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Have you considered to what extent low exam grades in a 
subject prevented you from choosing a different life path? 
Or, conversely, to what extent high marks made you think 
you were good at something and made you decide your life 
on that basis? How many doors were opened or closed, 
how many opportunities were dependent on the score of 
a test? The consequences attached to assessment are seri-
ous and, therefore, need to be considered carefully and re-
sponsibly. Nonetheless, one barely asks about the meaning 
of those scores that have so much weight in one’s life deci-
sions. Why? Because we simply trust numbers; they are so 
neat and easy to digest. They sound so objective and defini-
tive. 

In this article I aim briefly to survey some of the recent re-
search findings that challenge popular and political under-
standings of assessment data. Test results have become ends 
in themselves, leaving what these results signify in a second-
ary place. According to Hanson (2000), once the signified 
is lost, it is the signifier that creates the trait to be measured 
and, thus, tests come to define our concepts of learning, 
reading comprehension, ability, etc., rather than measuring 
the fundamental underlying mental properties as such. This 
does not mean we should expect assessment to be able to 
measure these abstract and invisible properties directly; it 
is agreed that what is assessed is always a theoretical con-
struct of what we think that property is. The problem is that 
the methodological limitations are too often forgotten or 
ignored. Today’s emphasis in numbers has made us forget 
the initial construct, its meaning and complexity, and has 
made us centre merely on the measurement tool. ‘The indi-
vidual in contemporary society is not so much described by 
tests as constructed by them’ (Hanson, 2000, p68).

We need urgently to examine how assessment data are 
generated and how they are used in societies nowadays. 
The media blitz around national and international test re-
sults each year is a well-known phenomenon both in the 
UK and worldwide. Authors like Gillies (2008) and Gür et 
al. (2012) have highlighted how media, and especially the 
press, have acquired an important role as governance tools 
in contexts where neo-liberal ideologies in education are 
predominant. They become the means for governments to 
demonstrate that they “are doing it right” or to justify pre-
designed and unproven reforms on the basis of spurious 
causal relationships. And numbers derived from assessment 
systems provide a very efficient way of legitimising policy 
decisions.

PISA is OECD's three-yearly test taken by 15 year-olds 
of member and non-member countries in reading, mathe-
matics and science. Its results are published as league tables 
and are highly influential. Gür et al. (2012) exemplify this 
through the Turkish case, where the results of PISA 2003 
were (mis)used to support a local pre-decided agenda of 
curriculum reform, although no connection could be es-
tablished between the problems of the Turkish education 
system and the old curriculum. Likewise, one of the argu-
ments provided by Gove in order to justify the current re-
form process around GCSE was to compare the national 
grade increase with the lack of progress in international as-

sessments such as PISA, which meant, according to him, ev-
idence of grade inflation and of the need to raise standards. 
However, there is a basic question ignored by Gove and the 
media when building such an argument: can we really com-
pare PISA and GCSE results? In technical terms, we should 
first examine the similarities and differences between the 
construct and the content being assessed in both systems in 
order to check if we are comparing like with like. 

An Oxford-based systematic review of available data 
earlier this year concluded that there has been no decline in 
international test scores in England and that the evidence 
about grade inflation in GCSE grades is not conclusive: 

“England’s PISA scores are, in fact, close to the OECD mean ...in 
both reading (rank 20th) and mathematics (rank 22nd), but above aver-
age in science (rank 11th)... We appeared to perform well in the first 
two rounds of PISA surveys, but... ‘as the PISA 2000 and PISA 2003 
samples for the United Kingdom did not meet the PISA response-rate 
standards, no trend comparisons are possible with these years’ ...The 
Trends in Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) shows no decline 
in England’s test scores... England’s mathematics performance has 
remained stable since 2007...in science England is above the interna-
tional average” (Baird et al. 2013).

But these sorts of objective appraisals of evidence do not 
occupy space in the news and research funding is seldom 
allocated to collect the data needed to answer these ques-
tions. Many interrelated questions need to be asked:

What does it mean to have low results in PISA? 

How does a country’s educational aims relate to OECD aims?

How relevant are these results for a nation’s particular educa-
tional project? 

Are the new policies genuinely based on what these results mean 
and what OECD says about them?

* * *

The types of misrepresentation of evidence touched on 
here are illustrations of themes that pervade the literature 
on education policy. One general strategy is externalisa-
tion; that is the appeal to an external model or parameter 
when a local policy is being contested or has a controversial 
nature (Steiner-Khamsi, 2004). The reference to an external 
party is used as a means to legitimise the policy and take 
the responsibility away from the local government, e.g. the 
use of PISA parameters as a reference to the ‘world class 
education’ that we are all supposed to aspire to. A second 
strategy is scandalisation (Steiner-Khamsi, 2003), which 
refers to the use of assessment results and league tables to 
generate a feeling of public scandal after which the intended 
reform will be perceived as a necessity. The UK is familiar 
with these strategies, for example, when the press refers to 
statistics relating to children’s literacy, where data are pre-
sented in simplifying ways with the aim of generating the 
scandal effect and attracting more audience. When literacy 
statistics are analysed in more depth and definitions of 
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levels of literacy are considered, one realises that the situ-
ation is grossly distorted by accounts in the media. Indeed, 
the term ‘PISA-shock’ has been applied in countries such as 
Germany, Norway and France, referring to the reaction ex-
perienced by some OECD countries when their results were 
not as good as they expected. In response to the scandal 
with which these results in an external test are addressed, 
important policy decisions have been made. 

It must be borne in mind that OECD and other interna-
tional organisations are not naïve actors that are being mis-
interpreted and misused by everyone. Institutions such as 
OECD and the World Bank have contributed to the econo-
misation of education (Lingard and Rawolle, 2011); that is 
to the harnessing of the aims of education to the enhance-
ment of a country’s economic competitiveness at a global 
scale, and to its marketisation (Phillips, 2004). One of the 
technologies that allows for the spreading of such principles 
is, again, assessment data and comparison between coun-
tries, especially when the level of education of a nation is 
increasingly portrayed as a relevant aspect of its economic 
success. Although participation in these tests is voluntary, 
at least they constitute a soft-governance tool that facili-
tates transnational governance by making countries feel  
compelled to show they are doing good and, most impor-
tantly, that they are better than others. 

At local levels accountability systems in relation to as-
sessment data are used as a governance tool. Managerial 
principles in education, in the context of neo-liberal ideas, 
require the installation of an audit culture (Suspitsnya, 
2010: p572), where systems are developed in order to mon-
itor quality and effectiveness of the “service” provided to 
“consumers” of education. Through these mechanisms the 
State can keep its power despite the increased autonomy of 
schools and their supposedly devolved power by governing 
from a distance (Ozga et al., 2009). 

However, these data are used for multiple purposes, not 
all of them compatible with each other, which generates 
validity problems. Several authors see testing and account-
ability systems as pressure devices that distort and depro-
fessionalise teaching practices, narrow the curriculum and 
produce a permanent state of crisis for schools (Ball et al., 
2012; Berryhill et al., 2009; Brennan, 2009; Geyer, 2012). 
Lawn and Ozga (2009) have described how the amount of 
data that is currently being generated in England’s educa-
tion policy and the speed with which it is being produced is 
drowning the system in numbers, as actors at different lev-
els do not have the capacity to manage and make sense of 
so much information. This despite the costs involved in the 
generation of such data. 

But why are we so easily fooled by the way assessment 
data is presented and used? Because assessment – and espe-
cially standardised measurement – is seen by the public and 
by politicians as a very technical topic managed by “ex-
perts”. Madaus and Horn (2000) refer to the distance be-
tween the language of the expert elite and the general public 
where there is no point of encounter between the technical 
emphasis of the experts and those who experience the con-
sequences of testing. This distance has protected assessment 
data from criticism, as non-expert audiences do not have 
the technical tools to call these into question. But any re-
searcher in the field of assessment knows about the limita-
tions of standardised assessment systems and, thus, about 
the limited interpretations one can make of results, very 
different from the grandiloquent conclusions sometimes 
derived from them in the press or in policy documents. In 
Berlack’s words:

‘When the mystification of tests as scientific instruments is 
stripped away, along with it goes any claim that test scores tran-
scend context. Put differently, it means that things such as stan-
dardized measures of educational performance are a mirage; they 
do not exist. (…) Context matters.’ (Berlack, 2000, p193).

However, those well-known limitations are seldom ex-
posed publicly. And when they are exposed, policy authori-
ties simply decide to ignore them. PISA, for example, has 
been criticised in relation to several aspects: its validity in 
terms of the relationship between its assessment framework 
for scientific literacy and the questions that assess it; the 
extent to which its questions can be considered “real-life” 
situations; the relevance of curriculum content in limiting 
students’ potential in answering a question; sampling meth-
ods; cultural bias, among others (see Gür et al., 2012). That 
is not to mention that what is being taught and the aims of 
education differ widely across nations, which makes com-
parison very complex. 

Despite these issues, governments keep on using these re-
sults as a truth claim and an objective measure of the qual-
ity of their education systems. Assessment is a political tool 
that is used to make the whole education system move in 
specific directions. This political use of assessment is not 
justifiable on theoretical grounds due to the many limita-
tions of standardised testing. We have to ask what are the 
constructs behind the scores, what those scores say and, 
more importantly, what they do not say about our learn-
ing and skills and about education in general, how those 
restricted constructs are making us prioritise certain areas 
and conceptualise the aim of education in particular ways 
and, thus, how these instruments may be shaping our soci-
eties.
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“Government departments need to be 
more honest when they present statistics, 
a cross-party committee of MPs say today. 
In a report that generally avoided identify-
ing culprits, the Commons public adminis-
tration committee says there was a general 
need for Whitehall officials to present sta-
tistics in a more reliable way. ‘Producers of 
government statistics do not always present 
their figures in the clearest way, sometimes 
going too far to create a newsworthy head-
line, when the true story is more nuanced’ 
the report said. It added: ‘Government sta-
tistics press releases do not always give a 
true and fair picture of the story behind the 
statistics’” (Guardian, 29th May, 2013) 

It is a salutary exercise to consider the sources, and 
hence the trustworthiness, of one’s knowledge base. 
The basis on which one acquires one's perspectives on 
life varies vastly. On average in the UK we spend four 
hours each day watching TV. The Sun remains the UK’s 
top selling newspaper by far. Each week some 7 million 
listen to the Today programme. Students have their own 
preferences; American undergraduates are reported on 
average to spend 3 hours per day texting, sending and 
receiving around 90 messages. For time-starved academ-
ics it may be a fair assumption that we rely largely on 
the BBC and perhaps a hasty scan of the Guardian, on 
air, in print or on line. The BBC remains one of our most 
trusted institutions. 

As academics we are often the ultimate, world au-
thorities on our own specialist subjects and we are well 
aware of the limits of certainty and the way specialist 
evidence can be reinterpreted and misused. But when it 
comes to our knowledge and understanding of general 
societal and political affairs most of us are merely mem-
bers of the educated public. What one knows about the 
realm of current affairs depends, alarmingly, largely on 

which paper one reads, which blog 
one follows, which TV channel one 
watches: the extent to which one can 
remedy one's ignorance and lack of 
expertise depends almost entirely on 
such everyday sources.

“Wire copy ...finds its way into 
70% of the home news stories put 
out by the five most prestigious ti-
tles in Fleet Street. ...Also... in 65% 
of mainstream, broadcast stories 
(evening bulletins of BBC and ITV 
plus Today and The World at One 
on Radio 4). ...this wire copy, domi-
nated by the Press Association, can-
not claim to be covering the country 

in its selection of stories and cannot be relied on as a 
source of truth about the stories it does select. ...PR 
material ...finds its way into 54% of these news stories 
...“only 12% of key factual statements were being prop-
erly checked (Nick Davies, “Flat Earth News”, 2009, 
p90-95)... “(in 2006) ABC TV's website was recycling 
agency copy verbatim for 91% of their website stories” 
(p107).

One of the most carefully conducted, systematic 
analyses of accuracy and balance in the media concerns 
Israel. “In April 2006 a report was published, commis-
sioned by the BBC governors, on the impartiality of BBC 
coverage (of Israel and Palestine). ...The report con-
cluded: ‘In short, we found that BBC output does not 
consistently give a full and fair account of the conflict. In 
some ways the picture is incomplete and, in a sense, mis-
leading’ (p3-4). ...There is no evidence from our analysis 
to suggest that Palestinian views were given preferential 
treatment on the BBC. The opposite is really the case. 
This is part of a consistent pattern on TV news in which 
Israeli perspectives tended to be highlighted and some-
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