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Starting Point  
(and Conclusion) 

 National education policy is increasingly 
being shaped by global actors  

 The prime global actor today is OECD, and 
PISA is the main instrument of power and 
influence 

 UN-organizations, with other agendas than 
economic competitiveness, are less 
influential (and pushed aside) 

 We need to discuss and understand this 
wider political and ideological context. 



The Janus face of international 
schools’ comparisons 

 Positive: Inspiration, learning from others 
 Opening new perspectives, alternative solutions 
 Problems: Trivializing results and rankings  
 Misuse, selective use, misinterpretation by media 

and politicians 
 Overruling of national curricula and priorities 
 A pressure towards a common, universal, 

decontextualized curriculum 
 Creating panic and crisis:  

“Something” needs to be done… (But What?)  
 Winners become models to be copied  



International studies of achievement  
Norway participates in all!   
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http://www.timss.no/index.html
http://www.iea.nl/icces.html
http://www.iea.nl/teds-m.html
http://www.iea.nl/sites2006.html


Science vs. School science 

 Science and Mathematics as  
academic disciplines are Universal, but… 

 School science needs to be put in 
contexts deemed to be relevant in the 
life of the learners – and cannot be 
“universal” and common 

 The purpose of compulsory school 
science is not mainly to recruit new 
scientists! 



Compulsory School Science:  
Lifelong perspectives more important than 
high scores at 15 

 Attitudes and values are important learning 
goals as well as key determinants of future 
behaviour  

 Also important for those who do not pursue S&T 
careers (i.e. the majority!) 

 Key concerns 
- Promote lasting curiosity, interest in, 
appreciation of and respect for S&T 

 - Understanding the nature of S&T, the values 
(and limitations) of S&T,  

 S&T as part of human culture, S&T for 
democracy and development 

 In many countries:  
Students are on top of score leagues, but they 
dislike the subject (PISA)  



PISA 2006 
Science mean 
score 

Finland:  
Highest science score  
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PISA (OECD): 
Programme for International Student Assessment  
Testing every third year, 15 year olds 
 1, 2000: Reading  
 2, 2003: Mathematics  
 3, 2006: Science 
 4, 2009: Reading again 
 5, 2012: Mathematics  
 6, 2015: Science – results Dec 4 2016 
 PISA:  now 70 countries, ½ million 

pupils tested, 2½ hours 
 Plans for 2018, 2021, 2024… 
 “Big Science”, like NASA, CERN… 
 Key element in educational policy 

in most participating countries 
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PISA – Claiming to measure, 1999 
 How well are young adults 

prepared to meet the challenges 
of the future? 

 Are they able to analyze, reason 
and communicate their ideas 
effectively?  

 Do they have the capacity to 
continue learning throughout life?  

 Repeated in all later reports 
 This is measured in a 2½ hour 

test, in solitude 
 With items that are identical 

world-wide 
 What a fantastic test… 
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Features of the PISA-test 
 Not testing «school knowledge»,  
 Explicitly not related to curricula  

in any country 
 Testing (some aspects of) of Reading, Science 

and Mathematics 
 Not tested: social sciences, civics, history, 

geography, culture, ethics, foreign language, 
crafts.. 

 Not adressing values, solidarity, empathy, care ..  
 “Fair testing” implies: no local or national context 
 PISA-scores and rankings data are presented and 

used as global and objective measures for the 
quality and efficiency of the entire school system 
 



PISA testing:  
Mission impossible? 

 “Real life challenges”:   
(common for pupils in all 70 countries?) 

 “Real life situation”: 
2½  hours’ pen-and-pencil test 

 “Authentic texts”  
(i.e. published in one country, and then 
translated word by word to other languages)  

 No country should be favored  
(i.e. all local context, all current issues have to 
be removed. Controversial or socio-scientific 
contents removed) 

 A test of loyalty and perseverance? 
 Consider the (few) published items – and make 

your own judgment! 



PISA-leader Andreas Schleicher 
in TED-talk 615,228 views 

 PISA is:    
 “really a story of how 

international 
comparisons have 
globalized the field of 
education that we 
usually treat as an affair 
of domestic policy” 

http://www.ted.com/talks/andreas_schleicher_use_data_to_build_better_schools?language=en 



Strong Performers and Successful 
Reformers in Science Education: 

Lessons from the world 
 “Over the past decade, PISA has become 

the world’s premier yardstick for 
evaluating the quality, equity and 
efficiency of school systems.”  
(Schleicher, 2017 NARST Plenary)  



Taken for granted: 
  

High PISA/TIMSS-score 
is the key to economical 

competitiveness 
 

(hence the panic!) 
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PISA: ”80 % of the world’s economy” 
(but not of its population…) 
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Australia, Sept 2012,  
Prime minister Julia Gillard: 
 - By 2025, Australia should be top five in 

the world… 
 - The government will use PISA … to 

track Australia's progress compared with 
the rest of the world. 
 



Losing Our Edge: Are American 
Students Unprepared for the 
Global Economy? 
National Press Club, Washington, DC, 
December 4, 2007: PISA Release Conference  

 The lessons learned from PISA results … can, and 
should, be used to inform U.S. education policy 
so that our students graduate …  

 ready to compete, thrive, and lead in the 
global economy of the twenty-first century.  
Videos etc on http://www.all4ed.org/events/losingedge 
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US government  
statement on TIMSS and PIRLS 2011 

 A number of nations are out-educating us 
today in the STEM disciplines—and if we as 
a nation don’t turn that around,  

 those nations will soon be out-competing 
us in a knowledge-based, global economy. 
 

 http://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/statement-us-secretary-
education-arne-duncan-release-2011-timss-and-pirls-assess 
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Globalization: The race is on.. 

 Cameron, UK:  
- We are in a global race today …  
- Sink or swim, do or decline! 

 Prime Minister Cameron’s 10 October 2012,  
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-19890459  

 
 Obama, US: 
 - Race to the Top will enable America’s 
students to “out-compete any worker 
anywhere in the world”. 
The White House the Race to the Top,  
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-pressoffice/fact-sheet-race-top  

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-19890459
http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-pressoffice/fact-sheet-race-top


Krigsoppslag over hele   



"Norway is a school loser 
Now scientifically documentet!” 

 - This is disappointing, like coming home 
from a winter Olympics without a single 
medal to Norway. 

 - And this time we cannot explain it by 
blaming the Finnish to be doped. 
 

 Kristin Clemet, Minister of Education for Høyre, at 
PISA press conference 

Onsdag 5. desember 2001 



PISA i Tyskland 
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Policy impact of PISA  
(according to OECD) 
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/download/5k9fdfqffr28.pdf?expires=1427136817&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=DE04551C62E110881EBD80C7B34AEDF4  

 
 

http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/download/5k9fdfqffr28.pdf?expires=1427136817&id=id&accname=guest&checksum=DE04551C62E110881EBD80C7B34AEDF4


Normative 
influence of PISA  
Abstract 
- .. PISA results have had an influence on 
policy reform in the majority of 
participating countries/economies. 

- … PISA has been adopted as an almost 
global standard, and is now used in over 
65 countries and economies. 



Andreas Schleicher:  
“The Global Minister of Education” 

 



Leslie and David Rutkowski  
about PISA (Jan 2017) 

 A Call for a More Measured Approach  
to Reporting and Interpreting PISA Results 

 - PISA is a test designed by an economic organization to 
assess what the organization believes students need to 
know and can do… 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DD3ensngfpI&feature=share   
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DD3ensngfpI&feature=share


If you should 
read just one 
(small) book 
on PISA, read 
this 



OECD, PISA and Globalization: The influence 
of the International Assessment Regime 
(Routledge 2016) 



No surprise: 
 
 

PISA has itself become part 
of the global economy  

as actor in the privatized 
educational market 

Close cooperation with 
Pearson inc. 

© Svein Sjøberg 



Pearson in alliance with 
PISA/OECD 



Pearson to Develop  
PISA 2018 Frameworks 

 Joint Press release PISA/OECD and Pearson, Dec 10th 2014 
https://www.pearson.com/news/announcements/2014/december/pearson-to-develop-pisa-2018-student-assessment-21st-century-fra.html  
 

 - Pearson, the world’s leading learning company, 
today announces that it has won a competitive tender by the 
OECD to develop the Frameworks for PISA 2018. 

The frameworks define what will be 
measured in PISA 2018,  

how this will be reported,  
and which approach will be chosen for 

the development of tests and 
questionnaires...  

https://www.pearson.com/news/announcements/2014/december/pearson-to-develop-pisa-2018-student-assessment-21st-century-fra.html


PISA – new products 
and new customers: 

 
(In cooperation with  Pearson and 

other commercial interests..) 



PISA for schools 
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PISA for Development 
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Science Assessment and 
Analytical Framework 

 The PISA 2015 definition of Science 
Literacy includes dimensions known as… 

 Inquiry-Based Science Education 
(IBSE),  

 Argumentation  
 Socio-Scientific Issues (SSI).  
 Epistemic beliefs.. 
 Nature of Science (NOS).  
 But: None of these are included in the 

PISA-score!  



PISA2015 “What works” 
Implications for policy:  

 



PISA-paradoxes and problems 
 No effect on PISA-score: 
 Public spending on schools  
 Teacher salaries, Class size  
 Teaching time spent on science 
 Teacher’s Professional Development 
 School Leadership and School autonomy   

Negative effect on PISA-score:  
 Use of ICT 
 Inquiry-Based Science Education, IBSE  
 Experiments and field work 



PISA achievement and expenditure 
per student 

Nordic countries 

Inverse relationship: 
More spending  lower 
scores! 



OECD 2015: Students, Computers 
and Learning  

 Norge nær verdenstoppen i 
IKT-bruk i skolen,  
PISA-vinnerne nesten 
lavest. 

 «Ressurser investert i IKT i 
skolen viser ingen 
sammenheng med bedring 
av resultater« 

 «Bruk av IKT ut over 
OECD-snittet assosieres 
med signifikant 
dårligere resultater.» 

 Grunn til besinnelse?  
(I alle fall for de som “tror 
på” PISA) 



PISA “Index of inquiry-based teaching”  
9 items, like:  

 Students spend time in the laboratory 
doing practical experiments;  

 Students are required to argue about 
science questions;  

 Students are asked to draw conclusions 
from an experiments they have conducted;  

 Students are allowed to design their own 
experiments 

 Students are asked to do an investigation 
to test ideas. (OECD 2016c, p 69).  



PISA-score and IBSE: Low scores, but more 
positive attitudes and job expectations 

 Students in "PISA-winners" (Japan, Korea, 
Taiwan, Shanghai, Finland) report very little use 
of inquiry-based teaching.  

 - in no education system do students who 
reported that they are frequently exposed to 
inquiry based instruction [….] score higher in 
science.  

 - However,.. frequent inquiry-based teaching 
is positively related to students …being more 
likely to expect to work in a science-related 
occupation when they are 30  
(OECD 2016c, p 36)  

 



Experiments  
and lab work: 

 Activities related to 
experiments and 
laboratory work show the 
strongest negative 
relationship with 
science performance.  
(PISA 2015c, p 71)  



Conclusion: The curses of 
testing and ranking 
 Creating competition among nations, schools, 

teachers and pupils  
 Early testing kills curiosity and joy 
 International testing creates panic – and causes 

ill-founded reforms 
 Stressing the measurable, ignoring the essentials 
 A pressure that runs against what science 

educators argue for:  
 A context-based and relevant science education 
 Active learning and: 
 IBSE: Inquiry Based Science Education  



“What works” may hurt: 
Side effects in Education 

 Yong Zhao, 2017:  
 Medical research is 

required to 
investigate and 
publish both the 
intended effects of  
interventions and 
their unintended 
adverse effects, 
or side effects. 

 Not so in 
Educational 
research  



PISA is used and abused… 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8X2ZsmFivk0   

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8X2ZsmFivk0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8X2ZsmFivk0


PISA and «collateral damage»: 
Neglect of other subjects  
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STEM Education is Vital--but Not at the 
Expense of the Humanities 
Scientific American, Editorial, Oct 2016 

 Promoting science and 
technology education to 
the exclusion of the 
humanities may seem like 
a good idea, but it is 
deeply misguided. 

 .. the student who 
graduates after four years 
of pursuing 
physics plus poetry may, 
in fact, be just the kind 
of job candidate sought 
out by employers 



Thank you! 
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