

Access. Obstacles to attending school, such as limited availability of places or 
distance of students’ homes from school.

Quality. The quality of inputs to and outputs of schooling, such as the 
resources and facilities available to support learning (responsive curricula, 
teacher competence, textbooks); instructional practices; learner-teacher 
interactions; and student learning.

Effi ciency. Optimal use of human and fi nancial resources, refl ected in pupil-
teacher ratio, throughput of students, and grade repetition rates.

Equity. Provision of educational opportunities to students and attainment of 
parity of achievement for students, irrespective of their characteristics, such as 
gender, language or ethnic group membership, and geographic location.

Source: Authors based on Braun and others 2006.

BOX 1.1  
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improving the quality of students’ learning. It is intended for two 
primary readerships: (a) those who have responsibility for preparing 
assessment reports and for communicating and disseminating fi nd-
ings and (b) users of those fi ndings.

This introductory chapter addresses fi ve topics. First, it describes 
 aspects of the political context in which a national assessment is carried 
out and their implications for using assessment fi ndings. Second, it dis-
cusses the issue of accountability, which is a major concern in many 
government administrations and one with which national assessment 
activities have been closely identifi ed. Third, it notes that the quality of 
the instruments used in a national assessment to obtain information 
related to students’ learning (the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and habits 
that students have acquired as a result of their schooling) has important 
implications for the use of fi ndings to improve learning. Fourth, it 
considers how characteristics of a national assessment (census based, 
sample based, or international) affect the way fi ndings can be used. 
Finally, it outlines possible reasons for the lack of use of national 
 assessment fi ndings.

THE POLITICAL CONTEXT OF A NATIONAL ASSESSMENT

Although one national assessment may look very much like another 
in many respects, there are, in fact, differences between assessments 
that have implications for use. Differences in design, implementa-
tion, and use arise from the fact that assessment is a political phe-
nomenon (as well as a technical one), refl ecting the agenda, tensions, 
institutional norms, and nature of power relations between political 
actors. Identifying the political context in which an assessment is 
carried out can help explain differences between countries in their 
evaluation strategies (Benveniste 2002). Even within the United 
States, accountability systems differ from state to state, refl ecting 
administrative decisions and traditions that have evolved over time 
(Linn 2005b).

The role of assessment (and evaluation) in the exercise of control 
and power in educational matters has several facets. In the fi rst place, 
assessment originates in a political process, often inspired and fashioned 
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by political motivations. Second, the form of an assessment will be the 
result of competition among social actors who vie to infl uence the 
 determination of norms and values that the state will privilege. Third, 
an assessment can affect social relations between, for example, educa-
tion managers and teachers or teachers and parents. Fourth, control 
over the disposition and interpretation of assessment outcomes signifi es 
authority to infl uence policy, resource allocation, and public percep-
tions. Finally, an assessment can involve mechanisms for regulation 
and for holding social actors accountable, implicitly or explicitly, for 
outcomes (Benveniste 2002).

The social actors with the ability to infl uence the nature of an as-
sessment—and the ways fi ndings are used—are many. How power 
politics actually play out in a country will depend on a number of 
factors, such as the following:

• The extent to which decisions regarding educational provision (for 
example, fi nancing, curricula) are the function of central or decen-
tralized governance

• The existence and strength of informal institutions, networks, and 
special interest groups, both within and outside government

• The strength of teachers’ unions, which can play a key role in policy 
implementation, if not in policy formation

• The role of external (multilateral and bilateral) agencies in sensitiz-
ing administrations to address conditions in their education system 
and in providing or supporting development of the capacity to deal 
with them.

The implications of a political stance for a national assessment 
can be illustrated by two examples (Benveniste 2002). In Chile, 
emphasis is placed on accountability to the public, thereby pro-
moting market competition, which is induced by publication of the 
results of an assessment for individual schools. Quite a different 
stance is represented in Uruguay, in which the state accepts respon-
sibility for student achievement and for providing the resources 
required to support student learning—particularly that of the most 
underprivileged sectors of the population.

A further important aspect of the political context in which a 
national assessment is carried out that has implications for the use of 
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fi ndings is the extent to which an education system is open or closed. 
Some systems have been described as “exclusionary.” In such systems, 
access to important information about aspects of the education sys-
tem, including results of research, is limited to policy elites or senior 
decision makers, who do not permit public dissemination. At the 
other extreme, in more open systems, efforts will be made to attract 
the interest of the media, to mobilize political forces, and to generate 
debate about educational matters (Reimers 2003). An intermediate 
position relevant to the use of national assessment data is one in 
which the circulation of information about the education system, 
including student achievement data, while not totally restricted, is 
limited. For example, in Uruguay, student achievement data are in-
tended primarily for consumption within the education community 
(Benveniste 2002).

ACCOUNTABILITY

Accountability movements, in response to political, social, and eco-
nomic pressures, have in recent decades attained increasing impor-
tance in government administrations in many countries. This section 
considers accountability in the context of education and, in particu-
lar, focuses on the ways interpretation of the concept affects the use 
of national assessment data. It should be borne in mind that much 
of the discourse is based on experience in the United States and 
focuses on the accountability of schools (McDonnell 2005). 

The development of accountability movements in the public sec-
tor (including education) can be related to a variety of factors that are 
not mutually exclusive, including the following:

• The need to manage fi nite (and in some cases decreasing) resources 
and to increase output for a given amount of input.

• The use of planning and management ideas that are borrowed from 
the business world, particularly ones relating to quality assurance, 
customer satisfaction, and continuous improvement (features of 
the New Public Management movement and a corporatist approach 
to administration). Such concepts may, in turn, involve defi ning 
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performance in terms of results, setting performance targets, using 
performance indicators to determine the extent to which targets 
are met, implementing strategic and operational planning, and bas-
ing resource allocation on performance.

• The introduction of market mechanisms of distribution and control 
involving incentive schemes, competition, contracting, and auditing, 
and the transfer of power relations into self-control mechanisms in 
an effort to minimize the need for external surveillance and to make 
individuals internalize the norms, values, and expectations of stake-
holders and the mentality required to govern themselves.

• A movement toward more evidence-based practice. Such a move-
ment requires data to support claims that individuals or institutions 
have performed professionally and effi ciently, as well as data on 
which to base decisions regarding resource allocation (see Blalock 
1999; Clegg and Clarke 2001; Davies 1999; Hopmann and Brinek 
2007; Kellaghan and Madaus 2000).

A national assessment fi ts well with many of these factors by provid-
ing relatively simple statistical information (evidence) about the educa-
tion system on a timely basis. Furthermore, it can identify subgroups or 
units in the population that meet a specifi ed standard and ones that do 
not. The information can be used for planning and management—in 
particular, for deciding on the action required to improve quality or 
effi ciency. It can also be used to hold social actors implicitly or explicitly 
accountable, thus placing on them the onus for change or adjustment.

The focus on accountability varies throughout the world, unfold-
ing with different speeds and impact (Hopmann and Brinek 2007). It 
is thus not surprising that the purposes and goals of many national 
assessments—particularly in developing countries—or the ways such 
assessments fi t into a system of accountability may not be very clear. 
In a situation in which accountability policies are not well developed, 
national assessment fi ndings are unlikely to have much effect 
(Hopmann and Brinek 2007). However, at least an implicit recog-
nition of accountability would seem to be necessary if use is to be 
made of assessment results. Otherwise, how are decisions to be made 
about the action that needs to be taken following an assessment and 
the individuals or institutions that will take the action?
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Assigning accountability to the many stakeholders involved in a 
system as complex as education is not a trivial matter. Six questions 
that can help clarify the issues involved merit consideration in this 
task—particularly when national assessment results are used to hold 
schools and teachers accountable.

Should an Accountability System Focus on Outcomes?

A focus on the outcomes of education—in particular, student learn-
ing—can be attributed to the formal recognition and concern that 
many children spend a considerable amount of time in school without 
acquiring useful knowledge and skills. The need to ensure that chil-
dren actually learn as a result of their educational experiences was 
highlighted at the World Conference on Education for All held in 
Jomtien, Thailand, in 1990 (UNESCO 1990) and again in the Dakar 
Framework for Action (UNESCO 2000).

To use data on the outcomes of education as the sole basis of 
 accountability, however, is to lose sight of the fact that aspects of pro-
vision (for example, school buildings, curricula, educational materials, 
teachers’ instructional techniques, and preparation activities) are also 
relevant in assessing quality. These factors are important if for no oth-
er reason than that the quality of student learning depends on them. 
Students “cannot be expected to become profi cient unless and until 
the content and process of their classroom instruction well prepares 
them to do so” (Haertel and Herman 2005: 21).

Should an Accountability System Focus on Cognitive 
Outcomes?

Most people would probably agree that schooling has many purposes—
some personal (for example, students’ cognitive, moral, and social 
development) and some societal (for example, promoting social 
cohesion or nation building). Most would probably also agree that 
cognitive outcomes are preeminent and, moreover, that development 
of the literacy and numeracy skills measured in all national assess-
ments is necessary as a foundation for students’ later educational 
progress. It could hardly be considered satisfactory, however, if total 
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reliance on these measures for accountability purposes were to result 
in the neglect of other valued outcomes of schooling related to atti-
tudes, values, motivation, aspirations, self-concept, ability to work in 
groups, oral presentation skills, and socialization. Employers and 
economists have identifi ed many of these outcomes (often described 
as soft skills) as very important in gaining employment (Cheng and 
Yip 2006).

Should an Accountability System Be Based on a Single 
Measure of Student Achievement?

In most national assessments, a single test (though it may have a num-
ber of forms) is used to assess students’ competence in a curriculum 
area (for example, mathematics, reading, or science). Thus, a ques-
tion arises: even if students’ cognitive achievement is accepted as a 
legitimate criterion of the quality of schooling, is it reasonable to base 
the assessment of that quality (and a possible assigning of account-
ability) on a single measure of the performance of students at one or 
two grade levels?

The answer would seem to be no. A test can provide only a limited 
amount of information about student achievement (see box 1.2). An 
accurate picture of student learning, whether learning is being as-
sessed at the national level or at the level of the individual school, 
requires multiple measures of achievement (Guilfoyle 2006).

If a test is limited to multiple-choice items, additional problems 
are likely to arise, because it is extremely diffi cult, using that format, 
to measure higher-level cognitive skills.

Evaluating Achievement on Limited Evidence

“Any system that hinges the evaluation of an entire school on one test score 
average from one group of students at one grade level cannot hope to 
accurately assess that school.”

Source: Guilfoyle 2006: 13.

BOX 1.2  
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Should Sanctions Be Attached to Performance on a 
National Assessment?

A key decision in the use of national assessment fi ndings is whether 
sanctions should be attached to student performance. Although some 
attribution of accountability, even if not explicitly acknowledged, might 
be expected after an assessment, it does not necessarily follow that 
sanctions will be applied. In some national assessments, however, sanc-
tions are applied, usually to schools, teachers, and in some cases stu-
dents. Examples of such instances can be found in the assessment of the 
national curriculum in England, which was introduced primarily as a 
tool of accountability, and in several state-level assessments in the United 
States. In such cases, an assessment becomes a high-stakes operation for 
schools, with a variety of rewards or punishments attached to student 
performance. Schools or teachers may receive rewards in the form of 
monetary bonuses, teachers may be dismissed, and students may be 
denied promotion or graduation.

A number of arguments support the attachment of high stakes to 
student performance on a test. First, it encourages individuals (in 
particular, teachers) to internalize the norms, values, and expecta-
tions of stakeholders (in particular, those of the ministry of educa-
tion) and to accept responsibility for conforming to them. Second, it 
supports the operation of market mechanisms in the education sys-
tem, involving competition, contracting, and auditing. Third, it 
serves to focus teacher and student endeavors on the goals of 
instruction and to provide standards of expected achievement that 
students and teachers can aspire to, thus creating a system of mea-
surement-driven instruction. In this situation, one might reasonably 
expect student performance to improve if instruction has been 
closely aligned with an assessment instrument. Improved perfor-
mance, however, may not be evident when student achievement is 
assessed on other instruments. When the achievement gains over 
time on the U.S. National Assessment of Educational Progress of 
students in states that have high stakes attached to their state-level 
assessments are compared with the gains of students in states that 
do not have high-stakes testing, the fi ndings are ambiguous (Amrein 
and Berliner 2002; Braun 2004).
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Arguments against attaching high stakes to students’ test perfor-
mance are based, for the most part, on observation and research on 
public examinations (rather than on national assessments) over a long 
period of time (Kellaghan and Greaney 1992; Madaus and Kellaghan 
1992; Madaus, Russell, and Higgins 2009). Similar conclusions are 
emerging about the effects of testing associated with the No Child 
Left Behind legislation in the United States (Guilfoyle 2006). The 
available evidence indicates that when sanctions are attached to stu-
dent performance, negative consequences follow:

• Teachers will tend to react by aligning their teaching to the knowl-
edge and skills assessed in the test (“teaching to the test”), thus 
neglecting curriculum areas (for example, art, social studies, physi-
cal education) that are not assessed.

• Teaching will tend to emphasize rote memorization, routine drill-
ing, and accumulation of factual knowledge, resulting in a passive 
approach to learning, rather than an approach that stresses higher-
order general reasoning and problem-solving skills.

• Teachers are likely to spend considerable time developing students’ 
test-taking strategies (such as how to answer multiple-choice ques-
tions) and may even use the multiple-choice format in their teach-
ing (see box 1.3).

Should League Tables Be Published Following a National 
Assessment?

A particular example of the use of high stakes in a national assess-
ment is the publication of results in the form of league tables in which 

The Negative Effect of High-Stakes Accountability Uses

“Assessment systems that are useful monitors lose much of their dependability 
and credibility for that purpose when high stakes are attached to them. The 
unintended negative effects of the high-stakes accountability uses often 
outweigh the intended positive effects.”

Source: Linn 2000: 14.

BOX 1.3  
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schools are ranked in the order of their performance. The expectation 
of this approach is that it will induce competition among schools and, 
in turn, improve student achievement (Reimers 2003). The informa-
tion can be used to inform parents and communities, and in some 
situations, parents can use the information to make choices about 
schools for their children. Even when school choice is not an option 
or when parents do not use assessment results to make such a choice 
(Vegas and Petrow 2008), the mere publication of information about 
the performance of schools can pressure schools to improve their per-
formance.

In addition to the adverse impacts on teaching and learning that 
have already been listed in relation to high-stakes assessment proce-
dures, several other problems can be anticipated when results are cal-
culated and published for individual schools (Clotfelter and Ladd 
1996; Kane and Staiger 2002; Kellaghan and Greaney 2001; Linn 
2000). First, the performance of schools (and thus their position in a 
league table) may vary depending on the outcome that is assessed (for 
example, reading or mathematics achievement). Second, even rank-
ings that are based on the same measure can vary depending on the 
criterion of “success” that is used (for example, mean score or the 
proportion of students who obtain “high” scores). Third, the lack of 
precision in assessment procedures means that small differences 
 between schools (which can have a large impact on their rank) will be 
due to chance. Fourth, achievement scores can vary from year to year 
because of factors that are outside the control of the school (for 
 example, differences in cohorts of students). Small schools are par-
ticularly vulnerable to this problem. Fifth, the achievements of stu-
dents in a school represent more than the efforts of teachers, as illus-
trated by the fact that school rankings based on achievement and 
socioeconomic data are almost identical (Vegas and Petrow 2008). 
Sixth, to take account of factors over which the school has no control 
(for example, student ability, home environment), the mean of gains 
in student test scores during a year may be used as the index of a 
school’s performance. However, this measure tends to show very lit-
tle between-school variance and has been therefore found unsatisfac-
tory. Furthermore, it does not take into account the fact that the rate 
of students’ growth is related to their initial achievements. More 
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 sophisticated statistical approaches, which take into account a range of 
factors over which schools do not have control, may be used in calculat-
ing school gain scores (value-added models). Problems that arise with 
these approaches are the complexity of the administrative procedures 
needed to collect the data, the level of statistical expertise required for 
analysis, the diffi culties in the choice of variables to be included in sta-
tistical models, and the fact that adjustment for prior achievement may 
result in lower expectations for low-achieving students.

Finally, league tables invite corrupt practices, such as ensuring that 
low-achieving students do not take part in the assessment or focusing 
on the performance of borderline students to boost the mean score of 
a school. False information on conditions in schools may be provided 
(as occurred in Chile) to manipulate the socioeconomic categoriza-
tion of the school if a low category attracts benefi ts.

Who Should Be Regarded as Accountable?

A major argument against attaching high stakes for schools and 
teachers to student performance in a national assessment is that an 
assessment does not identify the aspects of achievement that can be 
attributed to schools or teachers. Even a cursory refl ection on the wide 
range of factors that interact to affect student performance should 
cause one to pause before assigning accountability. The factors can be 
identifi ed as (a) characteristics of students, including their earlier 
achievements; (b) conditions in which students live, including family 
and community resources and support; (c) education policies and the 
resources and support, including curricula and teacher preparation, 
that are provided by the relevant public authorities; (d) school condi-
tions and resources, including governance and management; and (e) 
competence of teachers (Kellaghan and Greaney 2001).

It seems reasonable to expect that the individuals or institutions 
associated with these factors should be held responsible and account-
able only for the matters over which they have control. Thus, respon-
sibility is shared by (a) students; (b) teachers; (c) schools; (d) policy 
makers, administrators, and managers of the school system (at national, 
state, regional, or municipal level, depending on how the education 
system is organized); (e) providers of support services (curriculum 
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developers, teacher trainers, and textbook publishers); (f) parents; and 
(g) others (including politicians, taxpayers, and the society at large). In 
fact, it is extremely diffi cult to apportion accountability among this 
variety of stakeholders (see box 1.4). Failure to recognize this prob-
lem, however, may lead to incorrect attribution, which, in turn, may 
result in inappropriate action (see box 1.5).

Assigning Accountability for Student Achievement

Assigning accountability for student achievement is not easy:

• Although teachers are accountable to some degree for the achievements 
of their students, does this mean that they should be held solely account-
able if the school in which they teach lacks basic amenities? If they have 
been inadequately trained? If students are absent for long periods? If the 
curriculum that they are required to teach is unsuitable for their students?

• Should students be held accountable if their homes do not value education 
or provide facilities or opportunities to study? If the curriculum is unsuit-
able? If their early educational experiences were marred by incompetent 
teaching?

• Should parents be held accountable if they do not send their children to 
school regularly because they cannot afford the costs involved or because 
they need the children to work?

• Should education managers be held accountable if they do not provide 
suffi cient funds to meet the needs of schools?

• Should politicians be held accountable if the money available to govern-
ment is inadequate to meet the demands of the education system?

Source: Authors.

BOX 1.4  

Shifting the Blame for School Failure

“Accountability testing may subtly shift the blame for school failure from 
inadequate school resources, poor teacher preparation, or out-of-school 
factors to teachers and students who are ‘simply not working hard enough,’ 
and thereby divert attention from more costly, more needed reforms.”

Source: Haertel and Herman 2005: 3.

BOX 1.5  
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Many national assessments, at least implicitly, recognize the role 
of factors outside the school in determining student achievement. 
Even in high-stakes assessments, test results are often presented sep-
arately for schools, depending on the socioeconomic status of the 
students whom they serve. Students’ scores may also be adjusted to 
take account of the characteristics of students, such as prior achieve-
ments or the socioeconomic status of their families. Moreover, even 
when high stakes are attached, additional resources will usually be 
provided in schools experiencing diffi culty. Such action accepts that 
teachers who are not performing well may need assistance and sus-
tained professional development (Linn 2000).

A consideration of the variety of stakeholders that can affect stu-
dents’ learning supports the conclusion that assessing accountability is a 
complex matter and should not be based on the limited statistics that a 
national assessment provides. In the case of teachers, assessing account-
ability requires a clinical judgment that takes account of a range of fac-
tors, including the circumstances in which they teach. Such judgments 
are best made by a professional (a head teacher, inspector, or supervi-
sor). Deciding on the accountability of other stakeholders is equally 
complex. Politicians are accountable to the electorate in a democratic 
system, but it is far from obvious what priority citizens give to educa-
tion, much less to the achievements of students, when they cast their 
votes. Education managers are accountable to their superiors and 
political masters for the performance of their duties, but again it is not 
obvious whether student achievement should be a consideration. The 
remoteness of education managers from the actual work of the school, 
in contrast to the position of teachers, would probably ensure that stu-
dent achievement does not play a role in assessing their performance.

Greater clarity and transparency about the responsibility and 
accountability of all individuals and institutions that contribute to 
the outcomes of the education system (including student learning) 
should serve to remove many of the ambiguities that exist in cur-
rent accountability systems. Furthermore, use of an accountability 
system that includes all individuals, institutions, and agencies that 
exercise control over the resources and activities of schools should 
serve to focus the energies of all involved on performing the tasks 
for which they are responsible (Clegg and Clarke 2001).
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THE QUALITY OF THE ASSESSMENT INSTRUMENT

The term quality applies to a variety of aspects of students’ educa-
tional experiences, including learning environments that are safe and 
adequately resourced, curricula that are responsive to students’ 
needs, instructional practices, competent teachers who engage in 
active pedagogies, and students’ learning (see, for example, Schubert 
2005; UNESCO 2000; UNICEF 2000). In national assessment stud-
ies, however, as we have seen, the major focus when considering 
quality is on cognitive outcomes of the educational process—that is, 
what students have learned—with a view to developing strategies to 
improve those outcomes. This emphasis is in keeping with target 6 of 
the Dakar Framework for Action, which highlights improving the 
quality of education “so that recognized and measurable learning 
outcomes are achieved by all, especially in literacy, numeracy, and 
essential life skills” (UNESCO 2000: 8).

In recognition of the central role accorded to student learning in 
a national assessment, this section describes four conditions that 
should be met to ensure (a) that the test that is used accurately rep-
resents the achievements that schools strive to develop and (b) that 
the information obtained serves the needs of users (Beaton and 
Johnson 1992).

First, because a test can measure only part of the knowledge and 
skills specifi ed in a curriculum or a construct (for example, reading), 
ensuring that it provides an adequate representation of that knowl-
edge and those skills is important (see Haertel and Herman 2005; 
Linn and Baker 1996; Messick 1989). Furthermore, test items should 
exhibit curricular importance, cognitive complexity, linguistic appro-
priateness, and meaningfulness for students. Hence, a test should not 
be limited to measuring isolated skill components or items of knowl-
edge that require students only to recall facts or information (a fea-
ture of many national assessments) if the goal of the education system 
is to develop higher-level cognitive skills (involving reasoning, the 
ability to identify and solve problems, and the ability to perform non-
routine tasks). Test developers should have in mind the desirability of 
devising an instrument that will provide a basis for policy and deci-
sions that are likely to induce curriculum and instructional changes 
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that, in turn, foster the development of valued knowledge and skills 
(see Frederiksen and Collins 1989). 

To secure adequate representation of a domain or construct—or 
of objectives or subdomains (for example, content strands or skills 
in mathematics)—a test should contain an adequate number of 
items. The small number of items in some national assessments must 
raise questions about their adequacy in this respect. For example, 
the number of items in tests in Latin American assessments (20–40, 
except in Brazil) means that content coverage has been poor. Fur-
thermore, it is diffi cult to justify a view that mastery of a specifi c 
objective can be determined with only three or four items (González 
2002). This sort of inadequacy is by no means limited to national 
assessments in Latin America.

Second, a test should assess knowledge and skills at a level that is 
appropriate for the students who will take it. A problem will arise if 
a test is based solely on curriculum documents if the curriculum con-
tains unrealistic expectations for student achievement. In this situa-
tion, which is fairly common in developing countries, the test will be 
much too diffi cult for lower-achieving students and will fail to regis-
ter their accomplishments. The solution lies in taking into account in 
test development not just the standards of the intended curriculum, 
but also what is known of the actual achievements of students in 
schools. In practical terms, very small proportions of students should 
get all the items right or all the items wrong. This result can be 
achieved by involving practicing teachers in the development and 
selection of test items and by carefully fi eld-trialing items before the 
main assessment in a sample of students that spans the variation in 
schools of the target population. 

A third condition that should be met if one is to be confi dent that 
a test provides valid information on students’ knowledge and skills in 
a particular curriculum domain is that students’ performance should 
not be determined by their competence in domains other than the 
one that the test was designed to assess (Messick 1989). For example, 
a test designed to assess students’ achievement in science or mathe-
matics should not contain so much language that performance on it 
depends on the differential ability of students to read rather than on 
their ability in science or mathematics. This problem occurs when it 
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cannot be assumed that all students responding to the test possess the 
same level of skill in reading, which probably would be the case when 
the language of the test differs for some students from that which 
they normally use.

Finally, if assessment results are to be used to monitor change over 
time, the assessment instruments must be comparable. To achieve this 
result, the same test, which should be kept secure between adminis-
trations, may be used. If different tests are used, scaling with Item 
Response Theory allows results to be presented on the same profi -
ciency scales (see volume 4 in this series). Best practice involves car-
rying a subset of items over from test to test to provide a strong means 
to link tests. It is also essential that student samples and the proce-
dures followed in administration be equivalent. If exclusion criteria 
(for example, for students with learning diffi culties) vary from one 
assessment to another, or if conditions over which administrators do 
not have control (for example, response rates) differ, such factors 
should be taken into account when comparisons are made between 
students’ achievements at different points in time.

TYPE OF ASSESSMENT

The potential for use of the information derived from an assessment 
depends on the characteristics of the assessment. The use that can be 
made of assessment results varies for (a) census-based assessments, in 
which all (or most) schools and students in the target population 
participate (as, for example, in Brazil, Chile, and England); (b) sam-
ple-based assessments, in which a sample of students or schools that 
are selected to be representative of the total population take part (as 
is the practice in most countries); and (c) international assessments, in 
which a number of countries follow similar procedures to obtain 
information about student learning.

Census-Based Assessment

A national assessment in which all (or nearly all) schools and students, 
usually at specifi ed grade or age levels, participate is termed census or 
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population based. It has the potential to provide information on student 
achievement for (a) the education system in general, (b) sectors of the 
system, (c) schools, (d) teachers or classes, (e) individual students, and 
(f) factors associated with achievement. Because information is avail-
able about all schools, poorly performing schools can be identifi ed, and 
decisions can be made about possible interventions, such as the provi-
sion of teacher professional development courses, supplementary ser-
vices, or additional resources. The assessment will become high stakes 
if sanctions are attached to school performance or if information about 
the performance of individual schools is published.

Sample-Based Assessment

Because the whole population does not participate in a sample-based 
assessment, it can, unlike a census-based assessment, provide infor-
mation only on student achievement for (a) the education system in 
general, (b) sectors of the system, and (c) factors associated with 
achievement. Although this focus limits the use that can be made of 
the assessment’s fi ndings, it has a number of advantages. First, a sample-
based assessment is considerably less expensive to administer than is 
a census-based one. Second, it is not necessary to assess all students to 
meet the basic objective of a national assessment, which is to provide 
valid, reliable, and timely information on the operation of the educa-
tion system and, in particular, on the quality of student learning. 
Third, because participating schools are not identifi ed, a sample-based 
assessment does not have the negative impact on schools and learning 
of a census-based assessment if sanctions for schools, teachers, or both 
are attached to performance. Finally, sample-based assessments can 
be administered more frequently, thereby allowing successive assess-
ments to focus on emerging issues. Some national assessments are 
administered on an ongoing basis to rolling samples of students, thus 
giving educators access to assessment data on a continuous basis.

International Assessment

Another distinction that is relevant in considering the use of assess-
ment data is whether the assessment is a stand-alone operation or is 
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carried out in the context of an international study. International 
studies hold the promise of providing information that is not obtain-
able in a national assessment. They can (a) help defi ne what is achiev-
able (how much students can learn and at what age) by observing 
performance across a range of education systems; (b) allow researchers 
to observe and characterize the consequences of different practices 
and policies; (c) bring to light concepts for understanding educa-
tion that may have been overlooked in a country; and (d) help iden-
tify and question beliefs and assumptions that may be taken for 
granted (Chabbott and Elliott 2003). Furthermore, international 
studies tend to achieve much higher technical standards than do 
national assessments, and they allow participants to share develop-
ment and implementation costs that might otherwise put these 
methods out of reach in many systems. The results of international 
assessments tend to attract considerable media attention and have 
been used to fuel debate about the adequacy of educational provi-
sion and student achievement, as well as to propose changes in cur-
ricula (particularly in mathematics and science) (Robitaille, Beaton, 
and Plomp 2000).

Although international assessments can—at least at a superfi cial 
level—provide comparative data on student achievement that are not 
available in a national assessment, caution is necessary when it comes 
to using the fi ndings to inform domestic policy. Among the potential 
pitfalls in using international data for this purpose is that because a 
test has to be administered in several countries, its content may not 
adequately represent the curriculum of any individual participating 
country. It is also generally recognized that international studies do 
not pay suffi cient attention to the contexts within which education 
systems operate. Indeed, it is unlikely that the technology that they 
use can represent the subtleties of education systems or provide a fun-
damental understanding of learning and how it is infl uenced by local 
cultural and contextual factors (Porter and Gamoran 2002; Watson 
1999). If so, then one cannot assume that approaches identifi ed in 
international studies that appear to work well in some education sys-
tems will be equally effective in others. Not only might the adoption 
and implementation of policies based on this assumption be ineffec-
tive but they could actually be harmful (Robertson 2005). 
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As well as providing comparisons between conditions in one’s own 
education system and conditions in other systems, the data obtained in 
an international assessment may be used by an individual country to 
examine in-depth aspects of its own system (based on within-country 
analyses) in what becomes, in effect, a national assessment (Kuwait 
Ministry of Education 2008; Postlethwaite and Kellaghan 2008) (see 
box 1.6). Indeed, one of the aims of the International Association for 
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement 1990/91 Study of Reading 
Literacy was to provide national baseline data on the reading literacy of 
9- and 14-year-olds for monitoring change over time (Elley 1992).

UNDERUSE OF NATIONAL ASSESSMENT FINDINGS

In considering the use of (and failure to use) national assessment 
fi ndings, one must recognize at the outset that not a great deal of 
information is available about this topic. Furthermore, much less is 

Two Uses of Data from an International Assessment

The distinction between the use of data collected in an international assess-
ment for cross-national comparisons and that of data collected for national 
analysis may be illustrated by a comparison of the use of data collected in 
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) 
studies in Hungary and Finland. In Hungary, the focus was on a comparison 
between its system of education and systems in other countries. The compari-
son indicated that (a) achievements in mathematics and science were satisfac-
tory, (b) achievements in reading comprehension were generally inferior to 
achievements in other countries, (c) schools in Hungary were more diverse in 
their achievements than schools in other countries, and (d) home background 
had a greater infl uence on students’ reading achievement in Hungary than in 
other countries (Báthory 1992). By contrast, in Finland, international data 
obtained in IEA studies were used to review the quality of mathematics and 
science education in the country. The data, which constituted the only 
empirical evidence available at the time on the achievements of students, 
were used in analyses that addressed particular needs and were fed to 
planners, policy makers, and ad hoc national working groups.

Source: Howie and Plomp 2005; Leimu 1992.

BOX 1.6  
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available about the optimal use of fi ndings or about the effects 
of basing policy decisions on the fi ndings. This lack of fi ndings 
may not be a true refl ection of actual use, of course, because infor-
mation related to use by government bodies may not be publicly 
documented.

The evidence that is available indicates that the use of national 
assessment fi ndings is not widespread, despite the potential that 
 information derived from an assessment has for sparking reform and 
despite the expense incurred in obtaining such information. This 
observation has been made, for example, in the context of determin-
ing specifi c policies and decisions (see Arregui and McLauchlan 
2005; Himmel 1996; Olivares 1996; Rojas and Esquivel 1998) and 
suggests that the use of national assessment data is very similar to 
the use of the fi ndings of other policy-related research (see chapter 
4). A description of the Honduran experience is probably typical of 
experience elsewhere (box 1.7). However, though identifying a spe-
cifi c use of assessment data might not have been possible in that 
case, the fact that the data infl uenced public opinion and raised con-
sciousness is itself signifi cant.

A variety of reasons may be advanced for the underuse of national 
assessment fi ndings (table 1.1). First, fi ndings are likely to be under-
used when the national assessment is considered to be a stand-alone 
activity, separate from and with little connection to other educational 
activity. This situation is likely to arise when national assessment 

Extent of Use of National Assessment Results, Honduras

“These projects have produced a great amount of data and information 
describing students’ educational achievement; they are research efforts which 
have a signifi cant impact on public opinion but . . . have not contributed to 
make the educational system more effi cient and effective. The results are 
scarcely used; they haven’t been a real mechanism for control and accountabil-
ity; and, to date, the information generated doesn’t seem to have had 
meaningful consequences beyond informing, sensitizing, and raising con-
sciousness.”

Source: Moncada and others 2003: 73, as reported in Arregui and McLauchlan 2005: 6.

BOX 1.7  
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TABLE 1.1

Reasons for the Underuse of National Assessment Findings, Actions to Address Underuse, and Agents Responsible for Action

Reason Action Agent

1.  National assessment activity regarded as a 
stand-alone activity, with little connection to 
other educational activities

Integrate assessment activity into existing struc-
tures, policy, and decision-making processes.

Ministry of education

2.  Inadequate involvement of stakeholders in 
design and implementation of an assessment

Involve all relevant stakeholders in design and 
implementation of an assessment.

National assessment agency; ministry 
of education

3.  Failure to communicate fi ndings to all in a 
position to act

Make provision in the budget for dissemination, 
plan activities, and prepare a number of reports 
tailored to user needs.

National assessment agency

4.  Lack of confi dence in the fi ndings of a 
national assessment

Ensure that the assessment team has the required 
technical competence and that relevant stakehold-
ers are involved from the outset.

Ministry of education

5.  Political sensitivity to making fi ndings public Increase the likelihood of making fi ndings public 
by holding regular stakeholder discussions.

Ministry of education

6.  Failure to devise appropriate action follow-
ing an assessment at the level of general 
policies

Integrate national assessment activity into policy 
and managerial activities, and review fi ndings to 
determine implications and strategies.

Ministry of education

7.  Failure to devise appropriate action follow-
ing a national assessment at the school level

Ensure adequate communication of fi ndings to 
schools, review fi ndings and devise strategies to 
improve student achievement, and provide 
ongoing support for implementation.

National assessment agency; ministry 
of education; schools and teachers; 
teacher trainers; curriculum authorities; 
textbook providers

Source: Authors’ compilation.



FACTORS AFFECTING THE USE AND NONUSE OF NATIONAL ASSESSMENT FINDINGS | 23 

 activity is new or when it is carried out by external agents or at the 
request of donors. Rust (1999), for example, has pointed out that in 
Sub-Saharan Africa policy documents are often perceived by local 
bureaucrats as belonging to the donor agency and as separate from 
local policy making.

Second, underuse of national assessment fi ndings is likely to occur 
when policy makers, education managers, and other stakeholders who 
are in a position to act on fi ndings have had limited or no involvement 
in the design and implementation of an assessment.

Third, it is surprising, given the fact that assessments convey impor-
tant information, that the fi rst stage of use—the communication of 
information to relevant actors such as policy makers, providers of 
teacher training, and donors—is not always completed in a satisfactory 
manner, thus clearly limiting the potential for use. This problem may 
be due to a failure to budget for the dissemination of fi ndings. In a 
situation in which most of the available project time and resources are 
required for the development and administration of instruments and 
analysis of data, nothing may have been left for the production and 
dissemination of information products and services.

Fourth, the defi ciencies of many assessments in instrumentation, 
sampling, and analysis can raise questions about the validity of the 
data they provide, causing potential users to pause before acting on 
fi ndings or to dismiss the fi ndings altogether.

Fifth, if a national assessment identifi es socioeconomic and educa-
tional inequalities associated with ethnic, racial, or religious group 
membership, this result may be a source of embarrassment to politi-
cians, leading to attempts not to make fi ndings public.

Sixth, appropriate policy and managerial decisions are unlikely to 
ensue from a national assessment if procedures and mechanisms are 
not in place (a) to consider the fi ndings in the context of other policy 
and managerial activities and (b) to determine action on the basis of 
assessment fi ndings.

Finally, national assessment fi ndings are likely to remain underused 
unless all stakeholders who are in a position to act on fi ndings (a) are 
adequately informed of the fi ndings, (b) assess the implications of the 
assessment fi ndings for their work, and (c) devise strategies designed 
to improve student learning. For example, in the case of schools and 
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teachers, unless steps are taken to frame national assessment fi ndings 
in a way that relates to teachers’ concerns—and unless funds are pro-
vided to create mechanisms by which teachers can use the informa-
tion derived from an assessment to guide reform—then the course of 
least resistance for school personnel may be at best to ignore the na-
tional assessment and at worst to undermine it.

These observations should serve to caution against having unrealis-
tic expectations for the policy changes that can follow an assessment. 
Nevertheless, this book tries to show that assessment data can provide 
guidance to policy and decision makers by elaborating on the actions 
designed to address underuse that are listed in table 1.1. When pos-
sible it cites examples, garnered from a large number of countries, of 
actual use both to arouse public interest and in the initiatives of pol-
icy makers and managers. Less evidence is available about the critical 
and more complex area of use of national assessment fi ndings in class-
rooms to improve student learning.

CONCLUSION

The use that can be made of the fi ndings of a national assessment 
depends on a number of factors. The political context in which the 
assessment is carried out will have a strong bearing on use. Recogni-
tion that the assessment itself may be considered a political act 
refl ecting the power, ideologies, and interests of social actors can 
serve to make the assessment—and decisions based on it—more 
transparent.

Because the instrument used to measure students’ achievement is 
the cornerstone of a national assessment, its quality will affect the use 
that can be made of fi ndings. For optimum use, test instruments should 
provide information about student achievements (a) that is accurate 
and comprehensive, (b) that measures a range of achievements, (c) 
that provides guidance for remedial action, and (d) that is sensitive to 
instructional change. The tests used in many national assessments do 
not meet these conditions. They may be limited to measuring lower-
order levels of knowledge and skills, they may not contain a suffi cient 
number of items, and they may be too diffi cult, with the result that 
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potential users do not have a reliable basis for policy and decisions. 
The value of a national assessment for potential users will be enhanced 
if the background data on students’ experience that are collected—
and the procedures that are used to analyze data—point to factors 
that affect student learning and are amenable to policy manipulation.

A key decision for policy makers and education managers contem-
plating a national assessment that has implications for the use that can 
be made of fi ndings is whether the assessment should be sample based 
or census based. A sample-based assessment will provide information 
and a basis for action at the system level, whereas a census-based one 
will, in addition, provide information about—and a basis for action 
in—individual schools. The choice of a sample-based or census-based 
assessment should be guided by a consideration both of the informa-
tion needs of policy makers and managers and of the cost involved.

A census-based assessment provides the opportunity to hold schools 
accountable for student learning. Before deciding to use assessment 
fi ndings for this purpose, policy makers should give serious consider-
ation to (a) the limited information that a national assessment can 
provide about the quality of education provided by a school; (b) the 
range of individuals, institutions, and conditions that affect student 
learning; and (c) the negative (if unintended) consequences of attach-
ing high stakes to student performance. Although an assessment used 
in this way as a mechanism of power may be corrective in the short 
term, in the longer term the bureaucratic imperative associated with 
it may corrupt the system that it was designed to correct or improve 
(Madaus and Kellaghan 1992).

When signifi cant direct consequences are not attached to results, 
which is the case in most national assessments, the assessment is con-
sidered low stakes, and fi ndings will be used primarily as a tool for 
planning and management (McDonnell 2005). The information that 
is obtained is considered to be a suffi cient incentive for politicians, 
policy makers, educators, parents, and the public to act, and though 
the state may not accept responsibility for actual student achieve-
ment, it does accept its responsibility to make adequate provision for 
public education and to reduce disparities in the quality of education 
offered to—and achieved by—children of different ethnic back-
grounds or social classes (Reimers 2003).
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When a state adopts this position, detailed analysis of test results 
will be required to describe student achievements and to identify 
school and teacher practices that enhance those achievements. Fol-
lowing this, fi ndings should be widely disseminated, resources and 
technical assistance should be provided to help schools identify prob-
lems they are experiencing, and continuing support should be pro-
vided for a process of school improvement.

This series of books has been written primarily to serve the needs of 
individuals carrying out a sample-based national assessment. However, 
the content of other volumes, except the module on sampling and 
some of the statistical analysis module, is also relevant to implementa-
tion of a census-based assessment. Much of the present volume is also 
relevant, though a number of issues are not (for example, identifi ca-
tion of schools in need of assistance following a sample-based assess-
ment). The prerequisites for effective use of the fi ndings of a national 
assessment that will be considered are relevant to both sample- and 
census-based assessments and include the following:

• Involving policy and decision makers in the design of the assessment 
to address issues that they have identifi ed as of pressing interest

• Communicating results in a timely fashion and in a form that is 
intelligible to key users

• Incorporating assessment information into existing bureaucratic 
structures and translating such information into policy, strategies, 
and policy instruments (for example, mandates, capacity-building 
strategies, inducements, and hortatory policies to motivate action)

• Ensuring that assessment fi ndings infl uence the practice of classroom 
teachers, with the objective of improving student learning

• Providing continuing political support to use the fi ndings to bring 
about change and to devise mechanisms that support their applica-
tion in reform at the classroom level.

Throughout the volume, as the many activities that a national assess-
ment can spawn are described, reference is made to census-based and 
international studies when they provide insights to use or when they 
describe practices that are relevant to a sample-based assessment.

Chapters 2 and 3 describe the types of reports that are needed to 
inform users of the fi ndings of an assessment. Chapter 4 outlines 
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general issues that merit consideration when translating assessment 
fi ndings into policy and action. This chapter is followed by a descrip-
tion of specifi c uses of national assessment data for policy and edu-
cational management (chapter 5), for teaching (chapter 6), and to 
promote public awareness (chapter 7). The concluding chapter 
(chapter 8) identifi es conditions that are likely to optimize use of the 
fi ndings of a national assessment. It also suggests a number of ways in 
which national assessment activities could be modifi ed and enhanced 
with a view to increasing their value to users.





REPORTING 

A NATIONAL 

ASSESSMENT: THE 

MAIN REPORT

2CHAPTER

 This chapter outlines the components of the main 
and essential instrument for reporting the fi ndings of a national assess-
ment. These components should include not only the fi ndings but also 
the procedures followed throughout the assessment so that readers 
can judge their adequacy and relevance. The report will also form the 
basis of ancillary means of communicating the fi ndings (for example, 
briefi ng notes, press releases, a report for schools—see chapter 3).

The main report of a national assessment should contain a descrip-
tion of the following components: (a) context of the assessment, 
(b) objectives of the assessment, (c) framework that guided the design 
of the assessment, (d) procedures followed, (e) descriptions of achieve-
ment in the national assessment, (f) correlates of achievement, and 
(g) changes in achievement over time (if appropriate data are available 
from a number of assessments). The amount of detail presented in the 
main report depends on whether a separate technical report is pre-
pared. Most readers will have limited technical knowledge and are 
interested only in what the report implies for their work. Much of the 
technical detail can be assigned to the main report’s appendixes.

At the outset, members of the national assessment team and key 
stakeholders should generally agree on how to design the main report, 

29
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collect the data, and report the results. Reaching agreement about 
reporting results can be facilitated by drafting a series of blank or dummy 
tables and discussing the precise variables and data associated with each 
table. Table 2.1 is a blank table used to illustrate how national student-
level data might be presented by curriculum area and gender. Table 2.2 
suggests how provincial-level results might be presented to allow policy 
makers to compare levels of achievement among low-achieving stu-
dents (those at the 5th percentile) and high-achieving students (those 
at the 95th percentile) in each province. Table 2.3 compares students’ 
level of achievement at two points in time. Table 2.4 is designed to 
identify relationships between student achievement and a number of 
variables of interest to policy.

TABLE 2.1

Mean Scores (and Standard Errors) of Boys and Girls in a National 
Assessment of Language and Mathematics

Language Mathematics

Boys Girls Boys Girls

Mean

Standard error

Source: Authors’ representation. 

TABLE 2.2

Mean Scores (and Standard Errors) and Scores at Varying Percentile Ranks in 
a National Assessment of Science, by Province

Province Mean
Standard 

error

Percentile score

5th 25th 75th 95th

1

2

3

4

5

6

National 

Source: Authors’ representation. 
Note: These data can be used to prepare a box and whisker-type plots.
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CONTEXT OF THE NATIONAL ASSESSMENT

In describing context, one may state the importance of obtaining 
information on student learning as a basis for policy and management 
decisions. A consideration of evidence from earlier studies on students’ 
achievements (if available) will be relevant.

OBJECTIVES OF THE NATIONAL ASSESSMENT

The main objective should be stated: for example, to provide evidence 
on student learning in the education system. More specifi c objectives 
may also be stated: for example, to establish the current reading 

TABLE 2.3

Mean Achievement Scores (and Standard Errors) in a National Assessment 
Administered at Two Points in Time

First administration Second administration

Statistically signifi cant?Mean Standard error Mean Standard error

Source: Authors’ representation. 
Note: One must take into account that both means are sample based in calculating the signifi cance 
of the difference between them.

TABLE 2.4

Correlation between Mean School Reading Achievement Scores and School 
Factors in a Grade 5 National Assessment

Variables r

Average class size, grade 5

Average number of textbooks per student, grade 5

Percentage of students who can be seated during writing class, grade 5

Number of classroom teachers in school

Number of registered students in school

Number of years of teaching experience (grade 5 teachers)

Level of teacher qualifi cation (grade 5 teachers)

Number of classroom resources

Source: Authors’ representation.
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standards of fourth-grade pupils; to compare student achievements 
in private and public schools; to monitor trends in student learning 
over time; to describe school resources; to examine school, home 
background, and pupil factors that may be related to reading achieve-
ment; and to provide a basis for future assessments.

FRAMEWORK FOR THE NATIONAL ASSESSMENT

A framework is an overall plan or outline that describes what is being 
assessed in terms of knowledge, skills, and other attributes and how it 
is being assessed. The framework guides the development of the assess-
ment and makes the assessment transparent, fi rst, for those who con-
struct the assessment instruments, but also for the wider audience who 
will read the report of the assessment. Chapter 2 in volume 2 in this 
series describes how to develop an assessment framework (Anderson 
and Morgan 2008).

The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) pro-
vides an example of a description of the construct assessed in its study 
of the reading achievements of nine-year-olds (Mullis and others 2006; 
see also volume 1 of this series, Greaney and Kellaghan 2008: appendix 
B2). Reading is described in terms of two purposes (reading for literary 
experience and reading to acquire and use information) and four pro-
cesses (focusing on and retrieving explicitly stated information, making 
straightforward inferences, interpreting and integrating ideas and infor-
mation, and examining and evaluating content).

A framework also describes the instruments used to assess achieve-
ment. Including examples of the types of item used in the assessment 
is useful to provide readers with an idea of the nature of the tasks 
involved. Of course, these items should not include those planned for 
use in future assessments.

PROCEDURES IN ADMINISTRATION OF THE NATIONAL 
ASSESSMENT

How and when data were collected should be described. This 
description will include identifi cation of the population on which 



REPORTING A NATIONAL ASSESSMENT: THE MAIN REPORT | 33 

the assessment was based, selection of schools or students for par-
ticipation, and data on exclusions and nonparticipation.

DESCRIPTION OF ACHIEVEMENT IN THE NATIONAL 
ASSESSMENT

In deciding how to present the fi ndings of a national assessment, it is 
important to bear in mind that the information provided should be 
relevant to policy makers’ and decision makers’ needs and should assist 
them in addressing policy problems constructively. The choice of a 
single index of student achievement (for example, a total mathematics 
score) or multiple indexes (for example, separate scores for computa-
tion and problem solving) may be relevant. Although policy makers 
may generally prefer summary statistics, reporting only a single index of 
achievement will most likely miss important information, thereby lim-
iting the basis for action following the assessment (Kupermintz and 
others 1995).

Increasingly, a description of performance in terms of profi ciency 
levels is being used to present the results of a national assessment. 
The procedure involves scale anchoring, which has two components: 
(a) a statistical component that identifi es items that discriminate 
between successive points on the profi ciency scale using specifi c item 
characteristics (for example, the proportions of successful responses 
to items at different score levels) and (b) a consensus component in 
which identifi ed items are used by curriculum specialists to provide 
an interpretation of what groups of students at, or close to, the related 
points know and can do (Beaton and Allen 1992). The levels may be 
labeled (for example, satisfactory/unsatisfactory; minimum/desired; 
basic/profi cient/advanced), and the proportion of students achieving 
at each level identifi ed. Table 2.5 presents data from a national assess-
ment in Mauritius.

Table 2.6, which describes levels of mathematics achievement in 
the U.S. National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), goes 
beyond the type of data in table 2.5 in providing defi nitions of perfor-
mance at a range of profi ciency levels. The percentage of students (in 
public schools) at each level ranged from 44 percent at the basic level, 
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TABLE 2.5

Percentages of Students Scoring at Minimum and Desired Levels of Mastery 
in Literacy, Numeracy, and Life Skills Tests: Mauritius

Subject

Percentage of students

At or above minimal level At or above desired level

Literacy 77.6 35.4

Numeracy 70.3 26.4

Life skills 71.6 32.4

Source: Mauritius Examinations Syndicate 2003. Reproduced with permission.

TABLE 2.6

NAEP Mathematics Achievement Levels, Grade 4: United States

Level Expected achievement at grade 4

Basic Students should show some evidence of understanding math-
ematics concepts and procedures in the fi ve NAEP content areas. 
They should be able to estimate and use basic facts to perform 
simple computations with whole numbers, show some understand-
ing of fractions and decimals, and solve some simple real-world 
problems in all NAEP content areas. They should be able to use, 
although not always accurately, four-function calculators, rulers, 
and geometric shapes. Their written responses will often be 
minimal and presented without supporting information.

Profi cient Students should consistently apply integrated procedural knowl-
edge and conceptual understanding to problem solving in the fi ve 
NAEP content areas. They should be able to use whole numbers to 
estimate, compute, and determine whether results are reasonable. 
They should have a conceptual understanding of fractions and 
decimals; be able to solve real-world problems in all NAEP content 
areas; and use four-function calculators, rulers, and geometric shapes 
appropriately. They should employ problem-solving strategies such 
as identifying and using appropriate information. Their written 
solutions should be organized and presented with both supporting 
information and explanations of how the solutions were achieved.

Advanced Students should apply integrated procedural knowledge and 
conceptual understanding to complex and nonroutine real-world 
problem solving in the fi ve NAEP content areas. They should be able 
to solve complex and nonroutine real-world problems in all NAEP 
content areas. They should display mastery in the use of four-function 
calculators, rulers, and geometric shapes. They are expected to draw 
logical conclusions and justify answers and solution pro cesses by 
explaining why, as well as how, the solutions were achieved. They 
should go beyond the obvious in their interpretations and be able to 
communicate their thoughts clearly and concisely.

Source: U.S. National Center for Education Statistics 2006a.
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to 30 percent at the profi cient level, to 5 percent at the advanced level. 
Thus, 79 percent of students performed at or above the basic level 
(Perie, Grigg, and Dion 2005).

The approach to establishing profi ciency levels differs in the 2001 
PIRLS. Cut points were determined fi rst by specifying the percentage 
of students in each benchmark category and then by examining the 
reading skills and strategies associated with each level (fi gure 2.1).

Vietnamese policy makers, working with other interested parties 
such as curriculum developers, identifi ed six levels of student achieve-
ment in reading for grade 5 students using statistical information and 
the judgments of experts (table 2.7). Policy makers used the data to 
make national, provincial, and other comparisons of achievement.

In many national assessments, variance in student achievement is 
partitioned into between- and within-school components. This pro-
cess involves calculating the intraclass correlation coeffi cient (rho), 
which is a measure of the homogeneity of student achievement within 
schools. It tells how much of the variation in achievement is between 
students within schools (within clusters) and how much is between 
schools (between clusters). A low intraclass coeffi cient means that 

FIGURE 2.1

Grade 4 Reading Skills and Strategies and Cut-Point Scores, by Benchmark 
Points, for the Combined Reading Literacy Scale, PIRLS, 2001

Benchmark Reading skills and strategies

• Demonstrate ability to integrate ideas and information.
Provide interpretations about characters’ feelings and behaviors with
text-based support.
Integrate ideas across the text to explain the broader significance or theme
of the story.
Demonstrate understanding of informational materials by integrating information
across various types of materials and successfully applying it to real-world situations.

Demonstrate ability to make inferences and recognize some text features in
literary texts.
Make inferences to describe and contrast characters’ actions.

Make elementary interpretations.
Locate specific parts of text to retrieve information.
Make observations about whole texts.

Retrieve explicitly stated details from various literary and informational texts.

•

•

•

•

•

•
•
•

•

Cut-point
scores

Top 10 %

Upper
quarter

Median

Lower
quarter

615 and
above

570 and
above

510 and
above

435 and
above

Source: Ogle and others 2003: fi gure 5.
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TABLE 2.7

Grade 5 Reading Skill Levels in National Assessment: Vietnam

Skill level Achievement
Percent of 
students

Standard 
error

1 Student matches text at word or 
sentence level, aided by pictures. Skill 
is restricted to a limited range of 
vocabulary linked to pictures.

4.6 0.17

2 Student locates text expressed in short, 
repetitive sentences and can deal with 
text unaided by pictures. Type of text is 
limited to short sentences and phrases 
with repetitive patterns.

14.4 0.28

3 Student reads and understands longer 
passages. Student can search backward 
or forward through text for information 
and understands paraphrasing. An 
expanding vocabulary enables 
understanding of sentences with some 
complex structure.

23.1 0.34

4 Student links information from different 
parts of the text. Student selects and 
connects text to derive and infer 
different possible meanings.

20.2 0.27

5 Student links inferences and identifi es 
an author’s intention from information 
stated in different ways, in different 
text types, and in documents where 
the message is not explicit.

24.5 0.39

6 Student combines text with outside 
knowledge to infer various meanings, 
including hidden meanings. Student 
identifi es an author’s purposes, 
attitudes, values, beliefs, motives, 
unstated assumptions, and arguments.

13.1 0.41

Source: World Bank 2004, vol. 2: table 2.1.

schools perform at comparable levels, while increasing values of the 
coeffi cient indicate increasing variation between schools in student 
achievement (Postlethwaite 1995). The fi ndings of international stud-
ies (for example, PIRLS or the Programme for International Student 
Assessment, known as PISA) indicate that considerable differences 
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exist between education systems in the value of the intraclass correla-
tion. Furthermore, systems in which the national level of achievement 
is low tend to exhibit greater differences between schools in their 
achievement levels.

CORRELATES OF ACHIEVEMENT

A national assessment usually collects information on demographic 
and other background factors to allow comparisons to be made between 
the achievements of subgroups in the population. This information, 
when related in statistical analyses to student achievement, can answer 
questions that are central to the role of a national assessment, such as 
the following: 

• Is the system underserving any particular group? 
• Are gaps between groups in performance large enough to warrant 

remedial action? 
• What factors are associated with low achievement? 

In this way, by relating outcomes to inputs that are provided and 
processes being used, a national assessment shows “what is.” However, 
it can also show “what might be” by demonstrating that some sectors 
in the system are achieving more desirable outcomes (high achieve-
ment) and by attempting to identify the factors associated with 
relative success.

If sample sizes in a national assessment are suffi ciently large, evi-
dence can be provided on achievement by gender; region (for example, 
province); location (urban or rural); membership of ethnic or language 
groups; and type of institution attended (public or private). Prompted 
in part by the current emphasis on gender equity in the Education for 
All and Fast Track Initiative programs, national assessments usually 
examine achievement differences between boys and girls. Figure 2.2 
summarizes Sri Lanka’s national assessment results for the percentages 
of male and female students achieving “mastery” in their fi rst language, 
mathematics, and English.

A national assessment in Kuwait also identifi ed gender differences in 
reading achievements (fi gure 2.3). In this case, gender differences were 
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FIGURE 2.3

Percentages of Students Watching Television for Varying Amounts of Time, by 
Gender and Average Reading Score: Kuwait
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FIGURE 2.2

Percentages of Male and Female Students Achieving Mastery in National 
Assessment, Grade 4, by Curriculum Area: Sri Lanka
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associated with length of time watching television. Not surprisingly, 
perhaps, long periods spent watching television were associated with 
lower reading achievement scores.

Table 2.8 provides information on the mathematics achievements 
of racial groups in South Africa based on data collected for the Trends 
in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS). Table 2.9 
provides information on regional differences in a national assessment 
in Nepal.

Ethiopia’s national assessment also provides information on the dis-
tribution of achievement by region (fi gure 2.4). Findings of the assess-
ment suggest at least two policy options. They indicate, on the one 

TABLE 2.8

Mean Scores in Mathematics, Grade 8, by Racial Group, South Africa

Racial group
Number of 
students

Mean 
score

Standard 
error Minimum Maximum

African 5,412 254 1.2 5 647

Asian 76 269 13.8 7 589

Colored 1,172 339 2.9 34 608

Indian 199 341 8.6 12 612

White 831 373 4.9 18 699

Total or overall 
meana

8,147 275 6.89

International 
mean

487 0.7

Source: Howie 2002. Reproduced with permission.
a. Based on South African national data set for the Third International Mathematics and Science 
Study Repeat.

TABLE 2.9

Mean Scores in National Assessment of Nepali Language, Grade 5, by 
Region: Nepal

Region Number Mean scores Standard deviation

Eastern 802 51.32 16.7

Central 932 50.91 19.5

Western 1,018 52.89 13.2

Midwestern 465 50.78 12.7

Far western 293 49.71 13.2

Source: Nepal Educational and Developmental Service Centre 1999. Reproduced with permission.
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hand, that support might be directed to the regions with the greatest 
number of low-scoring students (Oromiya, Somali, Dire Dawa) on a 
composite measure (based on scores on the reading, mathematics, 
environmental science, and English tests). On the other hand, the deci-
sion to provide support might be based on the lowest mean perfor-
mance scores (Tigray, Benishangul-Gumuz).

Many (but not all) national assessments collect information in ques-
tionnaires about aspects of students’ educational experiences and their 
home and community circumstances to provide clues about the school 
and extra-school factors that infl uence students’ scholastic progress. In 
the Vietnam national assessment, for example, a private corner for 

FIGURE 2.4

Regional Differences in Achievement, Grade 4: Ethiopia
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study in a student’s home was associated with higher achievement, 
even when more global assessments of home background were taken 
into account. High- and low-achieving schools and students could also 
be differentiated on the basis of regularity of meals and number of days 
absent from school (World Bank 2004).

Interpreting the fi ndings of analyses in which student achievement is 
related to other variables requires some caution. A conclusion that fac-
tors related to student achievement may be considered to infl uence or 
“cause” achievement may not be warranted for a number of reasons, 
including the following: 

• Causal interpretations of relationships identifi ed in cross-sectional 
data can usually be sustained only if supported by other evidence. 

• The number of schools or students in some categories may be too 
small to allow reliable inferences to be made. 

• Methods of statistical analysis may be inappropriate. Analyses that 
explore relationships between two variables (for example, between 
class size and achievement) and that fail to take account of complex 
interactions in data (for example, between teacher qualifi cations and 
location of school) can lead to erroneous interpretations. 

• Complex analyses are required to account for the infl uence on edu-
cation outcomes of interacting factors operating at the student, 
school, and classroom levels. Because of this situation, multilevel, 
multivariate statistical techniques are required. These techniques 
isolate the effects of a variable that are net of the effects of other 
variables by systematically removing or adjusting for the effect of 
clusters of variables to show that signifi cant differences exist or do 
not exist among students and schools after adjustment. For exam-
ple, a conclusion that private schools are superior to public schools 
based on a fi nding that students attending private schools have 
higher levels of achievement than students attending public schools 
may not be supported when students’ scores are adjusted to take 
account of their socioeconomic background.

Appreciation of the complexities involved in identifying causes of 
achievement will be strengthened by realizing that, more often than 
not, the background variables for which data are collected in a national 
assessment may only be proxies for factors that affect student learning 
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at a deeper level and in a more diffuse way. In that case, other research 
data need to be considered; even sophisticated statistical analyses may 
not be adequate. For example, although analysis might reveal a positive 
correlation between student learning and the number of books in a 
student’s home (see fi gure 2.5), one would not be justifi ed—even when 
other variables are taken into account—in concluding that number of 
books is causally related to student achievement. Although access to 
books may be important, student learning is likely affected not directly 
by the availability of books but by characteristics of an environment 
that cherishes books, such as one in which parents place a high value 
on scholastic achievement, provide academic guidance and support for 
children, stimulate children to explore and discuss ideas and events, 
and set high standards and expectations for school achievement (see 
Kellaghan and others 1993). 

CHANGE IN ACHIEVEMENT OVER TIME

National assessments provide evidence of change in student achieve-
ment over time if assessment instruments are properly linked. When 

FIGURE 2.5

Mean Reading Test Scores of Students Plotted against Number of Books in the 
Home, Grades 1 and 5: Ireland
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this information is available, fi ndings may be presented as in the U.S. 
national assessment (NAEP) for the years 1971 to 2004 (fi gure 2.6). 
The plot of average reading-scale scores indicates that for students at 
age nine the average reading score was higher in 2004 than in any pre-
vious year. For students at age 13, the average score in 2004 was higher 
than the average score in 1971 and 1975, but no different from the 
average score in other years. Mean score in 2004 for students at age 17 
showed a decrease from 1992. Volume 1 of this series (Greaney and 
Kellaghan 2008: 134) reported on changes in literacy scores over time 
in a number of African countries.

If assessment instruments permit (that is, if they provide adequate 
representation of curriculum subdomains), national assessments can 
provide evidence of change not just in gross measures of student 
achievement, but also in subdomains of a curriculum area. For exam-
ple, the tests used in grade 5 national assessments in Ireland allowed 

FIGURE 2.6

Trends in Average Reading Scale Scores for Students Ages 9, 13, and 17, 
NAEP, 1971–2004: United States
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student performance to be estimated for a number of content strands 
and skills in mathematics. The results for assessments for fi ve content 
strands, administered in 1999 and 2004, are presented in fi gure 2.7. 
The differences between years are statistically signifi cant only for “shape 
and space” and “data and chance.” In both cases, an improvement was 
registered between 1999 and 2004.

Data from the same national assessment are reported for fi ve math-
ematics skill areas in fi gure 2.8. In this case, only the increase for 
“reasoning” was signifi cant between 1999 and 2004.

In many countries, the need to monitor progress toward achieving 
the Millennium Development Goals of universal primary education by 
2015 reinforces interest in assessing achievement over time. Efforts to 
improve the quality of education, however, may have to proceed in the 
face of problems created by expanding enrollments and decreased bud-
gets. In Malawi, for example, performance deteriorated sharply follow-
ing a campaign to provide schooling for everyone without providing 
the necessary resources to deal with the abolition of school fees and 
increasing numbers (Altinok 2008).

FIGURE 2.7

Mean Percent Correct Scores for Mathematics Content Strands in National 
Assessment, Grade 5, 1999 and 2004: Ireland
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CONCLUSION

A main national assessment report should describe the study in suffi -
cient detail to act as a primary source of information for the assess-
ment. At the same time, it should not overload readers with inordinate 
amounts of technical information. Some reports do; others err in the 
opposite direction by providing inadequate information on technical 
aspects of the study, content of achievement tests, methods used, or 
error and bias in estimates.

Another error is to provide data only in tabular form. Because few 
potential users have the skills required to draw inferences from statis-
tical tables, illustrating key fi ndings in charts or graphs is a better 
method. Furthermore, a report that relies heavily on tabular presen-
tation may fail to pay due attention to research fi ndings that help 
explain relationships revealed in the assessment, such as why a vari-
able (such as home background) is important and what is known 

FIGURE 2.8

Mean Percent Correct Scores for Mathematics Skills in National Assessment, 
Grade 5, 1999 and 2004: Ireland
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about its infl uence on student achievement. This information, how-
ever, is critical if users are to appreciate the import of fi ndings and are 
to be in a position to judge what action or actions may be required to 
address identifi ed defi ciencies.

Views and practices differ regarding the inclusion of recommenda-
tions in a national assessment report. Some national (and international) 
reports contain recommendations; others do not. National assessment 
teams should clarify at the outset whether a ministry of education 
expects a report to contain recommendations. Furthermore, if recom-
mendations are expected, national assessment teams should ascertain 
whether they should be included only if they arise directly from the 
national assessment study or whether broader considerations, such as 
relevant research fi ndings, may be taken into account.
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COMMUNICATE 

FINDINGS

3CHAPTER

 In many cases, the only report issued following a 
national assessment is the type described in chapter 2. Because poten-
tial users of assessment data are numerous and different audiences have 
different requirements, this chapter describes additional ways of report-
ing fi ndings that are tailored to meet a variety of needs. These methods 
range from publishing lengthy detailed reports to issuing short press 
releases and conducting individual briefi ngs that summarize the 
main fi ndings of an assessment. Although curriculum developers and 
textbook writers will require detailed information on student learning 
(more detailed perhaps than is available in a main report), a set of sum-
mary fi ndings or highlights should be presented to citizens, who may 
have limited statistical acumen.

Pérez (2006) has identifi ed the following general principles regard-
ing the communication of research fi ndings that can be considered 
applicable to national assessment fi ndings:

• Use simple language, preferably in attractive media products such 
as videos.

• Clearly identify stakeholders, and tailor events and products to 
their needs.

• Consider recruiting public and credible leaders as advocates.

47
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• Disseminate information to mass media. Events should be well 
advertised.

• Use slogans and simple messages that are readily understood. For 
example, a statement such as “an eight-year-old child should be able 
to read a 60-word story in one minute and answer three questions 
about its content” illustrates what a standard means.

• Back up all broadcast or large-audience dissemination materials 
(including PowerPoint presentations) with supporting technical 
information.

The procedures and instruments that a national assessment team 
may use in addition to the main report are described in this chapter 
and include the following: briefi ng ministerial and senior policy per-
sonnel; preparing briefi ng notes; publishing summary reports, techni-
cal reports, and thematic reports; securing media reports; issuing press 
releases; holding press conferences; conducting individual briefi ngs; 
posting Web site reports; and making assessment data available.

PRODUCT SPECIFICATION SHEET

The manager of a national assessment will fi nd preparing a product 
specifi cation sheet useful in planning the preparation of reports. The 
sheet should include the following elements:

• Product name (for example, main report)
• Summary description of the product
• Intended users
• Product priority
• Detailed product description
• Key production activities, responsibilities, and time schedule
• Production costs
• Projected release date (and venue if appropriate)
• Product price
• Dependence on other products or inputs.

Because the potential number of products and services will almost 
inevitably outstrip the technical and fi nancial resources available to the 
national assessment team, products should be prioritized so that those 
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with the greatest potential for instituting reform will be produced. The 
national assessment team should plan and cost the full spectrum of 
products and services, however, to allow the team to move rapidly if 
additional funding becomes available.

BRIEFING MINISTERS AND SENIOR POLICY PERSONNEL

National assessment teams should prepare briefi ngs (most likely in 
written form) for the minister and senior offi cials in the ministry of 
education. They will want information that captures the main fi ndings 
of an assessment in a concise form and the possible implications of 
those fi ndings (Beaton and Johnson 1992). Because ministers tend to 
get numerous documents to read on a daily basis, a briefi ng note must 
be short and to the point. 

Ministers and their senior offi cials are rarely interested in reading full 
reports, but they do need to be aware of key fi ndings and to be alerted 
to issues that the media, parliament, or stakeholders in the education 
system (for example, teachers’ unions) may raise when the report of an 
assessment is published. They need this information even if the news is 
“bad.” For some audiences “good” news is not always welcome because 
it can imply that additional resources are not needed. 

Particular attention needs to be paid to how differential outcomes 
for subpopulations are reported and interpreted. If some groups per-
form poorly, it can be politically embarrassing for politicians because 
the results can be interpreted as evidence of neglect of those segments 
of the population. It may even be a reason for not holding a national 
assessment at all or, if one is held, not publicizing the results.

Many government ministries have standard formats for ministerial 
briefi ngs. These formats should be used unless they are considered 
inadequate for the task. Effective briefi ng notes on a national assess-
ment might include the following:

• Concisely stated purpose for carrying out the assessment
• One or two sentences on why it is important for the minister to 

know the results
• Brief description of the background of the assessment (such as who 

did it and what target population was assessed)
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• Key results, especially those that might have policy implications 
(such as student achievement levels, regional and gender differences, 
resource allocation to schools)

• Possible next steps that might present options, such as discussing 
whether the minister should make a public statement about some of 
the results, recommending study of the results by a curriculum au-
thority or by teacher training institutions, or suggesting a further 
national assessment in a different curriculum area

• Recommendations to advise the minister on a response to be taken 
to the listed options

• Information on whether attachments are included, such as a press 
release, a summary of the national assessment, or the complete 
report

• Name of the national assessment team member to be contacted in 
case the minister requires additional information.

PUBLISHING SUMMARY REPORTS

A summary report for nontechnical readerships is often published in 
addition to a main report. The summary report can be very brief, as is 
the case of the state-level summaries or snapshots provided by the U.S. 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) on its Web site. 
Box 3.1 presents the summary report for the performance of fourth-
grade students in Illinois on the 2007 reading assessment.

Some summary reports may be longer. For example, following a 
national assessment of geography at grades 4, 8, and 12, the National 
Center for Education Statistics produced a summary of the results in 
the NAEP facts series (approximately six pages), under the title “Geog-
raphy: What Do Students Know and What Can They Do?” The report 
described what students at the 25th, 50th, and 90th percentiles at each 
grade level had mastered (Vanneman 1996). Other reports are length-
ier and may include a brief description of all the components of the 
main report.

Main and summary reports are available for the national assessment 
of English reading in Ireland (Eivers and others 2005a, 2005b). Both 
publications can be accessed on the Educational Research Centre Web 
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site (http://www.erc.ie). The main report of the U.S. NAEP for history 
(grades 4, 8, and 12) and a summary report can be downloaded from 
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/ushistory/.

Classroom teachers are often the primary readership for summary 
reports. In that case, summary reports are likely to include recommen-
dations for teaching that arise from the assessment (see chapter 6). 
For example, a teacher’s guide to the mathematics achievements of 
Irish 15-year-olds was published following the administration of the 

Summary Report of Illinois State Grade 4 Students’ Reading 
Achievement Levels on the 2007 NAEP: United States

Source: U.S. National Center for Education Statistics 2007.

BOX 3.1
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Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) test in 
Ireland in 2003 (Shiel and others 2007). The report contains exam-
ples of test items along with information on student performance and 
on the extent to which Irish teachers teach PISA-type mathematics. 
Box 3.2 contains three of a number of recommendations for teachers 
that are in the report.

Summary reports may focus on other interest groups, as follows: 

• Teachers’ unions represent the collective interests of teachers and can 
be powerful agents for—or against—change. They often have a strong 
vested interest in using information to support their positions.

Suggestions for Applying the PISA Approach to Teaching 
and Learning Mathematics: Ireland

The following recommendations are from a teacher’s guide that was prepared 
by the Educational Research Centre and was published by the Irish Department 
of Education and Science following a national assessment:

 Emphasise a more interactive approach to teaching mathematics, in which 
students are engaged in discussing problems, both before they are solved, 
and afterwards. Discussion should focus on identifying the mathematics 
needed to solve a problem, and on communicating students’ reasoning 
after it has been solved.

 Emphasise the full range of cognitive competencies (processes) during 
teaching. The overemphasis on reproduction in classrooms and in examina-
tions means that many students may not get an opportunity to apply 
higher-level competencies such as Connecting and Refl ecting. It is likely 
that the application of these competencies by students at all levels of 
ability will result in greater conceptual understanding and more indepen-
dence in solving problems.

 Implement a better balance of context-free questions and questions that 
are embedded in real-world contexts. Many of the questions in current 
textbooks and examination papers are context-free. While such items play 
an important role in developing basic mathematics skills, it is also important 
to provide students with opportunities to engage with real-world problems. 
Such engagement serves to make mathematics more relevant for them, 
and provides them with opportunities for developing a broader range of 
mathematical competencies.

Source: Shiel and others 2007: 48.

BOX 3.2  
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• Community leaders, including local politicians, need information to 
determine if the education system is producing what the commu-
nity needs to achieve social, cultural, and economic goals.

• Employers and business leaders need objective information about 
student learning achievements as an indicator of the quality of prep-
aration of future employees.

• Citizens may use information from a national assessment to judge 
whether the education system is meeting its goals with reference to 
access, quality, effi ciency, and equity, which may lead to pressure to 
improve education provision.

• Donor agencies seek objective information to evaluate program 
effectiveness or to justify assistance to the education sector or to 
a particular population subgroup or geographic region.

PUBLISHING TECHNICAL REPORTS

Technical reports are a crucial element of a national assessment because 
they provide members of the research and scientifi c communities with 
detailed information about the assessment that allows them to evaluate 
it critically. Technical reports also act as a record of the activities 
involved in the assessment, which is needed to implement future cycles 
of an assessment.

Some national assessments publish only one report, which serves as 
both a general and a technical report. The Australian report for stu-
dents’ achievement in information and communication technologies in 
years 6 to 10 is an example; it contains technical details on profi ciency 
levels and sampling procedures (Ainley, Fraillon, and Freeman 2007).

Other reports focus on the more technical aspects of sampling, 
item analysis, scoring techniques and criteria, scaling, statistical anal-
yses, and quality control. Examples can be found in The Trends in 
International Mathematics and Science Study 2003: Technical Report 
(Martin, Mullis, and Chrostowski 2004) and in Reading Literacy in the 
United States: Technical Report of the U.S. Component of the IEA Read-
ing Literacy Study (Binkley and Rust 1994).

Table 3.1 lists activities that a technical report should cover. Particu-
lar attention should be paid to instrument development, a description 



TABLE 3.1

Technical Report: Suggested Contents

Section Some activities Examples or comments

Purpose Describe the context and the major 
objectives of the national assessment.

Monitor changes in achievement levels since the last national assessment, 
report on regional differences in student achievement, or both.

Defi nition of 
subject

Defi ne the subject being assessed. List 
aspects of the subject being assessed (such 
as vocabulary, comprehension, behavior).

Reading literacy is defi ned as the “ability to understand and use those 
written language forms required by society and/or valued by the individual” 
(Campbell and others 2001: 3).

Details of what is 
being measured 

Describe content areas and cognitive levels 
to be assessed for each subject and grade 
level. Include item details. 

Include a blueprint or table of specifi cations. Indicate the number of 
multiple-choice, close-constructed-response, and extended-response items.

Instrument 
development 

Give details of construction of pilot tests, 
questionnaires, and administrative manual, 
including revisions. 

Include a summary of curriculum authority and teachers’ reviews of appropri-
ateness of test items. If tests or questionnaires were translated, describe how 
the accuracy of translation was checked.

Population or 
sample assessed 

If a sample, indicate sample size and criteria 
for excluding students, grouping schools, 
and replacing schools. 

Report on the desired, defi ned, and excluded population (for example, age 
or grade, public and private); participation rates; sample stratifi cation; type 
of sample (for example, cluster, number of stages); method of determining 
sample size; and method of calculating error.

Operations Describe selection of administrators and 
quality control measures.

Describe procedures for ensuring safe delivery, storage, and return of all 
assessment instruments.
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Scoring Describe scoring procedures and quality 
control measures.

Indicate percentage of different types of test items that were subject to 
independent rescoring.

Data entry and 
cleaning

Describe procedures and quality control 
measures.

Explain how specifi c errors in student records were identifi ed and changed.

Item analysis Summarize item diffi culty and discrimination 
levels. 

Indicate whether items were technically adequate across regions and 
linguistic groups, if applicable. Give reasons for any item deletion.

Item scaling If using item response theory, explain how 
scale scores and profi ciency levels were 
computed. 

Describe the role of subject matter specialists in determining profi ciency 
levels.

Analysis of 
assessment data

Present summary statistical results, including 
standard errors. Compare results with those 
of earlier national assessment, if appropriate. 
Analyze data on issues suggested by 
steering committee.

List precise statistical procedures; identify software used; describe method of 
calculating standard errors, levels of statistical signifi cance, and ways missing 
data were handled. Explain how indexes (for example, school resources, 
parental interest in education), if used, were calculated. Compare regional 
differences in achievement. Relate achievement to characteristics of student 
(age, gender, attitudes toward subject); school (teacher qualifi cations, school 
resources); or home background (family size, parental education).

Conclusions Give summary of main fi ndings. Advise on 
limitations of the results.

Give justifi able recommendations based on the results if requested at the 
outset to do so.

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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of the population or sample that was assessed, item scaling, and statisti-
cal analysis. 

PUBLISHING THEMATIC REPORTS

Thematic reports explore aspects of the fi ndings of an assessment 
related to a specifi c theme that are not addressed in detail in the main 
report. A thematic report could analyze error patterns in students’ 
responses to particular aspects of the curriculum or to sets of items in 
an achievement test. Such analyses can help identify where a curricu-
lum needs to be reformed or instruction needs to be strengthened. For 
example, an analysis of error patterns in 2006 PISA science items was 
conducted for Qatari students (DataAngel Policy Research 2007). 
Despite its potential to improve practice, very little analysis of this type 
is undertaken.

A thematic report can focus on a subpopulation that is of interest to 
a particular audience or that relates to a particular policy (for example, 
boys and girls, race or ethnicity groups, students in disadvantaged back-
grounds, rural students). Figure 3.1 provides an example that compares 
the reading achievement scores of students, who are classifi ed by race or 
ethnicity on the basis of national assessment data in the United States.

Examples of thematic reports that incorporate advanced statistical 
methods and present results in an accessible, policy-relevant way can 
be found in studies using data from the Southern and Eastern Africa 
Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality, or SACMEQ, and 
the Programme d’Analyse des Systèmes Educatifs de la CONFEMEN 
(Conférence des Ministres de l’Education des Pays Ayant le Français en 
Partage), or PASEC, on the cost-effectiveness of school inputs (Michael-
owa and Wechtler 2006) and rural-urban literacy differences (Zhang 
2006) and studies using PISA data on 15-year-olds’ “engagement in 
reading” (Kirsch and others 2002). 

SECURING MEDIA REPORTS

Paper-based products in the form of reports are expensive to produce. 
Besides, this kind of publication may not be appropriate for many 
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individuals who might have an interest in the fi ndings of a national 
assessment. In contrast, the media—print, radio, television, or videos—
can provide an inexpensive way of disseminating the main messages of 
a national assessment to individuals who probably would not other-
wise learn about them. On the one hand, failure to get media cover-
age may mean that an assessment goes largely unnoticed. On the 
other hand, when the media are critical of an assessment—or create 
sensational or inaccurate messages—the national assessment system 
may be threatened.

Radio can reach large numbers of individuals and may be particu-
larly appropriate for individuals with low literacy skills. Television, too, 
can reach large numbers and has an important role in arousing public 
interest. However, radio and television presentations are usually too 
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FIGURE 3.1

Average Reading Scale Scores by Race or Ethnicity, NAEP, Grade 4, 2005: 
United States
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superfi cial and short to provide any real understanding of the fi ndings 
of a research study or of their implications. 

A more in-depth use of television to inform the public of the results 
of an assessment was achieved in Latin America. Following the release 
of the results of an international assessment carried out by the Labora-
torio Latinoamericano de Evaluación de la Calidad de la Educación 
(see volume 1, appendix C3, of this series—Greaney and Kellaghan 
2008), details were publicized through a video shown on television 
throughout the continent (Ferrer and Arregui 2003). The case for using 
videos and television to report the fi ndings of a national or international 
assessment is strengthened by the fi nding in Peru that videos were 
much more effective than lectures or PowerPoint presentations in dia-
logue with stakeholders on educational policy (Pérez 2006).

ISSUING PRESS RELEASES

A press release is a short written statement issued to the media. The 
format and content will vary depending on who issues it. A press 
release from the ministry of education will tend to highlight the pos-
itive aspects of fi ndings, whereas one issued by a research body will 
tend to take a more neutral stance. At the outset, the person respon-
sible for drafting the press release should clarify the type of audience 
being targeted. Audiences can include the general public, govern-
ment offi cials, or experts. Knowing the audience will help determine 
the amount of technical information to include and the tone of the 
press release. 

Preparing a press release helps reduce, but does not eliminate, the 
tendency of reporters to oversimplify assessment fi ndings. Some report-
ers may strive to highlight a politically damaging fi nding instead of 
presenting a neutral, balanced view.

A press release should start with the date of release and the name 
and address of the agency (ministry of education, research institute, or 
other agency) responsible for the release. If possible, the agency’s logo 
should appear in the heading. The heading should be presented in 
boldface type and should be short and interesting; it may be the only 
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chance of attracting the reader’s attention. “National Assessment 
Report Released” is short, but “New Report Highlights Successes in 
Education Sector” is both short and interesting. An initial or lead sen-
tence to arouse the reader’s interest, followed by one or two sentences 
that elaborate on the lead, should be written. 

The main section of a press release should be factual and should 
contain brief answers to the following questions:

• Who carried out the national assessment?
• Why was it carried out?
• When was it carried out?
• How was it carried it?
• What were the main fi ndings? 
• Why are they important?

Drafters of a press release should do the following:

• Have a clear idea of what they expect readers to conclude from the 
press release

• Confi ne themselves to the facts and not embellish the fi ndings
• Avoid long sentences, technical terms, and statistical jargon
• Use active-voice verbs
• Phrase the text as they would like it to appear in the newspaper
• Limit the release to one, or at most two, double-spaced pages
• Check to see that the text is factually and grammatically correct and 

free from spelling errors
• Provide a contact phone number, as well as postal and e-mail 

addresses
• Use ### under the last line of text to signify the end of the press 

release.

If diagrams are used, they should be easily understood, have a clear 
purpose, and not attempt to present too much detail or use footnotes. 
Graphs in the form of bars, rather than lines, are considered more 
effective (Hambleton and Slater 1997). 

Box 3.3 presents an excerpt from the two-page press release on the 
2007 national assessment in the United States. Another sample news 
release is provided in box 3.4.
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Press Release Excerpt, NAEP: United States

NEWS RELEASE

Embargoed, Hold for Release until Tuesday, Sept. 25, 10 a.m. EDT
CONTACT: Matt Maurer, (202) 955-9450 ext. 322, 

mmaurer@communicationworks.com
U.S. Students Show Progress in Math and Reading,

According to 2007 Nation’s Report Card™
Minority Students Post Some of the Larger Gains

WASHINGTON (September 25, 2007)—Overall, student achievement in 
mathematics and reading in the United States is on the rise, according to 
results from The 2007 Nation’s Report Card™, with some of the larger gains 
made by the nation’s minority students.

Two reports released today, The Nation’s Report Card™: Mathematics 
2007 and The Nation’s Report Card™: Reading 2007, detail the achievement 
of 4th- and 8th-graders on the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), administered by the U.S. Department of Education earlier this year. 
The reports compare national and state data in 2007 with each prior year the 
tests were given, beginning in 1990 for mathematics and 1992 for reading. 
Based on national averages, mathematics scores for 4th- and 8th-graders 
have continued to rise since 1990. In addition, the proportion of students 
performing at or above the Basic and Profi cient achievement levels has 
increased markedly over the last 17 years. Gains made since 2003 are 
statistically signifi cant, although not as large as those realized during some 
earlier periods. Meanwhile, the average reading score for 4th-graders was 
the highest in 15 years and has increased since 2003, though the overall 
gains since 1992 have been more modest than those seen in mathematics. 
The average 8th-grade reading score has improved slightly since 2005 but 
remains below the level of achievement shown in 2002 and is about the 
same as the average in 1998.

…

Copies of The Nation’s Report Card™: Mathematics 2007 and The Nation’s 
Report Card™: Reading 2007, plus extensive information from the 2007 
NAEP mathematics and reading assessments, will be available online at 
http://nationsreportcard.gov at 10 a.m. EDT on September 25.

# # #

BOX 3.3  

(continued)
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The Nation’s Report Card is the only nationally representative, continuing 
evaluation of the condition of education in the United States and has served as 
a national yardstick of student achievement since 1969. Through the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), The Nation’s Report Card informs 
the public about what America’s students know and can do in various subject 
areas, and compares achievement data between states and various student 
demographic groups.

Source: http://www.nationsreportcard.gov/math_2007/media/pdf/newsrelease.pdf.

BOX 3.3  

Sample News Release: United States

This sample press release was published by the Michigan State Board of 
Education in “Pencils Down: A Guide for Using and Reporting Test Results”:
 FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE: 

 DATE: 

 CONTACT: 

 Public Relations Offi cer 

 Mary Green

 555-1313 

Mathville Schools Cite Late Coverage as Possible Cause for Small Gain 
in Test Scores 

Mathville fourth-, seventh-, and tenth-grade students showed only 
slight improvement in some areas tested on the Michigan Educational 
Assessment Program (MEAP) test taken in late September. 

In a report to the Mathville Board of Education, Superintendent Phred 
Smart said that “although we are pleased to see some improvement, much 
work needs to be done, especially in the area of math.” Although Mathville 
students tested above the state average in a few areas, Smart said, “We 
are reviewing our math program in light of the fact that many of the 
concepts tested are not taught to our students prior to the testing date.” 

___ percent of the Mathville fourth-graders, ___ percent of the seventh-
graders, and ___ percent of the tenth-graders attained three-quarters of 
the objectives at each level. 

Smart indicates that seventh-grade math will receive considerable study 
by a district math study committee. The math study committee is composed 
of fi rst- through ninth-grade teachers, the school district math consultant, 
and the building principal. 

BOX 3.4  

(continued)
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HOLDING PRESS CONFERENCES

If the intent is to reach a wide range of the media, including press, 
radio, and television, holding a press conference is generally necessary. 
Key members of the national steering committee (if possible) and the 
national research coordinator should present the fi ndings. Presenta-
tions should take about 20 minutes, and about another 10 minutes 
should follow for questions. Because experience suggests that keeping 
speakers from straying from agreed messages can be diffi cult, speakers 
should practice their presentation in advance, as well as their responses 
to expected questions.

Participants should receive a copy of a press release, a summary 
report of the national assessment results, brief biographical notes about 
the speakers, and a background note on the agency that conducted the 
assessment (if other than the ministry of education). 

Press conferences to promote the dissemination of national assess-
ment results can involve risk. Some journalists and interest groups 

___ percent of the fourth-grade readers at Mathville accomplished 
three-quarters of the reading objectives compared with ___ percent of the 
students on a statewide basis. 

Seventh-graders scored higher than the state average on ___ of the 25 
reading objectives tested with ___ percent of the students mastering at 
least three-quarters of the objectives as compared to ___ of the students on 
a statewide basis. ___ percent of the tenth-graders attained three-quarters 
of the reading objectives compared with ___ percent of the students on a 
statewide basis. 

The MEAP is given to every fourth-, seventh-, and tenth-grader in 
Michigan’s public schools each fall. This testing has been required under 
Michigan law since 1969. The test is used by teachers to design programs 
to meet special learning needs of students. 

The MEAP helped to determine whether students have learned specifi c 
skills in reading and math. Test questions are taken from a pool of questions 
considered to refl ect the basic skills considered critical by Michigan 
educators. 

Copies of the district’s assessment results are available to the public at 
the district administrative offi ces, 242 13th Street.

Source: Gucwa and Mastie 1989. Reproduced with permission of Michigan State Board of 
Education.

BOX 3.4  
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may have an interest in sensationalizing the results and in misrepre-
senting key messages. Media questions often focus on poor results. 
The popular media in many countries have a tendency to provide 
simplistic explanations of complex issues (such as causes for falling or 
rising standards of student achievement). It is important that the 
press conference be used to correct unwarranted conclusions, such as 
laying the blame for poor results on a single cause or group (for exam-
ple, teachers, ministry of education, or textbooks). 

CONDUCTING INDIVIDUAL BRIEFINGS

Often, publicizing the central message from a national assessment is 
more effectively done by meeting separately with individuals rather 
than by holding a press conference. Individual media events can help 
the national assessment spokesperson establish a rapport with a jour-
nalist or with a radio or television reporter. Such events also allow time 
to clarify possible misconceptions. 

POSTING WEB SITE REPORTS

In the future, increasing access to the Web site will help ensure that 
more people have access to national assessment results. Chile publishes 
detailed results on its national assessment Web site (http://www.simce.
cl). The Irish Department of Education and Science presents summary 
fi ndings of national assessments on its offi cial Web site (http://www.
education.ie/servlet/blobservlet/des_cos_preface.htm). The opening 
page of the site for mathematics achievement simply lists the chapter 
headings of the report, each of which can be downloaded by clicking 
(box 3.5). The U.S. NAEP Web site goes further by permitting inter-
ested educators and members of the public to seek answers to specifi c 
questions by carrying out their own comparative analysis of the data 
(box 3.6). By logging on to the Web site (http://nces.ed.gov/nationsre-
portcard), individuals with little or no statistical competence can obtain 
answers to questions related to performance in their own state, such as 
the following:
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• Have standards gone up or down since the last NAEP?
• Are there gender differences in reading achievement?
• How do minority students compare to the overall state average in 

reading?
• How do state scores compare with those of neighboring states or 

with the national average in science? 

MAKING ASSESSMENT DATA AVAILABLE

Actual assessment data are an often-neglected asset; however, a variety 
of agencies or individuals might have an interest in carrying out second-
ary analyses of the data. They include offi cials from ministries other 
than the education ministry (for example, health, civil works, or 
fi nance); researchers; faculties of educational institutions; and donor 
agencies seeking an objective justifi cation for supporting national or 

Web Site, Mathematics Achievement in Primary Schools: 
Ireland

The Web site of the Irish Department of Education lists the contents of the 
national assessment report on mathematics achievements. Users can simply 
click on the following titles to see the report: 
 Preface 
 Chapter 1—The Context of the Assessment 

Chapter 2—Assessment Instruments and Procedures
Chapter 3—Mathematics Achievement of Pupils in Fourth Class
Chapter 4—Pupil Characteristics and Mathematics Achievement
Chapter 5—Home Background and Mathematics Achievement
Chapter 6—Classroom Environment and Mathematics Achievement
Chapter 7—School Characteristics and Mathematics Achievement
Chapter 8—Learning Support for Mathematics
Chapter 9—Inspectors’ Views on Teaching and Learning Mathematics
Chapter 10—Recommendations 

 Appendices
Glossary

Source: http://www.education.ie/servlet/blobservlet/des_cos_preface.htm.

BOX 3.5  
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Site Map, NAEP Web Site: United States

Source: U.S. National Center for Education Statistics 2008.

BOX 3.6  

targeted interventions. Barriers to use by individuals or agencies other 
than the national assessment team, while largely technical, include 
issues of privacy and confi dentiality. 

The traditional method of satisfying the needs of secondary users 
has been to produce and publish huge volumes of statistical tables. 
These publications, however, are diffi cult to use, and the tables they 
contain often do not meet the exact needs of the user. Commercial 
products such as iVision allow large volumes of preplanned tables to 
be accessed readily. 

Many national assessments choose to produce for users a microdata 
fi le and associated technical documentation that have been screened to 
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protect the confi dentiality of individual students, teachers, and schools. 
Where users require access to student data, national teams may set up 
a remote access service to which external users submit an analysis code 
that is run on the confi dential database. The results are then vetted for 
confi dentiality. Although somewhat cumbersome, this method allows 
national study teams to protect confi dentiality—an important consid-
eration given that participation often depends on guarantees that results 
for individual schools, teachers, or pupils will not be made public.

National study teams may need to convince politicians and ministry 
offi cials that making national assessment data accessible is in their long-
term interests, even if it might cause some short-term pain by putting 
data in the hands of potential critics.

OTHER DISSEMINATION INSTRUMENTS

Other instruments used to disseminate the fi ndings of a national 
assessment include conferences, workshops, seminars, newsletters, 
and brochures focused on particular groups of stakeholders (for 
example, ministry offi cials or teachers).

Conferences, workshops, and seminars provide mechanisms to 
advertise the availability of assessment results to key stakeholders in a 
variety of ways. They provide the opportunity to reach consensus on 
the meaning of key fi ndings and on the steps that need to be taken to 
remedy any identifi ed problems. These methods are particularly appro-
priate to inform the following groups:

• Curriculum developers, who can fi nd information in a national 
assessment that identifi es weaknesses in student achievement 
that have implications for curriculum revision

• Textbook writers, who, as in the case of curriculum developers, 
may need to revise textbooks and supporting materials (for exam-
ple, teacher manuals) in light of evidence on student achievement 
revealed in a national assessment

• Teacher trainers (preservice and in service), who may use the fi nd-
ings of a national assessment to identify areas of weakness in teacher 
preparation or in teachers’ pedagogical practices. 
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CONCLUSION

Many countries adopt a number of approaches to disseminate the fi nd-
ings of a national assessment. For example, in Colombia, results were 
released through the mass media, and a program of national and local 
workshops was organized to discuss results and their implications. 
Strategies for improving educational quality were discussed at a national 
seminar, and local administrators and individual teachers were sent 
information on national and regional results in newsletters and bro-
chures. In Ireland, wide coverage of an assessment was achieved through 
a general report, a summary report (aimed primarily at teachers), and 
a press release. The results were also reported on radio and television 
and in newspapers, and a national seminar in which administrators, 
teachers, and academics participated was organized jointly by the min-
istry of education and the agency responsible for implementing the 
national assessment (Educational Research Centre). 

Many national assessment authorities do not adequately communi-
cate assessment fi ndings to the variety of individuals and bodies that 
have a legitimate interest in knowing about student learning in schools. 
This defi ciency inevitably places severe limitations on the use of fi nd-
ings. Various reasons may account for this situation, including lack 
of interest on the part of senior ministry offi cials, lack of development 
of an infrastructure surrounding national assessment activities, lack of 
appreciation of the role that a variety of stakeholders can play in 
responding to national assessment fi ndings, and lack of resources to 
produce several reports and to operate a variety of information chan-
nels geared to the needs of potential users.

As national assessment systems mature, many demands will be made 
on the limited resources available for an assessment. These demands 
will be related to frequency of assessment, improvement of the techni-
cal quality of assessments, upgrading of the skills of personnel who 
carry out assessments, and enhancement of the capacity of policy mak-
ers and education managers to absorb and use the information obtained 
in an assessment. In this situation, hard choices will have to be made 
about the optimal allocation of resources. In making these choices, one 
must not overlook the importance of procedures to optimize use by 
communicating fi ndings in an appropriate form to interested parties.





TRANSLATING 

ASSESSMENT 

FINDINGS INTO 

POLICY AND ACTION

4CHAPTER

 Although the primary purpose of a system of 
national assessment is to describe students’ learning, its role is not 
limited to description. To justify the effort and expenditure involved, 
the information that an assessment provides about the achievements 
of students, their strengths and weaknesses, and how they are distrib-
uted in the population (for example, by gender or location) should 
be useful in informing policy and making decisions (related, for 
example, to resource allocation). A national assessment is also envis-
aged as providing information to curriculum developers, textbook 
writers, teacher trainers, and the public. In this view, an assessment 
should provide more than information; following dissemination, it 
should become a lever of reform.

This chapter outlines fi ve topics that are relevant when consider-
ing how assessment information might be translated into policy and 
action: (a) institutional capacity to absorb and use information, (b) 
trustworthiness and relevance of the information provided by the 
assessment, (c) procedures to identify appropriate policy or action 
following an assessment, (d) determination of a systemwide or tar-
geted intervention, and (e) complexity of policy formation and 
decision making. The focus is primarily on institutional arrangements 

69
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in the education system. Later chapters address more specifi c uses 
of a national assessment for policy and educational management 
(chapter 5) and for teaching (chapter 6).

INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY TO ABSORB AND USE 
INFORMATION

A number of conditions relating to institutional capacity should be 
met if optimal use is to be made of the fi ndings of a national assess-
ment (Kellaghan and Greaney 2004; Postlethwaite 1987; Vegas and 
Petrow 2008). First, political will, openness to new information, 
and readiness to consider change or reform on the part of policy 
makers are particularly important. Second, policy and decision mak-
ers in the ministry of education should have the capacity (knowl-
edge and skills) to interpret and use information from a national 
assessment. Considerable investment may be required to develop 
this capacity, particularly in countries in which national assessment 
activity is new. Third, a national assessment should not be seen as an 
isolated activity. Rather, it should be integrated into existing struc-
tures, policy-making and decision-making processes, and channels 
of resource allocation.

Fourth, the national assessment team should ensure that systems 
and strategies are in place to communicate its fi ndings to institutions 
and agents who will have a role in implementing policy (for example, 
local administration structures; supervisors, inspectors, and advisers; 
curriculum development authorities; schools; and teachers). Fifth, after 
their capacity has been developed, the continuity of staff members in 
organizing and undertaking assessments and in interpreting fi ndings 
must be ensured. Turnover of offi cials and technical experts, which is 
a common occurrence in many developing countries, will have a neg-
ative impact on capacity. Finally, the support and commitment of all 
stakeholders is required. Hence, the purpose, fi ndings, and implica-
tions of the national assessment should be clearly communicated, 
and the concerns of stakeholders who may feel threatened by policy 
or decisions should be addressed.



TRANSLATING ASSESSMENT FINDINGS INTO POLICY AND ACTION | 71 

TRUSTWORTHINESS AND RELEVANCE OF INFORMATION 
PROVIDED BY AN ASSESSMENT

Before considering what decisions they might base on the fi ndings of a 
national assessment, decision makers should satisfy themselves that the 
information provided by the assessment is trustworthy and realistic. 
This conclusion will be warranted (a) if the national assessment team 
is technically competent, (b) if the knowledge and skills of students 
that the test was designed to measure are adequately represented in 
the assessment instrument, (c) if proper procedures have been fol-
lowed in the collection and analysis of data, and (d) if student learning 
is described in appropriate detail and in a way that is sensitive to the 
needs and technical expertise of users (chapter 1; see also Postlethwaite 
2004a: chapter 5).

Policy makers and managers require information that addresses 
their issues of concern and that provides a basis for their policy forma-
tion, planning, and decision making. Many examples exist of national 
assessments failing to meet this need. For example, if the test used in 
an assessment is too diffi cult and fails to discriminate at lower levels of 
achievement, the assessment will not provide the information that a 
senior ministry offi cial needs to make decisions about resource alloca-
tion for low-achieving students. Assessment results that provide only 
mean scores or a ranking of geographic regions based on such scores 
without an analysis of the achievement that the scores represent will 
not provide suffi ciently detailed information for curriculum develop-
ers and teacher trainers. Finally, assessment reports that take three or 
four years to complete are unlikely to be of much interest to policy 
makers because the fi ndings may no longer be relevant to the issues or 
to the personnel who prompted the assessment.

PROCEDURES TO IDENTIFY APPROPRIATE POLICY OR 
ACTION FOLLOWING AN ASSESSMENT

In some cases, the fi ndings of a national assessment will point directly 
to action needed to address an identifi ed problem. More often than 
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not, however, the action required will not be obvious. The assessment 
will identify problems, but the information it provides will not gener-
ate a solution or select among alternative courses of action. For exam-
ple, the assessment may provide evidence that students perform poorly 
in some achievement domains, or it may identify relationships between 
achievement and background factors, indicating that girls’ achievement 
is inferior to boys’ achievement or that students in small rural schools 
perform less well than students in urban schools. However, the identi-
fi cation of factors related to student achievement does not provide any 
obvious explanation why the genders or students in different locations 
should differ in their achievements. Many national assessments address 
this issue to some extent when they collect additional data on the con-
ditions in which learning takes place. The results of analyses in which 
these conditions are related to student achievement, although not 
identifying specifi c courses of action, can lead to greater understanding 
of the factors that affect outcomes and provide a basis for policy forma-
tion and decisions (Blalock 1999).

Apart from recognizing the complexity of reaching decisions follow-
ing an assessment, policy and decision makers have to be cognizant of 
the feasibility and cost-effectiveness of follow-on initiatives or reforms. 
Clearly, priority should be given to the identifi cation of inputs that are 
likely to make a difference to learning. Thus, while some inputs (for 
example, an elaborate school facility) might be highly attractive, they 
might not be more effective than more modest inputs. The impact of 
the cost of an intervention on the education budget is also relevant. 
Although students might learn better in very small classes, the cost of 
implementing a small-class strategy in developing countries may be too 
high to be considered a viable option (Lockheed and Verspoor 1991).

This chapter identifi es four (not mutually exclusive) procedures in 
which assessment fi ndings can play a role in suggesting appropriate 
policy or action following an assessment.

Discussing the Findings

The most important activity following a national assessment is involv-
ing stakeholders in a discussion and interpretation of its fi ndings to try 
to tease out its implications, to suggest causal relationships, and to 
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propose approaches for addressing identifi ed problems. A variety of 
sources of information and expertise and many stakeholders have a 
role to play in interpreting the fi ndings and searching for solutions. The 
contribution of individuals who are in close contact with the day-to-day 
operation of schools (teachers, inspectors, supervisors, or advisers) will 
be particularly important.

Many countries hold seminars and workshops following a national 
assessment to allow a variety of viewpoints to be heard. Other, more 
formal approaches to reviewing fi ndings (for example, in the delibera-
tions of a national commission or in devising a national sector strategy) 
are also used (see chapter 5).

Letting the Findings “Enlighten” the Policy-Making Process

Use of the fi ndings of other policy-oriented educational research 
suggests that the impact of national assessment fi ndings would be 
conceptual rather than instrumental. Thus, fi ndings would enter 
the policy arena, not through the direct application of results, but 
in the way of generalizations, orientations, and general guidance 
that “enlighten” the policy-making process, shaping the way that 
people think about issues and informing general debate and discus-
sion (Husén 1984; Weiss 1979). In this view, research use is a 
gradual and diffuse process, providing concepts and theoretical per-
spectives that permeate the policy-making process, affecting under-
standing of educational issues, and suggesting appropriate solutions 
to problems.

“Enlightenment” should not be restricted to policy and decision 
makers. Making public the results of a national assessment can raise 
consciousness not just among policy makers and managers but also 
among citizens in general. Raising public awareness, in turn, can serve 
to underline the important role that education plays in meeting 
national goals and harness public opinion to support efforts to improve 
provision.

Although the advantages of enlightenment may be obvious, using 
research fi ndings in this way can have disadvantages. First, the process 
is open to oversimplifi cation and distortion. Second, poor research 
may attract as much attention as good research. Third, some important 
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research fi ndings may never reach policy or decision makers. Although 
use of national assessment fi ndings to enlighten stakeholders (includ-
ing the public) about the state of the education system is to be 
encouraged, more is required. The ministry of education and other 
key stakeholders should study carefully the fi ndings of a national 
assessment so that they can devise specifi c policies and actions to 
address identifi ed defi ciencies.

Responding to Specifi c Problems Identifi ed in a National 
Assessment

In some national assessments, the action required to address specifi c 
problems will be obvious. For example, if schools are found not to have 
resources specifi ed in ministry regulations (for example, textbooks), 
steps will need to be taken to provide those resources. If teachers’ 
knowledge of subject matter is inadequate, in-service courses targeted 
on identifi ed weaknesses would seem the most obvious way to remedy 
the situation.

Referring to Other Research Findings

A consideration of other research fi ndings can help strengthen the 
basis for drawing inferences regarding causal relationships that a 
national assessment might suggest, providing a more secure basis for 
policy formation. These fi ndings could arise from a variety of studies, 
including studies of school and teacher effectiveness; studies of the 
relative infl uence of school and home factors on student learning; and 
studies of classroom processes, of class size, and of the effects of grade 
repetition. In suggesting how national assessment fi ndings might be 
used to improve classroom teaching and learning, chapter 6 looks to 
the research literature—in particular to studies of school and teacher 
effectiveness—for guidance. 

Caution is indicated in using the fi ndings of research to support in-
ferences drawn from national assessment data. Studies may not be tech-
nically adequate, or their fi ndings may not be relevant to the context in 
which the national assessment was carried out. Potential problems will 
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be magnifi ed if the research was carried out in other countries. In par-
ticular, if those countries are economically developed, fi ndings may not 
be relevant to a developing country. For example, the conclusion that 
small class sizes are associated with superior student achievement tends 
to be based on U.S. studies in which a class had 20 or fewer students 
(see, for example, Finn and Achilles 1990). Classes of this size are rare 
in developing countries.

DETERMINATION OF A SYSTEMWIDE OR TARGETED 
INTERVENTION

An important distinction in determining action is whether it will be 
systemwide or targeted on particular subpopulations or sectors of 
the education system. Systemwide action is intended to improve the 
performance of all students, and it includes improved instructional 
techniques, curriculum reform, and textbook reform. A teacher-
training initiative could be systemwide or targeted. Other targeted 
interventions include a variety of provisions. First, an intervention 
may provide additional resources for students with special learning 
needs (for example, early prevention programs or remedial reading 
programs). Second, an intervention may involve various actions and 
policies, such as removing or alleviating pedagogical obstacles to per-
formance (for example, lack of learning materials or poor-performing 
teachers) and economic barriers (for example, school fees or forgone 
labor). These actions may be designed to directly affect the perfor-
mance of students in subgroups of the population, such as students 
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, children displaced by civil 
unrest, orphans, linguistic minorities, students in small rural schools, 
or girls (in some societies). Third, an intervention may be designed 
to indirectly affect the cognitive performance of students (for 
example, parent involvement programs or nutritional and school 
meal programs) (see Willms 2006; World Bank 2004). Targeted 
interventions often require schools to develop and submit a plan 
that describes how they propose to use additional resources to 
improve student learning.
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COMPLEXITY OF POLICY FORMATION AND DECISION 
MAKING

Chapter 1 noted that a range of political factors can play a role in 
determining the form of a national assessment. This chapter now 
addresses the complexity of policy and decision making following an 
assessment in the political environment outlined in chapter 1.

Policy making is not a simple linear process in which a problem is 
identifi ed, possible solutions are considered, and implementation 
strategies are devised. Rather, it involves complex political activities, 
including negotiation, compromise, and responses to pressures and 
lobbies from a wide range of sources that must fi t into preexisting 
belief patterns and value systems (see Blalock 1999). In reaching a 
decision, a policy maker may fi nd the results of an assessment of value, 
but he or she will also need to take into account numerous political 
and other considerations on both national and local levels. Such con-
siderations include politicians’ views (ideological positions or concern 
about voter response and electability), budget availability, views and 
interests of stakeholders and interest groups, traditional views, and 
current fashions.

The relationship between a national assessment and political fac-
tors has positive aspects. For example, political forces can sometimes 
be harnessed to support the use of assessment fi ndings. In particular, 
support for policy and decisions based on assessment fi ndings will be 
enhanced if key stakeholders have been actively involved in the assess-
ment from the early design stage. Certainly, at all stages, stakeholders 
should be kept in touch with relevant aspects of policy formation and 
decision making to ensure that they understand the need and rationale 
for reform. Representing stakeholders’ interests on a steering commit-
tee that supervises the implementation of the national assessment can 
achieve this end (see Greaney and Kellaghan 2008, volume 1 in this 
series). Policy makers, in seeking to enlist support for reform, may also 
need to invoke principles widely accepted throughout the commu-
nity, such as the provision of equal opportunities for all students, the 
importance of ensuring that the quality of student learning justifi es 
the expenditure involved, and the need to provide a fi rm basis for the 
development of both individual students and the national economy. 
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The close connection between a national assessment and the political 
arena, although holding the prospect of improving policy formation and 
decision making, is not without its dangers. If an assessment becomes 
embroiled in political confl ict, it is unlikely to play a major role in 
improving student learning. In Argentina, refl ecting tensions between 
central and provincial authorities regarding their spheres of infl uence, 
information from assessments was used primarily to legitimate national 
policies and reforms and to regulate provincial authorities, rather than, 
for example, to design compensatory policies (Benveniste 2002; Gvirtz 
and Larripa 2004). A somewhat similar situation arose in the Arab 
Republic of Egypt, where local directorates of education refused to 
cooperate in a nationally designed assessment because they perceived it 
to refl ect a hidden agenda to increase the control of central government 
(Carroll 1996).

The situation in Uruguay was different but also involved a confl ict 
between powerful stakeholders. Fearful that the results of a national 
assessment would be used for teacher accountability, teachers’ unions 
refused to cooperate until agreement was reached that reports on 
school performance would not be published, that the infl uence of stu-
dent background on achievement would be given due recognition, and 
that teachers would not be held directly accountable for student per-
formance (Benveniste 2002; Ravela 2005). This confl ict was resolved 
through negotiation. Results were not used to hold teachers account-
able, and Uruguay provides some of the more interesting examples of 
the use of national assessment fi ndings to improve student learning 
(see chapter 6).

CONCLUSION

This chapter’s description of the translation of fi ndings into policy and 
action following a national assessment has identifi ed two major issues. 
The fi rst relates to the complexity of policy and decision making, the 
institutional capacity to absorb and use information, and the need to 
take account of a variety of vested interests in the process. The second 
major issue relates to the evidence used to interpret the fi ndings of an 
assessment and to reach a conclusion about the most appropriate ways 
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to proceed in designing policies or interventions that will address prob-
lems identifi ed in the assessment with the objective of improving stu-
dent learning.

One could argue that the basis for decision making would be 
strengthened if strategies to improve student learning suggested by 
national assessment fi ndings were evaluated in an experimental or 
quasi-experimental study (see chapter 8). For several reasons, however, 
including time constraints, cost, and availability of personnel with the 
required technical skills, this course of action is unlikely. In most cases, 
policy and decision makers will, at best, rely on dissemination of fi nd-
ings to promote conceptualization and greater understanding of issues, 
discussion of fi ndings by stakeholders, and consideration of relevant 
research, even though research may not have originated in the country 
in which the assessment was carried out.
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 Policy makers, a category that includes politicians, 
educational administrators, and managers such as senior offi cials in a 
ministry of education, are the primary audience for national assessment 
results. Even when the results have implications for work by other 
stakeholders (for example, curriculum developers, teacher trainers, or 
classroom teachers), ministry offi cials will likely have a role to play in 
formulating policy, in issuing information or directives, or in providing 
resources. This chapter brings to the attention of policy and decision 
makers a range of potential and actual uses of fi ndings in policy delib-
erations and educational management.

Four of the uses relate to providing information about the state of 
education and particularly about student achievement: (a) describing 
achievement, (b) describing resources, (c) monitoring achievement, 
and (d) reviewing the education system. A further fi ve relate to the use 
of that information to address defi ciencies identifi ed in the assessment: 
(e) formulating general policy and assisting in decision making in con-
junction with other information, (f) setting standards, (g) providing 
additional resources to schools (systemwide or targeted), (h) support-
ing curriculum revision, and (i) revising textbooks.

79
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DESCRIBING ACHIEVEMENT

The basic purpose of a national assessment is to provide information on 
student achievement—particularly its shortcomings—which is a pre-
requisite for intervention (Aguerrondo 1992). Furthermore, the infor-
mation is likely to be unique because it will not normally be available 
from other sources. Although education ministries routinely collect 
information about inputs to the education system (for example, stu-
dent numbers, physical facilities, curriculum materials, teacher-student 
ratio), a national assessment provides information on the outcomes of 
the educational investment that inputs represent. Policy makers who 
have read a report of the fi ndings of a national assessment, such as that 
outlined in chapter 2, will have an overall picture of student learning 
that, inevitably, even if not explicitly related to expectations, will invite 
judgment about the adequacy of student achievement. They are also 
likely to obtain information on specifi c domains of achievement with 
which students are experiencing diffi culty, as well as data on the achieve-
ments of subgroups in the population.

A national assessment report usually presents information on 
achievement in the form of mean scores. Mean scores in themselves, 
however, provide only limited information for decision making. More 
meaningful descriptions of achievement, in the form of profi ciency lev-
els (what students know and can do), as described in chapter 2, provide 
a more informed basis for decisions and action.

Useful information can also be obtained when variance in achieve-
ment is partitioned into between- and within-school components (see 
chapter 2). Large between-school differences are sometimes inter-
preted as indicating disparity in learning opportunities in the education 
system. Policy makers should treat such an interpretation with caution, 
however, because it does not take into account differences between 
schools in factors over which the school may have little control (the 
characteristics of students when they enroll and the continuing effects 
of those characteristics on the work of the school).

Between-school differences in achievement may still merit the 
attention of policy makers because they may provide guidance on 
intervention. When between-school differences in a region are rela-
tively low, and if fi nancial resources are limited, intervention in some 
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schools and not in others would probably not be justifi ed. In contrast, 
targeting low-performing schools would be justifi ed in regions with 
large between-school differences.

DESCRIBING RESOURCES

A national assessment frequently collects information on the resources 
available in schools. For example, India’s national assessment in 2000 
established that over 90 percent of schools had a school bell, a black-
board, chalk, and an eraser; close to three-quarters had safe drinking 
water; but less than 40 percent had separate toilets for girls (Singh and 
others n.d.).

Several national assessments in Africa provide evidence of lack of 
resources. In Kenya, for example, many schools had an inadequate 
number of desks and textbooks (Nzomo, Kariuki, and Guantai 2001). 
Furthermore, radio broadcast programs to schools did not reach a min-
imum of one-third of students, who did not have access to school radio 
(table 5.1). In Zanzibar, an assessment highlighted a serious shortage 
of classroom furniture (for example, desks and chalkboards) and sup-
plies (for example, textbooks and pencils) (Nassor and Mohammed 

TABLE 5.1

Percentages of Schools Possessing Selected Basic School Facilities: Kenya

Equipment Percent Standard error

Computer 1.2 0.77

Duplicator 19.9 3.11

Fax machine 0.5 0.35

Film projector 0.4 0.27

Overhead projector 0.3 0.30

Photocopier 1.1 0.70

Radio 66.4 4.31

Tape recorder 10.9 2.38

Television 3.2 1.74

Typewriter 27.5 3.70

Videocassette recorder 1.3 0.77

Source: Based on Nzomo, Kariuki, and Guantai 2001: table 3.1.4.
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1998). In Nigeria, few schools had maps (13 percent), charts or posters 
(15 percent), or sports equipment (5 percent). Teachers’ responses to 
questionnaire items also pointed to the presence of high levels of con-
cern over a lack of teaching materials, as well as low regard for teachers, 
poor conditions of service, and irregular payment of salaries (Nigeria 
Federal Ministry of Education 2000).

In Malawi, monitoring of changes in the provision of classroom 
resources between 1998 and 2002 revealed progress for all facili-
ties (table 5.2). In Zimbabwe, a 1990 review showed schools in 
Matabeleland South had fewer resources than those in other regions 
of the country. A follow-up study in 1995 found no improvement 
(Postlethwaite 2004b).

MONITORING ACHIEVEMENT

If data are available from assessments carried out at different times, 
trends in achievement (whether it is improving, remaining the same, or 
deteriorating) can be identifi ed (see chapter 2). This information has 
sometimes been used to monitor the effects on student achievement of 
changes in the education system (for example, change in language of 

TABLE 5.2

Percentages of Schools Possessing School Facilities, 1990–2002: Malawi

Equipment SACMEQ I SACMEQ II

Chalk 95.2 96.4

Classroom library 13.3 20.4

Cupboard 17.8 51.2

One or more bookshelves 14.7 17.6

Teacher chair 42.3 50.5

Teacher table 40.7 47.7

Usable writing board 84.8 94.5

Wall chart 56.6 58.2

Source: Postlethwaite 2004b. Reproduced with permission, EFA Global Monitoring, UNESCO. 
Note: The Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ) 
is an international nonprofi t developmental organization of 15 ministries of education in Southern 
and Eastern Africa that work together to share experiences and expertise in developing the 
capacities of education planners to apply scientifi c methods to monitor and evaluate the conditions 
of schooling and the quality of education. SACMEQ has completed two major education policy 
research projects (SACMEQ I and SACMEQ II).
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instruction or increase in class size). In the United States, data from the 
national assessment (the National Assessment of Educational Progress, 
or NAEP) have been used to monitor the major reform initiative No 
Child Left Behind. In addition to the NAEP monitoring, each state is 
required to monitor the progress of all students in grades 3 through 8 
on its own tests of reading, mathematics, and science. Many states 
reported signifi cant improvement over the years; however, NAEP 
results did not refl ect this improvement. The improvement recorded 
from 2003 to 2005, especially in grade 8, was much higher on state 
tests than on the NAEP test. In Maryland, for example, eighth-grade 
students who had a reported improvement of 12 percentage points in 
mathematics on the state test showed no improvement on the NAEP 
test (de Vise 2005). The difference seemed to occur because of the 
importance ascribed to the state tests, which had sanctions attached to 
them. Consequently, teachers focused their teaching on state test con-
tent, producing the subsequent increases in test scores without a con-
comitant improvement in the skills that the test was originally designed 
to measure (see Madaus and Kellaghan 1992).

In Uruguay, considerable improvement has been reported in the 
performance of sixth-grade students between 1996 and 2002 on the 
national assessment. Moreover, the improvement was especially marked 
among students in “very disadvantaged” schools, in which the percent-
age of students achieving an “acceptable” level on the test increased 
from 37.1 to 54.8. This increase is greater than the increase over the 
same period in schools in social contexts described as “very favorable,” 
which was from 57.1 to 66.5 percent (Ravela 2006).

In some education systems, a national assessment in the same cur-
riculum area and with the same population is carried out every year. If 
the aim is simply to monitor standards, this procedure would seem 
unnecessary, as well as very expensive. Most industrial countries that 
monitor achievement levels do so less frequently. In the United States, 
for example, where fi nancial and technical resources are much less 
likely to be a problem than in developing countries, the NAEP in 
mathematics and reading is carried out every two years. 

A perusal of the results of national assessments that have been run-
ning for several decades indicates that large changes in the achieve-
ments of students in an education system do not occur over a short 
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time, even when efforts have been made to address problems identi-
fi ed in an assessment. Given this situation, a four- to fi ve-year interval 
between assessments seems reasonable. Indeed, if national assessments 
administered over a short time span reported large changes, the equiv-
alence of the tests and procedures used in the assessments would be 
open to question. Moreover, in many countries, the key source of 
change in performance over time will be changes in who is attending 
school. Rising participation rates create problems of comparability that 
require careful analysis. This and other problems in measuring change 
in performance over time can arise because of changes in curricula, 
language, and expectations, as well as from technical issues, such as 
when assumptions in measurement models (especially item response 
modeling) are not met or when student scores regress to the mean 
(Goldstein 1983).

REVIEWING THE EDUCATION SYSTEM

In many countries, the fi ndings of a national (or regional) assessment 
have been mentioned in reviews of educational policy and provision or 
have been used to support major reform initiatives (see table 5.3).

The Dominican Republic provides a good example of the use of 
national assessment results in a major review of the education system, 
which was followed by a series of ambitious strategies to improve edu-
cational quality (box 5.1). The review provided the main input to 
meetings of regional teams of offi cials and members of communities 
and school networks that explored the reasons for poor performance 
and proposed strategies for addressing them.

FORMULATING GENERAL POLICY AND ASSISTING IN 
DECISION MAKING

Valid objective evidence on the condition of education, which a well-
designed and well-implemented national assessment can provide, 
should serve to inject an objective component into decisions and help 
to ensure that cognizance is taken of empirical evidence as well as 
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personal biases, vested interests, anecdotal evidence, myths, and other 
forms of “accumulated wisdom” (see box 5.2). Furthermore, the con-
crete and persuasive evidence that an assessment can provide can help 
highlight problems in the education system related to access, quality, 
effi ciency, or equity that might otherwise go unnoticed—or at any 
rate unattended. Nevertheless, the information derived from a national 
assessment will not identify ready-made policy or courses of action for 
the policy maker or other potential user. For one thing, as already 
noted, a national assessment provides just one piece of information to 
be considered in the context of a variety of other factors, including the 

TABLE 5.3

Selected Countries That Used National Assessment Results in Reviewing the 
Education System

Country Examples of some claimed uses

Argentina Instituted a program of school inspection

Bolivia Linked assessment data to a program for child nutrition

Burkina Faso Provided input for country analysis 

Cuba Strengthened preschool and early childhood care 
programs 

Kenya Led to benchmarks for providing facilities

Kuwait Provided support for the policy of introducing classroom 
libraries

Malawi Provided input for reform program

Mauritius Used data to support national sector study

Namibia Used by national commission

Nepal Supported major government reform program

Niger Provided input for country analysis

Sri Lanka Provided input for national sector strategy for education

Uganda Used to prepare educational reform program 

Uruguay Used to support a policy of expanding an equity 
program for full-time schools

Vietnam Used to establish benchmarks for providing facilities 
(desks per pupil, books per pupil)

Zanzibar (Tanzania) Used in review of educational policies, standards, and 
benchmarks

Zimbabwe Used in commission review 

Sources: Authors’ compilation based on Arregui and McLauchlan 2005; Bernard and Michaelowa 
2006; Ferrer 2006; Kuwait Ministry of Education 2008; Murimba 2005; Nzomo and Makuwa 2006; 
Ravela 2002.
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Using Assessment Results to Promote Reforms: 
Dominican Republic 

In March 2005, Dominican Republic offi cials from each of the country’s 
17 national regions met to discuss their area’s students’ results in the most 
recent national tests for the end of the basic (8th grade) and secondary or 
bachillerato (12th grade) levels, as well as those obtained by students at the 
end of 4th grade. They looked at national averages in the various curricular 
subjects and themes or strands, as well as at the difference between their 
own and other regions’ outcomes and of both of these with the national 
average. They looked at differences between private, public, and publicly 
funded/privately run schools. While no standards against which to compare 
performance were available, some defi nitions of what competencies or skills 
or what contents had been tested were offered to regional administrators and 
school principals.

This was one of the main inputs for a recently initiated process of system 
strategic planning, in which 17 regional and 101 district-level teams of 
offi cials and distinguished community members have jointly reviewed their 
main strengths and weaknesses for managing a change process focused on 
quality enhancement and are now drafting district and regional educational 
development plans with learning improvement as the main goal. Some 
districts have moved on in a very short time span to establish school net-
works, whose staff is meeting periodically to further analyze their region’s 
national test results and to refl ect on possible causes of unsatisfactory 
performance. While no strong evidence exists about the impact of various 
determining factors, some decisions have been taken rapidly at the district 
level on the basis of best available experience-based knowledge. One such 
example is the decision to share the few available qualifi ed science teachers 
among several network schools. Another is the establishment of teacher 
networks to discuss challenges met in the course of efforts to improve 
learning comprehension capacities.

While it is too early to say whether these regional and district improvement 
plans based on assessment-generated information will have a lasting impact, it 
is clear to current authorities that the organization of these meetings has been 
far more mobilizing than the former strategy of sending reports to individual 
schools and students throughout the country.

Source: Arregui and McLauchlan 2005: 32–33. Reproduced with permission.

BOX 5.1  
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availability of resources (personnel and material) and the vested inter-
ests of stakeholders.

Considerable variation exists in national assessment reports in the 
extent to which they draw implications from assessment data and 
make recommendations for action or leave these activities to users. 
Some reports actually go well beyond what seems justifi ed on the basis 
of the assessment fi ndings in their recommendations (for example, in 
specifying the details of an intervention for students in rural schools or 
in suggesting approaches to the teaching of reading or mathematics). 
Such recommendations, if made, would need to be supported by other 
research evidence.

Policy makers and senior ministry of education offi cials may need 
assistance in interpreting the fi ndings of a national assessment. A major 
aim of the Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring 
Educational Quality was, in fact, to promote capacity building by equip-
ping educational planners in member countries with the technical 
ability to monitor and evaluate schooling and the quality of education. 
A particular feature of its approach was its “learning by doing” training 
for planners, whom it sought to involve directly in the conduct of 

Myths about Education in the United States

A national assessment can help discredit myths such as the following: 

1. Reading achievement in the United States has declined in the past 
25 years.

2. Forty percent of U.S. children cannot read at a basic level.

3. Twenty percent of U.S. children are dyslexic.

4. Children from the baby-boomer generation read better than do students 
today.

5. Students in the United States are among the worst readers in the world.

6. The number of good readers has been declining.

7. California’s test scores declined dramatically because of whole-language 
instruction.

Source: McQuillan 1998.

BOX 5.2  
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studies (SACMEQ 2007). The World Bank Institute implemented a 
similar capacity-building program in Africa and South Asia.

Although a good deal of evidence indicates that national assessments 
have contributed to deliberations about educational policy and reform, 
independent objective evidence to indicate that assessment results actu-
ally affected policy is limited. An exception is found in Chile, where the 
results of its national assessment were instrumental in 1997 in convinc-
ing the National Congress, on learning that 40 percent of students did 
not understand what they read, that substantial changes in education 
were required (Schiefelbein and Schiefelbein 2000). Subsequently, 
national assessment fi ndings played a role in several policy decisions, 
including the following (Meckes and Carrasco 2006):

• Directing technical and economic support from the national govern-
ment to the most disadvantaged populations (as defi ned by learning 
outcomes) to provide a school feeding program and other assistance 
to poor students (a program that accounts for 5 percent of the over-
all public sector education budget) 

• Defi ning the criteria for targeted interventions by the Ministry of 
Education 

• Developing programs to improve educational quality and equity
• Defi ning incentives and goals for improvement
• Evaluating specifi c policies and programs 
• Providing data for educational research purposes.

SETTING STANDARDS

In recent years, educational policy makers and curriculum authorities 
in many countries have increasingly emphasized setting standards and 
specifying what students should be able to do at the end of a number 
of stages of their formal schooling. National assessment results can 
assist in this task by operationalizing standards or achievement targets 
in key subject areas and by providing baseline indicators for monitor-
ing progress over time. The Romanian government, for example, 
prompted in part by the poor fi ndings of its grade 4 national assess-
ment, used the results to provide baseline information for monitoring 
future achievement levels (Bethell and Mihail 2005). It also used the 
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poor results of rural students as a justifi cation for the development of 
its Rural Education Project supported by the World Bank.

Policy makers, donor agencies, and others should approach standard 
setting with some caution and, in particular, should set realistic targets 
for desired rates of improvement. In Peru, some policy makers sug-
gested a 100 percent improvement in average scores in a nine-month 
period (Arregui and McLauchlan 2005). This goal is impossible to 
meet, especially if it is based on scale scores, which do not usually 
have zero points. The city of Bogotá in Colombia set a cutoff point for 
“acceptable” performance that less than 2 percent of schools were 
achieving at the time (Arregui and McLauchlan 2005). The U.S. No 
Child Left Behind target of 100 percent “profi ciency” on state tests by 
2014 seems to fall into the category of unrealistic targets. In 2003, no 
state or large district had anything close to 100 percent of students 
achieving at even the basic level, much less the profi cient level, at 
either grade 4 or grade 8 in reading or mathematics (Linn 2005a). 

Variation in defi ning terms such as reading profi ciency and mathemat-
ics profi ciency has given rise to problems in making inferences about 
what assessments say about the achievements of students. Evidence 
from the United States, for example, indicates that the meaning of pro-
fi ciency in the NAEP differs from its meaning in state assessments. For 
example, in the neighboring states of Maryland and Virginia, the per-
centage of students rated profi cient in reading and mathematics on 
NAEP tests differed from the percentage on state tests (de Vise 2005). 
The data in table 5.4 show that as many as 85 percent of Delaware 

TABLE 5.4

Ranking of Grade 4 Students Rated at or above Profi cient on State and 
National Assessments, 2005: United States 

State

State (% 
profi cient) 

(1)

NAEP 
(% profi cient)a

(2)
Difference

(1) − (2)

Delaware 85 34 (1.2) 51

Idaho 87 33 (1.4) 54

North Carolina 83 29 (1.4) 54

Oregon 81 29 (1.5) 52

South Dakota 87 33 (1.3) 54

Source: Adapted from Stoneberg (2007), with permission.
a. Standard errors for NAEP are in parentheses. 
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students were deemed profi cient on the state test, but as few as 34 
percent on the NAEP test.

PROVIDING RESOURCES TO SCHOOLS

One possible reaction to the fi ndings of a national assessment is to 
increase resources in schools. Provision could be at the system level, or 
it could be targeted to particular schools or populations. 

System-level provision was a feature of action following a national 
assessment in a number of countries. In Kenya, where many schools 
were found to lack basic facilities (for example, desks and textbooks), 
the government decided to introduce benchmarks for classroom 
facilities, which implied a commitment to ensure that all schools 
would be provided with the facilities (Nzomo and Makuwa 2006). 
In Zimbabwe, special funds were provided for classroom supplies 
and management of school libraries, and training programs were ini-
tiated (Madamombe 1995). In the Dominican Republic, as indicated 
in box 5.1, scarce science teachers were reallocated among schools 
(Arregui and McLauchlan 2005).

Targeted intervention is implemented when the fi ndings of an 
assessment reveal an association between a school’s resources and 
student achievement. Thus, if the achievements of students in small 
rural schools were found to be lower than the national average, a 
decision might be made to grant additional resources to the schools. 
In Queensland, Australia, for example, schools with students who 
scored poorly (bottom 15 percent) in a literacy and numeracy assess-
ment were allocated additional funds (Forster 2001). In Kuwait, 
fi ndings that showed that students in classrooms with libraries or 
“reading corners” scored higher on a literacy test (the Progress in 
International Reading Literacy Study test) than did students in other 
classrooms were used as evidence to support the policy of the Min-
istry of Education to install classroom libraries (Kuwait Ministry of 
Education 2008).

Although a sample-based assessment will not provide data on all 
schools, it can provide information on categories of schools (for example, 



NATIONAL ASSESSMENT FINDINGS, POLICY, AND EDUCATIONAL MANAGEMENT | 91 

schools in different locations, schools of different types, schools serv-
ing populations of varying socioeconomic levels), thereby supplying a 
basis for targeted intervention for school categories. Intervention on 
this basis would seem defensible, though care obviously is required in 
identifying the schools that will benefi t. In most systems, the focus 
would be on schools serving students who are likely to come from a 
disadvantaged background (for example, schools in which the level of 
parents’ education is low). In some countries, school type or location 
can be a good indicator of who should benefi t. National census data; 
educational management information system data; and information 
from school inspectors, supervisors, and advisers can also be helpful in 
identifying schools.

Although the national assessment system in Chile is census based, 
the provision made for low achievement could be relevant following a 
sample-based assessment if an adequate system of school identifi cation 
is in place. Additional resources, including textbooks, classroom librar-
ies, and pedagogical materials, were allocated to Chilean schools in 
areas with a high proportion of students from socially disadvantaged 
backgrounds who had performed poorly in the assessment (González, 
Mizala, and Romaguera 2002; Wolff 1998). After-school activities were 
also provided, school-community relations were developed, and schools 
were supervised between 8 and 16 times a year by provincial and cen-
tral offi cials (Arregui and McLauchlan 2005).

When policy makers consider providing additional resources to 
schools following a national assessment, they must decide whether the 
allocation will be on a permanent or limited-time basis. A limited-time 
initiative may be considered preferable for a number of reasons. First, 
given that overall resources are limited, placing a time limitation on 
provision of resources to targeted schools might be more palatable to 
other schools and interests, which could see the additional resources as 
taking away from the resources that might have been available to them. 
Second, provision on a temporary basis is more likely to result in a more 
intensive intervention, which might include, for example, assistance in 
the use of resources. Third, international donor assistance has tradition-
ally favored initiatives that are clearly defi ned and limited in time scale 
(Chapman and Snyder 2000).



92 | USING THE RESULTS OF A NATIONAL ASSESSMENT OF EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT

SUPPORTING CURRICULUM REVISION

Curriculum revision is more frequently associated with international 
assessments than national assessments, probably because an interna-
tional assessment can provide information on how students in an educa-
tion system perform on an achievement test relative to students in other 
jurisdictions (the attained curriculum). The assessment may also pro-
vide comparative information derived from curriculum documents (the 
intended curriculum that operates at the education system level) and on 
the amount of time or emphasis accorded domains of achievement (the 
implemented curriculum that operates at the classroom level). 

A national assessment can also provide information relevant to cur-
riculum implementation or reform—most obviously, when students’ 
actual achievements are compared to intended outcomes, as specifi ed 
or implied in curriculum documents, and discrepancies are identifi ed. 
Such a comparison can throw light on how the curriculum is being 
taught, what factors are associated with successful implementation, 
and whether curriculum expectations for student achievement are 
appropriate.

National and some state assessment fi ndings have been associated 
with curriculum changes in a number of countries. In Brazil, the fi nd-
ings of the Paraná state assessment on student performance in major 
curriculum domains and the diffi culties students exhibited were used 
to provide guidance to teachers on their instructional strategies (Ferrer 
2006). In Thailand, the poor performance of students in areas of math-
ematics and science led to greater emphasis in curricula on teaching 
process skills and the application of knowledge (Pravalpruk 1996). In 
Guinea, national assessment results prompted the development of a 
national reading initiative to promote instruction in the early grades 
(R. Prouty, personal communication, Washington, D.C., May 15, 2005). 
Panama provides an example of a rather different use of assessment 
fi ndings in the context of curriculum reform. In that country, one of the 
main purposes of the national assessment was to check on the impact 
of a new curriculum (Ferrer 2006). 

A problem with most national assessments is that the adequacy of 
the intended curriculum is assumed, and assessment tasks are based on 
the curriculum. Analysis is then limited to how well students have 
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acquired the knowledge and skills specifi ed in the curriculum and, per-
haps, how well the curriculum has been taught. However, making this 
assumption is to ignore the fact that in many developing countries the 
provision of education is oriented toward elites, with a resulting mis-
match between the curriculum and the typical student (Glewwe and 
Kremer 2006).

In a number of countries, the appropriateness of the curriculum has 
been challenged in the wake of the fi ndings of a national assessment. In 
a report in Bhutan, prepared following the 2003 grade 6 national assess-
ment, curriculum overload was identifi ed as a problem, and a strategic 
revision of the mathematics syllabus was recommended “to place less 
(or no) emphasis on algebra and geometry, or at least not at the level of 
sophistication currently expected of learners” (Bhutan Board of Exami-
nations 2004: viii; see also Powdyel 2005). The views of stakeholders in 
interpreting assessment results can point to the need for curriculum 
reform. In Ethiopia, for example, feedback from teachers, students, and 
parents was used, in conjunction with an analysis of student perfor-
mance on national assessment tests, to reach decisions about curriculum 
change (Z. Gebrekidan, personal communication, Addis Ababa, June 
30, 2008). 

The national assessment team in Uruguay, in consultation with 
teachers, went beyond what was offi cially described in curricula in 
their tests, which gave rise to debate about the validity and relevance of 
what was taught in schools. Over time, the conceptual framework of 
the test (together with student textbooks and teaching guides) became 
an alternative reference to the offi cial national curriculum for teachers 
(Ferrer 2006).

The value of a national assessment for curriculum analysis and revi-
sion is likely to be enhanced if curriculum personnel are involved in 
identifying the precise skills to be assessed. They can, for example, 
help the test development process by clarifying the meaning of terms 
such as reading, which can be defi ned in a variety of ways, ranging 
from the ability to pronounce simple words, to the ability to read and 
comprehend simple sentences and paragraphs, to the ability to con-
struct meaning from different forms of texts, including extended liter-
ary passages and informational texts (such as menus and timetables). 
Use of national assessment fi ndings for curriculum revision will also be 
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facilitated if curriculum personnel are involved in defi ning profi ciency 
levels and in specifying the kind of data analysis that would facilitate 
their task (such as, in the case of numeracy, how well students perform 
on sets of items that assess simple computation with whole numbers 
or conceptual understanding of fractions and decimals). Finally, the 
national assessment team should draft a brief report on the implica-
tions of the fi ndings of the assessment for curriculum reform and dis-
cuss it with the curriculum authority.

REVISING TEXTBOOKS

Ideally, textbooks should accurately refl ect curriculum contents. A 
study carried out by the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science, however, found that the content of most popular middle and 
high school mathematics and science textbooks was not well aligned 
with a series of benchmarks contained in most state standards (Kulm, 
Roseman, and Treistman 1999), which are also used for setting assess-
ment standards. The results of national (and international) assessments 
speak to this issue by identifying aspects of the curriculum that might 
merit more coverage or attention in new or revised editions of student 
textbooks and teacher manuals. 

Little evidence indicates that national assessments have led directly 
to textbook revision, which usually occurs after substantial changes 
have been introduced to the offi cial curriculum. A number of cases 
exist in Latin America, however, where changes in textbooks have 
proceeded in parallel with assessment activity. In Uruguay, for exam-
ple, technical teams in charge of the national assessment and textbook 
revision worked from similar, though not identical, conceptual and 
pedagogical perspectives (P. Arregui, personal communication, Lima, 
September 22, 2008). In the area of language, new theories of instruc-
tion, which require exposure to a wider range of literary genres, were 
refl ected in the content of national assessment tests and encouraged 
the production of a broad array of reading materials.

An interesting proposal regarding textbook provision followed a 
national assessment in Vietnam (World Bank 2004). In light of the 
fi nding that fewer than half of students had all the prescribed number 
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of recommended textbooks and accompanying books, the national as-
sessment team proposed that a shorter, more realistic set of books be 
identifi ed by the curriculum authority, following which every effort 
should be made to ensure that every student received all the books.

Use of national assessment fi ndings for textbook reform is likely to 
increase in the following contexts:

• If the assessment involves the active participation of the national 
curriculum authority in test development 

• If the national assessment unit provides results to the curriculum 
authority in a form that is suitable for reviewing the quality of cur-
riculum coverage in textbooks

• If the developers of standards or performance levels include indi-
viduals with expertise in curriculum development as well as educa-
tional measurement or assessment personnel.

CONCLUSION

The use that can be made of the fi ndings of a national assessment 
depends in the fi rst instance on the information that the assessment 
provides. Thus, those responsible for policy and management should 
specify their information needs at the planning stage of an assessment.

All national assessments provide a description of students’ achieve-
ments. However, the uses that can be made of the information in decid-
ing on intervention, for example, will depend to some extent on the 
detail in which achievement is described (for example, for separate 
domains or content areas of mathematics) and on the clues the assess-
ment provides about the reasons for low achievement. Whether the 
data obtained in an assessment identify issues that might be addressed 
in curriculum or textbook revision will also be a function of the level of 
detail in achievement tests.

Not all national assessments collect information on resources. This 
information is likely to be sought if concern exists about provision 
throughout the system.

Assessment results can play a role in setting standards for student 
achievement in the education system. Of course, monitoring trends 
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will be possible only if comparable data are available at different 
points in time.

In theory, assessment results can be used in formulating policy, in 
reviewing the education system, and in making decisions to provide 
additional resources to schools. The extent to which they are used for 
these purposes will, however, depend on a range of factors. These fac-
tors include the availability of reports of appropriate length in appro-
priate language geared to the interests and needs of policy makers and 
decision makers; the availability and use of adequate channels of com-
munication; the availability of budgetary resources; and the interest, 
ability, and willingness of decision makers to absorb, interpret, and 
apply the fi ndings of an assessment.
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 Although the primary purpose of a national assess-
ment may be to provide information to policy makers and education 
managers, student learning is unlikely to improve unless national assess-
ment fi ndings are used to develop policies and strategies directed 
toward changing school and classroom practices. Following an assess-
ment, one approach is to introduce interventions in schools or catego-
ries of schools considered to be particularly in need of support (for 
example, providing additional physical resources or support for teach-
ers to upgrade their knowledge or skills). In this situation, the central 
authority will clearly specify the terms of intervention. However, spe-
cifi c interventions do not normally follow a national assessment. More 
usually, results are published, leaving to key stakeholders, such as 
teachers, inspectors, advisers, and supervisors, the task of deciding 
on—and embarking on—changes in their practice that would be likely 
to infl uence student achievement. The issue this chapter addresses is 
how information obtained in a sample-based national assessment can 
be translated into effective practices to ameliorate defi ciencies in indi-
vidual schools and classrooms.

The chapter considers two approaches to this task. The fi rst focuses 
on enhancing teachers’ professional development by providing pre-
service and in-service courses. In the second, schools decide on the 
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relevance of national assessment fi ndings to their specifi c situation 
and, if the fi ndings are considered relevant, devise strategies to deal 
with identifi ed problems. The two approaches cannot always be read-
ily distinguished. In-service courses (to upgrade teachers’ knowledge 
and skills) may be school based, and some form of in-service training 
or workshops should ideally support the response of schools to a 
national assessment.

TEACHERS’ PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

National assessment fi ndings provide a rich source of data for ministries 
of education, regional bodies, and providers of preservice and in-service 
teacher education. This section fi rst describes four sources of such data, 
which can be used to guide professional development activities for 
teachers. It then provides examples from a number of countries. 

Sources of Data from a National Assessment to Guide Teachers’ 
Professional Development

Four sources of data to guide professional development are available: 
(a) the framework of the assessment and sample questions, (b) stu-
dents’ performance on the assessment, (c) questionnaire responses, 
and (d) teachers’ performance on an achievement test (about which 
some national assessments obtain information).

Framework of the national assessment and sample questions. The 
analysis of a curriculum area or construct contained in a national 
assessment framework, without any consideration of fi ndings, can by 
itself be an important source of new perspectives and insights for 
teachers. For example, teachers attending in-service courses might be 
invited to review their practices in light of the analysis of mathemat-
ics achievement contained in the framework. They should ask, “Do I 
focus too much in my teaching on procedural knowledge (such as 
multiplication of numbers) at the expense of problem solving at 
higher cognitive levels, or do I pay insuffi cient attention to some 
aspects of the curriculum, such as teaching about shape and space?” 
In-service courses can also provide the opportunity for teachers to 
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study sample questions, which are often released following a national 
assessment and might serve as models for their classroom assessment 
(Georgia Department of Education n.d.). 

Students’ performance on the assessment. Professional development 
courses might focus on aspects of the curriculum and of students’ scho-
lastic development that a national assessment fi nds problematic. A 
close examination of results can, for example, provide information on 
specifi c areas of reading (for example, detecting the unstated meaning 
in a text) or mathematics (for example, problem solving) where stu-
dents—and by inference teachers—need support (see chapter 2). 

Questionnaire responses. A national assessment provides information 
that can be used to design a course that is not limited to information 
obtained in tests about student achievement. Information obtained in 
questionnaires is also relevant. It can throw light on a range of factors 
relevant to teaching: social and economic conditions in which schools 
operate; problems that teachers encounter in teaching; teachers’ 
appraisal of the availability, quality, and usefulness of resources (includ-
ing student textbooks and teacher manuals); parents’ and students’ 
attitudes toward education; and students’ motivation to learn (see 
Griffi th and Medrich 1992). In the U.S. national assessment, informa-
tion obtained from students and teachers in questionnaires, which 
subsequent analyses revealed to be important correlates of student 
achievement, prompted refl ection by teachers. The information in the 
student questionnaire related to parents’ level of education and educa-
tional resources in the home; the teacher questionnaire contained 
detailed information on how teachers taught mathematics (for exam-
ple, how they addressed unique and routine problems, used textbooks 
and worksheets, had students solve real-world problems, and had stu-
dents work with partners) (see Wenglinksy 2002).

An example from the 2003 Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study (TIMSS) shows how a question on the readiness of 
teachers to teach different aspects of the mathematics curriculum 
helped identify defi ciencies in teacher knowledge that in-service train-
ing could address. In a report of the study, data were presented on the 
percentage of students whose teachers felt they were competent to 
teach specifi c topics (Mullis and others 2004). Table 6.1 presents an 
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TABLE 6.1

Percentages of Students Whose Teachers Reported They Were Ready to Teach Mathematics, TIMSS Data, Grade 8

Selected countries

Percentage of students whose teachers report feeling they are ready to teach mathematics topics

Number Algebra

Representing 
decimals and 

fractions, using 
words, numbers, 
and number lines

Integers, including 
words, numbers, 

number lines, 
ordering integers, 
and operations (+, 
−, ×, and ÷) with 

integers

Numeric algebraic 
and geometric 

patterns of 
sequences

Simple linear 
equations and 

inequalities, and 
simultaneous (two 
variable) equations

Equivalent 
representations of 

functions as 
ordered pairs, 
tables, graphs, 

words, or 
equations

Attributes of a 
graph, such as 

intercepts on axes, 
and intervals

Bulgaria 100 100 99 100 100 100

Iran, Islamic Rep. of 98 98 90 98 94 87

Lebanon 98 100 93 96 95 95

Saudi Arabia 96 100 86 95 94 80

Serbia 91 90 93 90 90 90

Tunisia 99 98 87 71 74 71

Source: Extracted from Mullis and others 2004: 256. 
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excerpt from the report for two of fi ve content areas in mathematics 
(number and algebra). The data suggest that in-service courses (as well 
as preservice courses) in most of the countries would do well to focus 
attention on teaching specifi c skills, such as the attributes of a graph. 
Similar questions could be included in a national assessment to help 
identify areas in need of attention in teacher education courses.

A teacher questionnaire can also provide information about teach-
ers’ experience with in-service courses and the needs that they believe 
in-service training could meet. In India and Bhutan, questionnaire 
data established that many teachers had little or no experience with 
in-service courses (Bhutan Board of Examinations 2004; Powdyel 
2005; Singh and others n.d.). The need for courses in how to teach 
writing was revealed in Lesotho (M. C. Ramokoena, personal com-
munication, Maseru, April 6, 2009). 

Although this kind of information can provide guidance for teacher 
in-service programs, considerable skill is required to obtain it in a ques-
tionnaire. For example, problems such as those encountered in the 
Scottish national assessment (Assessment of Achievement Programme), 
in which data obtained from questionnaires were not suffi ciently spe-
cifi c to establish associations between student achievement and school 
practices, need to be avoided (Robertson 2005).

Teachers’ performance on an achievement test. Although courses 
designed to improve teachers’ pedagogical skills are more common 
than ones that target their knowledge of subject matter, the need to 
address the latter may be more pressing than is generally recognized. 
The few national assessments that obtained information on teachers’ 
knowledge of subject matter identifi ed serious defi ciencies. Following 
the grade 5 national assessment in Vietnam, in which the same test 
items were administered to teachers and students, the distribution of 
reading comprehension scores for students (the fl atter distribution in 
fi gure 6.1) and for teachers (the steeper distribution on the right) could 
be displayed. The data show that the top 12 percent of students out-
performed the bottom 30 percent of teachers.

In Pakistan’s National Education Assessment System, the items 
administered to grade 4 students were also administered to teachers. 
As in Vietnam, the distributions of scores overlapped. Approximately 
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3 percent of teachers scored below the mean score of students. Very 
few items were answered correctly by 90 percent of teachers 
(A. Tayyab, personal communication, Oxford, U.K., July 24, 2008). A 
closer look at the teacher data reveals that teachers performed poorly 
on items that assessed geometry, place value, and measurement. For 
example, only 42 percent correctly answered an item similar to the one 
presented in box 6.1, which required matching a four-digit number 
with its equivalent in words. 
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Source: World Bank 2004, vol. 1: fi gure 2.
Note: Pupils’ reading scores are the fl atter curve and teachers’ scores the steeper curve.

FIGURE 6.1

Reading Score Distributions of Pupils and Teachers: Vietnam

Place-Value Matching Item: Pakistan 

Which of these is the same as 4256?

A) Four thousand two hundred and fi fty-six

B) Four thousand fi ve hundred and twenty-six

C) Four thousand two hundred and fi fty

D) Four hundred twenty-fi ve thousand and six

Source: A. Tayyab, personal communication, Oxford, U.K., July 24, 2008. 

BOX 6.1
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National assessments in Africa have demonstrated similar fi ndings 
(Duthilleul and Allen 2005). Table 6.2 documents the percentage of 
teachers in a national assessment in Mozambique that were placed at 
eight levels of profi ciency on a mathematics test designed for sixth-grade 
students. The description of the profi ciency levels identifi es the skills 
and knowledge that teachers at each level had acquired and, by implica-
tion, the skills and knowledge that they lacked. For example, all teach-
ers achieved profi ciency levels 1 and 2, but close to one in four teachers 
did not respond correctly to problem-solving items (levels 7 and 8).

TABLE 6.2

Percentage of Teachers Scoring at Each Mathematics Profi ciency Level: 
Mozambique

Level Description Percent

Level 1: 
Prenumeracy

•  Applies single-step addition or subtraction 
operations. Recognizes simple shapes.

•  Matches numbers and pictures.
•  Counts in whole numbers.

0.0

Level 2: Emergent 
numeracy

•  Applies a two-step addition or subtraction 
operation involving carrying, checking 
(through very basic estimation), or conversion 
of pictures to numbers.

•  Estimates the length of familiar objectives.
•  Recognizes common two-dimensional 

shapes.

0.0

Level 3: Basic 
numeracy

•  Translates verbal information presented in a 
sentence, simple graph, or table using one 
arithmetic operation in several repeated 
steps. 

•  Translates graphical information into 
fractions. 

•  Interprets place value of whole numbers up 
to thousands.

•  Interprets simple, common, everyday units 
of measurement.

0.3

Level 4: Beginning 
numeracy

•  Translates verbal or graphic information into 
simple arithmetic problems. 

•  Uses multiple different arithmetic operations 
(in the correct order) on whole numbers, 
fractions, and decimals.

2.9

(continued)
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TABLE 6.2

Level Description Percent

Level 5: 
Competent 
numeracy

•  Translates verbal, graphic, or tabular 
information into an arithmetic form to solve 
a given problem. 

•  Solves multiple-operation problems (using 
the correct order of arithmetic operations) 
involving everyday units of measurement 
and whole and mixed numbers. 

•  Converts basic measurement units from one 
level of measurement to another (for 
example, meters to centimeters).

4.6

Level 6: 
Mathematically 
skilled

•  Solves multiple-operation problems (using 
the correct order of arithmetic operations) 
involving fractions, ratios, and decimals. 

•  Translates verbal and graphic representation 
information into symbolic, algebraic, and 
equation form to solve a given mathematical 
problem. 

•  Checks and estimates answers using external 
knowledge (not provided within the 
problem).

16.3

Level 7: Concrete 
problem solving

•  Extracts and converts (for example, with 
respect to measurement units) information 
from tables, charts, and visual and symbolic 
presentations to identify and then solve 
multistep problems.

44.3

Level 8: Abstract 
problem solving

•  Identifi es the nature of an unstated math-
ematical problem embedded within verbal 
or graphic information, and then translates it 
into symbolic, algebraic, or equation form to 
solve the problem.

31.7

Source: Bonnet 2007. Reproduced with permission.

Other data from Vietnam (fi gure 6.2) show the extent to which 
teacher subject-matter knowledge and student performance in mathe-
matics are related. As teachers’ mean achievement score (based on the 
mean for a province) increases, the mean for students (also based on the 
mean for the province) rises (World Bank 2004). The fi ndings prompted 
a recommendation that teachers with poor subject mastery be encour-
aged to participate in in-service courses to improve their knowledge as 
a means of decreasing the number of low-achieving students. 
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Examples of Activities to Enhance Teacher Professional 
Development Following a National Assessment

There is relatively little evidence that policy makers or educational 
planners have used national assessment fi ndings to determine the top-
ics to be addressed in teacher education programs, except in some 
Latin American countries (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Cuba, the Domin-
ican Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Uruguay, and the 
República Bolivariana de Venezuela) (Ferrer 2006). Some countries 
have used results as a basis for mass teacher-training events on national 
television (Cuba) and in reviews of the national assessment by educa-
tors, including teacher trainers (Dominican Republic). The Brazilian 
state of Minas Gerais provides a good example of the use of assessment 
data to improve teacher education (box 6.2). However, little informa-
tion is available about the effect of these efforts on teacher competence 
(Arregui and McLauchlan 2005). 

In Uruguay, where schools are the main audience for test results, the 
principal focus following an assessment is on investment in improving 
teachers’ knowledge and ability to teach, with a particular emphasis on 
teaching reading and mathematics in schools serving students from 
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FIGURE 6.2

Grade 5 National Assessment in Mathematics in Vietnam: Correlation between 
Teacher and Pupil Provincial Mean Scores
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disadvantaged backgrounds. The approach seems to have had very 
positive results, refl ected in an improvement over time in students’ 
performance in assessments (see chapter 5). Signifi cant features of the 
approach include the following (Ravela 2006):

• Item and error analysis of student performance
• Absence of high-stakes accountability
• Feedback to schools based on test results
• Professional development meetings for teachers to exchange ideas 
• Targeting of schools on the basis of poverty, not achievement.

The large-scale in-service program attracted about 3,000 teachers 
from 300 to 500 poor urban schools each year (box 6.3). It featured 
some of the attributes of professional development programs generally 
found to lead to improvement in teachers’ knowledge and skills, includ-
ing a focus on content knowledge, ample opportunities for active learn-
ing, coherence with other activities, collective participation of teachers 
from the same school, and suffi cient program time to have an impact 
(see Garet and others 2001).

Use of National Assessment Findings to Improve Teacher 
Education: Minas Gerais, Brazil

The Brazilian state of Mina Gerais took the following steps in the design and 
use of national assessment fi ndings to improve teacher education:

• The assessment set out to provide useful information to teacher-training 
institutions.

• Formal collaboration took place among the 29 higher educational 
institutions in designing and administering tests, processing results, and 
delivering them to schools.

• One university led the effort, with the support of the others. 

• The data were examined to identify students’ reading problems revealed 
by the assessment. 

• Students attending preservice education courses were expected to study 
the assessment results to become familiar with education issues. 

• The results were used to develop teacher-training programs.

Source: Ferrer 2006.

BOX 6.2
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Communication and political problems can inhibit efforts to infl u-
ence teacher training, as was the case in Argentina, where a lack of 
communication was reported between the agencies responsible for 
teacher training and assessment (Ferrer 2006). Problems in Chile were 
attributed to the fact that teacher-training institutions were often ideo-
logically opposed to the national assessment (Sistema de Medición de 
la Calidad de la Educación, or SIMCE) (Meckes and Carrasco 2006). 

In-service courses and programs are frequently provided for head 
teachers in recognition of the vital role they play in the life of the 
school. In Uruguay, for example, in addition to workshops for teachers 
and supervisors, workshops were organized following a national assess-
ment specifi cally to address the issues of head teachers (Benveniste 
2002). In-service training for head teachers could be expected to cover 

Main Features of a Teacher In-Service Program Based on 
National Assessment Results: Uruguay

In Uruguay, a large-scale in-service program had the following features:

• Courses were held on Saturdays.

• Teachers were paid for participation (around 25 percent of teachers’ initial 
salary).

• Participation was voluntary.

• Participation was school based—teachers were admitted to the training 
program only if at least half the teachers (including the principal) in a school 
agreed to participate.

• Sessions included groups of about 60 teachers. Teams from 5 to 10 schools 
joined together, providing an opportunity to share experiences both within 
and between schools.

• Programs focused on schools in disadvantaged contexts, but students’ 
achievements were not taken into account so that teachers from both 
well-performing and poorly performing schools could share experiences.

• A group of supervisors and professors from teacher-training institutions, 
selected and trained for the program, conducted sessions.

• The program focused on teaching approaches to mathematics, language, 
and natural and social sciences.

Source: Ravela 2005.

BOX 6.3
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a wide range of topics designed to provide knowledge and develop 
skills likely to contribute to the creation of an environment supportive 
of student learning. Questionnaires administered in a national assess-
ment can help inform the content of this kind of in-service training, 
prompting educational authorities to organize courses to address one 
or more of the following (Murphy, Yff, and Shipman 2000): 

• Skills of head teachers in managing school resources to provide a 
safe, effi cient, and effective learning environment

• Their leadership skills to sustain a school culture and an instruc-
tional program that support student learning

• Their ability to assist teachers in developing teachers’ knowledge 
and skills

• Their ability to analyze and address problems of discipline, school 
attendance, and staff morale

• Their ability to develop strategies to collaborate with families and 
communities in the work of the school (particularly if the commu-
nity holds negative perceptions of the school)

• Their ability to understand, respond to, and infl uence the larger 
political, social, economic, legal, and cultural context.

FOCUS ON SCHOOLS AND CLASSROOM TEACHING

Ensuring that national assessment fi ndings infl uence the practice of 
classroom teachers to improve student learning is a challenging and 
complex task. Little is known regarding the most effective strategies to 
use, which are likely to vary from one education system to another and 
from school to school.

This section addresses the situation in which the fi ndings of a 
national assessment are disseminated and individual schools are left 
to interpret the fi ndings’ relevance and develop strategies to address 
problems that may be identifi ed. Three specifi c procedural steps are 
described that seem essential if national assessment fi ndings are to 
be used effectively: (a) communication of fi ndings to teachers, (b) 
interpretation of fi ndings by teachers and assessment of their rele-
vance to their school, and (c) application of fi ndings in strategies 
designed to improve student learning. Following a consideration of 
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these steps, decisions that need to be made in planning an interven-
tion are identifi ed.

Communication of Findings

A variety of approaches is possible following a sample-based national 
assessment to inform teachers throughout the education system of 
fi ndings: printed material and reports; seminars and workshops; and 
visits from inspectors, supervisors, and advisers. In some countries, 
teachers have access to national assessment reports on the Web.

A report can contain comments of a general nature and broad 
exhortation, or it can contain detailed information based on analysis 
of student performance. Uganda, where the results of its national 
assessment were limited to general messages sent in poster form to 
teachers in all schools for classroom display, provides an example 
of the former (box 6.4). Other countries provide more detailed 

Poster Extract Published after National Assessment: 
Uganda

In Uganda, a poster with the following text was distributed to teachers for 
display in their classrooms:

 We can do the following:

• Listen to instructions in English and respond appropriately

• Read a short piece of writing in English

• Carry out addition, subtraction, and multiplication of numbers

• Write some English words and sentences

 Help us to learn to:

• Develop a wider vocabulary

• Read fast and fl uently

• Write clearly and neatly

• Carry out division of numbers correctly

• Use knowledge already learnt in new situations in everyday life

Source: Uganda National Examinations Board n.d.

BOX 6.4
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reports—primarily for teachers—that describe the achievements of 
students in terms of the curriculum areas that have shown particu-
lar strengths and weaknesses. Including practical suggestions that 
schools and teachers could use to improve student achievement will 
clearly augment the value of these reports.

A report to teachers in British Columbia, Canada, provides an 
example of a detailed description of student performance on an assess-
ment. The report contained a series of tables indicating the percentage 
of students at the district level who answered each item in a test cor-
rectly, as well as the percentage of students who selected incorrect 
alternatives. It also provided an interpretation of what students were 
typically doing when choosing incorrect responses. Table 6.3 presents 
an example for a test of mathematics (patterns and relations). 

In a similar vein, box 6.5 provides an example of an item that could 
be used in a group discussion to help teachers identify the common 
errors of students when they are presented with a basic mathematics 
computation item involving more than one step and a squared number. 

TABLE 6.3

Percentage of Students Answering Items Correctly in a Mathematics 
Assessment: British Columbia, Canada

Item 
number

Percentage 
correct Description of item

Comments on incorrect 
responses

2 53 A word problem involving 
division and fi nding of a 
remainder (dividing a 
number of objects into 
sets of a given size and 
fi nding how many are left 
over)

More than one-quarter 
(28%) subtracted rather 
than divided; 13% divided 
correctly but found an 
incorrect remainder.

21 55 A word problem involving 
multiplication, subtraction, 
and division (fi nding 
the greatest number 
of an item that can be 
purchased with change 
from an earlier purchase)

Common errors were 
calculating incorrectly 
(19%), ignoring part of 
the information (10%), 
and using only part of 
the information in the 
calculations (10%).

Source: Extracted from British Columbia Ministry of Education 1999.
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The numbers in parentheses after each option represent the percentage 
of students who selected the option. Teacher discussion should lead to 
the following conclusions: 

• A majority of students responded incorrectly and had not selected 
option D.

• Those who selected option A may not have known the signifi cance 
of the index 2.

• Those who selected option B may have changed the sign inside the 
bracket because of the minus sign outside the bracket.

• Those who selected option C may have multiplied the 3 by 4 and 
then subtracted 1, instead of fi rst subtracting 1 from 4.

Although reports to schools provide potentially valuable informa-
tion for teachers, merely distributing materials to schools is unlikely to 
be effective for the following reasons:

• Teachers, bombarded by a variety of curriculum documents, may 
not see national assessment reports as a priority for their attention. 
A survey in a New Zealand city found that teachers were largely 
unaware of national assessment reports or of their potential for 
enhancing the quality of teachers’ work. Although copies of reports 
had arrived in schools, very few teachers either knew of their exis-
tence or had read them (Lovett 1999). 

Mathematics Item

5² − 3(4 − 1) =

A) −4  (13%)

B) 10  (22%)

C) 14  (27%)

D) 16  (38%)

Source: Authors’ compilation.

BOX 6.5
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• Reports, even when prepared specifi cally for schools and teachers, 
may not be suffi ciently user-friendly (Arregui and McLauchlan 
2005; OECD 2004). 

• Teachers may need assistance in developing an understanding of 
a proposed reform and its relevance to the conditions in which 
they teach. 

• Teachers will probably need assistance if they are to change their 
teaching to achieve objectives suggested in a reform (for example, 
to shift their focus from memorization and group recitation to pro-
cedures that will develop greater student engagement and more 
active involvement in learning) (Chapman and Snyder 2000; Grant, 
Peterson, and Shojgreen-Downer 1996; Ravela 2005; Snyder and 
others 1997).

Interpretation of Findings and Assessment of Their Relevance

Even without a national assessment, schools—especially if they serve 
students from an economically disadvantaged background—will usu-
ally be aware if a substantial number of their students are experienc-
ing diffi culty. In this situation, national assessment fi ndings may be no 
more than a spur to refl ection and action. Assessment fi ndings, how-
ever, as well as reinforcing teachers’ perceptions (if, for example, par-
ticular categories of school are identifi ed as problematic), can provide 
indications of the nature of students’ diffi culties and clues to the fac-
tors that inhibit or foster student learning. Nevertheless, schools 
clearly need to take cognizance of the actual conditions in which they 
operate, which can vary considerably from one location to another.

In this regard, a variety of factors merit consideration. Schools dif-
fer in students’ levels of achievement and in the causes of low achieve-
ment. Teachers differ in how well they know the content they are 
expected to teach and in their pedagogical skills and attitudes. Schools 
differ in the resources that are available, in the ways they use those 
resources, in the constraints under which they operate (such as very 
large classes), and in their capacity to change. They also differ in the 
social and economic circumstances in which they operate, in the 
readiness of their students for learning on arriving at school, and in the 
support they receive from homes and communities. Teachers need 
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to refl ect on these matters, gauging the relevance of the assessment 
fi ndings to their situation. In particular, they need to determine the 
knowledge or skills that represent the greatest instructional needs and 
the kind of change that would be likely to be most effective. 

Because a sample-based assessment does not provide information 
on standards of achievement in individual schools, schools need some 
way of determining how the achievements of their students compare 
with those of students in other schools if the national assessment fi nd-
ings are to be relevant. Uruguay addressed this issue by making the 
assessment instrument available to schools that did not participate in 
the national assessment. Although this approach allows all schools to 
compare the achievement of their students with national norms, it 
has the disadvantage that the ability to monitor achievement in the 
education system over time is compromised because widely available 
items presumably cannot be reused. An alternative approach would be 
to develop and make available to all schools a set of standardized tests 
of achievement that teachers could administer to their own students to 
determine their standing relative to national norms that the tests would 
provide. The value of the standardized tests would be greatly enhanced 
if they also provided diagnostic information about student achieve-
ments, which could provide a basis for remedial action.

Application of Findings

When the relevance of national assessment fi ndings to a particular 
school is established, the school should review in detail the achieve-
ments of its students (identifying gaps and weaknesses in learning) and 
the circumstances that may be contributing to the situation. It should 
then devise strategies to address identifi ed problems. Many teachers 
will fi nd this task very diffi cult and will require considerable support. 
Support may take the form of guidelines and examples of good prac-
tice from the ministry of education, workshops for head teachers and 
subject specialists, or on-site support from inspectors or supervisors. 
All of these can contribute to deliberations at staff meetings. 

Teachers may need specifi c help in (a) identifying aspects of their 
practice that need to change, (b) describing desired practices, 
(c) describing differences between existing and desired practices, and 
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(d) specifying stages in practices that will indicate movement toward 
desired practices. Moving through the stages will be an incremental 
process in which, it may be hoped, teachers will adapt existing prac-
tices in moving toward ones that are more likely to have a positive 
effect on student learning.

Some national assessment reports include specifi c recommendations 
for action (see box 6.6). The recommendations are specifi c to a par-
ticular country and curriculum and may not be relevant in other 

Recommendations Following a National Assessment in 
Mathematics, Grade 5: Ireland

The following recommendations are from a guide that was published by 
the Irish Department of Education and Science in response to a national 
assessment: 

• Teachers should support pupils’ development in the “Shape & Space” 
content strand by engaging them in tasks involving reasoning about shape 
and space.

• Teachers should extend work relating to data collection, data analysis, and 
construction and interpretation of graphs to subjects such as geography 
and science. Opportunities should be sought to apply knowledge about 
the “Number,” “Measures,” and “Shape & Space” strands in other subject 
areas and in real-life contexts.

• Teachers should accord greater emphasis to the “Measures” strand by 
providing opportunities for pupils to transfer the knowledge and skills 
acquired in practical activities to nonroutine problems.

• Teachers should place greater emphasis on teaching higher-order math-
ematics skills, including “Applying” and “Problem Solving.”

• Schools and teachers should support parents in developing their child’s 
profi ciency in mathematics by providing information on changes in curricu-
lum and teaching methods, advice on engaging children in mathematics-
related activities at home, and guidance on using homework (including the 
amount of time to allocate to homework) to support learning.

• Schools and teachers should extend the use of calculators and information 
and communication technologies to teach mathematics. Calculators and 
information and communication technologies should be used not only to 
develop skills such as basic computation, but also to enhance mathematical 
reasoning and problem-solving skills.

Source: Adapted from Surgenor and others 2006; also available at http://www.erc.ie.

BOX 6.6
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settings. The point, however, is that when a national assessment includes 
recommendations, it can serve as a prompt or checklist to guide a series 
of staff discussions as the head teacher and teachers review the practice 
in their school and how it conforms with—or diverges from—the prac-
tice recommended in the national assessment report.

Very often, a national assessment report will not provide specifi c 
recommendations. In this case, teachers will have to rely more on their 
own resources in devising strategies to address areas of weakness in 
students’ achievements identifi ed in the assessment. In Uganda, follow-
ing a consideration of assessment fi ndings (for example, low perfor-
mance in reading continuous text, in writing, and in geometry), a group 
of head teachers from a number of schools identifi ed specifi c ways in 
which they felt they could improve the learning environment in their 
schools. These methods included improving the pacing of instruction 
in response to students’ progress (or lack of it), checking teachers’ 
schemes of work and lesson plans, involving students in making learn-
ing materials, and holding competitions among students in reading and 
numeracy tasks (Acana 2008).

A consideration of the fi ndings of educational research can inform 
teachers’ discussions at staff meetings and in other forums of ways to 
address problems identifi ed in a national assessment. Because teachers 
are not likely to be familiar with research fi ndings, the following pages 
summarize major fi ndings that could inform their deliberations. Areas 
relevant to such deliberations are (a) research on school effectiveness 
(box 6.7), (b) research on teacher effectiveness (box 6.8), and 
(c) research on relationships between student learning and individual 
student and family factors (box 6.9).

Teachers should keep a number of factors in mind when considering 
the research. First, the fi ndings are based for the most part on the results 
of studies carried out in industrial countries. The smaller number of 
studies in developing countries replicates those results in many respects, 
with the exception that a stronger association of student achievement 
with teacher quality and with the availability of resources (for exam-
ple, textbooks) has been found (Reynolds 2000). Second, teachers may 
be more effective in some curriculum areas than in others. For exam-
ple, the skills required for teaching art or laboratory science may differ 
from those required to teach language and mathematics (the curricu-
lum areas investigated in most studies of school effectiveness). Third, 
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Discussion Topics: National Assessment Results and School 
Effectiveness Variables

Schools should consider in their discussions the following factors, which have 
been found in research to be related to school effectiveness:

• Orderly school environment

• High quality of head teacher’s instructional leadership

• Positive school “culture” or “climate” (unity of purpose, with a focus on 
student learning)

• High expectations for student achievement and behavior

• Strong disciplinary environment

• High staff morale

• Opportunities for staff development

• Parental involvement

• Coordination and consistency of instruction across grade levels.

Sources: Lockheed and Verspoor 1991; Reynolds and Teddlie 2000.

BOX 6.7

Discussion Topics: National Assessment Results and Teacher 
Effectiveness Variables

Schools should consider in their discussions the following factors, which have 
been found in research to be related to teacher effectiveness:

• Knowledge of subject matter

• Management and organization of classrooms (for example, to ensure 
minimal disruption)

• Instructional practices (clarity of academic focus, pacing instruction to 
students’ level, opportunities for students to practice and apply what they 
have learned, adequate curriculum coverage, and opportunities for 
students to learn)

• Ability to teach higher-order thinking skills

• Individualization of instruction

BOX 6.8

(continued)
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BOX 6.8

• Collaborative learning that facilitates group work by students

• High expectations for achievement and behavior communicated to 
students

• Availability and adequacy of resources (textbooks and other instructional 
materials)

• Monitoring and assessment of student progress (use and frequency of 
precise reinforcement; appropriate questions that are at a suitable level of 
diffi culty and require students to refl ect, organize, and apply knowledge 
rather than simply recall information)

• Frequency and monitoring of homework

• Attendance

• Time spent on preparation for class

• Beliefs, perceptions, and assumptions (including expectations for student 
achievement).

Sources: Brophy and Good 1986; Fuller 1987; Teddlie and Reynolds 2000; Wang, Haertel, and 
Walberg 1993; Wenglinsky 2002.

BOX 6.9

Discussion Topics: National Assessment Results and 
Individual Student and Family Factors Associated with 
Student Learning

Research indicates that characteristics such as the following have signifi cant 
effects on student achievement:

• Student characteristics (motivation, engagement in learning, nutritional 
status, and illnesses)

• Attendance

• Parents’ educational or income level

• Family support (having high expectations for scholastic achievement, 
being involved in schoolwork, assisting with homework, reading to 
children or having children read to family members, and liaising with 
child’s teacher)

• Demands on student outside school (work or child-minding responsibilities).

Source: Authors’ compilation.



118 | USING THE RESULTS OF A NATIONAL ASSESSMENT OF EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT

teachers may be more effective with some categories of students than 
others (Campbell and others 2004). 

School effectiveness. Factors generally associated with effectiveness 
at the level of the school (box 6.7) underline the importance of the 
head teacher’s role, as well as the importance of developing a school 
culture that emphasizes student learning. Supporting conditions, 
such as school discipline and morale, also fi gure in these factors. Staff 
discussions should focus on the link between the national assessment 
fi ndings and the school effectiveness factors that are most relevant to 
the school’s situation.

Teacher effectiveness. Empirical evidence available for over a century 
on the key role that the home background of students plays in their 
ability to learn may at times have led commentators to underestimate 
the effects of school characteristics and, in particular, of teachers’ 
classroom practices. Recent research based on data collected for the 
U.S. National Assessment of Educational Progress, using sophisti-
cated statistical analysis, challenges this view. The fi ndings of the 
research indicate that classroom practices (for example, a focus on 
teaching higher-order thinking skills, the application of problem-
solving techniques to unique problems, and the individualization of 
instruction) affected students’ mathematics achievement in eighth 
grade at least as strongly as student background (Wenglinsky 2002).

The factors found to be associated with the effectiveness of teach-
ers in their classrooms (box 6.8) identify teachers’ subject-matter 
knowledge and pedagogical skills. Instructional conditions that are 
particularly important include opportunity to learn, time on task, 
structured teaching, assessment and feedback to students, availability 
of adequate resources, and use of multiple paths to the solution of 
problems to accommodate the variation that one fi nds in any class-
room in students’ knowledge and experience (Scheerens 1998; 
Wenglinsky 2002). Specifi cation of high expectations for student 
achievement in the classroom reinforces the need for high expectations 
at the school level (box 6.7). The relationship between school effec-
tiveness and teacher effectiveness also fi nds expression in the need to 
coordinate instruction across grade levels. Therefore, school staff dis-
cussions of a national assessment should consider the implications 
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of the fi ndings for teaching at all grades and, in particular, at grades 
below the one at which the assessment was carried out.

Ideally, the mechanism to achieve changes in teachers’ practices will 
involve reviews by the school’s staff to examine and interpret student 
performance data and to develop teaching strategies designed to raise 
student achievement. Support from inspectors, supervisors, or advisers 
will be important as teachers strive to apply what they have learned in 
their classrooms. Change in the classroom is more likely to occur and 
to be sustained when the following specifi c conditions are met (Elmore 
and Burney 1999; Fullan 2001; Reezigt and Creemers 2005):

• The nature of problems (for example, poor performance in division 
of decimals) and their possible causes are clarifi ed.

• Improvement needs are identifi ed, and specifi c goals are set (relat-
ing, for example, to achievement in particular domains, attitudes, 
students’ role in the learning process, attendance).

• A plan (with specifi c steps) with priority areas for instruction is de-
veloped to address identifi ed defi ciencies.

• Expectations are set for student achievement.
• Strategies are developed on the basis of discrepancies identifi ed be-

tween present and desired practice. 
• Student progress is monitored on a regular basis.
• The focus is on the concrete application of general ideas.
• Teachers are exposed to actual desired practice rather than to de-

scriptions of practice.
• Opportunities are provided for teachers to interact with each other 

and with inspectors or supervisors in a collaborative work culture.
• Progress in implementing the plan is evaluated and refl ected on (for 

example, to determine if goals have been achieved).

The less tangible aspects of some of the items specifi ed for teacher 
effectiveness in box 6.8 should be noted. If, as has been stated, belief 
systems underlying the value and purpose of a curriculum and teach-
ers’ expectations and aspirations for their students are more important 
than changing details of a curriculum or teaching strategies (Anderson 
2002; Robertson 2005), then strategies to improve student learning 
will need to respond to a wider range of circumstances than has nor-
mally been the practice.
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Student, family, and community factors. In their discussions of national 
assessment fi ndings, head teachers and teachers should consider 
research on individual student, family, and community factors that 
affect student learning (see box 6.9). If problems related to these fac-
tors are identifi ed, procedures designed to have an indirect impact on 
students’ cognitive development may be indicated in areas other than 
at the school or classroom level. Options at the individual student level 
could include providing school meals or supplements for nutritional 
defi ciencies. However, such provision would normally require a deci-
sion at a higher level or the involvement of parents because an indi-
vidual school is unlikely to be able to meet the costs involved. A school 
would not be able to do much about parents’ formal educational levels 
either, but it could advise parents on the characteristics of a family 
environment that support children’s learning. For example, fi ndings of 
the Vietnam national assessment (see chapter 2) prompted the recom-
mendation that parents be advised about the usefulness of providing a 
private space at home for students to study, as well as the need to 
minimize their children’s absence from school (World Bank 2004).

In their review of national assessment fi ndings, school personnel 
might well refl ect on ways to strengthen the link between school and 
students’ home lives. Schools in many countries have formal links with 
families, though in some cases they exist in name only. Links may need 
to be reinvigorated and developed to play an active role in increasing 
the involvement of families in activities that encourage and promote 
student learning. A wide range of strategies is available for this pur-
pose. Such strategies include (a) involving parents in governance and 
advocacy on behalf of the school (for example, in a parent-teacher 
association or a school management board); (b) having parents assist 
with noninstructional activities in the school; (c) holding workshops 
and lectures to discuss school policies or home conditions that promote 
learning; and (d) using programs to involve parents (or other adults) in 
learning activities at home, including ones directed toward developing 
skills in problem solving, critical thinking, conversation, and supervi-
sion of homework (Kellaghan and others 1993).

Broader contextual factors, such as the social and economic circum-
stances of the community served by the school, can also affect student 
learning in school. However, these factors are largely outside the 
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control of schools. Nonetheless, obtaining support for the work of the 
school from local administrative and political fi gures is important, 
even in economically poor communities. Communities may become 
involved through support in caring for the school premises and in pro-
viding resources. Conveying the message to the community that 
schools provide opportunities for the development and advancement 
of children is particularly important; schools should clearly refl ect that 
belief in their activities.

Planning an Intervention

When the head teacher and teachers agree on a course of action fol-
lowing a discussion of national assessment fi ndings, they should draw 
up a plan to implement a number of strategies focused on improving 
student learning. The plan should specify the role of those who will 
be involved and should be checked from time to time to monitor 
implementation. For example, the plan might specify that the teacher 
who has the most expertise in the teaching of writing share his or her 
ideas with colleagues at a staff meeting. The plan should be realistic, 
taking into account size of school, availability of resources, abilities of 
individual teachers, and likelihood of support from education offi cials 
and members of the local community. Ideally, the plan should specify 
the following (Reezigt and Creemers 2005):

• Time needed for activities
• Priorities and order of activities
• Strategies (for example, workshops, coaching)
• Involvement of external agents and their roles and tasks, if applicable
• Staff members who will be involved and their tasks
• Role and authority of staff members who are actively involved (to 

prevent later misunderstandings)
• Role envisaged for students, parents, and community.

CONCLUSION

The number and complexity of the factors that affect student 
achievement, captured in a chart prepared by the Uganda National 
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Examinations Board following a series of national assessments (see 
fi gure 6.3), highlight the challenges facing schools and teachers. 
Professional development courses obviously have a role to play in 
addressing defi ciencies that may be identifi ed in teachers’ subject-
matter knowledge or pedagogical skills. However, other initiatives 
are likely to be required in schools if they are to take on board the 
fi ndings of a national assessment and to react to those fi ndings. In the 
case of sample-based assessments, the fi rst challenge is to decide on 
the relevance of the assessment fi ndings to individual schools. After 
that, if the fi ndings are judged to be relevant, or if the school has been 
identifi ed in a census-based assessment, the school is faced with the 
task of devising strategies that will enhance student achievement—a 
task that often has to be addressed with limited resources. This chap-
ter focused on the implications of national assessment fi ndings for 
teaching. If a national assessment does not identify specifi c courses of 
action, a school should be guided in developing strategies by research 
evidence on school effectiveness, teacher effectiveness, and the role 
of homes and communities in supporting student learning.

Some fi ndings of a national assessment may point to changes in 
approach that are under the control of schools and teachers (for exam-
ple, more time devoted to particular topics in the curriculum, more 
careful attention to analyzing students’ homework, and more emphasis 
on providing feedback). Others are under the control of parents (for 
example, encouraging better school attendance or ensuring that home-
work is completed). Ministry of education offi cials may need to pro-
vide personnel and fi nancial resources (a) to determine the implica-
tions of the fi ndings of an assessment for teacher preparation and 
classroom practice, (b) to communicate assessment fi ndings to schools, 
(c) to assist schools in interpreting fi ndings and their relevance, (d) to 
assist schools in implementing strategies to address poor student 
achievement, and (e) to ensure that continuing support is available to 
schools in the implementation of strategies.

The following summary of activities, if implemented, should serve 
to increase the infl uence of a national assessment on teacher education 
and classroom practice:

• Involve teacher trainers in the design and implementation of the 
national assessment.
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FIGURE 6.3

Factors That Affect Achievement: Uganda

Source: Acana 2006. Reproduced with permission.
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• Collect relevant information about classroom practices in question-
naires administered in the national assessment.

• Identify and report the implications of the fi ndings of the national 
assessment for preservice and in-service teacher education.

• Encourage use of results by teacher trainers and preservice stu-
dents. 

• Prepare nontechnical, easy-to-read reports of assessment results for 
teachers.

• Encourage schools to review the national assessment and consider its 
implications.

• Advise teachers to consider school and nonschool factors that have 
a bearing on student performance.

• Encourage schools to increase parents’ involvement in their chil-
dren’s education.

• Encourage schools and teachers to undertake a limited number of 
feasible changes in school organization and in their approaches to 
teaching.

• Monitor and evaluate the effects of changes that are undertaken.
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 Describing the performance of the education sys-
tem can help focus public attention on educational concerns and 
stimulate national public debate. The public would undoubtedly be 
shocked to learn, for example, that the reading achievements of a 
large proportion of fi fth-grade students are judged to be less than 
“profi cient.” Although politicians may sometimes fi nd controlling the 
fl ow of this kind of information in their interest, the long-term advan-
tages of an open information system are likely to outweigh short-term 
disadvantages. At its best, information about student achievements 
can inform debate about education, which, in turn, can contribute to 
increased public support for efforts to improve the system (Greaney 
and Kellaghan 1996; Vegas and Petrow 2008). In fact, publication of 
the results of a national assessment—even a sample-based one—makes 
the operation “high stakes” in the sense that it brings to the attention 
of the public information about the quality of schools, thereby raising 
issues of accountability (Chapman and Snyder 2000).

Whether the fi ndings of research (including national assessments) 
are made openly available will be determined by political consider-
ations and the institutional practices and culture of policy elites (see 
chapter 1). In some situations, authorities provide information on 
aggregated national (and regional) levels of achievement, but not on 
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school- or student-level achievement. In other cases, they provide 
access to both types of information. In still other instances, however, 
authorities have resisted providing access to any kind of informa-
tion. In some countries, access may be obtained by using freedom of 
information procedures (see box 7.1). In the absence of freedom of 
information legislation, governments may not consider that the 
public has a right to know the results of national or international 
assessments. Peru’s Fujimori government decided against making 
the results of its fi rst national assessment public for political reasons 
(Arregui and McLauchlan 2005). Other countries that have refused 
or delayed the publication of national-level results of international 
assessments include Mexico (Ferrer and Arregui 2003) and Romania 
(Gilmore 2005). A variety of reasons for withholding information 
have been offered, including the fear that fi ndings might be used for 
interschool comparisons in the case of census assessments, that parents 
would not be able to understand the assessment information, and that 
the results were not technically adequate (Ferrer 2006).

Tradition and prior agreements with groups such as teachers’ unions 
may limit the extent to which results are made public. In Uruguay, for 
example, teachers’ unions, which were originally strongly opposed to 
the concept of a national assessment, agreed after discussions with 
the ministry of education on a series of steps following a census-based 
assessment (box 7.2) that did not promote widespread public aware-
ness but that did succeed in providing useful information for in-service 
teacher training.

Special efforts may be required to attract public attention in the case 
of a sample-based national assessment. Certainly, this type of assess-
ment does not attract the same media attention as an international 

Freedom of Information Laws 

Not all countries have legislation that gives the public right of access to 
government-held information. Only 68 of about 195 countries had freedom of 
information laws in 2006.

Source: Banisar 2006.

BOX 7.1  
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study that invites commentary on a country’s performance relative to 
the performance of other countries, encapsulated in headlines such as 
“Sweden at the Level of Developing Countries” (Husén 1987) and “SA 
[South African] Pupils Rank Last in Maths, Science Study” (Monare 
2006). National census-based assessments also tend to attract more 
media attention than sample-based ones when information is published 
(which it often is) on the performance of individual schools. 

EXAMPLES OF THE USE OF ASSESSMENT RESULTS TO 
INFORM THE PUBLIC

Ministries of education increasingly recognize the importance of dis-
seminating the results of national assessments. They recognize that the 
fi ndings of an assessment can serve an “enlightenment” function, not 

Agreements on the Release of National Assessment 
Results: Uruguay

In Uruguay, teachers’ unions agreed to the following steps to allow release of 
national assessment results:

• National assessment results are made public in a workshop for primary 
school inspectors.

• The media may attend the workshop and can receive national-level results.

• Individual school results are not made public and are available only to 
inspectors and head teachers.

• Individual parents can request school-level results from the head teacher.

• Publishing school rankings is not permitted.

• Results are returned to school authorities promptly (the standard is 40 days 
after administration).

• Classroom teachers should not be accountable for their students’ 
achievements.

• Scores should be interpreted taking pertinent sociocultural factors into 
account.

Sources: Benveniste 2000; Ravela 2005.

BOX 7.2  
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just for policy and decision makers (see chapter 5) but also for the 
public, in identifying and thinking about problems in education. In 
Latin America, informing the public about student achievement levels 
has come to be regarded as an important outcome of a national assess-
ment (Arregui and McLauchlan 2005). In Argentina, using student 
achievement results, the national government set out to provide the 
public with evidence that the education system was in crisis—a crisis 
that required the wide-sweeping reforms contained in federal law 
(Benveniste 2002).

In Chile, where national assessment results are used to create 
support networks in civil society, the annual publication of results 
has contributed to making education an issue on the public agenda 
(Benveniste 2002). Again in Chile, publicity about the association 
between students’ socioeconomic status and their achievements 
increased the social demand for equity. More concretely, it formed 
the basis for policies focused on addressing inequities in the educa-
tion system (Meckes and Carrasco 2006).

In other parts of the world, national assessment teams go to consid-
erable length to inform the public about an assessment, sometimes in 
great detail. In both England and the United States, for example, 
although assessment strategies differ radically, extensive Web sites 
about assessment programs are available. Governments in both coun-
tries use Web sites to support their assessment policies and to inform 
the public about the quality of education. The sample-based Web site 
for the U.S. National Assessment of Educational Progress (http://nces.
ed.gov/nationsreportcard) includes information about current and past 
national assessments; a section targeted to parents; details of subjects 
assessed, including subject frameworks; the assessment schedule; and 
sample items (see box 3.6). The guide for parents provides information 
on how students are selected for the assessment and how much time 
the test takes, and it states that information about individual stu-
dents and schools is not reported. The Web site for the census-based 
assessment in England (http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Parents/School 
slearninganddevelopment/ExamsTestsAndTheCurriculum/) 
describes tests and teacher assessments.

Consistent implementation of national assessments, together with 
regular publication of results, is likely to raise public awareness (Meckes 
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and Carrasco 2006). Commentary by signifi cant fi gures on assessment 
fi ndings is also likely to enhance public awareness. In the United 
States, following the release of Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study Repeat results for eighth-grade students, the U.S. 
secretary of education observed, “We cannot expect to lead the world 
in math and science if our geometry students are being taught by his-
tory teachers and our chemistry students are being taught by physical 
education teachers” (Riley 2000). Although the comments followed 
an international assessment, they are fi rmly rooted in observations of 
the national scene and could as easily have been prompted by a national 
assessment. 

THE ROLE OF THE MEDIA

The media are an important source of information on national assess-
ments for the public. In Germany, newspapers played a signifi cant role 
in arousing public and policy-level interest following analysis of the 
country’s performance in the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA). Within one month of the release of the PISA 2000 
results, German newspapers had devoted an estimated 687 pages to 
the topic, a much higher fi gure than that recorded for other countries 
(OECD and INES Project, Network A 2004). Although the study of 
interest was international, the fi ndings were used to identify major 
unexpected achievement differences between the 16 states (Länder) 
within the country, prompting debate on the role of education pro-
vided in German schools. Results were also interpreted as providing 
evidence of social inequity. Public and political reaction led to reforms 
that included introducing common standards and measures across all 
Länder, preparing a common annual report on education in the coun-
try, and increasing the number of hours of schooling (Rubner 2006).

Although the media have an important role to play in disseminating 
fi ndings, problems can be anticipated with the way the media report 
fi ndings. Some reporters of national (and international) assessments 
seem more interested in fi ndings that refl ect badly on the education 
system than in fi ndings that refl ect positively. Others seek to sensation-
alize or distort aspects of fi ndings. A further potential problem with 
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the media is that studies of poor quality can attract as much attention 
as studies of good quality. Thus, studies carried out in a handful of 
schools (or even in one school) may be accorded the same seriousness 
as studies based on representative samples of students. 

In some respects, the coverage of national assessment topics in the 
media has become more sophisticated over time. Instead of percentage 
scores, results are now more likely to be reported in terms of student 
profi ciency levels (for example, “adequate,” “profi cient,” “superior”). 
Achievement trends are reported where appropriate, and results may 
be categorized by region, gender, and socioeconomic status. 

DEVELOPING A COMMUNICATION STRATEGY

A procedure to ensure that national assessment fi ndings have maxi-
mum infl uence requires a communication strategy involving several 
steps (see box 7.3).

Because national assessment systems produce thousands of indi-
vidual fi ndings, the fi rst step in developing a communication strategy 

Procedures to Maximize the Impact of National 
Assessment Findings

Following a communication strategy, such as that given below, can help 
maximize the impact of a national assessment:

• Reach agreement on a limited number of key messages that will be 
consistently conveyed by offi cial spokespersons.

• Anticipate questions and draft standard answers.

• Anticipate how journalists and interest groups will attempt to distort key 
messages, and devise strategies to deal with this problem.

• Develop mechanisms to monitor public and private coverage of study 
results, to adjust the intended message where appropriate, and to respond 
to misuse when it occurs.

• Develop strategies to deal with distorted interpretations of fi ndings.

Source: Authors’ compilation.

BOX 7.3  
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may seem somewhat anomalous: boil down all those fi ndings into a 
few key messages that can be consistently conveyed to all spokesper-
sons and that will be embedded in all summary documents, such as 
press releases. Properly conceived and executed, the dissemination 
strategy will alert target audiences to the availability of information 
about the national assessment and encourage them to fi nd out more. 
The goal of the strategy is careful management of fi rst impressions of 
the national assessment results.

Assuming that interest has been aroused, the next step is to ensure 
that targeted audiences get clear, nontechnical answers to any ques-
tions they may have about the meaning of key fi ndings and to standard 
journalistic questions: who, what, when, where, why, how, and how 
much? Answers should be prepared, vetted for technical correctness, 
reviewed by nontechnical individuals for clarity, and rehearsed by all 
offi cial spokespersons prior to release.

National study teams also need to anticipate how journalists and 
interest groups will attempt to distort key messages to serve their own 
interests. Journalists may attempt to lure spokespersons into drawing 
unsubstantiated conclusions or value judgments about the fi ndings. To 
anticipate this possibility, offi cial spokespersons should undergo media 
training, if possible, and participate in mock interviews with a colleague 
acting as a “hostile” journalist.

Key messages should be crafted in a way that prevents interest 
groups and journalists from making claims that cannot be supported 
by the fi ndings. If a national study team is asked to comment on 
third-party statements in an effort to set up confl ict, the safest course 
is to refrain from commenting on others’ interpretation of fi ndings 
and to use the occasion to reiterate key messages. The one exception 
is when third parties, either journalists or interest groups, make 
errors of fact. In these cases, the national study team must react as 
quickly as possible.

Reacting to incorrect interpretations presupposes that a mechanism 
is in place by which one can track responses to the study. National study 
teams actually have to put two parallel systems in place: one to monitor 
public coverage of the study and a second to monitor private coverage.

Public coverage can be monitored in several ways. In many coun-
tries, one can purchase the services of a clipping service that scans key 
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media for mention and provides details in a report. A lower-cost 
alternative is to have members of the team keep track themselves.

Monitoring private coverage is more diffi cult but is often more 
important. It is best accomplished through personal communication 
with a few key users, by telephone or in person, so that one gets candid 
responses. Making a list of problems that arise is useful. These lists 
should be collated and discussed at regular intervals—very frequently 
in the period immediately following the release of key products and 
less frequently later on. The goal of the review is to decide how key 
messages need to be adjusted and to deal proactively and rapidly with 
errors of fact. National assessment managers should nominate an indi-
vidual to manage this activity.

CONCLUSION

National assessment fi ndings are generally recognized as having the 
potential to inform public opinion, to raise consciousness about edu-
cational matters, and to increase support for efforts to improve the 
education system. Nevertheless, for a number of reasons, countries 
still vary in the extent of their efforts to convey assessment results to 
the public. First, the tradition in a country may favor a closed rather 
than an open approach to making public information obtained by a 
government agency. Second, an assessment may be designed primarily 
to provide information for education managers and teachers, not the 
public. And third, lack of dissemination may refl ect no more than a 
lack of interest, the lack of an implementation plan, or a failure at the 
outset to budget for dissemination.

Even when assessment fi ndings are disseminated, they may fail in 
their purpose to inform public opinion because reports are too techni-
cal in nature, too dense with statistical results, or generally unintelligi-
ble to the public. When national assessment fi ndings are distributed to 
the media, individual writers and editors will play a major role in deter-
mining the issues and the content that are published and ultimately in 
determining how the public and policy makers interpret the fi ndings 
(Stack 2006). A review of the newspaper coverage of the U.S. National 
Assessment of Educational Progress for the period from 1990 to 1998 
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suggests that newspapers tended (a) to rely heavily on the information 
in the press release, (b) to focus on a number of points in depth rather 
than present a general coverage of issues, (c) to present state rankings, 
(d) to use charts and graphs, (e) to have little interest in issues of test 
validity, and (f) to have problems understanding and communicating 
concepts relating to reading levels and some statistical terms (for exam-
ple, statistical signifi cance, percentiles) (Hambleton and Meara 2000).

Because having those responsible for the dissemination of national 
assessment fi ndings anticipate media problems is important, focused 
press releases should be prepared and assessment personnel should be 

Brochure Cover for National Assessment, Ethiopia

Source: Ethiopia Education Quality Assurance and Examinations Agency 2007. Reproduced 
with permission.

BOX 7.4  
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available for interviews. To help prevent simplistic interpretations, 
such as ones that attribute achievement to a single variable (for exam-
ple, class size, attending a private school, time spent watching televi-
sion), the national assessment team should spell out the limitations of 
the data.

In the future, public access to national assessment results is likely 
to improve through media briefi ngs, the use of other forms of public 
presentation, and the production of videos and dedicated Web sites. 
A wide variety of media is available for this purpose, including 
national and local newspapers, parliamentary debates, magazine arti-
cles, brochures, radio programs, and television programs (see, for 
example, box 7.4). Teacher publications, seminars, and meetings, as 
well as newsletters, brochures, journals, and conferences, can meet 
the needs of special interest groups, such as teachers.



TOWARD OPTIMIZING 

THE USE AND VALUE 

OF NATIONAL 

ASSESSMENTS

8CHAPTER

 This book’s review of the uses of the fi ndings of a 
national assessment shows that assessments in many countries have 
provided empirical evidence about the extent to which education 
systems have been successful in doing what they are designed to do: 
foster the development of all students and provide the foundation 
knowledge and skills that they will require in their future educa-
tional careers and beyond. By describing how achievement is distrib-
uted in the education system, national assessments have also raised 
issues about the extent to which fundamental principles related to 
access, quality, effi ciency, and equity govern the operation of the 
system. They did so by providing evidence about the extent that 
general achievement levels fall below expectations; about the failure 
of many students to acquire basic competencies after several years of 
education; and about differences in achievement associated with stu-
dents’ gender, place of residence, and home circumstances. Further-
more, the shift in focus from inputs to outcomes in considering the 
quality of education serves to draw to the attention of not just 
the educational community, but also politicians and the public, the 
importance of ensuring that students learn as a result of their educa-
tional experience.

135
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From a perusal of the reports of national assessments throughout 
the world, a reasonable conclusion would be that the level of 
achievements revealed in the assessments is not considered satisfac-
tory. Nevertheless, some countries take no remedial action follow-
ing an assessment. In other countries, some action has been taken, 
including provision of resources and professional development 
opportunities for teachers. In a few countries, sanctions have been 
attached to student performance, despite the likely undesirable, if 
unintended, consequences associated with the practice. Devising an 
appropriate response to the fi ndings of a national assessment remains 
a major challenge for policy makers and education managers 
throughout the world.

Given the complexity of the procedures (political and technical) 
that are required, the diffi culty of responding appropriately to the 
fi ndings of a national assessment is not surprising. Action may be 
indicated at several levels of the education system: government pol-
icy makers, central (regional and local) administrations, schools, and 
classroom teachers. More specifi c challenges can also be identifi ed. 
Issues remain in many countries about the quality of national assess-
ment data and, thus, of the reliance that can be placed on fi ndings. 
Either the capacity or the political will to use assessment fi ndings—or 
both—may be lacking. Assessment fi ndings may not be communi-
cated to stakeholders, and even when they are, they may not infl u-
ence policy and decision making at the macro level or classroom 
practice at the micro level. Some, if not all, of these problems may 
reasonably be attributed to the noninvolvement of key policy makers 
in the design of the assessment, to the novelty of national assess-
ments, to a lack of the technical skills that are required to execute an 
assessment (skills that are in scarce supply in a great many countries), 
and to a lack of capacity in schools to respond to the challenges posed 
by national assessment fi ndings. 

This chapter provides a list of the tasks (which can be used as a 
checklist) that need to be undertaken in a national assessment to opti-
mize the use of fi ndings. Then the chapter describes nine ways that 
future national assessment activities could be modifi ed or expanded to 
describe student achievements, which, in turn, should provide a more 
secure basis for policy and decision making.
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OPTIMIZING THE USE OF NATIONAL ASSESSMENT 
FINDINGS

This book’s review of national assessment experiences suggests that, to 
optimize fi ndings, ministry of education policy makers and managers 
should pay close attention to the following tasks:

Mission

• Provide from the outset clarity on the purpose of a national 
assessment—which is to obtain information on the outcomes of 
the education system as represented by student achievements 
with a view toward the following:

 — Informing policy and practice
 —  Improving the quality of student learning with a focus on the 

development of higher-level cognitive skills (involving reason-
ing, the ability to identify and solve problems, and the ability to 
perform nonroutine tasks), taking account of the needs of an 
information-based and globally competitive economy

 —  Identifying problems in the current system of educational provi-
sion and ways to address them.

Context for Use

• Develop institutional capacity to absorb and use the information 
provided by a national assessment.

• Integrate national assessments into existing structures, policy and 
decision-making processes, and channels of resource allocation.

• Create an awareness that national assessments provide information 
that can be used to improve the quality of student learning.

Execution of a National Assessment

• Involve policy and decision makers and other stakeholders in the 
design of a national assessment to ensure that it addresses their 
concerns.
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• Ensure that those responsible for the technical aspects of a national 
assessment have the relevant competencies related to instrument 
development, sampling, analysis, and report writing.

• Ensure that those responsible for the administration of a national 
assessment in schools follow correct procedures.

Description of Findings

• Describe student achievement in suffi cient detail to meet the needs 
of potential users, with a focus on diagnosing problems in the educa-
tion system.

• Identify factors that are associated with high or low achievement.

Communication of Findings

• Provide information about student achievement to politicians, pol-
icy makers, and education managers in a timely fashion and in a form 
that is intelligible to them, and motivate them to incorporate the 
evidence obtained in an assessment into their policy formation and 
decision making.

• Provide separate reports of a national assessment that are tailored 
to the needs of potential users (curriculum development authori-
ties; supervisors, inspectors, and advisers; teacher trainers; textbook 
writers; schools; teachers).

• Provide information on the fi ndings of a national assessment to the 
media and the public.

Formulation of Policy and Programs or Interventions

• Involve stakeholders in the study of assessment fi ndings, in setting 
priorities for policy and program formulation with a focus on stu-
dent learning, and in devising strategies to refl ect that policy, taking 
into account other relevant evidence (for example, the fi ndings of 
educational research studies and the judgments of school inspectors, 
advisers, and supervisors).
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• In the formulation of policy, take into account values, pressures, and 
constraints imposed by vested interests and make use of existing 
structures in the education system (for example, a mechanism for 
management to negotiate with trade unions) to achieve consensus or 
compromise in identifying courses of action.

Implementation of Policy and Programs or Interventions

• Develop criteria for the selection of schools or population groups for 
special support based on national assessment fi ndings, and work with 
the schools and communities involved to develop programs and 
strategies to improve student learning.

• Take account of “best practice” in devising interventions (for exam-
ple, best practice in providing in-service education for teachers).

• Identify agents to implement programs or interventions devised fol-
lowing a national assessment, and describe their tasks (for example, 
inspectors, in-service advisers, school principals).

• Provide continuing support to personnel involved in the develop-
ment and implementation of strategies designed to address problems 
identifi ed in an assessment.

Monitoring of Effects

• Monitor policy changes and interventions to determine if they have 
affected student learning.

DEVELOPING NATIONAL ASSESSMENTS TO INCREASE 
THEIR VALUE

This section describes nine ways that national assessment activities 
could be modifi ed or enhanced to increase their value to users.

More Detailed Information about Achievement

As noted in chapter 1, one of the purposes of a national assessment is 
to provide evidence of particular strengths and weaknesses in students’ 
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knowledge and skills; however, the number of items in the tests used 
in many national assessments is too small to allow the estimation of 
performance in specifi c domains of achievement. To increase the 
number of items for which an assessment will obtain data without 
overburdening individual students, many national (and international) 
assessments use a rotated booklet design (Beaton 1994). Several 
designs are available, but the essential features of each are (a) that the 
test each student takes includes only a portion of all the items used in 
the assessment and (b) that the inclusion of common items across 
booklets allows student performance on each test to be linked to a 
common scale.

National assessment administrators, especially in the early years of 
operation of the assessment, may prefer that all students respond to the 
same test booklet and may be reluctant to use a rotated booklet design 
because of the complexities involved in preparing and administering 
assessment instruments and in doing analyses. However, in the interest 
of providing more detailed information on achievement, it is some-
thing toward which they should aspire as they acquire experience.

Information about Student Characteristics Associated with 
Student Achievement

Some national (and international) assessments have collected infor-
mation on student characteristics associated with achievement in 
curriculum areas. For example, data were collected in Chile’s 
national assessment on students’ self-concept, attitudes toward 
school and learning, and peer and social relations. However, the 
data were not considered very useful, and the practice was discon-
tinued (Himmel 1996).

Chapter 1 referred to the diffi culty of obtaining reliable estimates of 
such variables, as well as problems in establishing the direction of cau-
sality between them and measures of scholastic achievement. Never-
theless, recent studies have been successful in identifying variables 
assessing students’ learning strategies (for example, self-regulation, 
self-confi dence, engagement, and motivation) (see Artelt and others 
2003; Postlethwaite 2004a), which have been found to be signifi cantly 
related to student achievement in scholastic areas. These variables 
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merit greater consideration in national assessments that strive to iden-
tify important correlates of learning.

Information on Learning Conditions in Classrooms

Most national assessments collect background data on students’ school 
and extra-school experiences. In some cases, data of doubtful relevance 
are collected; in others, analysis does not fully exploit the data. In most 
cases, the most signifi cant aspects of students’ experience for their 
school learning are not identifi ed.

The effect of a national assessment would be enhanced if greater 
care were exercised in designing background questionnaires: for exam-
ple, if the needs of potential users of information were identifi ed and, 
in particular, if greater attention were given to obtaining information 
on classroom practice (see the teacher questionnaires on the CD 
attached to Anderson and Morgan 2008, volume 2 in this series). To 
date, for example, measures of content coverage in teaching (opportu-
nity to learn), which have contributed to the explanation of student 
achievement in international studies, have not received a great deal of 
attention in national assessments.

Identifi cation of Schools for Intervention Following a National 
Assessment

The problem of identifying low-performing schools on the basis of a 
sample-based national assessment has caused policy makers in some 
countries to consider moving to a census-based assessment. The issue 
has particular relevance in countries where a national assessment was 
introduced to provide information on student learning following the 
abolition of a public examination at the end of primary schooling. 
Expansion of a national assessment to include all (or most) schools and 
students would effectively involve assigning to the assessment some of 
the functions of a public examination. Before going down that road, 
ministry offi cials should seriously consider the complexities and addi-
tional costs involved in a census-based assessment and, in particular, 
the effects that could be anticipated if sanctions were to be attached to 
school, teacher, or student performance. Offi cials should also consider 
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alternatives, including the development of the capacity of education 
personnel (especially inspectors, advisers, or supervisors) to identify 
schools in need of assistance. More formal procedures than are used 
currently in many countries would probably be required, involving, for 
example, testing of students (using standardized tests if available) 
by teachers and use of standardized rating scales by supervisory per-
sonnel.

Secondary Analyses 

The initial reports of a national assessment will be prepared under time 
pressure. Furthermore, to be intelligible to clients, the models and 
methods of analysis may be less complex than those used in more basic 
research. For whatever reason, the richness of data that a national 
assessment can provide is unlikely to be fully exploited. Clearly, in this 
situation, making the data available for further analyses has many 
potential advantages (see chapter 3). Ideally, secondary analyses should 
be anticipated in the design of an assessment.

Use of a Longitudinal Data Collection Design in a National 
Assessment

In many national assessments, background data (for example, on stu-
dents, their schools, and their homes and communities) are collected 
at the same time as data on student achievements. This approach has 
two disadvantages. First, inferences about causal relationships are dif-
fi cult to draw from analyses in which achievement data are related to 
background data. Second, the “net” impact of students’ educational 
experiences, which represents outcomes that are directly attributable 
to those experiences, cannot be distinguished from the “gross” impact, 
which refl ects, in addition to net impact, other infl uences on student 
achievement (for example, students’ genetic endowment, achieve-
ment on entering school, and support and assistance received at home 
and in the community). These problems may be addressed (at least to 
some extent) if data are collected on students at more than one point 
in time (longitudinal data). Characteristics of individual students who 
were assessed at an early point in time, including students’ earlier 
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achievements and background data, are then taken into account in 
estimating their achievements at a later point in time to determine 
the “value” that the particular experiences of students in school 
“added” to their progress (Linn 2005b).

In national assessments in francophone Africa (Programme d’Analyse 
des Systèmes Educatifs de CONFEMEN, or PASEC), pupils were 
assessed at the beginning and at the end of the academic year to obtain 
an estimate of growth in their achievements. Their growth was then 
related to factors operating in the school (teacher training, class size, 
textbook availability) and outside the school (parents’ education, dis-
tance the pupil had to travel to school, language of the home) (Kulpoo 
and Coustère 1999; Michaelowa 2001; see also Greaney and Kellaghan 
2008: appendix C.2). A further feature of the PASEC studies was 
identifi cation of themes of national interest (for example, existing 
teacher employment policies) and an attempt to assess the effect of 
alternative arrangements, also using longitudinal data. A number of 
problems with the use of “value-added” studies have been identifi ed, 
such as incomplete data for students arising from dropout, transfer to 
other schools, absenteeism, regression to the mean in statistical analy-
sis, and unreliability of measures when the number of students in a 
school is small.

Follow-Up Case Studies

Some follow-up studies have examined factors associated with high 
(or low) achievement in an effort to strengthen the basis for drawing 
causal inferences from national assessment data. In the United States, 
for example, the National Education Goals Panel conducted an anal-
ysis of one of the highest-scoring states (Connecticut) to identify 
educational policies and practices that may have contributed to high 
reading scores. Three policies were credited with the state’s perfor-
mance: (a) providing detailed information on student performance 
to a wide range of stakeholders (districts, schools, teachers, parents); 
(b) monitoring student achievement over time; and (c) providing 
additional resources to the neediest districts (for example, profes-
sional development for teachers; support for, and assessment of, 
beginning teachers) (Baron 1999).
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Further information was obtained following a national assessment in 
mathematics (which included items from the Second International 
Mathematics Study of the International Association for the Evaluation 
of Educational Achievement) of 13- and 17-year-olds in the Domini-
can Republic in the wake of great concern about the poor performance 
of students. In this case, a study, involving classroom observation and 
interviews with teachers, was carried out of the teaching of mathemat-
ics in a sample of grade 8 classrooms to identify instructional and learn-
ing procedures. Problems identifi ed were addressed by (a) setting up a 
curriculum development center to prepare materials to support the 
teaching of mathematics and (b) providing in-service programs for 
teachers (Luna 1992).

Caution is indicated in interpreting the performance of units with 
high levels of student achievement, especially when the unit is a school 
with a small number of students. Because any small group is likely to 
exhibit large swings in test scores from year to year relative to the dis-
tribution of between-school differences, any “reasons” proposed by a 
school for superior performance could well be spurious (Kane and 
Staiger 2002).

Follow-Up Experimental or Quasi-experimental Study

Experiments, which involve the manipulation and control of vari-
ables, provide the strongest basis for drawing inferences about cause-
effect relationships. Their use would involve designing a study to test 
hypotheses about student improvement by implementing a strategy 
prompted by the fi ndings of a national assessment—for example, pro-
viding additional resources to schools—in a number of schools or 
areas (the treatment group). After a set period, the effect of the strat-
egy would be evaluated by comparing the performance of the treat-
ment group on a measure of achievement with that of a control group 
(that is, a group of schools or areas that received no additional 
resources but were otherwise similar to the schools or areas in the 
treatment group). The best way to ensure comparability between a 
treatment group and a control group is to assign participants to groups 
randomly. Because of the practical diffi culties in doing so in real-life 
settings, however, a quasi-experimental design that does not involve 
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random assignment is frequently used. In this case, a comparison 
group is chosen to be as similar as possible to the treatment group (in 
particular, efforts must be made to reduce the possibility of selection 
bias); information on variables of interest is obtained before and after 
treatment; and covariance or regression analysis may be used to adjust 
posttreatment measures, as long as initial differences are not large.

A few randomized studies have been conducted in developing coun-
tries (India, Kenya, Nicaragua), though not in the context of a national 
assessment. In these studies, a treatment (for example, providing work-
books and radio instruction, textbooks, or a remedial program) was 
implemented in randomly selected schools, and its effect was estimated 
on the basis of a comparison of the achievements of students in these 
schools with the achievements of students in similar schools that did 
not receive the treatment (Glewwe and Kremer 2006).

Experiments or quasi-experiments have not been used in the con-
text of a national assessment as far as the authors are aware. At least in 
part, their absence may be because they are diffi cult to implement and 
monitor. A more serious problem from the point of view of the policy 
or decision maker may be the cost and time that it takes to carry out a 
study. One can argue, however, that the costs of experiments are small 
compared with the costs of policies that do not work or that could have 
been signifi cantly more effective if the information that can be derived 
from an experiment or quasi-experiment had been available (see 
Postlethwaite 1975). However, the planning, implementation, and 
analysis required in experimental or quasi-experimental studies may be 
beyond the capacity of many agencies that carry out a national assess-
ment. In that case, such studies are best assigned to a more specialized 
research agency.

Assessment of Children Outside the Education System

Because national assessments are limited to children in the education 
system, they do not throw any light on unmet quantitative needs for 
access to the system, except in a very limited way (for example, in 
providing information related to the distance from school of a student’s 
home). In many developing countries, however, large numbers of 
school-age children do not attend school or attend for only a short 
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time. Given a commitment in these countries to universal primary 
education, knowing something about the achievements of these chil-
dren; the barriers to access that they experience; their use of alternative 
resources (for example, nonformal education); and their unmet needs 
would be of value. Obtaining this information would, of course, require 
methods of sampling and assessment other than those currently used in 
school-based national assessments. India provides an example of a 
study in which children 6 to 16 years of age are assessed (in reading, 
mathematics, and English) in their homes (http://www.asercentre.
org). Other models that provide data on non-school-going children 
exist in ad hoc studies (see, for example, Greaney, Khandker, and Alam 
1999) and in the context of household surveys.

CONCLUSION

As national assessment activity becomes more securely established in 
education systems, the use of fi ndings might reasonably be expected 
to expand. Two sets of conditions can be identifi ed that, if met, 
should help to bring about this expansion. First, (a) developing the 
technical skills and communication strategies of those responsible for 
national assessments, (b) enhancing the ability of policy and decision 
makers to interpret assessment fi ndings and to devise strategies to 
address identifi ed shortcomings, and (c) involving a wide range of 
stakeholders should contribute to the establishment of a more hospi-
table environment for the use of fi ndings. Second, consideration 
should be given to whether the kinds of information currently pro-
vided by national assessments meet the needs of users, whether pro-
cedures need to be modifi ed, or whether supplementary studies are 
required to provide guidance to policy and decision makers. Meeting 
these conditions may require further funding and commitment. The 
additional expenditure would not be great in the context of the cost 
of carrying out a national assessment, however, and would be likely 
to add considerable value to the exercise.
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