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ISSUE

Are International ComparisonsHelpful?

YES: OECD, from “Learning from High-Performing Education Systems,” OECD Publishing (2011)
NO: Anna Dall, from “Is PISA Counter-Productive to Building Successful Educational Systems?” Social

Alternatives (2011)

Learning Outcomes

After reading this issue, you will be able to:

Define the aims and methods of PISA.

Enumerate the lessons for U.S. education as a result
Identify weaknesses in international comparisons.

Define the testing culture and its role in schooling.

Evaluate U.S. performance on international assessments.

of international comparisons as articulated by PISA.

ISSUE SUMMARY

YES: The OECD argues that if a country is committed to children and their education, the real test of their

commitment is how they prioritize education against
tional comparisons therefore help illuminate why the
math, science, and reading.

other commitments, such as youth sports. Interna-
United States is outperformed by other countries in

NO: Anna Dall argues that the PISA model is problematic and is counterproductive to building a successful
educational system. She critiques the testing culture and believes that there needs to be a paradigm shift

away from test performance.

Ever since the Soviets launched Sputnik in 1957 (the first
satellite in outer space), American policy makers and big
businesses have had to deal with the importance and harsh
realities of global competition. One of the consequences
of global competition for education was U.S. participation
in the First International Mathematics Study (FIMS) in the
1960s, which surveyed 12 countries in mathematics among
13-year-olds. As more data related to U.S. student achieve-
ment became available over time, the publication of A
Nation at Risk (1983), which was researched by the American
President Ronald Reagan'’s Natlonal Commission on Excel-
lence in Education, documented the poor performance of
U.S. students on numerous national and international tests,
Since then, U.S. policy makers have applied a great deal of
pressure on the nation’s educational system to reform.

Since FIMS, there have been two subsequent tests of
international achievement: one is now referred to as the
TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science
Study) and the other is the PISA (Program for Interna-
tional Student Assessment). Each battery of tests measures
different areas of knowledge and ability among different
age/grade groups. TIMSS focuses on 4th and 8th graders
whereas PISA focuses on 15-year-olds. TIMSS is more con-
sistent with the school curriculum whereas PISA attempts
to measure students’ application of knowledge to real-
world problems. Although dependent upon how many
and which countries participate in the TIMSS, the pattern
since the 1990s has been consistent. U.S. students perform
about average overall and below average when compared
to other countries that are as high as the United States
on the Human Development Index. Additional analyses
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t0p-perfc)>'rnt1yllr)1g vs. average-performing smdentz.o}:lzucted,
across the many different types of analyses lower than
U.S. students on average scored signiﬁcantly
the top-performing countries.

Sl;npce the se%ections for this debate refer tOP;;i
PISA test, it is informative to understand the latestmter_
(2012) results. According to the PISA website (see -
net Resources), U.S. 15 year olds performed about ather
age or slightly below average when compared t0 oECD
countries that are members or partners of the & d
(the Organization for Economic Co-Operation an
Development):

e the average performance in reading is 498 points,
compared to an average of 496 points in OECD
countries.

e the average performance in mathematics is 481
points in mathematics, the main topic of PISA
2012, compared to an average of 494 points in
OECD countries. ‘

e the average performance in science literacy is 497
points compared to an average of 501 points in
OECD countries.

Results also indicated that Singapore, Hong Kong,
Taipei, Korea, Macao, Japan, Liechtenstein, Switzerland, and
the Netherlands were the top performers in mathematics;
Shanghai-China, Hong Kong, Singapore, Japan, and
Korea were the five highest-performing countries in read-
ing; Shanghai-China, Hong Kong, Singapore, Japan, and
Finland were the top five performers in science in PISA
2012 (OECD, 2014). o

An important issue to address in this debate is what
these results mean to Americans and whether we should
do anything about them. It has been especially diffi-
cult to reach consensus upon the first part of the ques-
tion, which is to recognize whether there is a problem or
not. Much has been published to refute the claims that
American students are underperforming given its diversity
and size (e.g., Boe and Shin, 2005) whereas others note
that this refusal is based in part by the unique ways in
which Americans tend to seek and maintain positive illu-
sions about their children (Ozturk and Debelak, 2008)

For a long time, we have learned that when compared tc;
Asian parents, U.S. parents have reported higher levels of
satisfaction with their child’s school and teachers despite
significantly lower levels of performance (Stevenson et al

1993) and have also been found to articulate a sense tha";
their “kids are doing all right” whereas other cultures g
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in the “No” selection that the results of tests that measure
reading, math, and science skills are counterproductive
to efforts of building a world-class educational system
because it is akin to comparing apples to oranges. In other
words, comparison between the United States and other
top-performing countries, such as China, Hong Kong,
and Korea, is counterproductive because the focus on
test results in education has even been criticized within
these countries. PISA, on the other hand, believes that
cross-national comparisons are insightful for Americans
because the differences seen around the world in produc-
ing world-class students should convince us that we also
have the ability to develop a commitment to education. ..
if we want to.
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Learning from Hi
E%lucation Systems

Developing a Commitment to
Education and a Conviction that All
Students Can Achieve at High Levels

Many nations declare that they are committed to children
and that education is important. The test comes when
these commitments are weighed against others. How do
they pay teachers compared to the way they pay others
with the same level of education? How are education cre-
dentials weighed against other qualifications when peo-
ple are being considered for jobs? Would you want your
child to be a teacher? How much attention do the media
pay to schools and schooling? When it comes down to it,
which matters more, a community’s standing in the sports
leagues or its standing in the student academic achieve-
ment league tables? Are parents more likely to encourage
their children to study longer and harder or to want them
to spend more time with their friends or playing sports?
In the countries with the highest performance,
teachers are typically paid better relative to others, educa-
tion credentials are valued more, and a higher share of
educational spending is devoted to instructional services
than is the case in the United States, where parents may
not encourage their children to become school teach.-
ers if they think they have a chance of becoming attor-
neys, engineers, doctors or architects. The value placed
on education is likely to influence the choices that sty-
dents make about whether to study or head down to the
ball field or hang out with their friends on the corner
and, later, whether the most capable students decide on'
school teaching, or something with higher social sta-
tus, as a career. It has an effect on the willingness of
public to honour the views of professional gd 9. the
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But placing a high value on education will get a coun-
try only so far if the teachers, parents and citizens of that
country believe that only some subset of the nation’s chil-
dren can or need to achieve high standards. This volume
shows a distribution of attitudes on this point. Brazil
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fostered a widespread notion that student achievement is
mainly a product of inherited intelligence, not hard work.
This is also mirrored in results from the Third International
Mathematics and Science Study, where a significant share
of American students reported that they needed good
luck rather than hard work to do well in mathematics or
sclence, a characteristic that was consistently negatively
related to performance. Teachers may feel guilty pressing
students who they perceive to be less capable to achieve
at higher levels because they think it unfair to the student
to do so. Their goal is then likely to enable each student
to achieve up to the mean of students in their class-
rooms rather than, as in Finland, Singapore or Shanghai-
China, to achieve high universal standards. A comparison
between school marks and performance of American stu-
dents in PISA also suggests that teachers often expect less
of students from lower socio-economic backgrounds even
if the students show similar levels of achievement. And
those students and their parents may expect less, too. This
is a heavy burden for the American education system to
bear, and it is unlikely that the United States will achieve
performance parity with the best-performing countries
until it, too, believes, or behaves as if it believes, that, with
enough effort and support, all children can achieve at very
high levels.

In contrast, in Finland, Japan, Singapore, Shanghai-
China and Hong Kong-China, parents, teachers and the
public at large tend to share the belief that all students
are capable of achieving high standards and need to do
so. This volume provides a wealth of instructive exam-
ples for how public policy can support the achievement
of universal high standards. One of the most interesting
patterns observed among some of the highest-performing
countries was the gradual move, in many of them, from
a system in which students were streamed into different
types of secondary schools, with curricula set to very dif-
ferent levels of cognitive demand, to a system in which
all students now go to secondary schools with curricula
set to much the same high level of cognitive demand.
Those countries did not accomplish this transition by tak-
ing the average of the previous levels of cognitive demand
and setting the new standards to that level. Instead, they
“levelled up,” requiring all students to meet the standards
that they formerly expected only their elite students to
meet. In these top-performing education systems, all stu-
dents are now expected to perform at the levels formerly
thought possible only for their elites.

Recognising that the road to dropping out of high
schools starts early, Ontario created the “Student Success
Initiative” in high schools. Rather than sending out a
team from the ministry, they gave the districts money to

“month for two hours, and which consists of the principal,

hire a Student Success leader to co-ordinate efforts in their
district. The ministry also gave money for the district lead-
ers to meet and share strategles. Again, each high school
was given support to hire a provincially-funded Student
Success teacher and was required to create a Student Suc-
cess team to track early indicators of academic struggles
and design appropriate interventions. The outcomes of
this work have changed Ontario’s system profoundly,
and within a few years the high school graduation rate
increased from 68 to 79 percent.

With a different institutional setup, Finland’s special
teachers fulfil a similar role of early diagnosis and support,
working closely with classroom teachers to identify stu-
dents in need of extra help, and then working individually
or in small groups with struggling students to provide the
extra help and support they need to keep up with their
classmates. It is not left solely to the discretion of the regu-
lar classroom teacher to identify a problem and alert the
special teacher; every comprehensive school has a “pupils’
multi-professional care group” that meets at least twice a

the special teacher, the school nurse, the school psycholo-
gist, a soclal worker, and the teachers whose students are
being discussed. The parents of any child being discussed
are contacted prior to the meeting and are sometimes
asked to be present.

Underpinning the entire Singaporean education sys-
tem is the belief—for students of all ethnic backgrounds
and all ranges of ability—that education is the route to
advancement and that hard work and effort, not inherited
intelligence, is the key to success in school. Singapore, too,
had a system of streaming in its elementary schools that
it later moderated as it raised its standards. And Singapore
uses a wide range of strategies to make sure that student
difficulties are diagnosed early and that students who are
even just beginning to fall behind are immediately diag-
nosed properly and given whatever help is needed to get
them back on track as quickly as possible, The success of
the government’s economic and educational policies has
brought about immense social mobility that has created a
shared sense of national mission and made cultural sup-
port for education a near-universal value.

In all these education systems, universal high expec-
tations are not a mantra but a reality and students who
start to fall behind are identified quickly, their problem is
promptly and accurately diagnosed and the appropriate
course of action is quickly taken. Inevitably, this means
that some students get more resources than others because
the needs of some students are greater; but it is the stu-
dents with the greatest needs who get the most resources,
for that reason.
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It has taken most countries time to get from a belief

that only a few students can achieve to the point where
most educators embrace the proposition that all canf
do so. It takes a concerted, multifaceted programme o
policy making, capacity building and the. developmznf
of proof points to get to the point at which most edu
cators believe it can be done. But no education system
included in this study has managed to achieve sustained
high performance without developing a system that is
premised, in detail, on the proposition that it is possible
for all students to achieve at high levels and necessary
that they do so. The importance of recent develop-
ments in American federal education policy to set the
clear expectation that all students should be taught to
the same standards and held to the same expectations
cannot be overestimated. The No Child Left Behind Act
of 2001 required all schools to make progress towards a
state-determined standard of “proficiency” for all stu-
dents, and the Obama administration has supported the
states in their efforts to put in place more rigorous state
standards linked to college and career readiness, with an
increased focus on the instructional systems and teacher
support necessary to ensure that all students are held and
taught to these same expectations. The challenge ahead
will be to back those expectations up with the kinds of
student, parent and school support systems that charac-
terise today’s most advanced education systems.

Establishing Ambitious, Focused and
Coherent Education Standards that
Are Shared across the System and
Aligned with High-Stakes Gateways
and Instructional Systems

Fifteen-year-olds in the United States often rate them-
selves comparatively highly in academic performance
in PISA, even if they did not do well comparatively, In
part, that may be due to culture, but one interpretation is
also that students are being commended for work that
would not be acceptable in high-performing education
systems. The results from PISA suggest that, across OECD
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“Is PISA Counter-Productive to Building
Successful Educational Systems?”

Introduction!

Globalisation is a complex concept that has become a
household term, uncritically used by economists, politi-
clans, journalists, researchers as well as the general public
to explain almost anything and everything. However, for
some, globalisation carries the threat of a homogenised
world where nations and cultures are neutralised, and for
others the hope for a more inclusive and fair world order, It
can bring people together in peace and harmony and it can
lead to encounters such as 9/11 and AIDS (Ball, 1998; Anleu,
1999; Hirst and Thompson, 1999; World Bank, 2002; Raab
et al., 2008). Few would refute though that it is a very real
phenomenon affecting economic, political and cultural
institutions as well as people’s identity, expectations and
aspirations. It is even depicted as a natural and inevitable
progression of societal development; TINA (There Is No
Alternative) has become the established consensus (Sidhu
and Matthews, 2005; Rizvi and Lingard, 2010).

When the actual term “globalisation” was coined in
the 1980s it initially referred to the economic domain, but
quickly came to be applied also in the political and cultural
fields, key features being borderless networking by supra-
national companies and organisations in the promotion
of global competition. Highly industrialised countries
have moved into high knowledge, high tech production
areas, which demand highly skilled workers. At the same
time, they aim at keeping soclal costs down for increased
cost efficiency with the intention of attracting interna-
tional investment (see Ball, 1998; Green, 1999; Henry
et al., 1999; Rizvi and Lingard, 2000, 2010; Zambeta,
2005; Spring, 2008). In this market economy, services
and ideas are central, and a country’s long-term eco-
nomic growth and prosperity are perceived to depend on
how well the education system is aligned with market
demands, and how well it is preparing citizens for future

study and work in a globalised economy. Competitive-
ness in the global economy has led to competition in the
educational area, since one is assumed to be based on
the other. Education has become a commodity and is at
present more closely tied to the economic system than
ever before (Reynolds et al., 2002; Cheung and Chan
2009; Little and Green, 2009).

According to Carnoy and Rhoten (2002), education
is affected by globalisation by way of decentralisation
and privatisation, choice and accountability. Efficiency
has come to characterise the new epistemology and its
focus on performance and achievement outcomes has led
to the emergence of a virtual testing culture, both on a
national and an international scale. Of major importance
is then, of course, who constructs these tests and sets the
standards (Ball, 1998; Anleu, 1999; Hirst and Thompson,
1999; World Bank, 2002; Raab et al., 2008).

Since the initlation of the Program for International
Student Assessment (PISA) in 2000, the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has
become a major authority on the quality of educational sys-
tems, and proffered policy recommendations have a consid-
erable impact on national education policies (Grek, 2009).

The PISA Framework
The Aims:

PISA is an ambitious, collaborative and innovative project
conducted by countries consenting to compare the out-
comes of their educational systems in an internationally
accepted common framework. The surveys are conducted
three-yearly, with the focus alternating between reading
literacy, mathematical and scientific literacy (in 2003
problem solving was also Included), which means that
performance can be measured at a certain point in time
and also compared over time. Great attention is paid to
the construction of tests, so that they are culturally and
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socially unbiased, all test items are unanimously agreed
upon and translation processes are rigorous. For each
cycle, an increasing number of nations have taken part,
and at present 70 countries are involved (McGaw, 2008;
Schleicher, 2009).

PISA is based on the premise that a nation’s eco-
nomic growth is largely dependent on the quality of its
human capital; thus PISA can be seen as an expression of
globalisation of education. The aim of PISA is to define
educational goals relevant for adults in the knowledge
society, to set standards and to evaluate how well educa-
tion systems perform in comparison to each other, with
a view to isolating factors that contribute to, or hinder,
high achievement outcomes and gender and social equity
(OECD, 2001; 2004).

The innovative factor in the PISA surveys is that stu-
dents are assessed not against their national school cur-
ricula but against “how well young adults near the end
of compulsory schooling are prepared to meet the chal-
lenges of today’s knowledge societies and the challenges
of adult life in the real world” (OECD, 2001; Kirsch et al.,
2002). Thus PISA should reflect what skills and knowledge

participating countries deem are required for national and
individual success in the global knowledge society, and
how education systems can promote these goals in the
most effective way.

Effective Education Systems
in PISA Terms :

What then characterises an effective education system?
Globalised education efficiency has come to be evaluated
by performance related to cost. Performance in turn is
assessed by testing students against various sets of measura-
ble goals. Thus quantification now defines progress in edu-
cation. If a variable cannot be measured, no progress can
be evidenced. Education takes on an instrumental dimen-
sion defined by cognitive abilities that can easily be put to
the test (Moutsios, 2010; Rizvi and Lingard, 2010). PISA
can be seen as an expression of this trend. In PISA terms,
the qualities that prepare students to meet the challenges
of today’s knowledge societies and the challenges of adult
life in the real world are clearly competency in reading,
mathematical and sclentific literacy. Consequently, effec-
tive education systems are defined by how well students are
performing in the PISA surveys. Few would argue that high
levels of proficlency in these key subjects are essential for
the growth of individuals as well as nations. Some would
certainly argue though that they merit the sole focus to the
detriment of higher order skills. Were the goals different
an effective education system would be different. '
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History is again repeating itself. Welch (1998) relates

that as long ago as the 1860s it was suggested that UK
schools should be run like businesses and be accountable
for results. Thus standards were set for what should be
attained by the students, who had to attend school 200
times per year before the test could be taken. Teachers
pay was linked to student attendance and their passing

mative, stan

the opposite. It
drop gut, student and teach

the exams, which led to examples of sick children being |

forced to school, cheating, a narrowing of the curriculun

taught, cramming and rote learning—already then teach-
ers were teaching to the test.

e

Is the PISA Model What Is Needed
for Future Education?

The view of education an
and to learn have change
positive in itself, educat
what competencies ca
society in the global

d what it means to be educated
d. While previously having beet?
lonal value is today. measured "/
n benefit the individual and
CO}II“Petition. A different ldnd;’1
schooled: a d in cot*
mu erson skille
nicati: ILG(rISI(l)(I)lther tongue), ma{)hs, sclence, ptoble
ally minded, my) Who s also information literate 89
adaptable léVEl“;llingual, Interculturally versed, mobl®
PIODEr WOk attityqeg o CTISIS flexible, creative o
tucll;; gnd Interpersonal slzllls; and 3 “f:
2009; Rizvi and I:inga ) Sprlng, 2008; Cheung and CH"

in
education is required. 1d, 2010). Thys a paradigm shift 4

The linear and static view develof* .



MO

)

Are International Comparisons Helpful? by Chang

in the industrial era needs to be replaced b y

and fluld processes that foster g’lgenuit};rn:m? Zﬁﬂgx
neurship. The knowledge economy valyes leadership and
team-work. Therefore academic, cognitive intelligence has
to share the focus with emotional intelligence of intra-
personal and inter-personal skills. A learning society is
called for where life-long learning is part of life, Thus stu-
dents need to develop a love of learning. This can only
occur in a classtoom where teachers and students feel safe
supported, encouraged to take risks and prepared to maké
mistakes, where attentlon is paid to the individual’s inher-
ent talents (Sahlberg, 2006; Sahlberg and Oldroyd, 2010).

In Bill Gates’ words: “training the workforce of
tomorrow with the high schools of today is like trying
to teach kids about today’s computers on a 50-year-old
mainframe. It is the wrong tool for the times” (cited in
Sahlberg, 2006).

However, such higher order processes are features
that are not easily measured in standardised tests and thus
do not fit into the current education efficiency model of
transparent accountability and the PISA surveys, which
highlights a paradox: a range of higher order processes are
seen to be needed for individuals and nations to prosper
in the global knowledge society; yet at the same time, PISA
Is taking on ever increasing importance in evaluating an
ever increasing number of education systems. Thus coun-
tries that obtain the highest achievement outcomes in the
PISA surveys are judged to have world class education sys-
tems with students ready to meet real life challenges in
the future global world. This PISA governance is leading to
an ever increasing consensus that curricula need to be
focused (narrowed) and that increased standardised test-
ing is necessary to monitor performance outcomes.

Narrowed Curricula and the Purpose
of Schooling

The pursuit of a more competitive education system and
improved PISA rankings motivate many countries to nar-
row and standardise curricula, a process that some claim
Is also standardising the students, as not enough attention
can be paid to individual talents and potential, with the
effect that many students feel they do not fit, and leave
school as soon as they can. Standardisation, it is claimed,
destroys creatlvity and system innovation (Peters and
Oliver, 2009; Sahlberg and Oldroyd, 2010).

The PISA focus on “real life” skills such as literacy and
Numeracy promotes a more pragmatic view of the value of
education to the exclusion of educational aims concerning,
for example, democratic participation, moral and aesthetic
development (Sahlberg, 2006; Grek, 2009; Dall, 2010). The

above mentioned higher order skills are commonly referred
to as desirable in education for the knowledge economy,
but are excluded as they escape quantification.

This leads to the question of what constitutes the
main purpose of schooling. Educational goals are typically
identified in national steering documents, and in most
countries these documents strongly emphasise the stu-
dents’ personal, physical, mental and social development,
naming academic performance as only one of a range of
goals, but this may well be regarded as politically correct
thetoric if classtoom practices are predominantly con-
cerned with academic performance, to better meet testing
requirements. If successful schooling does equal fostering
independent, socially skilled individuals who can actively
participate in, and contribute to a democratic society, stud-
ies such as the international civics survey (Torney-Purta
et al., 2001) should not go unnoticed and be virtually gen-
erally unknown (Dall, 2010).

If effective education systems were measured against
these broad national steering documents instead of the
narrow PISA focus, the world class education systems
thought worthy of being emulated would look totally
different.

The Exception—A Model?

PISA top performers are typically not top performers in
the global economy, even though PISA is based on this
presumed correlation (OECD, 2001; 2003). However, there
is one exception—Finland has continuously, since the
PISA inception in 2000, been an overall PISA top achiever
and concurrently a top ranked competitive economy
(Sahlberg, 2006).

Paradoxically, the Finns do not embrace standardised
testing based on competition between individuals and
groups and thus favour more quantifiable knowledge
and skills. Instead, the Finns adhere to the “culture of trust.”
Finnish education policies are based on deeply rooted values
of equity and equality and school is seen as a place where all
students should be able to develop their unique talents, in all
areas, to the greatest potential, in an inclusive, holistic and
caring school culture. Basically all schools are state funded.
There is no streaming or ability tracking, Finnish teachers are
rigorously selected and highly educated as all must hold a
Masters degree, which means that a primary school teacher
studies for a minimum of five years and a subject teacher
between six and seven years. Therefore, teachers are highly
valued and respected in society, and consequently trusted
not only to be able to educate children in an optimal way
(in cooperation with principals, parents and the local com-
munity), but also to autonomously evaluate and assess thelr
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learning without any national, standardised tests. Students
are assessed in relation to their individual progress, and extIla
support Is at the ready when needed (Aho et al., 2006; Sahl-
berg, 2007; Peters and Oliver, 2009; Simola et al., 2009). This
“intelligent accountability” may seem unsettling to staunch
believers in “transparent accountability.” However, the Finns
believe this system generates not only higher performance,
but also broader and more genuine learning outcomes. The
PISA results seem to validate this confidence as the Finn-
ish students obtain high average results combined with
small standard deviation, which means that no matter what
school the child attends s/he is guaranteed a quality educa-
tion (OECD, 2004; Aho, et al., 2006; Sahlberg, 2007).

Conclusion

Is PISA counter-productive to building successful educa-
tional systems? The response is open. Education opens the
door to tomorrow’s society. Today we are faced with the
choices.

The main trend at present seems to be to drive down
the broad, reductionist PISA highway flanked by narrowed
curricula, quantified knowledge and skills easily measured
by high-stakes standardised testing, keeping our fingers
crossed that what can be learnt on the old mainframe will
be enough for our future needs.

The Finland road promises more: signs point to a
high performing, holistic and inclusive education culture
where equity and quality are combined; knowledge is not
quantified for the simplicity of it but higher order pro-
cesses are alive and well; academic proficiency is valued
equally with, for example, creative, aesthetic, athletic,
moral and democratic outcomes. However, this road is
also intimidating. There is no quick and easy way to get
to the destination, and there is the chance of getting lost
and never getting there. But no doubt this is the far better
alternative. '
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EXPLORING THE ISSUE

Are International Compa

Critical Thinking and Reflection

risons Helpful?

1. What lessons identified by PISA are reasonable to institute now?

2. Do Americans care about the quality of their schools?
3. Is there a relation between the test performance of a country an
4. Why are many Asian students coming to America for college an

Is There Common Ground?

This debate is able to take place because both sides can
acknowledge the results that U.S. students are not the top
performers in the world and can even agree (perhaps after
some nudging of the “No” side) that U.S. students are actu-
ally underperformers given our status as a leader on the
world stage. In assessing the usefulness of these results,
Anna Dall articulates the feeling of many in this country,
which is that international comparisons are uninformative
in efforts to build a better system because we begin to teach
to the test and value test performance over other educa-
tional values. However, what many on the “No” side fail to
recognize is that these results are not intended to do that.

As PISA pointed out, what these results really mean is that
a comparison between the United States and top-performing
countries reveals very interesting insights about the United
States,. First, top-performing countries pay their teachers more
and spend more on instructional costs than the United States
(e.g., teachers are among the lowest prestigious jobs in this
country and very little is invested in assessment). Although
not part of the selection published in this issue, other sections
of this PISA publication note that our educational assessments
lack quality (i.e., we use multiple choice questions to assess
student performance whereas top-performing countrles use
open-ended qualitative assessments). Second, top-performing
countries expect that all students can achieve high stand-
ards regardless of social background. For example, those who
refute that the United States is not doing well in international
comparisons because we have a more diverse student body
can be seen to have also assumed that poor and disadvantaged
students are not able to do well. The implied conclusion is
that America does not really care about its educational sys-
tem because if it did, it would respect the job of teaching and
expect much more from its children than it does currently, As
can be seen around the world, human children can rise to the
challenges of education.

d its economic security in the future?
d university?

Ultimately, the differing rates of student achieye.
ment found on international comparisons are valuable
and interesting because human groups around the worlg
are not thought to be more or less in’felligent from one
another. Thus, when some groups flourish whereas others
do not, a comparison of the social conditions is deemed
helpful to the extent that it allows us to question our
own culture. However, these tests and comparisons don't
necessarily translate into an accurate assessment of high
schools around the world. Much sociological and psycho-
logical research has indicated that parents and their social
and economic resources have greater influence on student
achievement. Thus, the pressure on the educational sys-
tem to “do something” is unfair if it is not coupled with
pressure on parents and governments. It is also a stretch to
interpret the lower test performance of U.S. students asa
predictor of future economic insecurity. Any research psy-
chologist will tell you that no test is perfect and very few
studies in education can be used to draw causal inferences.
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