
A Comparative Perspective on 
Educational Standards 

ALISON WOLF 

Introduction 
OVERTHE LAST TWO CENTURIES, the world’s education systems have devel- 
oped along paths which combine major, over-arching similarities with 
substantial and enduring differences in philosophy and organisation. 
This applies to the operation of ‘educational standards’ as much as it 
does to other aspects of education. Countries all share the need to both 
select and certify; they chase the grail of economic growth-through- 
education; and they treat international surveys as a sort of mini- 
Olympics involving national pride and the urge to beat traditional 
enemies. Nonetheless, there remain profound differences between coun- 
tries in how educational standards operate; and these both derive from 
and help sustain differences in the institutions and the values of the 
societies concerned. 

Before turning to standards themselves, let me give some more 
general examples of how historical trends subsume enduring differences 
in countries’ education systems.. Across the world, inclusive, publicly 
funded systems of primary and secondary education are now the norm. 
However, there are major differences in how far they were created by 
public authorities from scratch, or involved the nationalisation and 
integration of pre-existing voluntary provision. There are differences 
in the degree of autonomy that component groupings (e.g. religious 
schools) and individual institutions enjoy. And there are also major 
differences in the scale and nature of independent institutions, surviving 
alongside publicly funded provision. 

A second example of a general trend involves the way in which 
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the dominant nineteenth century pattern of education, with a tiny 
1ycCelgymnasiudgrammar school sector, teaching classics and maths, 
and a unified elementary school leading into the labour market at 
age 13 or 14 has been replaced, throughout the developed world, by 
universal secondary schooling. Even England is now following the new 
norm of full-time participation well beyond the statutory leaving age. 
Yet here too major and enduring differences remain; in the extent to 
which secondary provision is unified or selective, in the relative impor- 
tance of work-based apprenticeship routes, in levels of centralised 
curriculum control, and in the nature and impact of formal qualifica- 
tions at this level. In a recent examination of trends within the EU, 
colleagues and I found no evidence that secondary level education 
systems were converging in anything other than size and inclusiveness 
(Green, Leney and Wolf 1997; Green, Wolf and Leney 1999). 

A similar picture applies when we look at qualifications and 
examinations, and so enter the domain of ‘standards’. Throughout 
the world-and not just the developed world this time-formal 
assessments and qualifications are increasing in number and impor- 
tance (Dore 1996, Little and Wolf 1996, Little 1996). There are increas- 
ing government anxieties over education, because of its supposedly 
critical contribution to economic growth and competitiveness, and 
increasing individual (especially parental) anxieties, because of the 
growing importance of formal qualifications in determining life- 
chances. The management and delivery of qualifications is itself a size- 
able industry. 

The International Association for Educational Assessment, for 
example, brings together school examination and assessment bodies 
from over 50 countries: and participants find immediate common 
ground because of the very limited number of ways in which this 
business is organised. For the majority of the world’s population 
(including the citizens of China and India), secondary education is 
dominated by formal educational qualifications that involve examina- 
tions set by publicly constituted or recognised examination boards, 
operating with a structure of national curricula, subject committees, 
common papers written under ‘exam conditions’ on common dates, and 
paid anonymous examiners (hired largely from the teaching force). For 
most others (and most notably citizens of the United States), the key 
experience is of sitting standardised tests in largely multiple-choice 
format, which are created and (machine) marked under conditions of 
tight security by the permanent staff of testing agencies, relate to 
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general skills and traits rather than specific syllabi, and yield percentile 
scores related to national norms. 

It would seem, therefore, that we have a bipolar global consensus on 
how to assess student achievement (or attainment of ‘standards’) for 
public reporting purposes. To this we have recently seen added a more 
ambitious effort, that of ‘global’ assessment. Here, it would seem, we 
really do have a common approach to the measurement and compar- 
ison of standards, as countries administer the same tests to all their 
students. By far the biggest player here is the IEA-the International 
Association for the Study of Educational Achievement. (See especially 
Goldstein 1995, Goldstein 1996.) The first IEA study in 1964 was a 
maths survey involving 12 countries and one age group (13 year olds): 
while for the recently completed TIMSS survey (Third International 
Maths and Science Study), three age groups were covered and between 
40 and 50 countries participated in any given part. Many others were 
involved in early stages but were unable to provide the full samples 
required for formal reporting by the IEA. Moreover, such studies are 
multiplying. The IAEP (International Assessment of Educational 
Progress) treads similar ground to the IEA; IALS-the International 
Adult Literacy Survey-concerns itself with the 16-65 year old popula- 
tion; and the OECD is now preparing another in-depth survey of 
secondary students’ achievement (the PISA study) involving the richer 
developed countries who make up its membership. 

When a country participates in one of these studies, it is effectively 
signing up to a number of propositions: that there is a construct- 
mathematics achievement, literacy, or whatever-which has the same 
meaning for all the countries involved; that this can be measured in an 
equally valid way in all cases; and that the measurements can be 
reported in the form of a scale on which participants can be not merely 
ranked (highedlower) but ascribed a mark or score which designates 
distance. That is, the implication is that in some meaningful way the 
difference between a score of (say) 45 and 55 is the ‘same’ as between 
one of 53 and 63. All of these are in fact highly questionable proposi- 
tions (see especially Goldstein 1996b, McLean 1996). However, the 
relevant point here is that the growing number of countries participat- 
ing in such studies would seem to imply a corresponding level of 
consensus on the nature of educational standards. 

It is the argument of this paper that there is, in fact, far less of a 
clear consensus than the spread of international surveys, and the 
limited range of assessment and examining approaches, would imply. 
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It is not just a case of different conceptions of standards being asso- 
ciated with the three main approaches to ‘public’ assessment which have 
been described- the syllabus-related exam board, the free-standing 
standardised test, and the international achievement survey. Once one 
examines individual countries in detail, great variability becomes 
apparent even among countries which use the same basic approach. 
These differences, in turn, relate to profound differences in basic values, 
beliefs and objectives. The following pages demonstrate this by examin- 
ing a number of exemplar countries: China, the United States, Sweden, 
Germany and France. 

China 
As most readers will know, the first system of public examinations 
which we would recognise clearly as such was developed by Imperial 
China in order to select entrants to the bureaucracy of mandarins 
which ran the country. Use of examinations for selecting public 
servants began in the Sui dynasty (606) and continued until 1905. 
The examinations were open to all; were set in relation to a fixed 
syllabus; and taken under strict ‘exam conditions’-uniform for all 
candidates, with questions prepared secretly, and marked confidentially 
by experienced examiners. 

China remains a culture in which public examinations remain 
critical to individual success, and are respected and trusted by the 
population. It is also a culture in which one particular examination 
dominates, though it is now the Entrance Examination to Higher 
Education rather than the examination for entry to the Imperial civil 
service. Though abolished temporarily during the Cultural Revolution, 
the EEHE has otherwise, since 1952, been by far the most important 
examination in P.R. China; and the general view, shared even by 
academics with a critical perspective on assessment, is that ‘It is uni- 
versally acknowledged in China that the EEHE is beneficial to the 
efficiency and quality of selection and plays an important role in 
promoting the quality of secondary education.’ (Wang Gang 1995: 3). 

The EEHE is set by the National Education Examination Authority 
in Beijing; an organisation with a network of subject committees and 
officers which would be immediately recognisable to anyone from a UK 
exam board. It is sat at the same time throughout the country; and 
marked by university and secondary school teachers who work together, 
using set marking criteria, in a seaside resort which has been taken over 
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for the purpose.’ Given a school system with enrolments of 191 million 
pupils, this seems extraordinary, although the pyramidal nature of 
Chinese education means that the numbers sitting the EEHE are 
‘only’ 2.5 million (competing for just under a million places). None- 
theless, the view of the NEEA is that any move to wholesale decen- 
tralisation would undermine faith in the examination, and create 
genuine dangers of corruption and political interference in the marking 
(personal communication). 

In the last 10 to 15 years-partly because of access to Western 
assessment literature and debates-issues of quality and technical 
procedures have been debated increasingly within China; while there 
has also been active discussion about the nature of the examination and 
its backwash effects, notably about the relative emphasis on rote learn- 
ing at the expense of problem-solving and critical skills. There has also 
been a steady refinement of the procedures for setting papers in terms of 
the responsibilities of subject committees, the checking of items, the 
pre-definition of item types, and the clarity of mark schemes. 

However, the process of setting and marking papers remains fairly 
detached from the type of technical procedures common to American 
psychometrics and, to an increasing extent, English public examina- 
tions. Trialling is underway of a procedure for standardising individual 
subject scores before they are added up to provide the single, total score 
actually used for university admission. (At present, simple raw scores 
are used, even though different subjects tend to have markedly different 
means and standard deviations. See Little, Wang and Wolf, 1995.) 
However, there are no formal procedures in place to examine or secure 
standards from year to year. Since the composition of subject commit- 
tees changes frequently, the main sources of stability are the well- 
established expectations of the student and teacher population, 
enshrined in the limited number of approved textbooks, and maintained 
through the publication of exam papers, and the expertise of committee 
chairmen and NEEA staff. 

Ensuring strict comparability of standards from year to year has 
never been an issue in China, and the functions of the examination 
make it unlikely that it will become so. The EEHE is a selection exam: it 
exists in order to decide which students will be admitted into which 
universities.: its concerns are with ‘differentiation and discrimination’ 

’ There is one exception: Shanghai currently is permitted to set and administer its own version 
of the EEHE. 
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(Wang Binhua 1995: 32). According to the marks received, students 
may win admission into one of the ‘key’ universities which recruit 
nationally, or into a less desirable regional (provincial) university. The 
whole process is centrally steered, in the sense that the national ministry 
decides, every year, the total number of student enrolments which will 
be allowed from each province for both the provincial and the key 
universities. The score line above which students are eligible for the 
key universities varies among provinces, in order to ensure that some 
students are admitted from poorer, rural provinces, rather than simply 
from the Eastern seaboard; but with this proviso, the process is simply 
one of admitting the highest scoring candidates. A similar situation 
obtains in the case of secondary schools, where there is fierce competi- 
tion for entry into the selective ‘key’ schools: and where entry is again 
decided totally on the basis of students’ (raw) scores on locally set 
examinations. 

There are two reasons why, in this context, year-on-year standards 
have not been an issue. The first is that, for the overwhelming majority 
of stakeholders-students, parents, politicians, university administra- 
tors-the only relevant issue is whether the examination appears to 
treat a given year’s entry fairly. Given the enormous effort that is put 
into developing individual items, the clear expectations about question 
format and content which inform this process, and the tight security 
surrounding the whole process, this is not usually experienced as a 
problem: and an individual’s relative ranking is then perceived to be 
the result of an objective decision. Because no claims are being made 
about substantive achievement levels, a purely selective examination of 
this type avoids many of the problems associated with the notion of 
‘standards over time’. 

The other reason why these are not a major concern is that there is 
in fact no over-riding commitment to year-on-year stability. This is not 
because the Chinese do not care about ‘standards’: on the contrary. But 
it is worth emphasising, at this point, the multiple meanings attached to 
the word, and especially the difference between two of the dictionary 
definitions. One is that a standard is ‘something set up and established 
by authority as a rule for the measure of quantity, weight, extent, value or 
quality’. However, another notes that standards may mean ‘something 
established by authority, custom or general consent as a model or 
example’ (Websters New Collegiate Dictionary: italics ours). 

The Chinese commitment is less to the idea of standards as a 
measuring tool than to standards as an example and ideal. Their 
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purpose is not to create a benchmark and guarantee a lack of change 
but rather to encourage and provide incentives for continuous improve- 
ment. If more and more students reach the old pass mark for a key 
school or university, this is not seen as a problem, or a prima facie 
indication that the paper-setters have got something wrong: but rather 
as a response by the student population, reflecting hard work and 
achievement, which is to be welcomed and encouraged. The pass 
mark can be raised, and the exams will have achieved one of their 
purposes in providing a model and an example to strive after. The 
same principle justifies the whole key school approach, whereby 
favoured schools receive greater resources as well as the highest- 
achieving students. The authorities ‘give them more and better 
resources in order to allow them to become ‘models’ for ordinary 
schools. Then the experience of key schools can be extended to improve 
ordinary schools’ (Wang Gang 1995: 2).2 Compared to this (generally 
accepted) objective, issues of equality of access are irrelevant. 

United States 
In some respects, China and the United States provide a dramatic 
contrast. The rhetoric of the one is as inclusive and egalitarian as the 
other-post-Cultural Revolution-is Clitist. The American ideal is the 
comprehensive high school, not the selective key school; and political 
and legal action for over four decades has been devoted-albeit with 
very little success- to equalising the expenditures and quality of educa- 
tion available to all children in the public (state) schools. As a country 
whose per capita income is approximately fifteen times that of China, it 
can also afford avast tertiary sector, in which anyone who wants to study 
can find a place, and where over a third of the working age population 
has gained some form of tertiary qualification. At the same time, this 
sector is similar to China’s in one extremely important respect. It is 
highly diverse and highly hierarchical, in terms of entry requirements, 
and the perceived value of qualifications received. No-one pretends that 

Although the Chinese have participated in IEA studies, they have not provided anything that 
could be seen as a representative sample of students allowing for full comparisons with other 
countries. Most of the participating students have come from favoured East Coast schools, 
and American critics have seen this as a sign that the Chinese are trying to ‘cheat’ and get 
better results than they should. But from the Chinese point of view, the interesting question is 
whether their best students can ‘beat’ the rest of the world (to which these results will provide 
an answer). 
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‘standards’ are the same across the sector, or believes that it would be 
sensible, let alone practicable, for them to be so. 

As most people know, the United States is also very distinctive in the 
nature of its educational assessment. The majority of tests used for high 
stakes purposes are developed and sold by independent companies, not 
by government-run or government-regulated agencies. Seven companies 
dominate testing, and in some sectors, just one or two companies do 
so-notably ETS and ACT at college level. (Fremer 1989) A large and 
growing number of commercially produced tests are used within ele- 
mentary and secondary schools as well: for example, from 1970 to 1991 
ETS revenues showed a compound annual growth rate of 11 per cent 
(Madaus and Raczek 1996). This growth partly reflects increasing use 
of tests by teachers for internal purposes (diagnosis, promotion deci- 
sions, information for parents) and partly increased demands by school 
district administrators and politicians for testing, in order to increase 
the ‘accountability’ of schools, and, supposedly, improve performance. 

In spite of the explosion of test use, American students are only very 
rarely in a position where results on these tests have high stakes con- 
sequences. A very large part of the marking, grading, and certification 
that takes place in American education is completely separate from the 
testing industry’s activities. High school diplomas are given essentially 
on the basis of grades awarded by class teachers, who may take some 
notice of test results (and often do not: Firestone 1998). Although many 
states are now introducing state-wide tests which must be passed in 
order to graduate, these are minimum-competency tests, and as such, 
low-stakes for most candidates. For the majority, their Grade Point 
Average is far more important than simple acquisition of a high school 
diploma; what it records is the average of entirely teacher-given grades. 
College degrees are gained, again, on the basis of teacher-awarded 
grades, obtained on a course by course (module by module) basis. In 
all these contexts, the English observer is struck by the teacher’s total 
autonomy, and by the absence of moderation, quality checks, or even 
the most minimal form of double marking. 

Not surprisingly, this creates problems of interpretation for those 
involved in large-scale selection activities. Selectors take it as given that 
standards (and so the meaning of a Grade Point Average) will vary 
from high school to high school, college to college. This may not matter 
if you are a small-town employer selecting from one or two schools’ 
graduates: equally, at national level, most people will recognise the best 
and most prestigious universities’ names and weight their ranking and 

I 
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decisions accordingly. However, large-scale selection processes, such as 
characterise entry into undergraduate and graduate programmes in 
higher education, demand a simple, robust metric if they are to be 
practical and cost-effective. They also need to be defensible as ‘objec- 
tive’-especially in the United States, where legislative challenges play 
the regulatory role allocated elsewhere to national ministries and gov- 
ernment agencies. 

As a result, two tests-the SAT (Scholastic Aptitude Test) at college 
entry and the GRE (Graduate Record Examination) at graduate school 
&try-have become enormously important, high-stakes tests for young 
people seeking entry to higher education courses. Smaller, but equally 
high-stakes tests are important in specialised areas (e.g. entry to med- 
ical or law school); and there has been rapid growth in the subject-based 
Advanced Placement tests which give university credit (and also help 
win admission to the most selective schools, even where they will not 
give formal course credit against them). The SAT, GRE and related 
tests have been subject to consistent criticism on a number of counts, 
mostly from the professional assessment community, but also for their 
.possible ‘adverse impact’ on particular groups of candidates. However, 
their importance has been increasing rather than decreasing; they have 
repeatedly met the key requirement, within American society, of satisfy- 
ing the courts’ criteria for an acceptable selection mechanism. 

The development of American tests follows very well-established 
and enduring procedures. Although there has, in recent years, been a 
strong interest in breaking away from this, for example by developing 
‘authentic assessments’, ‘portfolios’ and the like, these account for a 
tiny portion of testing and test development activity. (Koretz, Broadfoot 
and Wolf, 1998) The bulk remains firmly in the psychometric tradition, 
and produces tests which are commonly referred to as ‘standardised’ 
and/or ‘objective’. 

To describe a test as standardised is not really to do any more than 
indicate that scores have been transformed to fit a common metric- 
thus, the whole Japanese population is by now entirely used to expres- 
sing and discussing pupils’ exam results in terms of ‘Standard Deviation 
scores’ (proportion of a SD above or below the mean). However, the 
term has also become associated, inside and outside the USA, with a 
particular approach and format: with the use of machine-markable 
multiple choice items, not tied to a particular school district or state 
syllabus, selected from a larger group of trialled questions on the basis 
of the way the various items ‘behaved’ during trialling. US tests are 
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generally normed on a large sample of the target population, meaning 
that results can be reported in terms of a national percentile rank or 
other norm-referenced scale, so that one knows how a given candidate 
scored relative to the national population. The SATs in particular, 
however, are also reported in the form of actual scores. 

There is an enormous literature on the underlying assumptions or 
‘theories’ of psychometric test construction (which also dominate the 
development of international surveys, including the IEA surveys and 

(though interested readers are referred to Wood 1991, Hambleton and 
Zaal 1991, Goldstein and Wood 1989, Goldstein 1996) However, the 
testing industry in its present form has two consequences which are 
highly relevant to the current topic. First, judgements about content 
and item format, and therefore about what a given level of success 
actually involves or means, are completely buried from sight. They 
take place at a quite early stage of a test’s development, with far less 
scrutiny than is later given to the actual selection of test items, and with 
no public visibility or involvement at all. Secondly, partly because of the 
apparent statistical complexity and difficulty of test construction, there 
is a high level of public confidence in the objectivity of the tests, and in 
the presence of procedures which ensure comparability from one year 
and one test form to another. 

The main preoccupation of the testing industry is not with ensuring 
that tests and items are equally difficult in some absolute sense, or 
sample exactly the same content or skills, but on whether alternative 
forms would produce the same rank ordering of individuals. If the main 
concern of the test industry was with some sort of absolute standard 
that students were supposed to achieve (as seems to be the case with the 
current governmental conception of National Curriculum levels); or 
with the effects of test items on the school curriculum, this might be 
a problem. But in the US context it is not. Over any short period of 
time, comparability and substantive standards are not actually very 
important, since the function of these high-stakes tests is so over- 
whelmingly one of ranking and selection. 

It follows that, while ‘standards’ certainly are an issue in American 
politics, comparability of test standards, year on year, has not been. 
However, what the US shares with the UK is a culture of political 
suspicion of educators, a conviction that the country’s education system 
is uniquely poor because teachers are no good, and a faith that political 
reform (including use of supposedly ‘objective’ tests for accountability 

i 
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those of the OECD). I will make no attempt o summarise them here I 1 
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purposes) can help. This conviction has been fuelled by a number of 
specific events. One was the decline in SAT scores during the 1970s, 
which occurred fast enough to suggest a real decline in achievement 
(and fast enough not to be obscured by the regular re-norming of the 
test), and was never fully e~plained.~ Another has been the recent 
performance of American children on international mathematics 
surveys (including the IEA’s maths and science surveys, SIMSS and 
TIMSS). 

In response to the TIMSS results, the US federal government is 
encouraging states and districts to use the TIMSS tests with their eighth 
grade students as part of a ‘Benchmarking’ exercise. The idea is to use 
the tests as a way of developing fixed benchmarks or ‘performance 
standards’: i.e. standards in the sense of a ‘rule‘ for the measure of 
quantity. . .’ Such a notion has not been central to the functioning 
of American education in the past, and, unless there are enormous 
changes in selection procedures for higher education and the profes- 
sions, it seems unlikely ever to have the force the Feds desire. A 
commitment to local and state control of education predisposes politi- 
cians and educators alike to reject any central yardstick. The size and 
the complexity of the sorting process between high school and college, 
and between undergraduate and graduate programmes are also crucial. 
They militate against any uniform and simple set of ‘standards’ becom- 
ing a basis for certification or selection. 

Sweden 
To move from the US to Sweden is to turn from a country whose 
education appears test-dominated to one where testing seems invisible. 
Sweden does not fit either of the dominant models outlined above: it 
has no examination boards or public examinations, and no widely-used 
standardised tests. It does, however, participate in the international 
tests-IEA and IALS for example-and takes them very seriously. 

For a small country, Sweden has also received an unusual amount of 
attention over the last 50 years, especially from economists and political 
scientists. Its combination of extremely wide-ranging welfare state 
provision and high tax rates with a highly successful economy, encom- 
passing a number of world-class companies (Ericsson, ABB, Volvo etc), 

In spite of extensive and impassioned debate, and copious research, it remains unclear 
whether there was any major downturn in achievement, or why. See e.g. Stedman (1998). 
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has led many commentators to seek both insights and recommenda- 
tions for their home countries. In recent years the ‘Swedish model’ has 
been less generally successful, and subject to criticism and modification 
at home: but the country’s social policies and ethos remain highly 
distinctive. 

Many educationalists, if asked what they knew about Swedish edu- 
cation, would reply that the country has no external public examina- 
tions. This is, in fact, only half true. What is true is that, like the United 
States, Sweden has no formal final examinations on which leaving 
certificates or university entrance are based. However, there are 
national tests, used at key points during secondary education; and their 
nature, purpose and history indicate a great deal about the Swedish 
approach to ‘standards’. 

As in many other countries, Swedish education and assessment are 
currently in the process of reform. The changes will affect the nature of 
the national tests, but at the moment they are still at a trial stage (and 
encountering serious implementation problems). The final shape of the 
reforms is not yet clear, and the discussion here largely describes the 
‘old’ system; but the basic purpose of the tests, and the role of teacher 
assessment will in any case remain ~nchanged.~  

There are two major points of assessment which affect a Swedish 
pupil’s future path. The first is at the end of ninth grade, when all 
subjects that the pupil is studying are assessed by the relevant subject 
teacher, and given a mark: historically from 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) 
although under current reforms this is being changed to a four-level 
scale. The number of subjects could total as many as 15 or 16 subjects, 
and all subjects count towards a student’s final assessment and set of 
marks, which is simply an unweighted average. The second major 
assessment is at the end of twelfth grade when the same procedures 

The assessment at the end of compulsory school (9th grade) deter- 
mines admission to different courses within the upper secondary 
school, or (for a decreasing number) affects labour market entry; and 
the assessment at the end of 12th grade determines admission to 
university, or, again, is important in making job applications. In 12th 
as in 9th grade, up to 15 subjects are taken and all count equally. (Thus 
the mark for a one semester course in child care could in theory count 

apply. 

A major purpose of the reforms is to make tests and teacher assessments alike more 
criterion-based and less norm-referenced. 
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for as much as the maths mark or Swedish grade. In practice, everyone 
gets a more or less equivalent mark for this course.) Almost all Swedish 
students now proceed directly to upper secondary school after 9th 
grade. Here, recent reforms have made the vocational and academic 
options in upper secondary school the same length (three years) and 
much more similar than in the past. However there is still a clear 
distinction between them, related (among other things) both to the 
school marks required for admission, and to the university programmes 
whose prerequisites they meet. 

Admission to both upper secondary programmes and university is 
made on the basis of the marks awarded by teachers (using a 1 to 5 
scale) at the end of the 9th and 12th grades respectively. However, a 
number of national tests exist which are designed to ensure compar- 
ability of standards across the country. Under current arrangements the 
first national test of students take place in the first semester of grade 8. 
This covers English, and is followed by tests of Maths and Swedish in 
grade 9 (the end of compulsory school). 

The tests are written by university-based groups in education facul- 
ties, who draw on the national curriculum and their own experience to 
prepare the items. They are taken by all students, and are used by 
teachers to standardise their own marks. However they do not override 
them. They work as follows. 

All students take the tests, and a large sample of scripts is marked 
and analysed centrally, providing a mark distribution which can be 
divided up into 5 bands equivalent to the grading 1 through 5.  This 
corresponds to the 5 level scale used for the official assessment by the 
teachers. (The use of a five-level scale dates back to 1962. Before that, 7 
levels were used.) 

The bands or scale followed the normal distribution quite strictly in 
the early days, so that the percentage of pupils falling into each band 
nationally was as follows (Kilpatrick and Johansson 1994): 

Band 1 2 3 4 5 
Percentage of Pupils 7 24 38 24 7 

More recently the norming system for grade 9 was changed. Guidance 
states that the mean should be 3 for the country as a whole, and that 
there should be more 4s and 2s in a class (sic) than 5s  and 1s respect- 
ively (Skoloverstyrelsen 1980: quoted in Kilpatrick and Johansson. See 
also Wolf and Steedman 1998) Nationally, about 40 per cent do indeed 
get a 3; 30 per cent get a 1 or a 2, and 30 per cent a 4 or a 5.  No 
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information is compiled on the breakdown between 1s and 2s and 4s 
and 5s. However, given that there was a lot of unhappiness about giving 
low grades-particularly 1s-and that this affected the move away 
from the standard grade distributions of the 1960s, it seems likely 
that there are fewer 1s than a normal distribution would imply. 

The purpose of the national tests is, as noted above, to help the 
teachers standardise their own marking. The teachers mark the tests 
themselves, and so know exactly what raw scores each child has 
obtained; but there is no direct link between an individual child’s test 
and end-of-year score. Instead, the information from the national 
analysis tells a school what proportion of its students should, at the 
end of the day, fall into a given category. So if, for example, the marks 
which students get on the test indicate that 40 per cent fall in band 3, 
then the teachers and school must stick to that in their final grades. 
Their distribution of grades for, say, Maths or Swedish-the standar- 
dised subjects-should provide for 40 per cent receiving grade 3s, even 
though the individual students getting a 3 at year end may not be the 
same as the ones who got marks in the grade 3 band on the test itself. 

In the past, teachers were told which raw test scores corresponded to 
which grades for all 5 grades, and so could align their mark distribution 
exactly with that suggested by the national test results. More recently, in 
line with the more permissive (some would say ambiguous) marking 
guidance, they have been told only which set of scores covered the 
middle grade (grade 3). No guidance is given on where the mark cut- 
off between grade 2 and grade 1 lies, or the one between 4 and 5. If 30 
per cent of the school’s cohort scored higher than the grade 3 band of 
marks, it is up to the school where it puts the higher boundary, and how 
it allocates that 30 per cent to the two grades.’ 

This process is quite straightforward for teachers in subjects with a 
national test. In others they have to use other methods-e.g. comparing 
science results with those in maths, on the assumption there should be 
some relationship. There is group discussion of the grades in many 
schools; and the head, who has ultimate responsibility, will ask for 
grades to be justified. 

The remarkable aspect of the Swedish approach is the way it 
lodges final judgements with teachers, as those best placed to know 
a pupil’s performance; but uses testing not to replace but to improve 

In fact in Maths the way results are reported makes it possible for teachers to calculate the 
marks for each band quite easily, should they wish. 
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that judgement. For the British outsider, however, it is natural to ask 
how this system can actually deliver genuinely consistent judgements, 
especially in the subjects not covered by the tests; and how it can 
survive given the extremely high stakes nature of some of the judge- 
ments made. At entry to upper secondary school, where 9th grade 
marks determine which upper secondary programme a student can 
enter, there is considerable room for flexibility, discussion with the 
students and parents, and, indeed, school autonomy in deciding 
whether or not to admit a student to the desired course. At university 
level, however, no such flexibility is found. Entry to Swedish university 
courses is strictly on the basis of marks: candidates are ranked, and 
places are allocated in strict descending order. If one place is left, and 
there is a difference of 0.1 in the average marks of,,the two remaining 
applicants, the place goes automatically to the higher scoring candi- 
date.6 To make allowances for the fact that a student comes from a poor 
background, or a small rural school, or has faced family problems in 
the preceding year-as Oxford or Cambridge selectors do routinely- 
is completely outside the powers of a comparably important faculty at 
the Universities of Stockholm, Uppsala or Gothenburg. 

In the Chinese case, we have seen how the main objective of the 
university entrance procedure is to secure and improve the level 
achieved by the highest achievers, and to identify them in a ‘fair’ 
way, rather than to attempt to identify underlying aptitudes, let alone 
use the selection system to redress (even partially) underlying inequal- 
ities of opportunity. In the Swedish case, however, this interpretation 
seems implausible, and is, indeed, completely at odds with the egalitar- 
ian and inclusive philosophy which, still, marks out Swedish culture 
and politics. How is it then, that the education system and society at 
large should evince such a stable and long-standing lack of concern 
over whether standards are equal between schools, or subjects, or 
years? 

The answer is, I would suggest, to be found in a different aspect of 
that same culture, which, in this case, takes precedence: a belief in 
consensus and a corresponding tendency to respect and indeed build 
up the power of professionals and professional groups, rather than 
seeing them as essentially a conspiracy against the public interest. 
This is a theme to which I shall be returning in some detail at the 

There is, in fact, since 1991 a fail-safe mechanism in the form of an aptitude test which 
students can take; and which may be used partially to substitute for school marks. 
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end of this paper; but in the Swedish context, it means that education 
policy is conducted with rather than against the teachers, who value and 
defend their traditional role as student assessors, and who are seen as 
the best-placed to deliver those judgements. None of the Swedish 
education reforms of the last fifteen years, which include efforts by the 
conservative government of the early 1990s to encourage independent 
schools, competition between universities, and closer links to industry, 
have involved any significant questioning of the teachers’ position as 
assessors and so promulgators of ‘standards’. Standards are not an issue 
because the competence of their guardians is not an issue either; and 
because standards are also seen as a dimension of people’s expertise, 
not as embodied in external mechanisms and instruments. 

France and Germany 
The final ports of call on this rather odd Cooks tour are our two largest 
European neighbours, France and Germany. Very different from each 
other in all but two crucial respects, their examination systems bear a 
close resemblance to, respectively, those of China and Sweden; and will 
therefore be described relatively briefly. 

France possesses a large number of recognised national diplomas 
awarded outside the universities, all of them assessed entirely or in large 
part through public examination: of which the baccalaureat is the 
largest and most important. The papers for these examinations are 
set centrally, by the Ministry of Education, using questions selected 
from among large numbers contributed by the regional offices-the 
Rectoruts, one per Acudkrnie-which have, among their duties, the 
actual conduct of ,the examinations. This process is taken extremely 
seriously, in the sense that the papers-taken at exactly the same time, 
under classic ‘exam conditions’, by all candidates-are published and 
distributed under conditions of extreme confidentiality; marked under 
the supervision of the Rectorat officials; and the results ratified by an 
officially constituted jury. 

This process is regarded as central to establishing and maintaining 
an objective and fair system, in which candidates succeed on their 
merits. While French commentators, most notably Pierre Bourdieu 
(1989), have subjected this belief in the system’s fairness to sustained 
criticism, it remains strong. The continuing commitment of the French 
elite to centralised control over education is itself linked to a conviction 
that only in this way can one sustain a system of national diplomas: that 
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is, diplomas which are recognised as objective, consistent, and equally 
valuable whoever the holder, and wherever and whenever they were 
obtained. However, by English or American standards, the actual 
process of examination setting and marking is remarkable for its almost 
total neglect of ‘technical’ procedures such as item scrutiny, compar- 
ability exercises to check inter-Acadimie marking consistency, archiving 
of scripts etc. There is fairly little checking of teacher-markers’ scoring, 
and no national appeal procedure. Instead, it is assumed that, on 
substantive issues relating to standards, the professional expertise of 
those setting the questions will ensure acceptable levels of consistency 
and curriculum fidelity. 

The German system is even more free of technical procedures but in 
other ways a total contrast to the French. The German secondary 
school system is (broadly) tripartite, with vocational, technical and 
academic schools (Hauptschulen, Realschulen, Gymnasien), each of 
which leads to a school leaving certificate which is gained on the basis 
of examinations. Only the certificate from a Gymnasium- the Abitur- 
allows entry to university, although the Realschulen certificates allow 
holders to enter polytechnic (Fachhochschulen) courses. 

In every case, the school leaving certificate is awarded on the basis of 
internal examinations and marks, awarded by students’ own teachers. 
The expected standards are defined in written documents produced by 
the standing conference of state ministers (since education, in Germany, 
is a state not a federal responsibility.) In some states (Lunder) the topics 
for the written examinations are set at state level; elsewhere, schools 
submit topics which must be approved (to establish common expecta- 
tions across schools) but are their own responsibility. Marking is 
entirely internal, with the school principal having the responsibility to 
maintain and monitor standards. 

I noted above that these apparently quite disparate systems of 
France and Germany do have two important characteristics in com- 
mon. The first of these is that, unlike England, both have experienced 
an enormous increase in numbers of candidates and diploma-holders 
without also experiencing serious loss of confidence in the system. In 
France, a government commitment to have 80 per cent of the age cohort 
completing baccalaurkat programmes (though not necessarily passing 
the exams) has almost been realised, involving more than a doubling of 
participation rates since 1985. In Germany, the percentage obtaining 
the Abitur has risen from 5 per cent in 1960 to 25 per cent in the early 
80s to over a third today. 
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There are, of course, some concerns about resulting achievement 
levels. In France, a good part of the increase in baccalaurkat student 
numbers is found in programmes leading to the vocational bac (baccal 
auriat professionel) rather than the traditional academic courses. These 
vocational baccalaurkats are seen as definitely of lower status, and few 
holders go on to university. But a very large part of the increase has 
been in ‘general’ bac. numbers, and here, especially when compared to 
English worries over A level standards, confidence has by and large 
been maintained. A similar situation obtains in Germany. There are 
worries about comparability of standards, but these centre around the 
conviction of the Bavarians that all the other Lunder are operating with 
lower standards than they are. Moreover, this is not a serious issue; 
threats by the Bavarians to refuse to allow Abitur-holders from other 
states automatic entrance to Bavarian universities have come to noth- 
ing, and the German population generally shows a continuing con- 
fidence in both the quality of its schools and the reliability and worth 
of their certificates. 

The other major similarity between the two countries is their 
reliance on professional judgement and expertise, and corresponding 
absence of any widespread culture of assessment expertise, concerns 
with statistically based quality control, and the like. I will not specu- 
late on how far this absence is a cause rather than a result of 
politicians’ willingness to accept professional control, and to leave 
the general conduct of educational policy-whether reformist as in 
France, or highly stable as in Germany-to their officials and tea- 
chers. However, it is worth noting how differently educational interest 
and identity group boundaries run, as compared to England (but 
perhaps not Scotland.) 

Far from seeing’the Acadimies as rivals for power, as English 
ministries and quangos see the local authorities and exam boards, the 
French operate a centralised system in which the senior officials at the 
Ministry of Education form part of the same group as those who run 
the regions and the examinations. In Germany, teachers are civil ser- 
vants, and enjoy both the respect and the protection this implies. 
Challenging, or allowing challenges to, their assessment authority 
would call into question the position of public servants throughout 
the educational (and other) spheres. In the absence of any general 
concern over standards, it is thus not surprising that neither country’s 
politicians has shown the slightest inclination to open up the assessment 
process to public scrutiny, by, for example, instituting rights of appeal, 
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oversight committees or sponsoring large-scale research studies on 
comparability-related  issue^.^ 

However, there is also a link between levels of public concern over 
standards and the role those standards play in determining students’ 
lives. While both France and Germany use school-leaving examinations 
to determine university entrance, their higher education systems are 
very different from the highly hierarchical and internally differentiated 
Anglo-Saxon (or Chinese) ones. Leaving aside the French Grandes 
Ecoles, which operate their own formal entrance examinations, both 
countries essentially allow university entrance to all holders of the 
relevant diploma. Thus, in Germany, an Abitur holder can study any 
degree in any university in the country. (The only major exception is 
medicine, where the numerus clausus system holds,%d a tiny fraction of 
a mark can make the difference between success and failure to win a 
place. Significantly, here there are alternative routes and fail-safe pro- 
cedures which allocate about 20 per cent of the places differently.) In 
France, there are tighter requirements for prerequisite subjects: but 
again, anyone with a ‘general’ (academic) bac. can be sure of a place. 
Most students study locally: and the important thing is that one passes 
one’s bac, rather than how well one passes. In consequence, while the 
certificates are high stakes, it is only one boundary (padfail) that really 
matters. It is not that important to most students’ chances whether they 
got precisely the right mark. In other words, compared to England, only 
a small proportion of students have a strong, personal interest in the 
precision of the marking, and they are not the most successful or visible 
ones. This, too, tends to reduce the pressure on the system to deliver 
apparent comparability within and across years; and also reduces the 
extent to which standards become a public and political issue. 

Conclusions 
The limited number of ways in which countries organise high-stakes 
examinations and diplomas suggests an equally common approach to 
maintaining ‘standards’. The previous discussion will hopefully have 
indicated that this is not the case. In fact, the way countries operate, 

’ The recent refusal of the French to allow publication of the French results from the 
International Adult Literacy Survey may reflect not merely a refusal to countenance, let alone 
admit, that French adults could be performing poorly, but also concerns over the public 
impact of any such findings. 
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and the degree to which aspects of ‘standards’ become contentious, can 
only really be understood in terms of far wider aspects of political and 
organisational cultures. It is not because they operate with such differ- 
ent assessment systems that the United States and Germany are hugely 
different in the extent of political concern over educational standards. 
Rather, in each case, the assessment and certification systems must be 
understood in terms of higher education structures, the role of legisla- 
tion and litigation, and deeply embedded attitudes towards the position 
of public servants (including teachers), and the efficacy and respect due 
to regulations. 

A number of other points suggest themselves. The first is that 
England-and indeed the UK-is extremely unusual in its overt claim 
that ‘standards’ are being maintained from year to year in some absolute 
sense, and in the primacy of criterion-related concerns over norm- 
referencing practices. Other countries may make the implicit assump- 
tion that ‘standards’ are being held constant, in the sense of some 
measure which yields the same quantity year or year; but they certainly 
do not make models of performance or notions of benchmarking the 
centrepiece of their item-writing, examining and moderating pro- 
cedures in the way the UK examination boards have done for many 
decades. Conversely, other countries tend to be much more overtly 
focused on the process of differentiation and selection, through a 
more or less explicit norm-referencing approach. It is commonplace 
to argue that certificates such as A levels have the dual function of 
certification and selection, and that the latter function is dominant. 
However, compared to most countries, what is striking about the UK is 
that we tend to spend most of our effort on procedures and concerns 
which are more relevant to certification than to selection pure and 

The second point which strikes one is that transparency and public 
confidence are by no means positively correlated-perhaps the oppo- 
site. In countries where the assessment process is left very much to the 
teachers and educational professionals, there appears to be less, not 
more anxiety over standards. It is always difficult to know which way 
lines of causality run, and the increasing extent to which the examina- 
tion process in the UK is overseen, dissected, and opened up to appeal 
is certainly in part a response to, rather than a cause of, public unease 
(Wolf 1995). But given the inherently imperfect and non-mechanical 
nature of assessment judgements, and the UK’s unusually ambitious 
claims regarding standards over time, one may doubt that further 

simple. * %  
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auditing and oversight will increase confidence, and predict that it is 
more likely to decrease it further. 

The third and final point follows on from this. Whichever country 
one looks at, it is clear that, ultimately, ‘standards’ do depend on 
professional judgement. From an English standpoint, we may be some- 
what unimpressed by French or German neglect of comparability 
studies and agreement trials, or by their level of attention to checking 
marks and markers; or see much of the underlying ‘theory’ in US psycho- 
metrics as a combination of the doubtful and the true-by-definition. 
Nonetheless, at root, all of these countries, like our own, build their 
systems on the foundation of professional knowledge and professional 
judgement about what to ask, and how to assess the response. 

This irreducible fact runs counter to a set uf beliefs which are 
especially powerful at present in Anglo-Saxon societies but increasingly 
influential elsewhere as well, and which demand ‘accountability’, ‘open- 
ness’ and demonstrated ‘value for money’. In a recent book called The 
Audit Society: Rituals of Verijication, the LSE’s Michael Power has 
described in detail how pervasive these ideas have become, not just in 
education but in the whole area of regulation within organisations as 
well as across sectors. Unfortunately, in almost every case, whether one 
is talking about the auditing of a company; new management techni- 
ques for the Health Service; the quality management approaches being 
introduced into higher education across Europe; or the growing use of 
tests by British and American politicians, it is extremely unclear just 
what is being measured, or what can be done with the information. 
Things get counted because things have been found or created which are 
countable: as Power puts it, ‘audits work because organisations have 
literally been made auditable; audit demands the environment, in the 
form of systems, and performance measures, which make a certain type 
of verification possible’ (1997: 91). 

This movement is in part a result of a messianic belief in the power 
of these approaches to make things ‘better’: more efficient, fairer, more 
productive. However, they are also a result of a breakdown in trust, and 
especially in trust in professional groups. It is not clear to me how far 
this is a cumulative and more or less inevitable component of all 
modern societies, as I suppose some sociologists such as Habermas 
would argue; and how far it is associated with more specific movements 
and analyses, such as the distrust of all organised groups, as conspira- 
cies against the public, which marked the Thatcher years. 

Either way, an absence of trust is not really sustainable, because, 
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while trust is always fragile, it is also completely necessary to the 
functioning of social life, and certainly to the operation of any system 
of educational certification and selection. If we cannot restore and 
improve public and political trust in our current ‘standards’ there is a 
risk that we will follow the American example and be forced into restoring 
confidence by establishing new and totally non-transparent ‘expert sys- 
tems’, dominated by issues of reliability. We would, in the process, end up 
with an increasingly constrained form of public examination whose 
apparently ‘objective’ nature merely hides the value judgements and 
decisions inherent in any assessment. It would be far more desirable, in 
my view, to learn from other countries that effective learning and high 
standards do not require a supposedly ‘ever-fkdxl mark‘; something that 
in education (if not in love) is in any case quite unattainable. 

Discussion 

Julia Whitburn 

Professor Wolf has provided us with an admirably clear exposition to 
support her thesis that there is little international consensus regarding 
methods of assessment. She has also argued that the lack of consensus 
reflects differences in basic values, beliefs and educational objectives of 
the countries concerned. I do not wish to dispute her main argument 
but rather to offer a few comments on the value of a comparative 
perspective with regard to the issue of educational standards. 

The significance’of a comparative perspective is perhaps most imme- 
diately apparent in the context of the large international studies of 
achievement, notably those by the International Association for the 
evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) and the most recent 
Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS). Despite 
the well-documented difficulties of making valid trans-national com- 
parisons, such studies are here to stay, and it is only fair to say that 
many of the methodological deficiencies of the First International 
Mathematics Study (FIMS) were addressed by the time of the third 
study. Lessons to be learned from these studies fall, I would suggest, 
into three categories. First, we see, albeit crudely, how we stand in the 
international league table of results. This gives our national pride, which 
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thrives on the spirit of competition and knowing how our achievements 
stand in relation to those of others, a blow when we look at mathematics 
attainments but a boost when we quickly turn to the science results. 

The second lesson, however, is perhaps of greater importance: we 
learn that simplistic comparisons of educational systems and results are 
both misleading and dangerous, and that the multi-factorial and com- 
plex nature of the educational arena is aggravated by the cultural 
contextualisation. In spite of this, however, as Professor Wolf has 
indicated, countries do ‘sign up’ to the proposition that there is an 
‘educational construct’ that has a commonality of meaning and rele- 
vance for all countries involved and that this can be quantified in an 
adequately valid way. 

The third lesson to be learned from international studies comes in 
our attempt to turn from looking outwards to the achievements of other 
countries to looking inwards to our own achievements. International 
studies help to ensure that the debate over performance standards is 
informed by our understanding of the details of educational systems 
and circumstances prevailing in other countries, and lead us to ask 
ourselves questions about the structure of our own educational system, 
which we might otherwise not have asked. This third lesson, I believe, is 
the one that, in any educational context, represents the real value of a 
comparative perspective. 

Professor Wolf has, in her paper, interpreted educational standards 
as the measuring of achievement by pupils within a single country and 
she has drawn to our attention the different and contrasting approaches 
to assessment or output measures. The real question is ‘What does this 
comparative dimension add to our understanding of, or debate on, 
measuring achievement?’ 

First, we become aware that if we are to judge by the amount of 
testing, in England there is a great concern with standards. English 
pupils are tested on a nation-wide basis more frequently than pupils in 
many other countries. Some countries have no system of national 
testing of all pupils at any stage, for example, in Japan, which is one 
of the highest achieving countries in terms of average mathematical 
attainment. In Switzerland another high-attaining country mathemati- 
cally there is no point during the period of compulsory formal school- 
ing at which all pupils are routinely assessed using a standardised test, 
although the highest attaining pupils attending Gymnasien may obtain 
the Maturitut or school-leaving examination equivalent perhaps to that 
of the Abitur (of the better schools) in Germany. In contrast, all pupils 
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in England are tested by nationally standard tests at ages 7, 11, 14 and 
16, at the end of each Key Stage during compulsory schooling. In 
addition, a national system of Baseline Assessment of all children on 
entry to schooling has just been introduced. Increasingly, schools 
choose to administer additional School Assessment Tests (SATs) tests 
between KS1 and KS2, and, on leaving school, a high proportion of 
pupils also take ‘A’ level examinations or other forms of assessment at 
18. 

A comparative perspective makes us consider more carefully what 
the purpose of this testing is and to ask whether or not it could be 
achieved better in other ways. At 16 and at 18, testing may be justified 
on the basis of certification of individual pupils and/or selection for 
employment or the next stage of education (the latter reason is probably 
more relevant to ‘A’ level assessment). Testing at Key Stages 1, 2 and 3, 
however, is unrelated to the certification or selection of individual 
pupils. Indeed, results relating to the performance of individual pupils 
are available to parents only in the most general form in terms of level 
gained, defined very broadly. 

While it must be a source of reassurance for parents to know that 
their child has achieved at least the so-called ‘expected’ level 2 at age 7, 
this is scarcely a reason for congratulation. In 1997, for example, the 
level was achieved by 84% of children. (Schools may inform parents as 
to whether their 7-year-old child got a Level 2c, 2b or 2a, but the 
amount of explanation provided varies from school to school.) In 
fact, analysis of SATs results tends to focus more on results at school 
levels and for schools to be congratulated on the improvement to their 
achievements. (This is also now true of GCSE and ‘A’ Level results, 
where league tables of school results highlight the best and worst.) We 
are all aware that -’making simplistic comparisons of school achieve- 
ments can be misleading. 

Indeed, these are arguably more dangerous than simplistic trans- 
national comparisons since we are not able to perform the multi- 
factorial analysis of school situations that we recognise as necessary 
for valid international comparisons. But why is it that in England our 
obsession is with comparing school performance? Does it reflect our 
mistrust of our schools and our teachers which has been fuelled by 
those in influential positions? Or is it more a reflection of our unwill- 
ingness to attribute individual responsibility for achievement (or fail- 
ure)? In Japan, there is a widespread belief in the importance of effort 
rather than innate ability and pupils are encouraged that ‘If you work 
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hard enough and persevere, you can succeed.’ In England, I would 
suggest, the message is that teachers need to work harder and persevere 
in order for their pupils to succeed and where pupils do not achieve 
well, it is poor teaching that is held to be responsible. From the view 
that teachers and schools are to be blamed for their pupils’ poor 
achievements it is only a small step to the system of payment by results 
which operated in schools over 100 years ago, as described by Professor 
Aldrich. Indeed, there are already financial consequences for low- 
achieving schools since lower enrolment of pupils which can follow 
publication of their poor league table rankings then adversely affects 
their subsequent funding levels. Incidentally, if the purpose of national 
tests is to monitor school rather than pupil performance, it is possible 
that this could be achieved effectively and at a, lower cost by using 
sampling rather as the APU did at an earlier time. 

But that is a digression. If our tests are to be about school rather 
than individual achievement, this suggests that they may be moving 
towards a concept of ‘expected standards’ as outlined by Professor 
Aldrich. We need to be very careful, however as Sig Prais has already 
explained in our use of the term ‘expected standards’. The statement 
that by 2002 ‘75% of 11-year-olds will be reaching the standards 
expected for their age in maths’ implies a curious distribution of mathe- 
matics scores. What, perhaps, the government hopes to achieve by 
2002 is for 75% of 11-year-olds to be achieving a specified minimum 
standard . 

This brings me to the third question that benefits from a compara- 
tive perspective, namely, what can we learn in relation to the concept of 
minimum standards by considering other educational systems? The 
concept of a minimum standard for a particular grade level is not 
uncommon and may be found in other countries such as France, 
Switzerland and Germany. In each of these countries, a pupil’s progress 
to a subsequent grade is contingent on hidher satisfactorily achieving 
the minimum standard. What we find, however, is that to enable all 
pupils to achieve the minimum standards, certain modifications or 
additions to educational systems develop. For example, we have the 
practice of ‘redoublement’ in France, known as ‘sitzen bleiben’ in 
Germany, and ‘repetieren’ in Switzerland in conjunction there with 
the more important element of age-flexibility on entry to schooling. 
In Japan, the private tutorial system of ‘juku’ is an essential under- 
pinning for the public education system in which minimum standards 
are expected to be attained by all pupils. Without these practices, it is 
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difficult to imagine that the expectation of minimum standards for all 
pupils could continue. 

If the government is indeed proposing that 75% of all 1 1-year-olds 
should achieve a minimum standard, we need to ask what this standard 
will be, how it will be decided and what the implications are for the 
curriculum and for the organisation of classes and of teaching. We may 
wish to consider how our concept of a minimum standard compares 
with those of other countries. For example, if we look at the content of 
the Maths curriculum for elementary school children in Japan, we 
might conclude that the content and level of the curriculum for children 
aged 7 are not dissimilar to those of English pupils. If 84% of pupils 
achieve a Level 2, are they then not performing at a comparable level to 
7-year-old pupils in Japan? All research evidence points to the fact that 
English pupils do not perform at a level comparable to Japanese pupils 
at this age. One reason for this apparent paradox may lie with the way 
in which the ‘standard’ required to achieve a Level 2 is set. Many of us 
may be familiar with the content of the tests; some may not dispute the 
level of difJiculty of the questions. But are we all aware, and are we 
content that the level of the expected standard (or minimum standard) 
is relatively low; for example, this year for children to be awarded the 
‘expected’ Level 2, the KSl Mathematics test required a score of only 10 
out of 36 and a similar percentage score for science? 

I have mentioned only a few of the questions that we might ask in 
relation to educational standards: a comparative perspective helps us to 
focus our minds on these questions that we need to be asking in order 
to ensure that what is being promulgated as an ‘educational standard’ is 
of value. If we are going down on the route of minimum standards then 
we need to be sure we understand and agree with what that is. Pupils, 
parents and the coudtry deserve this. 

David Reynolds 

Alison Wolf’s paper makes some very important points. She notes that 
the apparent universality of concern about standards and the increasing 
international participation in surveys of achievement, and indeed the 
whole discourse about the results of these surveys, hide large differences 
between countries in how ‘standards’ are maintained, understood and 
operated. 

I would venture three comments. First, I think that the paper under- 
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estimates the extent to which there is not just considerable variation 
between societies in their systems for ensuring standards but also in 
their very valuation of which ‘standards’ are important. It is a much 
neglected feature of the ‘tyranny of the international horse race’ that the 
countries who have historically done well on the various academic 
outcomes, measured conventionally on tests of basic skills, are now 
most doubtful of their value. In anglophone societies, such as the 
United States in the case of its maths performance at 16, and England 
and Wales in the case of its maths performance at 9, there is consider- 
able attention given to the surveys and a correspondingly increasingly 
narrow view that academic outcomes are important. Countries doing 
well, such as those of the Pacific Rim, are concerned with new defini- 
tions of what ‘standards’ matter. Instead of any national concern about 
academic standards, there is a concern: 

to broaden the range of children’s capacities to include more higher 
order skills in addition to the basic skills that the system apparently 
transmits so effectively; 

0 to focus upon social outcomes that are important for the world of 
work, such as children’s capacity to work together collaboratively in 
groups; 

0 to encourage children to be creative and produce ‘new’ knowledge, 
and to think laterally to generate the interactions between bodies of 
knowledge. 

These concerns are now widespread across the Pacific Rim. I would 
expect this cross-national variation in what constitutes the ‘important 
standards’ to increase, notwithstanding the continued popularity of 
academically based international studies. I would expect consequently 
much change in assessment systems as new outcomes become stan- 
dards. 

Secondly, Professor Wolf’s paper misses one important international 
characteristic of the standards debate, which is how ‘standards’ are 
increasingly being linked to specific ‘policies’ and not merely seen in 
terms of performance on outcome measures. It is one thing to propose, 
as some of us have done, that we should investigate the extent to which 
other societies have classroom characteristics which may be useful and 
effective if transplanted to our own society. An example of this is the 
interest in Pacific Rim whole class interactive teaching. However, there 
appears to be an international movement to look at and potentially to 
adopt the national policies. 
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All this may be very damaging, however, since it may be that 
different policies may be required in different national contexts to 
generate the effective classroom teachers that may be quite similar in 
different nations. In our International School Effectiveness Research 
Project (ISERP) study (Reynolds et al., 1998), we have found that 
certain teacher instructional features are effective across nine societies 
(as varied as Taiwan, the United Kingdom, the United States and 
Australia) in discriminating ineffective schools from typical schools 
and from effective schools. The clear demonstration of high expecta- 
tions, frequent questioning, lesson structure, use of review, pupils’ time 
on task and teachers’ capacity to manage their classrooms are factors 
that all exist in the effective schools of different countries. However, the 
school level variables and the national policies that are necessary to 
generate these same characteristics are very different. In a country such 
as Taiwan, where there is a cultural acceptance of directive political 
leadership, a Principal may need to be directive with teachers to get 
these effective classroom factors in place, because they would not dis- 
cover them for themselves. In a culture such as Great Britain, such 
direction may not be functional. At national policy level, to speculate 
with another example, the use of the ‘meso’ level of the District or the 
LEA to lever up standards of teaching may be more effective in cultures 
where there are traditions of decentralisation to federal governments 
than in the United Kingdom, with its strong central government. 

As ‘standards’ become linked to ‘policies’ for the obvious political 
reason that policies are easier to explain than processes and because one 
can get changes in policies quicker than in outcomes, they are tending 
to become more similar. I suspect by contrast that a more fruitful 
perspective may be the maximisation of policy variation as the means 
to ensure the universalisation of the same effective teaching character- 
istics. In any event, the ‘for standards read policies’ movement has 
considerable implications. 

Thirdly, I found the comments about our British near obsession with 
the accountability of the educational system as resulting from the 
breakdown of ‘trust’ between educational ‘producers’ and the wider 
society, most interesting. I suspect that this breakdown reflected public 
perception of the wide variation in school quality that exists in the 
United Kingdom, a variation which school effectiveness research 
revealed and which politicians then exploited for political gain. 

I also suspect that British teachers themselves have made the break- 
down of trust more serious by their own inability to trust each other in 
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close professional relationships. Perhaps reflecting high needs for per- 
sonal autonomy, British teachers have been reluctant to permit others 
to see them teach, a reluctance magnified in its effects by the lack of 
time in which such observations can take place and the lack of observa- 
tion systems of proven reliability, validity and practical applicability. 
More recently, the arrival of various forms of market pressures invol- 
ving competition between schools and associated systems of parental 
choice has probably made any transfer of ‘good practice’ between 
schools as rare as such transfer between individuals. 

Building on Professor Wolf’s important insight, I would speculate 
that the way to rebuild trust by the public in education professionals is 
to deal with the levels of between school and within school variability, 
which themselves may be a direct result of the hCk of trust amongst 
professionals in education. 
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