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Research aims
This report summarises the role of teachers in the assessment of learners across 12 jurisdictions.
It focuses on the extent to which teachers are involved in the summative assessment of learners in
end of school certification when learners are aged 16-19.
Qualifications Wales has commissioned this research in response to two areas:
•

Welsh Government is introducing a curriculum for Wales framework in 2022 1. Schools
will develop the detail of their curriculum at a local level, with reference to this new
curriculum framework that is intentionally high level in terms of how much content it
specifies and mandates.

•

The arrangements for qualification assessment in summer 2021 involved the production
of centre determined grades, as a response to the disruption in the education system
and the cancellation of exams. This could also lead to calls for a greater use of teachers
in the assessment process in future.

This work will allow Qualifications Wales to reflect on a range of examples of international
assessment systems and how they involve teachers in the assessment process.
For each jurisdiction the report considers the following lines of enquiry:
1. Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
2. Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
3. The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses
4. Has the assessment system changed over time? What are the influences on change? Are
there plans to change the assessment system in future and, if so, why?
5. Maintenance of standards
6. Quality assurance
7. How do perceptions of how results are changing over time interact with public confidence in
them?

Methodology
This report considers the approaches adopted by Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland,
Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Ontario, Queensland, Switzerland and Sweden. These
jurisdictions were selected partly based on the extent to which teachers were involved in learner
assessment but also in relation to the level of centralisation within their education system. For
each jurisdiction a fact file template was completed to summarise the key content against the lines
of enquiry.

Welsh Government (2020). A guide to curriculum for Wales. Available from: https://hwb.gov.wales/curriculum-forwales/introduction/ [Accessed 4th May 2020].
1
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Four jurisdictions, Estonia, New Zealand, Ontario and Queensland were developed into more
detailed case studies. This involved further desk-based research and interviews with local experts
who worked in the relevant Education Ministry or equivalent. The interviews were used to fill gaps
in the findings and sense check our interpretation of the documents hosted on their webpages.

Overview of results
There is evidence across multiple jurisdictions that assessment systems operate very differently to
Wales. They all strike a different balance in terms of centralisation/decentralisation (or externality,
standardisation if we prefer to use these terms). They often strike a different balance in relation to
different subjects/skills and at different ages, linked to the purposes and uses of the assessments
and what is likely to lead to trust/confidence in their context.
When (re)designing national assessment systems, it is important to engage in system design
thinking and actively consider how international evidence can be used by drawing on the
conceptual tools such as those identified in the report (policy learning, etc). Changing assessment
systems such as those made in Ontario and New Zealand can take years if not decades, partly to
take the teaching profession and wider public with the reforms.
Assessment systems where outcomes are used with consequences for learners are likely to
remain contested and this is probably linked to why systems evolve and change over time. Some
systems use different types of outcome for different purposes. Hybridity in systems in terms of
how they mix centralised/decentralised elements, including external/internal assessment, may be a
strength in that all stakeholders get a bit of what they want and the system as a whole is more
difficult to criticise from any given perspective.

Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
A high-level summary of the jurisdictions and the school leaving certificate they offer is provided in
Table 1.

Estonia

Y

Finland

N

France

N

Germany

N

Name of cert /
diploma

Basic school
leaving exam
Grade 12 (19+):
National School
Leaving Exam
Matriculation
exam
Baccalaureate

Abitur

Jurisdiction is
sub-nation state

Jurisdiction

Selected for case
study

Table 1: Summary of jurisdictions, including roles of teachers in assessment approach
Formal
role for
regions
(provinces
, states,
etc.)

N

N

N

N

N

N

N

Länder
determine
standards
across a
wide range
of subjects

Assessment approach

School leaving exam is externally set, but
internally marked. Students who fail
externally set test, can take internally set
test as back-up.
External assessment set by the
Matriculation Examination Board.
Largely centralised, although increasing
use of continuous assessment, and some
evidence of local 'jurys' to standardise
teachers' judgments.
Across five Abitur exams, three tested by
written exam, and two orally (aka involving
teachers as assessors).

Jurisdiction is
sub-nation state

Selected for case
study
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Formal
role for
regions
(provinces
, states,
etc.)

N

N

N

N

School leaving
certificate

N

N

Y

National
Certificate of
Educational
Achievement
(NCEA)

N

N

Ontario

Y

Ontario
Secondary
School Diploma
(OSSD)

Y

Y

Queensland

Y

Queensland
Certificate of
Education

Y

Y

Sweden

N

School leaving
diploma

N

N

Switzerland

N

Baccalaureate

N

Cantons
have core
role.

Jurisdiction

Ireland

N

Japan

N

Netherlands

N

New Zealand

Name of cert /
diploma

Leaving
Certificate
Certificate of
upper secondary
education

Assessment approach

Strong tradition of externality of
assessment.
Largely internally assessed.
University entrance exams used to select
students.
Exam of two parts: school and national
exam. Former internally set and marked,
latter externally set and internally marked.
Suggestion that importance of central exam
increasing.
Combines internal teacher assessment and
external assessments carried out centrally.
Teachers have flexibility in the standards
(options) they deliver and how they assess
them but everything must map to the
underpinning framework.
70 per cent of the assessment is done in
course. For most regular courses teachers
select the part of the content they want to
assess and create the assessment
instruments.
For some subjects teachers set and mark
their own assessment instruments. For
some subjects these are set centrally but
many are developed by teachers.
Assessment and grading largely teacher
responsibility. Teachers receive training in
same. National tests also exist to
harmonise teacher grades.
Teachers responsible for preparing
examinations. Need to be approved by
cantons.

In most jurisdictions the progression routes through the school system to the end of secondary
school become fragmented when you consider vocational routes. For the most part this report
considers the main academic pathway but references some of the alternatives where relevant.
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Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
Teachers play a key role in all assessment systems researched. However, the level of autonomy
and responsibility to assess their own students varies greatly from country to country.
For some assessment systems, such as in France, the role of teachers is limited to marking
externally set exams to a predetermined marking structure. Teachers have limited autonomy to
use their own judgement in marking. In Ireland, the bulk of assessments are externally set. There
is some teacher-assessed coursework for a few subjects, but it is noticeable that the less
academic the qualification, the greater the role for teacher assessment.
Compulsory exams in Estonia at the end of grades 9 and 12 are centrally set. The grade 9 tests
are marked by students’ own teachers, whereas the grade 12 tests are externally marked.
Additionally, students are also required to pass a school exam and conduct an independent
creative project (grade 9) and a research project (grade 12), which appear to be assessed by
teachers.
In Sweden, teachers are fully empowered to do the grading for the Diploma, but the SweSAT
(which is used for university applications) is externally set and administered.
Teachers in Ontario, Queensland and New Zealand have substantial autonomy. The overall
structure of the qualification content and assessment in Ontario are fairly tightly specified centrally,
but at a fairly high level, which allows teachers much more freedom in the detail of what they teach
(e.g., choice of texts, order of presentation). There is centrally produced guidance on assessment,
but teachers are trusted to assess their own students. In Queensland, students are assessed
through a combination of school-based and external assessments. The instruments for internal
summative assessment are developed by schools to suit their specific context (e.g., teacher
expertise, available resources, student interest), rather than being produced centrally, although all
instruments must be endorsed by the Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority before
they are used with students.
The New Zealand school leaving qualification is a criterion-based assessment that combines
teacher assessment and externally assessed examinations and portfolios. Teachers and schools
have a lot of freedom to offer different standards and credits but at the same time the NZQA
manages the assessment system centrally and sets out quite clearly what is expected of the
teachers through approving the support materials and setting out detailed internal and moderation
processes aimed to ensure standards are maintained.
In Japan, teachers are given considerable autonomy in how they teach and assess learners.
Decisions about learners’ progress seem to be devolved to the schools and their teachers. It could
be considered a somewhat split system as A National Assessment of Academic Ability (NAAA)
takes place in grades 6 and 9 (age 14-15), these assessments are in mathematics, Japanese,
science, and English.
Regardless of how much autonomy they are given, teachers undertake the majority of the marking
labour for these assessments. Teachers in France were able to bring about a considerable
change to the general Baccalaureate by threatening to withhold the marks from the 2019
Baccalaureate.

The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses
There are two main purposes for these assessments across all the systems investigated:
•

As a record of achievement and to show completion of the educational phase
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•

As part or all of the basis for applications for higher education, further education and
employment

Some countries have separate qualifications for each purpose, for example, in Ireland, the
established certificate serves as the entry route to higher education, the vocational certificate as
the route to higher vocational study, and the applied certificate testifies to attainment and
achievement. In France, higher and further education opportunities depend on which
Baccalaureate is taken. In Ontario, the graduation diploma provides the detail for progression to
HE, FE or employment.

Has the assessment system changed over time? What are the influences on
change? Are there plans to change the assessment system in future and, if so,
why?
There does not appear to be a clear, single trend in how these assessments are changing over
time. Developments in assessment systems appear to be steered by a range of factors unique to
each country, for example, Estonia has moved towards centralisation as part of its development as
a post-Soviet nation, Finland’s emphasis on formative assessment is enabled by its small and
largely homogenous population.
Estonia’s post-Soviet assessment system has become more centralised, with the introduction of a
new national curriculum in 1997 for all primary and lower secondary schools. In a similar time
period, the Finnish government chose to decentralise their assessment system, introducing
policies in the 1980s to give teachers more freedom over their workday and using 1999’s Basic
Education Act to change the purpose of evaluation from steering educational standards to
improving learning conditions.
The Netherlands has moved to a more “results oriented” approach in recent years and is therefore
more interested in measuring learning growth. However, according to Queensland Curriculum and
Assessment Authority (QCAA) Queensland, “assessment is not an endpoint activity”; there is less
focus on results and a greater emphasis placed on aligning assessment to teaching and learning.
Similarly, the Finnish assessment system is designed to improve learning and teacher instruction.
The Baccalaureate in France has a recent history of attempting to introduce more 'controle continu'
only for it to be rejected. However, from 2021, 40 per cent of the final result will be taken from
student work in the final year. This change came about after considerable pressure from teachers,
who threatened to withhold the marks from the 2019 Baccalaureate without reform.
Several countries have either already moved their exams to a digital format (Ontario), or are in the
process of doing so (Estonia, New Zealand and Finland). A key driver for this appears to be
reducing pressure on teachers and decreasing their workload. Switzerland is moving to automated
marking to reduce the marking burden on teachers, and Estonia has introduced computer-based
diagnostic tests to give teachers immediate feedback on how students are progressing. This move
to digital frees up teacher time (some marking will be automated) and, in the cases of Finland and
Estonia, gives teachers access to information for formative purposes.

Maintenance of standards
Standards are set and maintained by a central (typically national) government body in all the
countries researched. For example, standards in Estonia are set by the Ministry of Education and
Research sets standards. In France, curriculum content, the structure of the qualification and the
marking scales are all centrally defined. In Germany, the content of the Abitur is determined by
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Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs (KMK), who make decisions
for all Länder.
The Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority is a statutory authority with responsibility
for the development and revision of syllabi across school education. They take a leading role in
endorsing the internally assessed part of each subject to allow for consistent demand.
In New Zealand there is a notion of a national standard that applies across each NCEA subject and
schools are required to submit exemplar work to the National Assessment Moderator and their
teams of moderators.
All Japanese primary and secondary schools are required to follow the Course of Study which sets
out the national curriculum standards. The Course of Study is drafted by selected school teachers
and experts in the field of each target subject, and mandated by the Ministry of Education.
Introduced in 1948, the Course of Study has been revised almost every decade since, and is
currently in its ninth version.
Although the standards are still defined by the government, teachers played a central role in
Finland’s recent curriculum reform. From 2014–2017 Finland reformed the national core curricula
at all levels of education, so that the core curricula form a coherent line throughout the entire
education system. The process was based on shared learning between three levels of education
(national, municipal and schools), with teacher experiences and ideas informing the planning and
direction of the process as well as the formulation of the reform goals. Students, parents,
researchers, teacher educators, various civil society organisations and other interest groups were
also invited to participate. This seems to have resulted in a high level of commitment to the local
and school-based curriculum work by the municipal authorities, principals and teachers.

Quality assurance
Centralised standardised testing means government have a lot of oversight for quality assurance,
for example, Ireland has an inspectorate which is broadly similar to Ofsted, and the Standing
Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs (KMK) is responsible to evaluation
and educational monitoring in all German Länder. In Switzerland, the baccalaureates are joint
responsibility of the Confederation and the cantons, while the cantons alone are responsible for
upper secondary specialised school leaving certificate.
Even in countries with more decentralised assessment systems, quality assurance is undertaken to
some extent by a central government body. Schools in Estonia are required to conduct selfevaluations at least once every three years. The Ministry of Education in Estonia has developed
tools for self-evaluation but use of these is voluntary, which limits the ability to compare schools’
experiences and therefore the consistency of practices across schools. Estonia’s complex system
of shared accountability can lead to an unclear distribution of responsibilities. In Sweden, teachers
are fully empowered to do the grading for the Diplomas, although they do receive training and
support in assessment and grading from the Swedish government. National tests in Swedish,
maths and English are held at the end of grades 3, 6 and 9 to assess student achievement.
Primary and secondary schools in the Netherlands are required to draw up a school plan every
four years which must include descriptions of the instruments and protocols used to evaluate
school quality. The Inspectorate of Education, an independent executive agency run by the Dutch
Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, is in charge of the external control and evaluation of
schools. New Zealand also offers teachers and schools considerable flexibility in the subjects they
offer and how they assess the standards but there is considerable internal and external moderation
that is carried out by the New Zealand Qualifications Authority.
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In Japan the National Assessment of Academic Ability (NAAA)—in grade 9 may offer a benchmark
for assessing the quality of internal teacher assessments but this is not reported in the translated
documentation identified.
Queensland has several layers to the quality assurance of their teacher assessments. Some
assessments are externally marked to provide assurance that all learners have been assessed
with a common instrument alongside the instruments developed by teachers for their bespoke
assessment.
Participation in international assessments such as PISA and TIMSS is used by several countries,
including France, Germany and Sweden, for international comparison.

How do perceptions of how results are changing over time interact with public
confidence in them?
The use of many of these qualifications to gain entry to universities shows that the public must
have confidence in them. However, this is to an extent self-sustaining, i.e. universities are wellregarded because they take students with the highest results, high results are valuable because
students need them to get into well-regarded universities.
There appears to be a general level of satisfaction with Germany’s above average results in Pisa
2018. However according to a representative survey, 80 per cent of respondents were in favour of
high school graduates being presented with the same examinations throughout the country, and 61
per cent would prefer a centralized system. Baden-Württemberg's Minister of Education and
Cultural Affairs, Susanne Eisenmann of the centre-right CDU, said recently that Germany needed
a nationwide Abitur within “five to 10 years” 2. Similarly in Switzerland, 86.6 per cent of
respondents to a 2015 survey were in favour of standardised exams across Switzerland at the end
of high school 3.
In Ireland, there are concerns about the marking process of the Leaving Cert. The State
Examinations Commission has admitted that the way marks for individual questions are altered (to
ensure up to 100,000 students achieve grades broadly consistent from year to year) “reduces
fairness” by benefiting some students and penalising others; renders final marking schemes “less
valid”; and “compromises the accuracy of marking”.
A concerted effort was made in many jurisdictions to make the results and processes by which
they were derived as transparent as possible. For example, in New Zealand and Queensland,
extensive documentation is available in the public domain.
OECD has ranked Estonia (together with Finland, the Netherlands, and Switzerland) as one of the
countries with high student performance and high life satisfaction. Until recently, Finland has been
widely considered the standard-bearer for successful education policy. Finland has been among
the top-ranking countries in all PISA tests since 2000, but in recent years the Nordic country has
shown decline in performance. While the ranking in mathematical literacy remained at its previous
level, reading and science literacy performance declined. Meanwhile, Estonia has surpassed
Finland in the PISA ranking as the European leader.

2DPA/The
3

Local. (2019). Abitur: Should every German state have the same high school leaving exam? - The Local
Neuö Zürcör Zäitung. (2015). Höhere Maturitätsquote ist unpopular. nzz_01092015.pdf (uzh.ch)
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Concluding comments
Within each case study, the jurisdiction’s assessment strategy is inextricably linked to their unique
context, which must be considered when taking a ‘policy learning’ approach. For example, in New
Zealand the underpinning standards framework is compatible with small modular, competency
assessments. Internal assessment plays a strong role within this structure, which is logical given
the administrative burden of externally assessing a relatively large number of small assessments
would be substantial.
In Ontario internal assessments also feature heavily and teachers are not required to submit their
marking for moderation. This exists alongside a system where government has worked for several
years to build up a trusting relationship with teachers and the school accountability system awards
funding to underperforming schools. Meanwhile, in Estonia teachers are also not required to
submit examples of marked work for some school set exam and research projects, but this policy is
rooted in budget limitations and sits alongside centrally set and marked exams rather than a
system that favours internal assessment. It is important to tease out these nuances when learning
from their policies as they have different origins.
Queensland – like Ontario – is a sub-national entity, to which educational policies (including
school-leaving assessments) has been devolved. Whilst students in Ontario can apply to any
Canadian university using the credits awarded for their Ontario Secondary School Diploma and are
typically not required to complete a university entrance exam, students in Queensland have their
Queensland Certificate of Education transformed into a cohort referenced Australian Tertiary
Admissions rank which compares them to students across the whole country. This latter example
highlights how – within any system that allows for local education policy making – it is important to
consider how students within may be compared to those in neighbouring jurisdictions. For
example, students in Wales compete with students from England, Scotland and Northern Ireland
for university places.
Within the different jurisdictions there is a mixture of internal assessment, which has the ‘virtue’ of
localisation and acceptance by participation, and more standardised approaches, which may
provide ‘relational fairness’ and reliability. But the ‘mixture’ – ‘what works and what strikes the right
balance’ – differs for each jurisdiction. It depends upon their history, current circumstances, and
cultural background.
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1.1.

The purpose of this report

AlphaPlus Consultancy was appointed by Qualifications Wales to provide an account of how
national educational assessment systems involving teacher assessment in schools are
designed and the conditions that are in place to support assessment of attainment.
Qualifications Wales has commissioned this research in response to two areas:
•

Schools will develop the detail of their curriculum at a local level, with reference to a
curriculum for Wales framework that is intentionally high level in terms of how much
content it specifies and mandates. There is some inherent tension in terms of the
relationship of these local curricula with the existing qualification assessments, which
use standardised assessments that sample from a wide domain of subject content to
ensure comparability and reliability in the grades across the
cohort, thus supporting inferences about learner understanding of the subject. The
curriculum ethos might also imply greater teacher agency and involvement in relation to
the assessment process for qualifications in future.

•

The arrangements for qualification assessment in summer 2021 involved the production
of centre determined grades, as a response to the disruption in the education system
and the cancellation of exams. This could also lead to calls for a greater use of teachers
in the assessment process in future.

This work will allow Qualifications Wales to reflect on a range of examples of international
assessment systems and how they involve teachers in the assessment process.

1.2.

Structure of the report

The report begins with a background review of some relevant issues followed by an introduction to
the lines of inquiry that are examined in more detail throughout this report. There is a short
methodology section, which outlines the rationale for the data collection and analysis. This is
followed by the findings from the four case studies and an overall summary which draws insight
from across the case studies and the eight jurisdictions that are summarised in Fact Files that are
presented in the Appendices 1-8.
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1.3.

Background review

This initial background review draws out some important issues to consider when carrying out
international research.

1.3.1.

How to do international comparative research

1.3.1.1. Policy learning versus policy borrowing
International comparative educational research is an important strand of educational research 4. It
is widely seen that jurisdictions can gain great insight into their own arrangements and practices,
by studying those of other places around the world.
Although this potential for deep insight from international examples persists, one must be aware of
necessary disciplines for getting real insights from studying international examples. To this end, it
is useful to think in terms of both policy transfer, and the diffusion of innovations (or new ideas).
There is a highly developed literature on policy transfer in education. Raffe (2011) defines policy
borrowing and policy learning as follows:
A policy borrowing approach searches the international experience for examples of a
unique, transferable ‘best practice’…
By contrast a policy learning approach supports the development of tailored national
policies rather than policies taken off‐the‐peg. (Raffe, 2011) 5
In general, policy learning is considered to be preferable to policy borrowing. Finding out about
international applications of teacher assessment is more likely to be successful if UK educators
can learn about the principles underlying the initiative and adapt them so that they are consistent
with conditions in this country.
Hulme (2006) 6 and Newark (2002) 7 provide further guidance on the questions that can be asked
when considering transferring policy from one jurisdiction to another, we visit these at the end of
the report but in essence they encourage the reader to consider what element, or combinations of
elements, if any, are likely to transfer to the Welsh context. Similarly, it will be important to
consider the different actors who would need to be consulted alongside potential barriers and
facilitating factors.
1.3.1.2. Typical need for local expert confirmation of findings
It has been observed that comparative educational research is generally better when informed by
local informants. 8 Such local informants can often give insight that is not obvious to the outside
observers. This can take the form of, ‘when we say this, we really mean that.’

4 Watson, K. (Ed.). (2001). Doing comparative education research: issues and problems. (London: Symposium
Books).
5 Raffe, D. (2011). Policy borrowing or policy learning? How (not) to improve education systems.
http://www.ces.ed.ac.uk/PDF%20Files/Brief057.pdf.
6 Hulme, R. (2006). The role of policy transfer in assessing the impact of American Ideas on British social policy. Global
Social Policy, SAGE Publications, 2006, 6 (2), pp.173-195.
7 Newmark, A.J. (2002). An integrated approach to policy transfer and diffusion. Review of Policy Research, 19(2), 153.
8 Bray, M., Adamson, B., & Mason, M. (2007). Comparative education research: approaches and methods. (Hong
Kong: Comparative Education Research Centre, The University of Hong Kong).
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1.3.2.

Nature of examinations and qualifications systems

1.3.2.1. Preference for overarching diplomas rather than individual qualifications
The United Kingdom and its constituent, national education jurisdictions are unusual in
international terms, in so far as they organise their school-leaving certification into discrete,
subject-based ‘qualifications’, rather than issuing an overarching school-leaving / graduation
diploma. 910 As recently noted by Freedman:
England has a very unusual assessment system in secondary schools. While most
countries have some external assessment at the end of lower secondary school, few have
as comprehensive a set of exams as GCSEs. This is because GCSEs are atypically high
stakes for both pupils and schools. Another unusual aspect of the English education system
is that UK universities make selection decisions before A-levels results come in and so use
pupils’ GCSEs (along with predicted A-level grades) in the admissions process. For
schools, GCSEs are the primary metric of accountability: England has extremely strong
sanctions for schools that underperform and it is not uncommon for headteachers to lose
their jobs. (Freedman, 2021, p.3.) 11
1.3.2.2. Typical absence of formal 16+ qualifications
A theme in public discourse in recent years has been that GCSE is something of an anomaly; it
could be caricatured as a school-leaving certificate for the current era when most young people do
not leave school at 16. Most jurisdictions around the world tend to lack a formal qualification for
their students to take at the age of 16. 12
There are some exceptions (especially nations with a historic connection to the UK – for instance,
Ireland). 13 Also, there is assessment within schooling systems (for example, to facilitate learners
passing stages – such as from within basic or lower secondary education into a Gymnasium or
Lycee type system.) It would be a misnomer to refer to such exams or assessment systems as a
formal ‘qualification’ in the sense that is understood in the UK, however. Finally, some researchers
have suggested that allegations of the rarity of GCSEs or similar assessment systems somewhat

Le Métais, J. (2002). International developments in upper secondary education: Context, provision and issues: INCA
Thematic Study No. 8. (Slough: INCA). International Developments in Upper Secondary Education (unesco.org).
O’Donnell, S. (2018). Upper secondary education in nine jurisdictions: desk study for the National Council for
Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA). scoping-report-online-2.pdf (ncca.ie).
10 This is true, even when we acknowledge that a previous UK government’s attempt to introduce an overarching
diploma as a school-leaving / graduation tool was ultimately unsuccessful.
House of Commons Select Committee on Education and Skills (2007). Select Committee on Education and Skills: Fifth
Report. House of Commons - Education and Skills - Fifth Report (parliament.uk)
11 Institute for Government (2021). Covid tests: school exams in 2022 and beyond. Covid-Tests-schools-andexams_0.pdf (instituteforgovernment.org.uk)
12
Le Métais, J. (2002). International developments in upper secondary education: Context, provision and issues: INCA
Thematic Study No. 8. (Slough: INCA). International Developments in Upper Secondary Education (unesco.org).
Leaton Gray, S. (2018). No other European country tests children at 16: let’s scrap pointless GCSEs. The Guardian.
21st August 2018. No other European country tests children at 16: let’s scrap pointless GCSEs | Exams | The Guardian.
13 MacPhail, A., Halbert, J. & O’Neill, H. (2018). The development of assessment policy in Ireland: a story of junior
cycle reform, Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice, 25(3), 310326, DOI: 10.1080/0969594X.2018.1441125.
9
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overstate matters. According to such researchers 14, several ‘high performing educational
jurisdictions’ possess assessment systems with distinct similarities to GCSE.
Overall, however, we think that it is more sensible to take ‘18-plus’ examination / qualification
systems (e.g. abitur, baccalaureate, matura, etc.) as our comparison point. This is so, even
though those qualifications systems obviously have differences in purpose from GCSEs. 15

1.3.3.

Centralisation and de-centralisation as a concept in assessment systems

1.3.3.1. Centralisation and de-centralisation as perceived guarantors of public acceptability
Some authors 16 have argued that centralisation and de-centralisation can play an important role in
increasing societies’ perceptions that assessment systems provide fair and equitable outcomes.
Of course, reliability, 17 comparability 18 and fairness 19 (esp. ‘relational’ fairness) are innate virtues in
assessment. Maximising these assessment virtues tends to be associated with strong controls
and centralised practices. We would hope to not advance an argument as trite as:
“Validity is more important than reliability.”, OR
“Reasons for a teacher’s judgment are unknowable and unchallengeable.”
Nonetheless, there is a line of argument, in which it is observed that – oftentimes – government
agencies can tend to ‘reach for’ centralising measures as a technique for keeping a grip on
situations, and therefore maintaining public trust (e.g. by re-assuring the public that standards are
consistent across the country, over years, etc.). However, there is a contrary argument that decentralisation can also promote trust. For example, if a government agency permits actors (e.g.
teachers) to exercise some control over assessment processes, then they will experience their own
agency and thus have more trust in the process.
A Dutch examinations professional took part in an international focus group. He told the following
anecdote:
… the public relations department … is always afraid that things are going to be a huge
problem and they tend to overreact. One time there was someone who found out that we
[had started allowing] dictionaries … [in] … exams, and not all the dictionaries are the
same, and for some tests one dictionary might be a bit better than the other dictionary. So
the department of public relations said, “Why didn’t you prescribe in schools which

14 Suto, I., & Oates, T. (2021). High-stakes testing after basic secondary education: How and why is it done in highperforming education systems? Cambridge Assessment Research Report. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Assessment.
610965-high-stakes-testing-after-basic-secondary-education-how-and-why-is-it-done-in-high-performing-educationsystems-.pdf (cambridgeassessment.org.uk).
15 Some recent political comments in England suggest that GCSE may come to have a more formal role as a gateway to
university admission in future.
Busby, E. (2021). Education Secretary questions students starting university after failing GCSEs. Evening Standard, 24
June 2021. Education Secretary questions students starting university after failing GCSEs | Evening Standard
If this comes to pass, then the purpose of GCSEs will have more in common (university entrance) with A levels, matura,
Abitur, Baccalaureate, etc..
16 Boyle, A. (2009). The contribution of centralisation and de-centralisation to public confidence in examinations and
qualifications. CADMO, XVII(2), 19-38.
17 Meyer, P. (2010). Reliability. (Oxford: Oxford University Press).
18 Newton, P., Baird, J-A., Goldstein, H., Patrick, H. & Tymms, P. (Eds.) (2007). Techniques for monitoring the
comparability of examination standards. (London: QCA).
19 Nisbet, I. & Shaw, S. (2020). Is assessment fair? (London: Sage).

|13|
dictionary to use and why didn’t you check all tests to be equal to all dictionaries, and things
like that?”
It’s a nice idea but it’s trying to find the funding so we can do things like that. And the
answer is quite simple; we just tell the press there may be some difference between
dictionaries and there may be some difference between teachers as well so what are we
talking about? It works fine. 20
This view in favour of involvement as a guarantor of acceptance of examinations systems gains
support from survey findings that those closer to school exam results (teachers and students)
tended to perceive those results’ reliability more favourably than those more remote from the
results’ generation (employers). 21 Further, wider thinking on trust endorses similar arguments. In
a trusting inter-personal relationship, the person trusting has the confidence to place herself in a
vulnerable position vis-à-vis the person being trusted. 22 She may do so on the basis of cognitive or
affective factors. 23 In the case of a person’s trust in an institution, there is a less direct relationship
between the person trusting and the institution being trusted. Trust in the case of indirect
relationships may require the person trusting to gain information from sources such as the media.
Unfortunately, features of the media such as its seeming preference for negative stories 24 appear
to be likely to inhibit such ‘remote trust’. As Tschannen-Moran and Hoy put it, ‘the media feed off
and aggravate the spiral of distrust’. 25
There is influential UK research into trust, including Onara O’Neill’s Reith lecture series 26, and her
paper from an assessment conference. 27 Several other assessment researchers, including
Carless 28, have opined on trust.
Basically, the debate comes down to whether it is sufficient for professionals (e.g. examinations
professionals) to behave with ethicality and skill – to be trustworthy, or whether wider society’s
propensity to take things on trust also has an impact. Of course, professionals should behave in a
trustworthy manner. However, even if they do, in low trust societies assessment outcomes may
not be accepted, despite the professionals’ best efforts to behave trustworthily.
In this context, one may argue that a good way to increase public confidence in qualifications and
their outcomes is to make processes feel more visible and closer to participants. Under this line of
argument, so-called de-distancing between participants and the activity at issue will give rise to an
increase in trust in the outcome (i.e. assessment results). The counter-argument to this point,

Boyle, A. (2009). An international focus group to investigate the regulation of examinations and qualifications, An
international focus group to investigate the regulation of examinations and qualifications (core.ac.uk). (pp. 11 – 12)
21 He, Q., Boyle, A. & Opposs, D. (2011). Public perceptions of reliability in examination results in England. Evaluation
& Research in Education, 24(4), 255-283.
22 McAllister, D.J. (1995). Affect and cognition-based trust as foundations for interpersonal co-operation in
organizations. Academy of Management Journal, 38, 24-59.
23 ibid.
24 Boyle, A., Opposs, D. & Kinsella, A. (2009). No news is good news? Talking to the public about the reliability of
assessment. Paper presented at the 35th International Association for Educational Assessment (IAEA) Annual
Conference in Brisbane, Australia, 13–18 September, 2009. https://tinyurl.com/3brw3tad.
25 Tschannen-Moran, M., & Hoy, W.K. (2000). A multidisciplinary analysis of the nature, meaning, and measurement of
trust. Review of Educational Research, 70, 547-593. (At p. 585.)
26 O’Neill, O. (2002). A Question of Trust: the BBC Reith Lectures 2002. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
27 O’Neill, O. (2005). Assessment, Public Accountability and Trust, Paper presented at the Cambridge Assessment
Conference, 17th October. Trust with Accountability (cambridgeassessment.org.uk).
file.php?file=/1/Resources/conference_2005/onoraoneil.pdf, accessed 16/05/2009.
28 Carless, D. (2009). Trust, distrust and their impact on assessment reform, Assessment & Evaluation in Higher
Education. 34(1), 79-89.
20
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however, rests on an observation that one cannot know the direction of causation between decentralising and increased trust. This is conveyed in the following figure.
Figure 1: Possible directions of causation regarding standardisation vs. localisation 29

It follows from this argument that one cannot simply perform a de-centralising act (e.g. use more
teacher assessment) and then expect trust to augment naturally and inevitably. If a society is – in
general – somewhat distrusting, then simply ‘taking off the shackles’ may have the reverse effect.
Economists have argued that diminution in trust follows from increased income inequality, reduced
job security and increasing indebtedness in present day societies. 30 In particular, a person might
have grounds to be mistrustful when confronted with an event that barred him from achieving
economic security in his life. Educational qualifications would be prime examples of such a
gateway event.
1.3.3.2. De-centralisation as a multi-faceted concept
We see in the previous sub-section that there are some arguments that de-centralising processes
vis-à-vis national assessment systems could give rise to increases in trust. The current research
pertains to the use of teacher assessment in national qualifications systems. This issue is much
discussed; however, a previous research project in a similar area suggested that ceding
assessment judgements to local, teacher processes was only one of several ways in which
assessment responsibilities could be de-centralised.
Other de-centralising techniques could include:

Boyle, A. (2008). The regulation of examinations and qualifications: an international study. Paper presented at the
International Test Commission conference, Liverpool, July.
30 Wilkinson, R. & Pickett, K. (2009). The spirit level. (London: Allen Lane).
29
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•

•

•

Vesting educational powers with subsidiary political entities (cantons, autonomous
communities, states, provinces, etc.) 31
o This could involve regional or local involvement in some processes (e.g. certification).
Vesting powers to a technical agency independent of government. Such bodies could remain
formally within education ministries, but with ring-fenced functions, or bodies could be fully
independent. Independence of such agencies from political control could be seen as a form of
de-centralisation – moving responsibility for examinations away from central government. 32
Giving teachers control over some aspects of assessment processes:
o Permitting the use of coursework, or other forms of internal assessment.
o Permitting teachers and schools to choose assessment methods.
o Permitting teachers to mark tests.
o Central authorities declining to moderate or “normalise” grades set by teacher
assessment. 33

Further, most jurisdictions that mainly use internal assessment also have standardising features.
Such standardising aspects can include:
•
•
•
•

External moderation to provide comparable standards of assessment from school to school
and student to student.
Central authorities issuing regulations affecting the local conduct of assessment.
Teachers being required to get locally set assessments approved by experts appointed by the
central authorities.
Sending (a sample of) teacher-marked scripts to an expert for approval. 34

1.3.3.3. Tendency for systems to oscillate between centralisation and de-centralisation
It has often been observed that education systems around the world can oscillate between being
relatively centralised and de-centralised. 35 Much of this work has pertained to curriculum
practices, but a smaller body of research pertains to assessment systems. For example, many
Eastern European states after 1989 adopted fairly centralised, external examinations-based
approaches, which were seen to have favourable objectivity, when compared to previous internal
assessment regimes employed in communist times. 36 More recently, such external assessment
systems have been softened to include more of a mix of external and internal assessment.

31 The UK devolution settlement and vesting of education responsibility in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland is an
example (albeit somewhat atypical) of such subsidiarity.
32 Independent examinations regulators, constituted by statute (such as Ofqual or QW) would be a classic example of
such an ‘arm’s-length technical body’. Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation (Ofqual)
(accreditedqualifications.org.uk)
33 Boyle, A. (2009). The contribution of centralisation and de-centralisation to public confidence in examinations and
qualifications. CADMO, XVII(2), 19-38.
34 ibid.
35 Kuiper, W., van den Akker, J., Letschert, J. & Hooghoff, H. (2007). Balancing prescription and professionalism in
curriculum policy and practices. Paper presented at ECER 2007 conference, Ghent, Belgium, 19 – 22nd September.
Horvát, Z., Kaposi, J. & Varga, A. (2013). The curriculum pendulum swings in Hungary. In Kuiper, W., & Berkvens, J.
(Eds.). Balancing curriculum regulation and freedom across Europe. CIDREE Yearbook 2013. Enschede, the
Netherlands: SLO. yb_13_balancing_curriculum_regulation_and_freedom.pdf (cidree.org).
36 Gawlicz, K, & Starnawski, M. (2018). Educational policies in Central and Eastern Europe: legacies of state socialism,
modernization aspirations and challenges of semi-peripheral contexts. Policy Futures in Education. 16(4), 385-397.
doi:10.1177/1478210318777415.
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Looking closer to home, we can see England, which has moved away from internal assessment
(from coursework, to controlled assessment, to mainly examinations) in recent years.
As such, in so far as we find that jurisdictions tend to rely heavily on internal or external
assessment, we must always bear in mind that such orientations can change.

1.3.4.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Implications of the background review for our work in this project

Our work will seek to implement best practice in comparative international research, by doing
policy learning, rather than uninformed borrowing.
We will use local informants where possible.
As with all international comparative research, we are still reliant to some degree, within the
constraints of the resources available, on information for jurisdictions being readily available.
We should note the following points when interpreting findings:
o There is some evidence that de-centralising government functions can give rise to
increased public acceptance. However, we should not assume that simply instigating
de-centralising measures is an inevitable pre-cursor to increased trust. In a low-trust
environment, using de-centralised, local processes (such as teacher assessment) could
result in reduced public acceptance.
o Using teacher assessment, rather than centralised examinations is likely to be only one
of a number of potential approaches to de-centralising assessment systems.
o De-centralisation is rarely absolute; even relatively de-centralised systems will also
contain centralising facets.
o In so far as we find that jurisdictions tend to rely heavily on internal or external
assessment, we must always bear in mind that such orientations can change.

1.4.

Lines of inquiry

Within the context outline above the research focuses on the seven lines of inquiry set out by
Qualifications Wales:
1. Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
2. Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
3. The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses
4. Has the assessment system changed over time? What are the influences on change? Are
there plans to change the assessment system in future and, if so, why?
5. Maintenance of standards
6. Quality assurance
7. How do perceptions of how results are changing over time interact with public confidence in
them?

Bethell, G. & Zabulionis, A. (2008). Results of a survey of attitudes towards the reform of examination systems in
selected post-socialist countries of Europe. Prepared for The Centre for Testing Technologies, Ukraine. Refine Survey
Report (opensocietyfoundations.org).
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2.1.

Selection of jurisdictions

The 12 jurisdictions selected for this review are outlined in Table 2. Their selection was based
partly on the extent to which they rely on teacher assessment vs external assessment, however we
also considered more nuanced factors such as whether the jurisdiction has a centralised or
localised approach to assessment and other factors such as how assessments are regulated.
Table 22: Jurisdictions selected for fact files
Jurisdiction

Rationale for inclusion in research

Estonia

Decentralised system

Finland

Education system held in high regard
Centralized education system, but
France
with some local teacher groups.
Education policy set by each state
Germany
(Land)
Contrast country, Recent reforms of
Ireland
junior cycle assessments
Decentralised with high stakes
Japan
admissions exams for university.
Strong on teacher assessment,
Netherlands Central assessment Cito
Entirely internally assessed
New
Zealand

Centralised system devolved at
school level

Ontario

Strong on regulation.

Queensland Strong on teacher assessment

Switzerland
Sweden

Decentralised system, Cantons
responsible for compulsory
education
Strong on teacher assessment

Rationale for selection for a case study

Perception of high performing and
relatively innovative assessment system.

A competency and skills focus that aims to
capture learning throughout the year via
teacher assessment.
There are still some examinations and
these are moving to digital delivery.
Significant assessment responsibility
devolved to teachers.
Example of reform/innovation in OSSLT
field test looked worthy of further
investigation.
Each school develops and submits
summative internal assessment
instruments to QCAA for endorsement.
There is a separate ranking created for
university admissions (and this is
switching to ATAR).
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2.2.

Data collection and analysis

This work was carried out during May-July 2021. The data collection was split into two phases, the
first phase involved desk-based research against the lines of enquiry for the 12 jurisdictions
highlighted above. The second phase involved focused desk-based research and interviews to
explore four jurisdictions further and develop them into case studies. Once the desk-based
research was mostly complete the researchers approached potential interviewees to fill gaps in the
lines of inquiry.
Three interviews, one in Estonia, Ontario (two participants) and New Zealand took place 37. One
interviewee was an existing contact of AlphaPlus and two were approached on LinkedIn based on
their assessment expertise and senior roles within the relevant government ministry or
qualifications authority. An information sheet was provided during initial discussions (see Appendix
9) and interviews followed a semi-structured schedule (see Appendix 10). Interviews took place on
Teams and some were recorded for note taking purposes. They lasted 30-60 minutes and tended
to probe a small number of areas in detail rather than cover the entire schedule. The data was
analysed against the lines of inquiry and the findings are reported in the subsequent sections.

It was not possible to arrange an interview for Queensland within the short timeframe of the project, time zone differences
also made it challenging to schedule interviews.

37
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This section presents the four case studies followed by an overall summary that pulls together
insight from the eight fact files provided in Appendices 1-8.

3.1.

Case studies

3.1.1.

Estonia

3.1.1.1. About the jurisdiction
Estonia is a small nation state located in north east Europe. It has been occupied by many of its
neighbours throughout its history. This figure from Wikipedia illustrates this.
Figure 2: History of Estonia’s occupation by other powers 38

The most recent occupation was by the Soviet Union (in the figure SSR stands for ‘Soviet Socialist
Republic’). This occupation lasted from World War Two until Estonia declared independence from
the Soviet Union in 1991. 39
Estonian is a Finno-Ugric language; unusual in Europe in that it is not part of the Indo-European
family of languages. The Estonian language is close to Finnish, and Estonians and Finns feel a
close cultural connection. 40 A substantial minority of people in Estonia speak Russian as a first
language, and around 14 per cent of basic schools are Russian medium. 41 Students in such
schools tend to do less well than their Estonian-medium instructed counterparts; both in national
and international assessments. 42
Since independence (and the fall of communism), Estonia has placed great emphasis on
education. It aims to create, ‘an education system equipped to support the high-tech, high-skill,
high-wage economy it [is] focused on building’. 43 The so-called ‘Tiger Leap project’ aims to build
skills in design and technology; engineering sciences; and information and communication
technologies. 44

Estonia - Wikipedia
ibid.
40 Estonia - Wikipedia
41 National Center on Education and the Economy (NCEE). (n.d.). Top performing countries: Estonia. Estonia - NCEE
42 ibid.
43 ibid.
44 ibid.
38
39
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This approach seems to have been successful; Estonia returns very high results on PISA
[Programme for International Student Assessment], across multiple rounds and subjects. Also,
Estonia has ‘resilient students’ – that is, students of low economic status tend to do relatively well
in Estonia (compared to other jurisdictions). 45 This educational success has accompanied strong
economic growth since independence.
The only rider to this generally rosy picture is the above-mentioned, relatively lower performance of
Russian speakers in the country’s education system.
3.1.1.2. Overview of the qualification / certification assessment system
Figure 3 shows a schematic of the Estonia education system. Children attend school from the age
of seven. This is a single, unified ‘basic school’; rather than having primary and secondary
phases. 46 At the age of 16, young people can go on to either upper-secondary schools
(gümnaasium), or vocational schools (kutseõppeasutus). Gümnaasium typically lasts for three
years (ages 16 to 19).

45

ibid.
Denmark similarly differentiates less between primary and secondary than we would expect from a UK perspective.
Egelund, N. (2005) Educational assessment in Danish schools. Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy and
Practice, 12(2), 203–212.

46
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Figure 3: Schematic of Estonia education system stages 47

47

ee_diag_2020_21.png (6106×2440) (europa.eu)

ISCED is the reference international classification for organising education programmes and related qualifications by levels and fields.
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=International_Standard_Classification_of_Education_(ISCED)

For more information see:
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Estonia’s compulsory education ends in Grade 9 (age 16) with three centralised exams. The
marking takes place at school by the subject teacher. To finish basic school students complete
centralised examinations in mathematics, Estonian language, and on a subject chosen by the
student (from a list of eleven options), and a completed research project organised by the school. 48
Eurydice expresses the requirement to complete as follows:
Successful completion of the curriculum and passing final examinations is the condition for
acquiring basic education. 49
As a slight rider to this, NCEE points out the following:
… students who do not pass an exam can advance to grade 10 with a teacher’s
recommendation or by passing an alternative, school-based exam. 50
In a Teams interview, our Estonian respondent talked about ‘passing basic school’, and related
issues around school-based exams.
Interviewer: So, for example, if you failed the Estonian exam in Grade 9, can you go on to
grade 10 and gümnaasium?
Estonian respondent: Uh, if you fail the exam, you have to take a school exam in the same
subject and there are only very, very few students who fail the school examination. So it's
one thing we’d like to drop in future.
Interviewer: Is that an issue for you? Is there a feeling that the school exams are not the
same standard, or they're easier or something?
Estonian respondent: Uh, I can't comment on that issue because we don't have sufficient
data, but we see pupils who get very few points on the examinations, two weeks later will
pass successfully another examination.
There could be different reasons for that.
Interviewer: … so your hope would be that maybe you could get rid of the school exam
and… ?
Estonian respondent: Yeah, yes. It's one idea … we’d like to drop the school examination
because we're not pretty sure what kind of information it provides for us and for the student,
of course.
Interviewer: That’s interesting, yeah, …
Estonian respondent: Yeah, well we're waiting for a larger reform in secondary education,
and it will probably change the role of the basic school final examinations. Basically, in
future our examinations will describe the position of a student.

Eurydice. (n.d.). Estonia overview. Estonia | Eurydice (europa.eu).
ibid.
50 National Center on Education and the Economy (NCEE). (n.d.). Top performing countries: Estonia. Estonia - NCEE.
48
49
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Yeah, we don't give credits anymore, only exam points. And, uh, it doesn't affect the
graduation of basic school. It's just like a proof. But you are at this level and more or less it
will affect your future prospects. But formally you can't fail the exam anymore.
We tried this solution this spring as a measure to adapt to the Covid situation, and we will
get analysis some time in September of how it affected behaviour and results of students. 51
Concerning the assessed project, our Estonian colleague said:
It's mandatory to a carry out a project, but this is not part of the examination system. It's a
requirement to complete your studies.
This could be interpreted as an endorsement process (cf. experiments in GCSE science
practicals, or speaking in GCSE English).
Students who opt for the academic upper secondary school take the National School Leaving
Exam after Grade 12 (age 19). This exam has required sections on Estonian, maths, and at least
one foreign language. Twelfth graders also must pass a school-administered exam and complete
a research project in order to graduate. The school examination and research project are both
selected, prepared and organised by the school. 52
3.1.1.3. Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
The following is stated as the major reason for external assessment in the Estonian system:
According to legislation, the goal of external assessment is to give students, parents,
schools, school administrators and the state an objective and comparative feedback to the
learning objectives stated in the national curriculum, as well as provide an input for
education policy making. 53
Notwithstanding this, teachers are important to the Estonian system. They mark the end of
compulsory education exams that take place when a pupil finishes grade 9, and help students to
choose optional subjects for grade 9 exams, and with the practical project.
The three end-of-upper-secondary (grade 12) exams are externally set and marked. 54 But, also,
students must pass a school-set exam and research project in order to graduate from upper
secondary education.
A teacher on a research fellowship exchange to Finland and Estonia reports the following
regarding external QA of teachers’ assessments:
Teachers in Finland and Estonia are not required to collect evidence of work on each pupil
for exam board purposes. Nor do they have to undertake verification procedures to ensure
standards are maintained between schools. 55

51 In these direct quotations from an interview with a non-native speaker of English, we have corrected minor language
infelicities, whilst (hopefully) retaining the intended meaning.
52 ibid. and Republic of Estonia, Ministry of Education and Research. (2021). State examinations. State examinations |
Estonian Ministry of Education and Research (hm.ee).
53 Tire G. (2020) Educational Assessment in Estonia. In: Harju-Luukkainen H., McElvany, N., & Stang, J. (Eds.)
Monitoring Student Achievement in the 21st Century. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38969-7_10.
54 ibid.
55 McIntyre, N.A. (2014). Increasing achievement in science education: learning lessons from Finland & Estonia.
McIntyre N Report 2014.pdf (wcmt.org.uk)
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Our Estonian colleague confirmed that – previously – information had been collected on teachers’
assessments and used for QA purposes, but this had ceased around 2010, due to budget cuts.
He also talked about the multiple ways in which Estonian teachers are involved in examinations
processes:
… we have a rather manifold involvement from the teachers and teacher organisations.
So, … when we prepare a new type of exams, we commonly work with universities and
some expert teachers, and we build the model of the exam or test for example. So we get
some sort of prototype and the test specification, and now each year we prepare a new
version of this test and in this cycle we work mainly with teachers, so … yeah … every
autumn, the Minister of Education nominates the members of the Examination Preparation
Commission, but our expert who is leading the team and mainly teachers whose task is to
prepare with different items’ scoring rules. … perhaps some modification in the procedure,
if a test requires that, so there are teachers always present.
… and our teachers organisations formally have rather strong views on how students
should be assessed. And it's always like negotiations that our test would work that way
better. And there is another side from teachers, but actually the real authentic assessment
should look that way and we need to … put these views together.
3.1.1.4. The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses
At the end of basic school, students receive grades one (low) to five (high). Three and higher are
considered ‘sufficient’. Students achieving lower than grade three in the end of basic school exam,
need to take the school exam, although, ‘officially there are no negative records’. 56 There is no
note made on the end of basic school certificate that a particular student only achieved their grade
three via a school exam.
The State (end of year 12) exam outputs a 100-point scale. Students take the exams seriously,
and try to achieve high marks. High-status university courses (such as medicine) require students
to achieve close to 100 on the State examination.
For most universities, scores on the National School Leaving Exams form the basis of the
applications process although some require additional subject area exams for specific programs of
study.
Increasingly, universities are requiring candidates to take additional tests; these can be subject
tests, general ‘academic aptitude’ batteries, and even specific entrance interviews.
Foreign language tests (incl. Estonian as a Foreign Language) are a separate system, and
students can achieve B1, B2, etc. measured against the Common European Framework of
Languages (CEFR). Students can achieve these levels via different providers, including
international language assessment suites.

Which we understand that – technically – there is no official concept of ‘failure’ on the end of basic school exam,
notwithstanding that three and above are considered ‘sufficient’.

56
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3.1.1.5. Has the assessment system changed over time?
Unsurprisingly, the first major change in Estonian education occurred with independence, and the
shift from a communist to a democratic society. 57 Many changes in the Estonian assessment
system have been defined by the shift away from Soviet education. Post-Soviet education became
more standardised in the late 1990s, with standardised exams at the end of secondary school
called ‘state exams’. Estonian standardised exams are heavily influenced by Western European
assessment styles. 58
There have been various curriculum reforms since independence: a 1990s curriculum put
emphasis on problem solving, critical thinking and IT. 59 A post-2011 reform introduced the creative
project, and research project – mentioned above as necessary for basic and post-compulsory
graduation, respectively. 60 More recently (after 2014) a Lifelong Learning Strategy 2020 has called
for new national assessments addressing key competencies and problem solving. 61
It is reported that Estonia is in the throes of developing an innovative diagnostic, technologyenabled assessment system, which will give teachers and students pointers to next learning steps.
These digital tests will also address ‘modern’ (aka non-traditional subject based) constructs, such
as digital skills, and aptitude for learning. 62
3.1.1.6. Maintenance of standards
The Ministry of Education and Research represents the state’s role in Estonia’s assessment
system. The state learns how well students have mastered the educational goals set in the
national curriculum.
The main concerns around potential grade inflation are those mentioned above regarding the basic
school examinations, and that facts that: a. there is no external verification, moderation, or similar
scrutiny of teachers’ assessments, and b. (probably related) that even students who seem to have
failed the centrally-written exam by many points can pass a school examination soon afterwards.
Our respondent was less concerned about potential inflation in the state examination, as that is
externally administered (with stricter controls on proctoring, etc.). However, it is also worth noting
that (our respondent said) universities are increasingly administering their own tests of various
types. Presumably, they do this, because they feel they meet a need which the state exam is not
satisfying.
3.1.1.7. Quality assurance
We have seen above that the grade 12 examinations are externally set and marked (and have at
least some externality in proctoring), whereas the grade 9 exams are externally set and internally

Cf. discussion at footnote 36 (page .....7).
Saar, E. (2008). The Estonian educational system and the ISCED-97. In: Schneider, S. (Ed.). The International
Standard Classification of Education (ISCED-97). An evaluation of content and criterion validity for 15 European
countries (236−252). (Mannheim: Mannheimer Zentrum für Europäische Sozialforschung).
59 National Center on Education and the Economy (NCEE). (n.d.). Top performing countries: Estonia. Estonia - NCEE.
60 ibid.
61 ibid.
62 Tire G. (2020). Educational Assessment in Estonia. In: Harju-Luukkainen H., McElvany N., Stang J. (Eds.)
Monitoring Student Achievement in the 21st Century. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-38969-7_10.,
p. 126.
57
58
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marked. Also, teachers are not required to submit materials to external moderators. 63 This was a
requirement previously, but was done away with when budgets were reduced.
3.1.1.8. How do perceptions of how results are changing over time interact with public
confidence in them?
The PISA 2015 survey asked students how satisfied they were with their life in general at the time
of the survey. The scale of possible responses ranged from 1 to 10. The higher the number, the
higher life satisfaction students reported. The mean score for Estonian students was 7.6, which
shows a rather high level of students’ life satisfaction. OECD has ranked Estonia (together with
Finland, the Netherlands, and Switzerland) as one of the countries with high student performance
and high life satisfaction. 64
As a counterpoint to the generally favourable portrayal of Estonian education, we might look at
Tucker’s article. 65 In that (somewhat polemical) piece, the author argues that – whilst educational
standards are high – teaching is quite traditional, and risks not delivering the more integrated skills
demanded by 21st-century workplaces. This approach, allied to demanding parents with old
fashioned views of education, and teacher shortages, provides a challenge to the otherwise high
achievement in the Estonian system.
Our respondent thought that the examinations system was viewed positively overall.
I think the examination system is viewed as a rather fair system. Yeah, and actually the
involvement of teachers and teacher education supports this view so. Of course, each
spring when the exams have been carried out, there are some critical letters, or also some
articles in the newspaper … mainly in teachers’ newspapers, which say that there was
some task which probably didn't work so well or so … . The writers don't have any
information how the tasks were acting, but their views are like that …
Our colleague (a Ministry official) also characterised school leaders’ typical response, if their
schools were perceived to have been ‘maligned’ by exam results.
… one source of criticism is always the external, evaluation [i.e. assessment], ‘what is the
function of the Ministry of Education?’. So they get the results from us, and when we pick
up sometimes that some schools need some change in their study process. So uh,
especially school leaders … almost always very carefully look at the exam results and they
all also have sort of a leitmotif. That is, ‘please let’s trust the teachers and schools. Why
do we have to have some external examinations?’ And mainly, this is the sort of approach
adopted by the secondary school leaders.
However, when the government proposed removing examinations, there was some support from
surprising places.
Estonian respondent: Our last Minister of Education tried to abolish the examination format
at the end of basic schools, and replace them, sort of with tests … look yeah, it's tests. And
suddenly all teachers and school leaders and also student organisations who commonly

See section 3.1.1.3 (page 16).
Tire G. (2020) Educational Assessment in Estonia. In: Harju-Luukkainen H., McElvany N., Stang J. (Eds.) Monitoring
Student Achievement in the 21st Century. Springer, Cham.
65 Tucker, M. (2015). Estonia: unsung heroine of the Baltic, but … Tucker's Lens: Estonia: Unsung Heroine of the Baltic,
But… - NCEE.
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say that, ‘oh, these tests are not so good. And testing has a bad impact on the core
teaching process’. Suddenly they were supporting the idea that that exams must be kept
going on.
Interviewer: Uh, What because they preferred the state exams?
Estonian respondent: yes, it was seen as a certain important event and tradition at the end
of the basic school. It was seen as a tool that provides important feedback to teachers and
schoolmasters, and so on and suddenly there were so many reasons to keep exams.
Our colleague considered that the Estonian Ministry needed more thoroughgoing information on
pupils’ performance throughout schooling. He would like more in-depth information at various
stages (e.g. year three, five, seven, etc.), not just ‘one off’ information such as that provided
currently by the end of basic school examination. His aim in wanting such information was system
monitoring, and not focusing on particular pupils’ achievement or failure.
Estonia has various trials of e-assessment under way in schools. Typically, these are for lower
stakes assessments than the examinations considered here. This is either lower down the school
(than years nine or 12), and / or assessments that are voluntary for schools.
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3.1.2.

Queensland

3.1.2.1. About the jurisdiction
Australia is comprised of six states and three territories. 66 Queensland is the second largest state
based on landmass and third largest state based on population. The estimated resident population
at the end of 2020 was over five million persons. 67 It is split into 78 local government areas.
Queensland schools provide education across three key phases:
•
•

•

Kindergarten
Prep to Year 10 (typically, age 16), which focuses on 8 learning areas: The 8 learning areas
(English, Mathematics, Science, Humanities and Social Sciences, Health and Physical
Education, Technologies, The Arts and Languages)
Years 11 and 12 (i.e.17-18). In Years 11 and 12, Queensland schools are required to select
curriculum to be implemented from a range of subject options available through the
Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority (QCAA). The QCAA senior syllabuses
build on the expectations of the Prep to Year 10 Australian Curriculum. The syllabuses are
grouped in the 8 learning areas of the Australian Curriculum to highlight this continuity.
Senior syllabuses are developmental and are generally completed over two years with
Units 1 and 2 (Year 11) studied prior to Units 3 and 4 (Year 12).

The P-12 curriculum, assessment and reporting framework (P-12 CARF) specifies the curriculum,
for state schools from Prep to Year 12. 68 There is a strong commitment to sustainability as
captured in their vision statement:
“Our vision for sustainability in schools is based on that agreed for the United Nations
Decade of Education for Sustainable Development: ‘a world where everyone has the
opportunity to benefit from a quality education and learn the values, behaviour and lifestyles
required for a sustainable future and for positive societal transformation.’ Sustainability is
defined as ‘meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs’, or simply as ‘enough for all forever’.” 69
3.1.2.2. Queensland: Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
School education in Queensland is delivered across three main sectors: government schools,
Catholic schools and independent schools. There are approximately 1,725 schools of the state, of
which 278 are dedicated secondary (years 7-12) schools, with a further 272 being combined
primary and secondary (ES, 2018, p. 182). The Department of Education is in control of state-run
schools. The bulk of funding for these schools is allocated by the Australian government.
The assessment approach for senior students in Queensland (i.e. Students age about 18
completing high school and seeking tertiary entrance) is undergoing significant changes. Until
2019, it might reasonably have been described as “a system of externally moderated school-based
assessment.” (ES, 2018, p.183) Even then, there was a clear distinction between the two separate

Australian Government (2001). Area of Australia – States and Territories. https://www.ga.gov.au/scientifictopics/national-location-information/dimensions/area-of-australia-states-and-territories
67 Queensland Government (2020). Queensland population counter
https://www.qgso.qld.gov.au/statistics/theme/population/population-estimates/state-territories/qld-population-counter
68 Queensland Government (2021). Stages of schooling. https://education.qld.gov.au/curriculum/stages-of-schooling
69 Queensland Government (n.d.) Statement on sustainability for all Queensland Schools “enough for all forever”
https://education.qld.gov.au/curriculums/Documents/sustainability-all-schools.pdf
66
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purposes of such assessment: certifying attainment and selecting for progression, in particular for
higher education.
In order to understand the changes, it is perhaps useful to outline the system that was in effect until
2019. Recognition of attainment was through studying a range of courses, including general,
applied and vocational ones. Attainment was graded from A to E, derived from a combination of
school-based and external assessments. These assessment techniques included: project,
investigation, extended response, performance, product and examination. The Queensland
Certificate of Education (QCE) - typically taken at the end of year 12 - was awarded to learners
who had gained a grade C or better in five general subjects or four general subjects plus one
applied or one vocational subject, including one of several courses in English but, perhaps
surprisingly, not mathematics.
However, the QCE was not in itself the main method of selection to higher education: rather this
was the Overall Position (OP). The OP was determined by scaling a learner’s best five results (still
including English but not mathematics as a requirement) using results in the Queensland Core
Skills (QCS) Test, a common scaling test. The QCS was used for two stages in deriving the final
OP. First learners’ performance was used to scale results across subjects within a school to
assign each learner a within-school overall achievement indicator (OAI). Then the school’s
performance in the QCS was used to scale OAIs from different schools to ensure they are
comparable throughout the state. Once the OAIs were thus aligned, learners were assigned their
OP: 25 (non-equal) bands, with 1 the highest. This was then used to select for HE. Inevitably,
different HEIs and different courses within an HEI impose their own additional requirements, in
terms of requiring either specific subjects to have been studied as part of the QCE, or performance
at a given level in particular subjects.
For the cohort starting 11th grade in 2019 and thus graduating high school in 2020, there were
significant changes in several respects. 70 First, the curriculum itself was changed, requiring a
programme of training for teachers. Perhaps inevitably, there was some dissatisfaction among
teachers and learners at coping with the new requirements and pushback from the QCAA which
was managing the process. 71
The second significant change was in the nature of the assessment for the QCE, with a shift to
greater external control. From now, each general subject is assessed on four separate occasions,
with the fourth being externally set and marked by the QCAA. This assessment carries different
weights in different subjects, ranging from 25 to 50 per cent. The external assessments in English
and mathematics are conventional examination papers and marking schemes. The other three
assessments are all teacher set and teacher marked, but all have to be approved in advance by
the QCAA. 72 Presumably, the externally set assessment and prior approval of the others is
intended to have a standardising effect on the overall results, but performance in the externally
assessed element has no effect on that in the internally assessed ones. Marks on the internally
assessed units are analysed (using a form of statistical analysis known as Rasch analysis, which

70 In fact, students in that school year seems to have been the classic guinea-pig generation, having been the first to
experience system changes and the almost inevitable teething-troubles throughout their career. And then Covid hit their
final summative year.
71 ABC news (2019). Queensland ATAR system forcing students to drop subjects, jeopardising university placement,
teachers union warns - ABC News
72 There are exemplars on the QCAA website, and one suspects that practice in Queensland will reflect that in the UK
whereby schools make extensive use of such exemplars.
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aims to produce outcomes which are sample-free) to put them on a single scale and performance
from the externally assessed unit placed on the same scale, anchored by the internal scale. The
claim in the QCAA guide to calculating results in general subjects, “The marks for internal
assessment in a subject are not affected by the marks on the external assessment. They are
simply added together to give a result out of 100” is therefore technically true, but not in the sense
that will be generally understood. Unless the citizens of Queensland are unusually mathematically
literate, this could lead to problems with public perceptions of the system in the future. 73
There are two other significant changes to the Queensland assessment system, although the basis
of the QCE remains: passes in at least five general subjects (or four plus one vocational/applied
subject). First, both the QCS and the OP have gone. The greater control over subject results
produced by the prior approval of internal assessment and the common external assessment
reduces the need for an external moderating instrument for subject results, whether intra-school or
inter-school.
The need remains to translate learners’ performance in a range of subjects and here the OP has
been replaced by the Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) an Australia-wide system,
bringing Queensland into line with the rest of the country. As with the calculation of subject scores,
the task of aligning performances across subjects depends on complex iterative analysis. The
ATAR essentially uses the best five subject-level results for each candidate to locate learners on a
2000 point percentile scale (0-99.95 in 0.05 increments). 74 Importantly, these scores are cohortreferenced (that is, they represent the rank order for that year’s learners) and, at least at the top
end of the scale, each band is the same size. Here, too, there may be problems of public
perception in the future. Certainly, reporting of the first’ year’s results did not seem to understand
that the number of candidates in the top band (30) was a construct of the system not a reflection of
performance against an external set of standards. Consequently, if there is an increase in the
proportion of learners achieving their QCE, there may be public disappointment that there will be
no corresponding improvement in numbers in the top band(s).
Conversely, because the relationship between outcomes in the QCE and OP was already fairly
opaque, this may well be much less of an issue. Moreover, the fact that the number of learners in
each band is dependent solely on the size of the cohort, at least there will be no problem with
perceived grade inflation.
One important feature of the calculation of the ATAR is how outcomes in applied or vocational
subjects are used. In part, this is a consequence of how such results are (to a degree necessarily)
reported. Results in general subjects are reported on a grade scale (A-E) but also a numeric grade
1-100. Applied subjects are reported only on the A-E scale and vocational subjects in terms of
completion or non-completion. The fine-grained 1-100 scale allows the complex mathematics to
determine the final rank order both within subject and in the final ATAR. The much less refined AE and completed/not completed scales do not permit such analysis so that how success in such
courses counts towards an individual learner’s ATAR has to be pre-set. That is an A grade on a

73 According to the Government of Queensland, “Assessment is not an endpoint activity. Alignment is achieved when
teachers actively plan assessment at the same time as they plan for teaching and learning.” The Government of
Queensland states that the principles of their assessment system are the following: Aligned, Equitable, Evidence-Based,
Ongoing, Transparent and Informative. It is possible that the pursuit of alignment and equitability dominates the
principles of transparency and informativeness.
74 There are some restrictions on what can or cannot be included among these five results. For a full list of prohibited
and permitted combinations see ATAR_An_overview.pdf (qtac.edu.au)
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particular vocational subject is treated as giving the learner a particular score to contribute to the
overall ATAR rank. This may, in time, lead to a feeling that these courses are undervalued – or,
indeed, overvalued – in this key indicator.
3.1.2.3. Queensland: Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
There has been some row back on the level of autonomy within the system in two key respects.
First, the inclusion of a significant proportion of the credit for each subject (in mathematics and
science subjects, this is 50 per cent) is as a result of a state-wide externally set and marked
assessment. Importantly, however, while this assessment contributes to the overall result, it is not
used as a moderating instrument for the remainder of the assessment. (Although the QCS test
was not used directly to moderate the teacher-derived assessments, it was used at two stages to
bring results into line.) The second change is the requirement that all three internally set and
marked units of assessment for each general subject has to be approved in advance by QCAA.
Nevertheless, teachers have a major role in their learners’ outcomes. First, of course, they have a
role in the precise syllabus taught, at least in many subjects, although mathematics and the
sciences tend to be more prescriptive. This goes beyond the choice of texts studied in that for
many subjects there are several different courses which can count towards the QCE, although only
one such course from a subject area is counted. 75 In English, for example, English, English and
Literature Extension, English as an Additional Language, Essential English, Literacy and Literature
are all available. In mathematics, the choice is between Essential Mathematics, General
Mathematics, Mathematical methods, Numeracy and Specialist Mathematics.
The second key role that teachers play is in setting and marking their own internal assessment
instruments. This is clearly reasonable given the need for these assessments to be tailored to the
precise content taught. These assessments are now subject to prior approval centrally by the
QCAA and for general subjects there is a centrally set and marked assessment, both of which may
be seen to reduce the level of autonomy for the teachers, but the key point here is that the
outcomes of the assessments are accepted and used directly in determining, not only a learner’s
QCE result, but their position within ATAR.
Teachers’ role in the assessment of applied and vocational subjects is even greater. The position
for Essential English and Essential Mathematics is similar to that in general subjects, with three
assessments developed and marked by the teachers and the fourth developed by QCAA but this
time marked by the teachers. For other courses, all four assessments are developed and marked
internally. 76
In the new QCE system, summative internal assessment instruments for all General and General
(Extension) subjects and Essential English and Essential Mathematics must be endorsed
(approved) by QCAA before they are administered with students.
Each school develops and submits three summative internal assessment instruments to QCAA for
endorsement. Assessment instruments are developed in the assessment templates provided in

Interestingly, the same rules do not apply to the calculation of the ATAR, which uses the best five results, which may
or may not include a result in one of the relevant English subjects. Also, of course, HEIs may impose particular
requirements on potential entrants which may restricts freedom of choice.
76 Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority (2021). Common internal assessment.
https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/senior/assessment/internal-assessment/common-internal-assessment
75
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the endorsement application, accessed in the QCAA Portal. The QCAA provides instrument
specific quality assurance tools to help schools check their assessment before they submit it for
endorsement. 77
QCAA supports schools continuing current practices of collaborating to develop assessment
through communities of practice, while ensuring that the instruments submitted
for endorsement and administered to students have been developed by teachers at the school.
Supported by QCAA resources, schools will have a common understanding of the summative
instruments that need to be developed. These should be developed for the school’s local context,
and take into consideration teacher expertise, available resources and student interest. 78, 79
3.1.2.4. Queensland: The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses
As already noted, there are essentially two distinct ways in which learners’ completion of their
secondary studies is marked. The first of these is the Queensland Certificate of Education, which
primarily testifies to having achieved a satisfactory level of attainment. It requires a pass in at least
five subjects, with a minimum of four being general subjects, subject to certain rules of
combination. The acquisition of the QCE is a necessary but by no means sufficient condition of
accessing HE. This is because the best five results (again with a minimum of four being general
courses and subject to certain rules of combination) are used to calculate the ATAR which
provides the primary means of qualification for HE.
3.1.2.5. Queensland: Has the assessment system changed over time? What are the
influences on change? Are there plans to change the assessment system in future
and, if so, why?
The assessment system in Queensland is in the first year of completion of major changes. The
main driver of these has been the shift from using the Queensland-specific OP, which had been in
use since 1992, to the Australia-wide ATAR. In a report released in 2014, the Australian Council
for Educational Research (ACER) found that while existing arrangements had served Queensland
students well and remained fair and reliable, they would not be sustainable over the longer term.
ACER recommended changes to achieve greater rigour and simplicity. At the same time HEIs in
Queensland were supportive of the replacement of the OP with the ATAR.
The move to ATAR as the main mechanism for entrance to HE brought with it the need to ensure
alignment with standards throughout Australia, and thus drives the other changes. ATAR depends
on consistent inter-school standards within a subject together with a mechanism for aligning
standards across subjects. Queensland has effected this in the changes made to the assessment
regime. Rather than using the QST to review and moderate outcomes of the school-based
assessments the move has been to control the school-based assessments themselves. Thus, 2550 per cent of the final result derive from externally set and marked tests. Moreover, although the

Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority (2021). Endorsement | Queensland Curriculum and Assessment
Authority (qcaa.qld.edu.au)
78 Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority (2021). https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/senior/assessment/internalassessment
79
Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority (2018). https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/about/k-12-policies/studentassessment/understanding-assessment/principles-quality-assessment
77
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remainder of the assessments are set and marked by the teachers, each assessment and its
marking protocols are quality-assured centrally.
3.1.2.6. Queensland: Maintenance of standards
Given that the curriculum has been revised significantly over the last few years and that 2020 is the
first year of the use of the ATAR, it is more about setting than maintaining standards at this point.
However, it is important that the mechanisms for maintaining those standards are established from
the start.
The Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority (QCAA) has a critical role in both these
processes. It is the statutory authority with responsibility for the development and revision of
syllabi across the whole of school education, for the management of associated testing and
assessment processes as established in the 2014 Education [QCAA] Act. The QCAA is the body
which certifies student achievement of the completion of Year 12 with the Queensland Certificate
of Education (QCE) and is responsible for guaranteeing the validity and reliability of the results that
contribute to the ATAR, although that is itself determined by the Queensland Tertiary Admissions
Centre (QTAC). This body is a public company which has been established for over 40 years,
deigned to bring together the various tertiary admissions systems into a one-stop shop for
applicants for HE.
In terms of the QCE, the setting and maintenance of standards depends on several key elements,
most of which rely on QCAA. First, the organisation is responsible for developing and marking a
significant proportion of the assessment contributing to results in each subject. With large
numbers of learners taking these assessments, there are many quantitative and qualitative
processes available both in arriving at agreed standards and in maintaining or monitoring them.
That the QCAA has also taken on a leading role in endorsing the internally assessed parts of each
subject examination, allowing for a consistent level of demand, even allowing for local conditions.
There is also an extensive training programme for teachers in terms of developing assessments
and marking protocols and applying those protocols consistently.
In terms of the ATAR, the issue is irrelevant. The system depends on consistent standards within
schools, but beyond that depends only on how well the assumptions behind the inter-subject
equating hold. Beyond that, ATAR is cohort referenced and a rank order: it stands or falls on how
accurate that rank order is. Of course, a limitation of the method is that there is no direct transfer
of meaning across years: someone in the top rank is simply in the top rank for that year. It is
reasonable to assume that they would be close to the top rank in previous of succeeding years, but
this is not a necessary condition. Interestingly, this is arguably a strength of the method in years
such as this, when Covid-19 may have had a significant effect on attainment in the cohort.
3.1.2.7. Queensland: Quality assurance
There are several distinct layers to quality assurance in the Queensland system for assessing
secondary school leavers. Several of these have already been covered. The pivotal role of QCAA
in the development and marking of some of the assessments and in endorsing the remainder of
such assessments is clearly central to this.
It is important that the externally set and marked assessment is not used per se as a moderating
instrument. Rather it provides an assurance that all learners in a subject in the state have been
assessed with an instrument of known quality and psychometric properties. At the same time the
fact that all other assessment components are reviewed and endorsed centrally provides a
significant level of quality assurance.
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In some ways, the transfer from the OP to the ATAR is an implicit form of quality assurance. This
is an Australia-wide system of reporting achievement among HE applicants and it is therefore
essential that outcomes from all states are accepted as both valid and reliable.
But quality assurance has other, wider levels. Queensland, along with the rest of Australia,
participates in the various international assessments such as PISA, TIMMS etc. These provide
useful information both about standards of attainment within Australia compared with other
countries, and within Queensland compared with other states or territories.
There is a further quality assurance mechanism in Australia. All students in Australia take
assessments in literacy and numeracy in Years 3, 5, 7, and 9 (equivalent to Years 4, 6, 8 and 10 in
England and Wales). The National Assessment Programme – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN)
is the only full cohort national test undertaken by students, and thus provides nationally
comparable data about literacy and numeracy attainment across the country. Previously, these
assessments were taken on paper, but the first NAPLAN online tests were successfully delivered
in schools in May 2018 with the hope that all schools will take NAPLAN online by 2022. 80, 81
NAPLAN publishes comprehensive reports on outcomes of the tests, breaking results down by
sex, state, centre type, background etc. Interestingly, outcomes by state seem to correlate
strongly with the remoteness/level of urbanisation and, correspondingly, proportion of indigenous
students. Queensland is a relatively remote area and results are lower than for the urbanised
states such as ACT or NSW.
3.1.2.8. Queensland: How do perceptions of how results are changing over time interact
with public confidence in them?
The new system is too recently introduced for any clear sense of how it is being received. As
already noted, there was some early and predictable criticism of the changes to the curriculum as
teachers and their students coped with the changes. But, otherwise, the press coverage of the
2020 results seem to have been confined to the familiar pictures of smiling students reacting to
their results.
The other strand in the coverage was celebrating individual students who were placed in the top
rank of ATAR. And it is here that there may be the seeds of future problems. None of the
coverage of this aspect showed any understanding of the fact that 30 learners were placed in this
rank was a function of the size of the cohort (I.e. of achievement relative to others) rather than a
reflection of attainment.
To be fair, QTAC is at considerable pains to be transparent about the process. They have
published a lengthy guide to the process by which the ranking is achieved, making a fair attempt at
explaining the intricacies of the Rasch analysis used to bring the various subjects and levels into
line. 82 QTAC also publishes the outcomes of the analysis, showing how the various subject results
line up 83.

Australian Government (2020). National Assessment Program - Literacy and Numeracy - Department of Education,
Skills and Employment, Australian Government (dese.gov.au)
81 National Assessment Program (2016) Home https://nap.edu.au
82 CALCULATING THE ATAR IN QUEENSLAND (qtac.edu.au) One of the impressive if slightly disconcerting aspects of
the process is that seeks to include results in courses that are deliberately at a different standard, such as General
Mathematics and Specialist Mathematics, and Applied and Vocational courses which use a different reporting scale.
83 QTAC-ATAR-Report-2020-Final-030321.pdf
80
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However, the fact remains that the algorithm for the process is the blackest of black boxes, and as
2020 showed in the UK, algorithms quickly become discredited when they come up with outcomes
that people don’t like.
In addition, the ATAR being a state-wide calculation of a rank that is to be used nationwide raises
some interesting questions. As NAPLAN shows, attainment is not equal across the various states,
and there is a danger that HEIs will introduce their own informal – and very dangerous –
understanding of ATAR ranks from different states. It is to be hoped that, precisely because the
ATAR rank represents achievement within the cohort rather than a specific reflection of attainment,
it will be seen as a measure of potential, which is in the end a more useful indicator of suitability for
HE. Time will tell.
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3.1.3.

Ontario

3.1.3.1. About the jurisdiction
Canada is split into 13 provinces and territories, one of which is Ontario. Ontario has a population
of 14 million people making it the province with the largest population, home to approximately two
in five Canadians. Key facts provided by the Ontario government tell us that:
•
•

•
•
•
•

More than 85 per cent live in urban centres, largely in cities on the shores of the Great
Lakes.
English is Ontario's official language, though there are several French-speaking
communities across the province. French language rights have been extended to the
province’s legal and educational systems. Government services are provided in English
and French in many designated regions across the province.
The median age for Ontarians is about 40 years. There are about five million households in
Ontario and the life expectancy is about 79 years for men and 84 years for women.
The labour force aged 25 and over exceeds six million people and about 64 per cent of
Ontario residents between 25 and 64 have completed post-secondary schooling.
There are 20 public universities and 24 colleges of applied arts and technology.
Ontario generates 37 per cent of the national GDP and is home to almost 50 per cent of all
employees in high tech, financial services and other knowledge-intensive industries 84

3.1.3.2. Ontario: Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
Canada has a federal structure with responsibility for education falling to the provinces. The
Ontario Ministry of Education oversees primary and secondary education, including the structure
and content of school courses, and general requirements for graduation. Approximately 700,000
students attend more than 850 publicly funded secondary schools in Ontario. The Government’s
aim is to increase the graduation rate to more than 85 per cent, and there are several programmes
in place to achieve this.
Broadly similar to the system in the United States, education in Ontario is a credit-based system,
with courses allocated a credit value. A credit is granted in recognition of the successful
completion (that is, completion with a final percentage mark of 50 per cent or higher) of a course
that has been scheduled for a minimum of 110 hours. Credits are granted by a principal on behalf
of the Minister of Education for courses that have been developed or authorized by the ministry. A
half-credit may be granted for each 55-hour part of a 110-hour ministry-developed course in
accordance with the policy outlined in the curriculum policy documents. Most courses are offered
as single-credit courses. Some courses, such as technological education, interdisciplinary studies,
and cooperative education courses, may be offered as multiple-credit courses. For the purpose of
granting a credit, scheduled time is defined as the time during which students participate in
planned learning activities designed to lead to the achievement of the curriculum expectations of a
course. Planned learning activities include interaction between the teacher and the student and
assigned individual or group work (other than homework) related to the achievement of the
learning expectations in the course. Planned learning activities will be delivered through classroom
or e-learning instruction and activities and/or through community placements related to work
experience and cooperative education.

84

Government of Ontario (2021). About Ontario. https://www.ontario.ca/page/about-ontario
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Secondary school courses in the Ontario curriculum are organized by discipline, grade, and course
type. Course types offered in Grades 9 and 10 – age 15-16 – (academic and applied courses,
open courses) differ from those offered in Grades 11 and 12 – age 17-18 – (destination-related
courses, open courses). In the current Ontario curriculum, there is a clear distinction between
applied and academic courses in Grades 9 and 10, as well as among the various destination
courses in Grades 11 and 12. Open courses in Grades 9 to 12 are also distinct from other course
types. Depending on the subject and/or discipline, students may earn credit for the successful
completion of more than one course in the same subject at any given grade level.
The following five types of courses are offered in Grades 11 and 12:
•

•
•

•

•

College preparation courses, designed to equip students with the knowledge and skills they
need to meet the entrance requirements for most college programs or for admission to
specific apprenticeship or other training programs.
University preparation courses, designed to equip students with the knowledge and skills
they need to meet the entrance requirements for university programs.
University/college preparation courses, designed to equip students with the knowledge and
skills they need to meet the entrance requirements for specific programs offered at
universities and colleges.
Workplace preparation courses, designed to equip students with the knowledge and skills
they need to meet the expectations of employers, if they plan to enter the workforce directly
after graduation, or the requirements for admission to certain apprenticeship or other
training programs.
Open courses, which comprise a set of expectations that are appropriate for all students,
are designed to broaden students’ knowledge and skills in subjects that reflect their
interests and prepare them for active and rewarding participation in society. They are not
designed with the specific requirements of university, college, or the workplace in mind.

In Grades 11 and 12, students will focus increasingly on their individual interests and will identify
and prepare for their postsecondary pathways. In these grades there are also increased
opportunities for learning experiences beyond the school, including cooperative education, work
experience, and specialized programs such as the Ontario Youth Apprenticeship Program,
Specialist High Skills Major programs, and school-work transition programs.
There are twelve years/grades in total, with performance in courses during the final four grades, 9
to 12, contributing to the learner’s final outcome. As with many systems, there is essentially a split
in these outcomes, with achievement recognised in the Ontario Secondary School Diploma
(OSSD) and attainment captured in the learner’s transcript. However, there is more overlap in
Ontario than in some systems.
The requirements for earning the OSSD are as follows:
•
•
•

students must earn a minimum of 30 credits, including 18 compulsory credits and 12
optional credits;
students must meet the provincial secondary school literacy requirement; and
students must complete 40 hours of community involvement activities

The courses that students can take to meet the compulsory credit requirements are described in
the curriculum policy documents for the various disciplines. The 18 compulsory credits have to be
distributed as shown below in Figure 4.
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Figure 4: Ontario Secondary School Diploma compulsory credits

Source: Government of Ontario (2016). Ontario Schools Policy and Program Requirements.
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/document/policy/os/onschools_2016e.pdf
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In addition to the 18 compulsory credits, students must earn 12 optional credits. Students earn
these credits by successfully completing courses that they have selected from the courses listed as
available in their school’s program and course calendar.
As well as their Diploma, learners carry with them their transcripts, which provide a detailed picture
of their attainment in all the courses they have studied. Requirements for the transcript are
specified in detail by the government. The transcript will include the following information:
a) the student’s achievement in Grades 9 and 10, with percentage grades obtained and credits
earned for successfully completed credit courses 85;
b) a list of all Grade 11 and 12 courses completed or attempted by the student, with the percentage
grades earned and the credits gained;
c) confirmation that the student has completed the community involvement requirement;
d) confirmation that the student has completed the provincial secondary school literacy
requirement;
e) confirmation that a student in a Specialist High Skills Major has completed all the requirements
There is one key requirement for both the OSSD and for the transcript which needs clarification:
the provincial secondary school literacy requirement. This can take two forms. The first
(chronologically) is the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test. This is a two-part test of literacy
skills, first assessed in 2002. It is currently being moved from a paper-based test to an on-line one,
although it is not clear whether Covid-19 has accelerated or interfered with the timetable. There
has been considerable pressure to postpone the field test and to extend the waiver for the
OSSLT/OSSLC requirement for a further year. 86 It was due to be field-tested between March and
June 2021, with students in Grades 10 and 11 (and non-graduating Grade 12 students) able to
take it and, if successful, have it count towards their Diploma and transcript. 87 The test itself will be
rolled out for the academic year 2021-22.
In terms of standard, the test is something of an anomaly in that it purports to be at Grade 9
standard, is expected to be taken in Grade 10 and counts as a Grade 12 credit. The on-line test
offers a mixture of controlled- and open-response items rather than moving to wholly controlledresponse as is often the case. The test is in two-parts, one focussed on reading, the other on
writing. Both contain one constructed open-response item. In general, although the test takes
some advantage of the opportunities offered by the move to on-line testing – drag-and-drop items
etc. - items are broadly similar to paper-based assessment. The standards for the test were
originally established for the paper-based version in 2000 through an exhaustive process involving
both educators/assessors and members of the public.
Learners who are unsuccessful in the OSSLT can take the Ontario Secondary School Literacy
Course (OSSLC). This course essentially covers the content for the OSSLT, thus offering remedial
opportunities for such learners. This twin approach to the literacy requirement in the Diploma
illustrates both an admirable desire to ensure standards in the Diploma with the aim of improving
graduation rates mentioned above. In short, Ontario wishes to provide a guarantee that all its
learners have reached a proper level of literacy in the form of a hurdle, but goes to great lengths to

85 The percentage mark obtained reflects the level of attainment achieved (weighted 70:30 to in-course performance
against performance in work set at the end of the course) using a consistent four level matrix. (See under 4.1.3.3 below.)
86 Toronto District School Board (2021) News (tdsb.on.ca); OntarioLiteracyTest.pdf (principals.ca)
87 The literacy requirement for graduation was suspended for 2021 graduates.
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ensure that everyone who is of the appropriate standard is duly credited by permitting more than
one attempt at the OSSLT and providing a further back-up in the form of the OSSLC.
3.1.3.3. Ontario: Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
The overall structure of the content is fairly tightly specified centrally, but at a fairly high level, with
the result there is a lot of freedom for teachers in the detail of what they teach (choice of texts,
order of presentation etc). Much the same applies to the assessment. There is a lot of centrally
produced guidance on assessment, distinguishing assessment for learning, assessment as
learning and assessment of learning, here called evaluation. Thus, the use of four levels, the
terminology to apply to them (limited, some, considerable and thorough/a high degree) and the
corresponding percentages are all prescribed as in Figure 5.
Figure 5: Conversion chart for levels and aligned percentage marks

Source: Ontario Ministry of Education (2010). Growing Success. Assessment, evaluation and
reporting in Ontario Schools, page 41.
There is even a prescription that 70 per cent of the overall weighting of the assessment should be
based on work done during the course and 30 per cent on work done towards the end. But
individual teachers select the part of the content on which to base their evaluation, create the
assessment instruments and assign the credit. There is considerable flexibility also in the form of
the assessment instrument which can include observations and conversations as well as student
products (exams and assignments). Our respondents were keen to stress how the Ontarian
approach placed a high level of genuine trust in the teachers who often co-developed learning
outcomes with the students during the curriculum design. The level of teacher trust appears to
have been built up over several decades with previous governments working hard to gain the
confidence of teachers. For most regular courses, the content of the assessed work can be
student-specific, selecting pieces to show the learner in the best light. In practice, given that a
course is a single semester, one suspects there will a good deal of commonality, between different
portfolios and, especially, the terminal element.
The one exception is the development of the OSSLT, an assessment designed to help students
acquire and demonstrate the cross-curricular literacy skills that are evaluated by the test. Students
who complete the test successfully will meet the provincial literacy requirement for graduation.
This is the only externally-assessed element in the Diploma or transcript. Even here, however,
there is an alternative – or at least remedial – route available. The OSSLC covers the same
content as the test but is assessed in broadly the same way as any other course. There is greater
prescription over what needs to be in the portfolio of work counting, as elsewhere, for 70 per cent
of the credit and of the nature of the terminal 30 per cent. This is also the only course which
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prescribes that the content of the portfolio and the nature of the terminal assessment must be
identical for all students in the class. But it is still the teacher who creates the content of the
portfolio and who designs and marks the terminal element.
Overall, there is a significant trust in teachers as assessors of their own students.
3.1.3.4. Ontario: The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses
As with many systems, there are two outcomes for successful learners in Ontario, although there is
more overlap than is often the case. The OSSD is a more generalised certificate of achievement,
indicating the learner’s potential for progression. However, although quite tightly specified, it has to
cover learners with a wide range of ambitions in terms of what that progression could be HE,
vocational education or employment.
This is where the transcript comes in as a major vehicle for selection for progression. Courses
specify particular elements they would like to see applicants have taken and the most selective
courses or HEIs will also want to see evidence of high attainment which is not supplied by the
Diploma alone. The Ontario university and colleges applications websites give advice about how
to obtain the transcript and how to send it in. 88
3.1.3.5. Ontario: Has the assessment system changed over time? What are the influences
on change? Are there plans to change the assessment system in future and, if so,
why?
As well as computer-based OSSLT, the Grade 9 maths course has also been completely revised
and digitised for 2021. In general, however, both the overall system and its content are very
stable. The OSSLT has been in place for 20 years and the grades 11 and 12 content of central
subjects such as English, mathematics and science were last revised around 15 years ago.
3.1.3.6. Ontario: Maintenance of standards
The content and reporting methods are centrally determined, even down to the lexis of the four
assessment/evaluation levels and how these are represented by scores. This provides a highly
stable background against which to set, maintain and monitor standards. It means that all training
and co-ordination can be carried out using a common set of assumptions and knowing that any
exemplification will carry the same implied meaning. As a result, if there is any apparent drift/shift
in overall outcomes, it will be relatively easy to track to its source and have an informed debate
about its meaning.
From speaking to our respondents in Ontario it was clear that the trust afforded to teachers meant
they were not expected to submit example work to a central body, nor that the central body would
supply samples of assessed work. The very notion seemed like an almost peculiar request and
not in line with the intention of their education policy.
Within the criterion-based assessment system teachers work closely within schools in what was
referred to as ‘social moderation’. Checks and balances are in place in terms of research projects
carried out by the Education Quality and Accountability Office but formal monitoring is not.

Ontario Universities’ Application Centre (29=021). Home | Ontario Universities' Application Centre (ouac.on.ca)
The Application Service for Ontario's Public Colleges | ontariocolleges.ca
88
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3.1.3.7. Ontario: Quality assurance
There is an extremely extensive library of documents outlining the approach to assessment/
evaluation. Much of it is at a rather abstract level, but it will ensure that at least the vocabulary of
discussion will be shared. This is surprisingly important in terms of establishing confidence in the
system, both among professionals and for the general public.
As so often is the case now, there is a significant further source of information for quality
assurance purposes: the use of international comparisons and, for Canada, a Pan Canada
Assessment Program (PCAP). Of course, participation in all these programmes does not address
standards specifically at graduation age, but they give a useful sense of progress in schools in
participating countries. Moreover, results from the various administrations can often be broken
down to the provincial level. For 2018 PISA, for example, Canada overall comes out well, and
Ontario is almost perfectly in line with the overall outcomes for Canada.
3.1.3.8. Ontario: How do perceptions of how results are changing over time interact with
public confidence in them?
The system is to an extent self-sustaining: provided HEIs and vocational colleges use the
outcomes as intended (and their compliance is more or less guaranteed by a mixture of regulatory
and financial levers) confidence is assured. There is, therefore, an “emperor who had no clothes”
risk: as long as no-one questions the results, everything is fine. However, defenders of the system
have international outcomes to point to suggest that there are no serious flaws. Moreover, there is
significant transparency in terms of how things work: the standards associated with the OSSLT are
fully in the public domain and so, in general terms, is how marks translate to grades. 89
It is interesting that Covid-19 seems to have led significant blocks of professionals to query the
implementation of the field test of the OSSLT. However, this was largely in terms of the effect on
teaching time at a point when this was compromised by the effects of the pandemic rather than
resistance to the field test or even the on-line version of the test itself. 90
Our respondents suggested that whilst there was a high level of public confidence in the standards
held within a school there was some scepticism about consistency of standards between schools.
The funding model for Ontario provides extra funding to the schools where students are struggling,
which could be considered to be a disincentive to inflate their attainment.
There are dashboards in the public domain that mean schools can be compared on student
attainment but these do not appear to be scrutinised by the media. Surveys of public perceptions
of teacher assessments, carried out for the Ontario College of Teachers, report very favourably,
and, although the example available online is from 2004, our respondents suggested that the
results were still applicable. 91

89 For example, in reading, the successful student, among other things, ”usually connects relevant ideas and information
to understand the meaning”
90 An earlier attempt to put the test on-line seems to encountered resistance. Wynne Liberals’ failed launch of online
literacy test will cost taxpayers - Ontario NDP « Ontario NDP
91 Ontario College of Teachers (2004). 2004 Annual State of Education Survey for the Ontario College of Teachers. A
COMPAS Special Report on Teacher and Public Perceptions. https://www.oct.ca//media/PDF/Annual%20State%20of%20Education%20Survey%202004%20Survey/EN/survey04_e.pdf
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There were some reports of scepticism that standards may have slipped ‘in my day we had to walk
to school up a hill in the snowstorm’ but it was considered that this was held by a minority who
were not necessarily au fait with good pedagogy.
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3.1.4.

New Zealand

3.1.4.1. About the jurisdiction
New Zealand is estimated to have approximately five million residents. 92
Within the education system Māori and Pacific students tend to underperform relative to the total
population although the gap is closing. The number of Māori and Pacific students gaining postsecondary school qualifications increased to 20.7 percent of Māori and 18.0 percent of Pacific
peoples aged 15 years and older having gained a level 5 diploma or higher at the time of the 2018
Census, up from 16.3 percent and 13.4 percent respectively at the time of the 2013 Census. This
however, is still notably lower than 34.6% in the total population in 2018. 93
According to the Ministry of Education “Education in New Zealand is a student-centred pathway
providing continuous learning progression and choice so that students progress every year, and
their learning at one level sets the foundation for the next steps along a chosen pathway.” 94
New Zealand's education system has three levels:
•
•
•

early childhood education: from birth to school entry age
primary and secondary education: from 5–19 years of age
further education: higher and vocational education.

3.1.4.2. New Zealand: Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
Throughout primary and secondary school students in New Zealand are taught in relation to The
New Zealand Curriculum. This combines a vision, principles, values, key competencies and
learning outcomes (see Figure 6).

New Zealand Government (2021). Population. https://www.stats.govt.nz/topics/population
New Zealand Government (2020). Education outcomes improving for Māori and Pacific peoples.
https://www.stats.govt.nz/news/education-outcomes-improving-for-maori-and-pacific-peoples
94 Ministry of Education (2021) Education in New Zealand. https://www.education.govt.nz/our-work/our-role-and-ourpeople/education-in-nz/
92
93
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Figure 6: Summary of the New Zealand curriculum

Source: https://nzcurriculum.tki.org.nz/The-New-Zealand-Curriculum

Aligned to The New Zealand Curriculum is the National Certificate of Educational Achievement
(NCEA), which is the main qualification for senior secondary school students 95. It is split into three
levels, level 1 provides a foundation of skills and knowledge, level 2 builds on level 1 and is the
minimum qualification students need for some jobs and tertiary programmes. Level 3 is the most
demanding and alongside the University Entrance award is needed to progress to university and
tertiary programmes. Students work through the NCEA levels 1 to 3 during years 11 to 13 at
school, with most progressing though one level per year, although this is not strictly necessary.
The NCEA aims to capture learning throughout the year not just in end of year examinations. It is
a credit based system that has a competency and skills focus. Candidates are assessed against
standards which assess different areas of knowledge and skills within a subject, there are 67
subjects available and schools select some of these to offer. For context at level 2 Chemistry has
7 standards and biology has 8, each standard has an associated number of credits, see Figure 7
and Figure 8.

95

Some schools offer Cambridge qualifications or the International Baccalaureate but most offer the NCEA.
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Figure 7: Biology standards

Source: Biology / Science / Resources for Internally Assessed Achievement Standards / NCEA on
TKI - NCEA
Figure 8: Chemistry standards

Source: Chemistry / Science / Resources for Internally Assessed Achievement Standards / NCEA
on TKI - NCEA
There are specific standards for Mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge) and some credits can also
be gained from achievements outside the classroom such as obtaining a driving licence or going
on work experience. A set number of credits are required for literacy and numeracy but there is
flexibility in which standards schools select to allow pupils to demonstrate these skills.
There are still some examinations and these are moving to digital delivery. Internal assessments
are used to assess skills and knowledge that cannot be tested in an exam, e.g. speeches,
research projects and performances. New Zealand’s schools are increasingly using digitally
enabled teaching and learning, and NCEA assessments reflect this. The New Zealand
Qualifications Authority (NZQA) has worked with schools and students since 2014 to co-design
external digital assessment. This involved co-managed trials with 13 schools across New Zealand,
each school was treated as an individual case study and visited numerous times to speak to
students and teachers about their experience of digital assessment. These initial case studies
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focused on subjects with relatively simple digital assessments and offered them in schools with
some existing digital teaching. 96 This formed the foundation of the digital development and in 2019
NZQA offered 35 digital exam sessions across 14 subjects. In 2020 they intended to offer 58
exam sessions across 21 subjects and three levels: Agricultural & Horticultural Science, Chinese,
English, Health, Japanese, Psychology, Spanish, Art History, Classical Studies, French, History,
Latin (L1 & 2 only), Samoan, Te Reo Māori, Business Studies, Education for Sustainability (L2
only), German, Home Economics, Media Studies, Social Studies, Te Reo Rangatira. Assessments
include essays with a word processing style box with a suggested word count. More of insight
from the 2019 exams can be found in this summary of student experience and school participation:
https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/assets/About-us/Future-State/NCEA-Online/NCEA-Online-2019-A3Dashboard.pdf.
There are two types of standard, unit standards and achievement standards. Unit standards
usually assess a skill and are only assessed internally whilst achievement standards can be
assessed both internally and externally. Towards the end of each calendar year the students can
sit the NCEA examinations which assess them against up to three external achievement
standards. There is a three-hour exam session per subject.
Each standard has four possible grades: Not achieved (N), Achieved (A) Merit (M) for meeting the
criteria to a very good level and Excellence (E) for meeting the criteria to an outstanding level. At
course level if a candidate gains 14+ credits at Merit level they are awarded a Merit in that
particular course with the same rule applying to Excellence.
At the overall NCEA level students obtain a level 1-3. If a student gains 50 or more credits at
Excellence level their NCEA certificate is endorsed with Excellence. If they gain 50 or more credits
at Merit or a mix of Merit and Excellence their NCEA certificate is endorsed with Merit. The credits
can be gained over more than one year.
There are Vocational Pathways available to achieve NCEA Levels 1-3. They cover six broad
sectors, Manufacturing and Technology, Construction and Infrastructure, Primary Industries, Social
and Community Services, Service Industries and Creative Industries. A specific Vocational
Pathway Award is awarded in relation to a particular combination of standards that are designed to
facilitate progression to further study, training and employment. These pathways do not
necessarily involve more teacher assessment than the ‘conventional’ route through the NCEA but
highlight where a combination of standards is well suited to a particular sector.
The NCEA is managed and administered by the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA).
They also manage its underpinning framework. The NCEA is taken by most students regardless of
their intended route when they finish their school education. 97

Co-Managed Trials Case Study. (n.d.). https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/assets/About-us/Future-State/CMT-casestudies/Cashmere-High-School.pdf
97 NZQA (2018). A Guide to NCEA. Understanding NCEA - English (nzqa.govt.nz)
96
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Figure 9: Summary of the NCEA credits

Source: Understanding NCEA - English (nzqa.govt.nz)

3.1.4.3. New Zealand: Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
The teachers and schools select the courses and standards that are offered. School league tables
are not published in New Zealand so schools are not pressured to offer particular combinations of
standards. That said, our respondent noted that there is a culture of competing schools particularly
in Auckland, so what is offered in schools can be driven by school competition rather than teacher
preference.
As students study new topics, their teachers will explain what will be assessed and how. Teachers
ensure that students are prepared for assessment. If students pass the assessment, the standard
is achieved. Each assessment measures what a student knows or can do against the registered
criteria of a standard in courses they study. If they meet the criteria, they achieve the standard,
and gain credits towards a qualification.
The NCEA combines internal and external assessments. Teachers are responsible for the internal
assessments. The Ministry of Education provide extensive resources for the internally assessed
achievement standards. These resources are quality assured by the NZQA. On the one hand
teachers are given responsibility to carry out these assessments, and this was a purposeful design
feature of the NCEA away from external exams, however on the other hand the volume of
guidance suggests this is quite heavily prescribed. For example, the guidance for Level 3
Psychology provides seven pages of guidance to support the internal assessment of Achievement
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Standard 91872. It specifies an essay-based task, provides teacher guidelines, student
instructions and an assessment schedule with examples of evidence/judgements for each grade
(Achievement, Merit and Excellence). It notes that the examples are indicative samples only and
states that “Final grades will be decided using professional judgement based on a holistic
examination of the evidence provided against the criteria in the Achievement Standard.” 98 Given
the amount of teacher effort required to carry out internal assessments it is perhaps not surprising
that there has been some scepticism in terms of the extent to which the Level 1 NCEA is strictly
necessary. 99
Our respondent noted that when it came to externally assessed portfolio work, student marks were
quite closely aligned with how well the teacher understood the standard being tested. In instances
where a teacher did not quite grasp the standard the entire class did not pass their portfolio and
Ministry of Education led interventions were put into place. It was noted that this did not happen
with an exam.
3.1.4.4. New Zealand: The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses
Since NCEA was introduced, more students are leaving school with qualifications. NCEA is
accepted both in New Zealand and overseas by most employers and tertiary education providers.
Its placement on the 10 level New Zealand Qualifications Framework (previously the National
Qualifications Framework) shows how it fits more broadly into the New Zealand education system
and the pathways in offers into further academic and vocational education.
NCEA is a national qualification on the New Zealand Qualifications Framework. Standards that
secondary school students achieve as part of NCEA can be used as building blocks for other
qualifications.
To meet the minimum requirement for University Entrance (UE) students need to acquire the
following NCEA credits: NCEA Level 3, 14 credits in each of three approved subjects (there are 61
approved subjects 100 each with between 4 and 15 standards), UE Literacy (10 credits at Level 2 or
higher, 5 in reading and 5 in writing), UE Numeracy (10 credits at Level 1 or above). For some
subjects such as medicine additional exams are required by some universities but generally they
rely solely on the University Entrance award. New Zealand qualifications are generally accepted in
the United States, Australia and the United Kingdom (UK). NCEA level 3 is broadly equivalent to
A-level.
The NZQA reports that “independent research has shown that performance in NCEA is a good
indicator of success at first-year university.”
3.1.4.5. New Zealand: Has the assessment system changed over time? What are the
influences on change? Are there plans to change the assessment system in future
and, if so, why?
Prior to the NCEA, secondary school qualifications relied heavily on external assessment, which
neglected formative learning and evidence collected throughout the school year. It also limited the

98 Ministry of Education (2017). Internal Assessment Resource Psychology Level 3.
https://ncea.tki.org.nz/content/download/6879/26978/file/psyc3_1A_dec17.docx
99 Strachan, J. (2002). Assessment in Change: Some Reflections on the Local and International Background to the
National Certificate of Educational Achievement. New Zealand Annual Review of Education, 11, 245-273.
100 NZQA (2021). Approved subjects for University Entrance. https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/qualificationsstandards/awards/university-entrance/approved-subjects/
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number of students that could pass. It is argued that the “NCEA provides a fuller picture of a
student’s competencies and skills. Assessment is continuous throughout the year, so everything
the student completes counts towards their qualification. A student is graded against the outcomes
of a standard. Any student who demonstrates the required knowledge and skills of a standard
achieves the NCEA credit.”
Introduced between 2002 and 2004 the NCEA replaced School Certificate, University Entrance,
Sixth Form Certificate and University Bursary qualifications. It took New Zealand several decades
to get to this point. Lennox (2001) notes: “The NCEA can be seen as a blend of the Framework
and the traditional examination based awards. Most see it as a compromise. But it is also a
sensible and inevitable product of the previous 30 years.” 101
Since its introduction, the qualification has evolved to reflect the changing world young people are
living in. Changes have been made to recognise the diverse needs of learners and ensure they
are equipped with the right skills for further education and employment. It has introduced a
certificate of endorsement that recognises student achievement at Merit or Excellence across all
learning areas and individual courses. 102
Our contact at the NZQA noted that The Ministry of Education is currently undertaking a Review of
Achievement Standards 103 and it was speculated that the NCEA may shift back towards external
assessment, although they pointed out that external assessment involves a portfolio as well as an
exam so it may not necessarily be a shift wholly back to exams. Nevertheless, they noted that:
“There is angst amongst the assessment community… the number of students doing exams is
going down year on year 104… They (The Ministry of Education) are considering a more even split
between internally and externally marked standards.”
When asked about why you would use an externally assessed portfolio instead of an internally
assessed task the boundaries become somewhat contested between different stakeholders within
the New Zealand assessment system as arguments can be made for either approach. This will be
something to monitor over the coming years as the review progresses.
3.1.4.6. New Zealand: Maintenance of standards
Some standards are internally assessed by teachers during the year. Other standards are
assessed externally by NZQA at the end of the year e.g. in an exam or by a portfolio of work.
Internal assessments are used to assess skills and knowledge that cannot be tested in an exam,
e.g. speeches, research projects and performances. See NCEA subject resources for
assessment information and criteria for a particular standard or subject.
The NCEA pushes forward a criterion referenced approach or ‘standards based’ approach as it is
referred to in New Zealand, with roots in the late 1980’s, nevertheless Strachan (2002) notes that
“The public expect and believe that nationally certified assessment is based on standards. The
ability to track a change in national achievement levels requires some form of standardisations.” 105

NZQA (2001). Where did NCEA come from? https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/ncea/understanding-ncea/history-ofncea/where-did-ncea-come-from/
102 NZQA (2021). History of NCEA. https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/ncea/understanding-ncea/history-of-ncea/
103 NCEA Education (2020). Review of Achievement Standards. https://ncea.education.govt.nz/review-achievementstandards
104External assessment includes the option of a portfolio or an exam with the former gaining popularity.
105 Strachan, J. (2002). Assessment in Change: Some Reflections on Local and International Background to the National
Certificate of Education Achievement (NCEA). New Zealand Annual Review of Education, 11, 245-273.
101
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Our respondent reflected that there is a level of acceptance that there is a slight and nuanced
increase in attainment over time and the standards are periodically reviewed to account for this.
Every standard has a review cycle, typically grouped by unit. They are reviewed by an expert
panel who consider the current standards and demand for alterative standards in the future. They
also consider where duplication may exist with other standards. This review is published online
and summarised in a change report. Below we provide an example from the review of Business
Administration Unit Standards 106 change report 107 to illustrate the level of changes that are made:
• “The review of 54 unit standards resulted in changes to 14 existing standards to ensure they
remain current, and the development of eight new standards as a result of combining and
replacing existing standards.
• The standards were updated to reflect terminology used in the current template
• Guidance information was clarified to better reflect intent and to update relevant legislation.
• Titles, levels, credits and content were updated in the 14 reviewed standards to reflect current
requirements and practice, and current listing requirements.
• Two standards had a reduction in level to better reflect complexity of current requirements and
practice.
• Six standards had credits reduced to better reflect complexity of current requirements and
practice.
• Nine standards had titles changed in order to better reflect intent.
• Two standards were reclassified to domain Business Administration Services.
• 29 standards were designated expiring without replacement, as they were no longer relevant, fit
for purpose or duplicated content in new or current standards.”
The rigorous quality assurance also offered some reassurance that the teachers were working to a
consistent standard that was checked by a moderation process that worked to a ‘national
standard’. Within each subject there is a role of the National Assessment Moderator is to ensure
that the internal assessment for qualifications in a particular learning area is highly credible and
consistent with the national standard. 108
Each year, for most subjects, at each NCEA level, the NZQA provide:
•
•
•

an assessment report, 109
assessment specifications, 110 and
cut scores. 111

3.1.4.7. New Zealand: Quality assurance
NZQA has a formal quality assurance process to ensure that the assessment of each standard is
fair across all students, regardless of the school they attend. This includes internal moderation,

NZQA (2019). Review of Business Administration Unit Standards 2019. BusAdmin US review 2019 - standards
proposed to expire (nzqa.govt.nz)
107 NZQA (2019). Review of Business Administration Unit Standards
https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/nqfdocs/summaries/2020/Feb20/RevSumFeb20-05.doc
108 NZQA (2021). Job Description. National Assessment Moderator. https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/assets/About-us/Workingfor-NZQA/National-Assessment-Moderator.pdf
109 NZQA (2021). Assessment reports. https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/ncea/subjects/assessment-reports/
110 NZQA (2021). Assessment Specifications. https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/ncea/subjects/assessment-specifications/
111 NZQA (2021). Cut Scores. https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/ncea/subjects/cut-scores/
106
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external moderation and assessment system checks. To find the Managing National Assessment
(MNA) report for a specific school, find the school through the Search education organisations tool.
A job description for an NZQA moderator describes the purpose of moderation is to provide
assurance that assessment decisions, in relation to assessment standards, are consistent
nationally. It notes that “Each year moderators are trained and appointed by NZQA Assessment
and Moderation team to assist the National Moderator who has the responsibility for the process.
Each moderator is allocated a number of schools and Tertiary Educational Organisations (TEOs).
The workload is spread over ten months between March and December when schools/TEOs send
in assessment materials and samples of students’ work for moderation. The moderator is
responsible for moderating assessor judgements, and assessment materials if required, to ensure
consistency with the national standard. They liaise with and report to check/national moderators
who provide ongoing professional support.” 112
Internal moderation processes must be established in each school and the NZQA provide clear
details of what this should entail:
•

•
•

“Schools must establish an internal moderation process that meets NZQA's requirements
and which is applied each year to every internally assessed standard being assessed, to
ensure that judgements are consistent with the Assessment Standard.
Schools must have monitoring systems that ensure the results they report have been
subject to the internal moderation process.
Evidence of internal moderation and the school's monitoring of internal moderation must be
retained until the end of the following academic year.” 113

For each internally assessed standard NZQA provide an evidence gathering template for the
teachers to use, see Figure 10 for an example from Level 1 Chemistry.

NFER (2013) Maintaining qualification and assessment standards: summary of international practice.
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/605860/0113_Newma
nBurdett_Maintaining_qualification_and_assessment_standards_V4_FINAL.pdf
113 NZQA (2021) Assessment (including Examination) Rules for Schools with Consent to Assess 2021.
https://www.nzqa.govt.nz/about-us/our-role/legislation/nzqa-rules/assessment-including-examination-rules/6/4/
112
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Figure 10: Evidence Gathering Template for Internal Assessment

More details on the internal moderation requirements for schools are available on the NZQA
website, see Internal moderation » NZQA .
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External moderation is also set out in detail and is quoted below to avoid any misinterpretation:

114

“National external moderation provides an assurance that assessment decisions, in relation to
assessment standards, are consistent nationally. External moderation of internally assessed
standards in secondary schools/Kura ensures that assessment judgements (marking of students'
work) are at the national standard. Where issues are identified with assessor judgements the
assessment materials used (tasks, activities or tests) may be moderated to check that they are at
the national standard. Schools/Kura can access the report for each standard, including moderation
outcomes, through the External Moderation Application. Each school has an annual submission
date for external moderation. The submission date is confirmed early in the new year when
schools are advised which standards have been selected for moderation. However, schools may
choose to submit materials for moderation earlier than the annual submission date.
Using the External Moderation Application, schools need to submit the following:
•
•
•

A copy of the task and/or supporting resources
A copy of the assessment schedule
Selected samples of student work consisting of the key materials that the assessor has used
to make an assessment judgement. Where the number of students assessed is larger than
the minimum submission requirements+ for the standard, the students samples must be
selected according to the school/kura's documented selection process*.

+Minimum submission requirements:
•
•

Eight samples of student work for standards for which more than one passing grades is
available, e.g. Achieved, Merit or Excellence
Four samples of student work for standards for which the only passing grade is Achieved.

Where the total number of students assessed for the standard is smaller than the minimum
requirements, all student work must be submitted.
*The selection process for external moderation must:
•
•
•

be undertaken by someone other than the teacher who marked the work
use a method that does not allow for prediction
select from the work of all students who submitted work for the assessment.”

3.1.4.8. New Zealand: How do perceptions of how results are changing over time interact
with public confidence in them?
The NZQA note that the NCEA is recognised by employers and are used as the benchmark for
selection by universities and polytechnics. 115 However, our respondent did note that employers
still lacked some knowledge around the standards.
In a previous NFER report comparing how different jurisdictions maintain standards “Only New
Zealand relies primarily on expert judgement and this has led to issues of public trust in the

NZQA (2021). External moderation for Secondary Schools/Kura. External moderation for Secondary Schools/Kura »
NZQA
115 NZQA (2021). Using NCEA after leaving school. Using NCEA after leaving school » NZQA
114
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standards.” 116 When reflecting on public perceptions of the NCEA our respondent noted that when
it was introduced the public, particularly parents who went through the previous norm referenced
system struggled to understand and accept the shift to standards and credits. There was also
some scepticism amongst the general public in terms of teachers assessing their own students but
this was lessening over time as the students who studied the NCEA themselves became parents
so better understood the qualification compared to those that had not. “A shift was needed in
terms of the whole community and this takes time”.
There was also some reference to ‘the school down the road’ phenomena where teachers often
reflect that it works well in their own school, but they hear that other schools are not necessarily
following the rules, although this notion can be applied to different jurisdictions and areas of the
education and assessment systems in place.

Burdett, N., Houghton, E., Sargent C. and Tisi J. (2013). Maintaining Qualification and Assessment Standards:
Summary of International Practice. Slough: NFER.

116
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3.2.

Summary

This summary section brings together insight from both the case studies and the fact files
presented in Appendix 4.1. It suggests that most systems include a combination of internal
teacher assessment and externally set examinations. If and when teachers are involved with
assessment, they can be involved at several stages: selecting what content is covered in the first
place; deciding how it is assessed and carrying out the assessment. The extent to which teachers
have autonomy at each of these stages varies considerably across the different jurisdictions with
Ontario, New Zealand, Finland, Sweden and the Netherlands offering extensive autonomy whilst
France and Ireland are much more constrained. Switzerland offers an unusual combination in that
it focuses on end of school examinations, but these are set by teachers.
Across all of the jurisdictions, the assessments cumulate in some form of school leaving certificate
that acts as a record of achievement. For most jurisdictions (Estonia, Switzerland, the
Netherlands, Germany, France, Finland, New Zealand and Ireland) this is usually the principal
basis for admission to further study or employment. For other jurisdictions, university entrance
exams are implemented separately, for example the SweSAT in Sweden, and the Common Test
for University Admissions in Japan although these function differently and are not strictly
equivalent. The Australian Tertiary Admission Rank is a variation on these in that the scores from
the Queensland Certificate of Education are radically recalibrated to create a rank order rather than
a certificate of achievement.
The assessment system in each jurisdiction has its own potted history but it is notable that many
are in a state of flux with a pendulum slowly swinging between the weight given to internal teacher
assessment relative to external exams. For example, New Zealand is exhibiting a slight shift
towards external assessment, and Queensland is also shifting towards more external control than
afforded previously. Meanwhile Ontario does not show signs of a similar trend. Some jurisdictions
such as France with a strong emphasis on external assessment are shifting towards more teacherled assessment in future.
In terms of the setting and maintenance of standards, in many of the jurisdictions, even those
where there is considerable autonomy devolved to schools and teachers, substantial support (such
as, example assessment tasks, marking criteria and moderation activities) are provided or
undertaken by the governing body within the jurisdiction. For example, the New Zealand
Qualifications Authority carries out extensive moderation exercises as does the Queensland
Curriculum and Assessment Authority. The same does not apply to Ontario where teachers are
trusted to be working to a consistent standard and no work is submitted centrally.
There were two notable examples of 'approaches to managing the risk of unjustified grade
inflation', firstly in the Netherlands teachers mark their own students’ work and it is marked a
second time by a teacher from another school. Secondly, in Ontario, extra funding is given to
schools where learners are performing relatively poorly. In New Zealand, Ontario and Switzerland
the absence of a focus on league tables and ranking schools also potentially reduces pressures on
teachers to present each consecutive year as performing better than the last.
It is clear from the consideration of these 12 different jurisdictions that within each one the
preceding years of education policy and government relations with teachers all shape the current
systems. Qualifications Wales can learn from how these interlinked factors have evolved when
considering the ongoing reforms within its own jurisdiction. We recommend that Qualifications
Wales consider Hulme’s (2006) framework for understanding policy transfer which is underpinned
by several questions:
1. Why and when do actors engage in policy transfer?
2. Who transfers policy?
3. What is transferred?
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4. From where are lessons drawn?
5. Are there different degrees of transfer?
6. When do actors engage in policy transfer and how does this affect the policy making and
policy transfer processes?
7. What restricts policy transfer?
8. How can researchers begin demonstrating the occurrence of policy transfer?
9. How can policy transfer help our understanding of policy failure?
Hulme (2006, p. 176) 117
Similarly, Newmark (2002, p. 158) 118 uses the following table to set out varying ways in which a
body may draw lessons from educational practices imported from another context.
Table 3: Varieties of lesson drawing
Variety of
lesson drawing
Copying
Emulation
Hybridization
Synthesis
Inspiration

Definition
Adoption more or less intact of a program already in effect in
another jurisdiction.
Adoption, with adjustment for different circumstances, of a
program already in effect in another jurisdiction.
Combine elements of programs from two different places.
Combine familiar elements from programs in effect in three or
more different places.
Programs elsewhere used as intellectual stimulus for developing a
novel program without an analogue elsewhere.

We believe that – taken jointly – the Hulme questions, and the Newmark table may provide
Qualifications Wales with some useful tools to facilitate understanding of the extent to which and
ways in which international uses of teacher assessment might provide useful ideas that can be
applied successfully in Wales.

117 Hulme, R. (2006). The role of policy transfer in assessing the impact of American Ideas on British social policy.
Global Social Policy, SAGE Publications, 2006, 6 (2), pp.173-195.
118 Newmark, A.J. (2002). An integrated approach to policy transfer and diffusion. Review of Policy Research 19(2),
153.
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4.1.

Fact files

4.1.1.

Finland

Jurisdiction

Finland

Qualification name

Matriculation exam, vocational exam

Summary
Extensive formative assessment culminating in Matriculation exam. Decentralised system with
The Finnish Matriculation Examination set by the Matriculation Examination Board.
The Finnish Matriculation Examination is a national examination generally taken at the end of
the Finnish upper secondary school. The purpose of the matriculation examination is to
determine whether candidates have assimilated the maturity, knowledge and skills set out in the
National Core Curriculum for General Upper Secondary Education.
Despite being referred to as an examination it involves several assessments. At the end of
general upper secondary education, students take the matriculation examination. The
examination consists of at least four tests; one of them, the test in the candidate’s mother
tongue, is compulsory for all candidates. The candidate then chooses three other compulsory
tests from among the following four tests: the test in the second national language, a foreign
language test, the mathematics test, and one test in the general studies selection of tests, i.e.,
sciences and humanities.
Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
“Education is arranged and provided by local authorities (mainly municipalities) with the state
sharing its costs by statutory government transfer” (Finnish Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 15).
The Finnish education system is both state controlled and relatively autonomous for
municipalities. “The government determines the general objectives of education and the division
of classroom hours between different subjects. The Ministry of Education drafts legislation and
government decisions pertaining to education. The National Board of Education lays out the
concrete objectives and core contents of instruction in the different subjects and is responsible
for the national core curriculum with its directive norms for good achievement in each (mark 8 on
a scale of 4 to 10). Local authorities (generally municipalities) are responsible for the practical
arrangement of schooling and for composing the municipal curriculum based on the national
core curriculum.” (Finnish Ministry of Education, p.16)
The Finnish assessment system is designed to improve learning, it is “encouraging and
supportive by nature” (Finnish National Board of Education, 2010, “Encouraging Assessment
and Evaluation, para. 1).
Finland differentiates their education system from the general western model in three key areas.
Firstly, Finland argues that the Western model focuses on standardisation which results in strict
standards for education to guarantee the quality of outcomes. In contrast Finland prefers
flexibility and diversity, which they describe as “School-based curriculum development, steering
by information and support.”
Secondly, Finland argues that the west place too much emphasis on literacy and numeracy
while Finland places emphasis on broad knowledge. Said broad knowledge is meant to improve
all aspects of individual growth and learning.
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Thirdly, Finland has a culture of trust and professionalism in regards to evaluation their teachers.
Finland prefers to trust that teachers know what’s best for student progress while the western
model relies on evaluation by inspection.
Despite Finland’s success, Grubb (2007) warned that Finland’s educational reforms work within
a small country with a fairly homogenous population. The same reforms may be more difficult to
implement in large countries with more social inequality, immigrant communities or English
language learners. The high achievement rates in Finland are also shaped by the state’s social
policies that provide free health care, meals, counselling and higher education. These reforms
have been proven to alleviate some of the factors that negatively impact students’ performance
in school.
Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
Finland's assessment system is mainly formative. The focus of assessment is to improve
leaning and teacher instruction. Student assessment in Finland takes place within classroom
practices, “as the final comprehensive assessment of student progress at the culmination of
basic education, and during the matriculation examination to serve as a criterion for college
admission.”
The Finnish Matriculation Examination is a national examination generally taken at the end of
the Finnish upper secondary school. The examination is held biannually in the spring and in the
autumn, simultaneously in all Finnish upper secondary schools. The purpose of the
matriculation examination is to determine whether candidates have assimilated the knowledge
and skills set out in the National Core Curriculum for General Upper Secondary Education and
whether they have reached an adequate level of maturity in line with upper secondary school
education.
The Matriculation Examination Board is responsible for preparing and assessing the
matriculation examination. The members of the board represent different subjects, and they
have approximately 330 assistant members to help them in the preparation and assessment of
the examination.
Around 35,000 students pass the examination annually, of which 30,000 pass it in the spring.
The Matriculation Examination is currently under a process of digitalisation. The first digital tests
were held in the autumn of 2016 in geography, philosophy and German language. The last test
to become digital will be the mathematics, this is not yet confirmed. From then on traditional
paper tests will no longer be available.
“The digital examination makes it possible to use more materials with test items: pictures, video
and audio. Students are not limited to a browser-based test system that only records their
answers. The laptop they are using has a variety of applications that are also used in teaching.
For example, a test item may contain spreadsheet data which must be analysed using some of
the statistical tools, and then be used as part of the answer.
Students’ can bring their own device or borrow one from the school. So far more than 2,000
different laptop models have been used. At the start of a test, students boot into a Linux
operating system from a USB memory that is delivered to schools by the Matriculation
Examination Board. Due to the tailored operating system, students cannot access their local
files and programmes but only those applications and materials that are pre-installed on the
operating system. Students’ computers are connected to the server via a local network which is
typically wired. The network is not connected to the Internet. Students get the test questions
and attached materials via a browser which connects to the test system. The test system runs
on the students’ own laptops and is connected to the local server. The reason for running a
distributed self-contained test system instead of cloud-based architecture is to minimise the risk
of technical difficulties during a test. Students’ answers and files are automatically backed up on
the local server. After the test, students’ answers are sent to the Matriculation Examination
Board’s web service where they are marked and scored first by teachers and then by the
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Board’s censors. Since the local servers are not connected to the Internet, the answers are
exported to a USB memory and later uploaded to the web service.
In order to help upper secondary schools to practise for the digital examination, the Matriculation
Examination Board has developed a digital course exam system, Abitti, in parallel with the digital
examination. Its functions and tools are similar to those used in the Matriculation Examination.
Abitti offers a complete process for arranging a course exam: creating the USB sticks for
students and servers, authoring test items, carrying out the course exam in the local network
and assessing the students’ answers. By carrying out course exams made with Abitti, teachers
and students have been able to practise the use of the digital examination system on
beforehand.
The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses:
Passing the Matriculation Examination entitles the candidate to continue his or her studies at
university and other institutions of higher education.
The Latin grades and the corresponding points given for the tests are:
• laudatur (Latin for "praised", 7),
• eximia cum laude approbatur ("passed with exceptional praise", 6),
• magna cum laude approbatur ("passed with much praise", 5),
• cum laude approbatur ("passed with praise", 4),
• lubenter approbatur ("satisfactorily passed", 3),
• approbatur ("passed", 2), and
• improbatur ("failed", 0).
In Finland, students’ attainment is assessed multiple times through the nine years of basic
education, but these assessments aren’t usually formal exams. Students often complain about
the multitude of exams they believe they have.
Normative tests are widely used to screen children for learning difficulties in reading, writing and
mathematics. These are administered by special teachers or school psychologists. The results
are used to help determine any accommodations students with special needs may need.
“Entrance to upper secondary is based on application and basic school certificate, with special
requirements for some programmes. In bigger municipalities, general upper secondary schools
tend to form a ‘ranking order’ based on the GPA of the yearly incoming students.” (p. 15, The
Finnish Ministry of Education and Pisa)
Changes past
Changes future
In the 1980s Finnish education became largely Compulsory education will extend until the age
decentralised. The government ended policies of 18 or until completion of an upper secondary
that structured the teacher’s workday and
qualification; general upper secondary
school evaluations instead giving more power
education and matriculation examination or
to local communities.
vocational qualification.
In 1999, the Basic Education Act changed the
purpose of evaluation away from norm
The reform will enter into force on 1 August
steering and toward the purpose of developing 2021. Young people finishing their basic
education and improving learning conditions.
education in spring 2021, mainly those born in
2017 reform of national curriculum
2005, will be the first age group affected by the
reform.
Standards
From 2014–2017 Finland reformed the national core curricula at all levels of education: early
childhood, pre-primary, basic (primary + lower secondary), and upper secondary. As a result,
the core curricula now form a coherent line throughout the entire education system. The
process was based on a real dialogue and shared learning between three levels of education:
national, municipal and the schools. Teachers played a central role. Their experiences and
ideas influenced the planning and direction of the process as well as the formulation of the

|61|
reform goals. Students, parents, researchers, teacher educators, various civil society
organisations and other interest groups were also invited to participate. This seems to have
resulted in a high level of commitment to the local and school-based curriculum work by the
municipal authorities, principals and teachers. From the 2016 autumn term onwards, teaching
and learning has been based on the new curricula.
Quality assurance
Education providers are obliged by law to evaluate their education and its effectiveness and to
participate in external evaluations. Local-level evaluations are conducted by municipalities and
educational institutions. At regional level, the monitoring of education is partly carried out by the
Regional State Administrative Agencies (AVI). At national level, evaluation of education is the
responsibility of the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre, FINEEC. FINEEC operates as a
separate unit within the Finnish National Agency for Education.
Both education providers and schools are expected to have a plan for evaluation and
development. The providers have the autonomy to decide on the objectives by themselves.
There are no national directives regarding the methods of internal evaluation. Education
providers may use their own procedures or commission external evaluations. External
evaluations are not very frequently used in general education.
FINEEC carries out national-level evaluations of learning outcomes in pre-primary and basic
education. These are sample-based evaluations that can be extrapolated to apply to the entire
age group. Approximately 5–10 per cent of the pupils in the age group participate in the
evaluation.
In addition to the direct assessment, information is collected from principals, teachers and pupils,
for example, on working methods and teaching arrangements, educational resources, student
assessment and study attitudes of the pupils.
The focus of national evaluations is the whole education system. Assessments of learning
outcomes provide data on how the objectives of the national core curricula for pre-primary and
basic education have been reached. The results provide follow-up data on, for example,
regional and gender-based differences as well pupils’ attitudes and motivation towards studies.
Public confidence
Until recently, Finland has been widely considered the standard-bearer for successful education
policy although this has been challenged more recently. Finland has been among the topranking countries in all PISA tests since 2000, but in recent years the Nordic country has shown
decline in performance. While the ranking in mathematical literacy remained at its previous
level, reading and science literacy performance declined. Meanwhile, Estonia has surpassed
Finland in the PISA ranking as the European leader.
Finnish students continued to perform well in reading literacy, but the difference in reading skills
of girls and boys has been one of the widest in the participating countries (51 points in favour of
girls in PISA 2018, compared to the OECD average of 30). Another worrying trend has been the
increasing influence of socio-economic background on learning outcomes. In particular, the
number of poor-performing readers in the lowest socioeconomic quarter has been on the rise,
while the results of the highest socioeconomic groups have remained the same.
URL(s) of reference material
• https://www.ylioppilastutkinto.fi/en/matriculation-examination/digital-matriculationexamination
• https://www.ylioppilastutkinto.fi/en/matriculation-examination/digital-matriculationexamination
• https://www.abitti.fi/

|62|
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Finland | Eurydice (europa.eu)
Education GPS - Finland - Student performance (PISA 2018) (oecd.org)
https://www.allianceforchildhood.eu/files/Improving_the_quality_of_Childhood_Vol_7/QO
C%20V7%20CH06%20DEF%20WEB.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/986919/pisa-student-performance-by-field-and-scorefinland/
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/finland/quality-assurance-earlychildhood-and-school-education_en
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/national-reforms-schooleducation-21_en
Kupiainen, S. Hautamaki, J. Karjalainen, T. (2009). The Finnish Education System and
Pisa. Ministry of Education Publications. Available at:
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/198190106.pdf

Age / education stage of qualifications:
~ 18 years old / ISCED level 3
Application (tick all that apply):
X
Formative
X
Summative
Learning & practice
X

School
High stakes

X

FE
HE
Professional / specialist
technical
Lifelong learning (e.g. selftaught languages)
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4.1.2.

France

Jurisdiction

France

Qualification name

Baccalaureate
School leavers’ certificate

Summary
France is famously highly centralised. The central ministry set the Baccalaureate
exams but the teachers mark them. Grade inflation is potentially an issue.
Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
France is famously highly centralised (“if it’s Tuesday afternoon, it must be Balsac”) with the
curriculum, the examination system, the tasks set, the (pre-set) cut scores and even the juries
responsible for oversight of outcomes – including taking in-school performance into account in
borderline cases – all centrally determined, with minimal input from teachers. The situation is a
little more nuanced than that.
Well before moving to upper secondary education, learners go through a series of formal
centralised assessments and can have their attainment at collège recognised through a national
brevet diploma (DNB) through formal examination in a range of subjects (interestingly not
including MFL). On starting their upper secondary education, they take further formal tests – in
French and mathematics - the positioning test. All this influences the course of study for the
learner in upper secondary and therefore the nature of the baccalaureate they take – and
subsequent progression, or otherwise, to HE. There are three Bacs, general (further divided into
streams indicating some specialism), technological and vocational. As with most systems there
appear to be fractal when you start looking. The general and technological Bacs are essentially
the gateway to HE or advanced vocational courses. It’s worth remembering that in the very
stratified system in France, there is a further step for the most successful in the Bac, two years
of, highly competitive, preparation courses for the elite grandes écoles.
Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
The central ministry (for National Education, Youth and Sport) determines the curriculum and
supervises the complex process of setting the Bac assessments in which there is some but very
limited teacher involvement and the earlier standardised assessments. The marking structure
for the exams is entirely predetermined (all marked out of 20, with cut-scores for pass (8), rather
good (12), good (14) and very good (16) and even rules for whether learners can take the
second part of the Bac assessment. However, teachers have two roles, one relatively minor, the
other key but often overlooked. First, the juries, which essentially sign off Bac results, use what
amounts to the learner’s record of achievement for their upper secondary years to decide
marginal cases. Second, it is the teachers who mark the Bac, although not specifically their own
students.
The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses:
Baccalaureate: depending on which Bac is taken, and the level of success achieved, decides
progression to HE, higher vocational courses and employment.
Changes past
Very long established!

Changes future
There is considerable pressure to reform the
Bac, especially the general Bac. In fact,
teachers threatened to refuse to hand in their
marks in 2019 unless moves for reform
continue. From 2021, the general Bac streams
are to go, and 40 per cent of the result will
depend on students’ work in the final year: a
major shift.

Standards
All centrally defined in terms of curriculum content, structure of qualification, tasks in the
assessment and marking scales.
Quality assurance
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Given central structuring and a lot of centralised standardised testing, the country keeps a pretty
close eye on its standards, processes and outcomes – as well as having Pisa etc to give
international perspective.
Public confidence
At about the time a lot of fuss was being made in the UK about grade inflation as a threat to
standards, there was similar growth in France which seemed generally to be presented as a
source of national pride. This is likely to be linked to the government targets for university entry
or could be frame as improvement in attainment depending on the lens through which one views
it.
URL(s) of reference material
• Education GPS - France - Student performance (PISA 2018) (oecd.org)
• France | Eurydice (europa.eu)
• Decree No. 2014-940 of 20 August 2014 on the service obligations and missions of
teaching staff working in a public secondary education establishment - Légifrance
(legifrance.gouv.fr)
• L'état de l'École 2019 | Ministère de l'Education Nationale de la Jeunesse et des Sports
• https://qips.ucas.com/qip/france-baccalaureat-general-assessed-from-2021
Age / education stage of qualifications:
~ 18 years old / ISCED level 3
Application (tick all that apply):
Formative
FE
x
Summative
HE
Learning & practice
Professional / specialist technical
x
School
Lifelong learning (e.g. self-taught
languages)
x
High stakes
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4.1.3.

Germany

Jurisdiction

Germany

Qualification name

Leaving diploma + Abitur

Summary:
Federal system, much delegated to Länder but as often seems to happen, a system that is
nominally delegated is more centralised than it looks.
Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
The Länder are responsible for the schools and assessing the students (two from the learner’s
school) for the Abitur, but the Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural
Affairs of the Länder in the Federal Republic of Germany has assumed responsibility for
determining the standards across a wide range of the key school subjects. Each of Germany’s
16 states has a differing Abitur programme, meaning that there are variations between Länder in
details of the system, such as when phases are structured.
Students’ performance in the courses studied in the final two years of education are graded (on
a six-point scale and these marks are aggregated with performance in the Abitur (effectively the
leavers’ examination to determine eligibility for HE or voc ed. Students have to study five
courses across three areas at one of two levels (basic and increased). Subjects are chosen
from three subject areas, all of which must be represented and studied throughout the school
career up to, and including, the Abitur examination itself: I languages, literature, arts; II social
sciences; III mathematics, natural sciences, technology. At least two subjects are taken as main
intensive courses (Leistungskurse) of which one must be German or a foreign language or
mathematics or a natural science; the other subjects are taken as basic courses (Grundkurse).
There is a range of additional requirements depending on the planned progression route. The
Abitur comprises exams in four (or five) subjects, again across all three areas, including at least
two from German, MFL and maths, and with at least two at increased level. Three of the
subjects are tested through written exam, and the other through an oral.
Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
Standards are primarily the responsibility of the standing conference, but their application lies
largely with the teachers. They are responsible for marking the courses throughout and, in
particular, those in the final two years of education which count towards graduation. They also
mark, in pairs (although it is not clear whether this is independent), the Abitur, which combines
with performance in the graduation certificate to count in progression.
The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses:
High school certificate: record of achievements in final two years at school
Performance at a set level in Abitur is required for progression to university.
Changes past
Changes future
After reunification, most states of the former
No changes planned but possible move
East Germany continued with state-centralized towards centralised assessments (see “Public
exams, and at the beginning of the 21st
confidence”)
century, many states adopted centralized
exams. In 2013, all other states except
Rheinland-Pfalz also introduced centralized
written exams at least in the core subjects
(German, mathematics and the first foreign
language, usually English).
Standards
Content mainly determined by Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural
Affairs (KMK); Abitur accepted as equivalent to L3 qualifications like A level.
Quality assurance
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The KMK takes responsibility for evaluation. There is a comprehensive strategy for educational
monitoring, which includes a range of measures, including participation in international studies
such as Pisa and TIMMS.
Public confidence
Germany’s performance in Pisa 2018 was above average (though not resoundingly so) and
there seems a general level of satisfaction with that.
According to a representative survey, 80 per cent in favour of high school graduates being
presented with the same examinations throughout the country, and 61 per cent would prefer a
centralized system. Baden-Württemberg's Minister of Education and Cultural Affairs Susanne
Eisenmann of the centre-right CDU, who said recently that Germany needed a nationwide Abitur
within “five to 10 years”.
URL(s) of reference material
• Germany | Eurydice (europa.eu)
• Education GPS - Germany - Student performance (PISA 2018) (oecd.org)
• German Higher Education Entrance Qualification - Study in Germany for Free (studyingin-germany.org)
• Standing Conference (kmk.org)
• https://www.thelocal.de/20190726/should-germany-get-rid-of-abitur-lottery-and-opt-fornationwide-high-school-leaving-diploma/
• https://www.ucas.com/sites/default/files/2015-international-qualifications.pdf (p27)
Age / education stage of qualifications:
~ 18 years old / ISCED level 3
Application (tick all that apply):
x
Formative
FE
x
Summative
HE
Learning & practice
Professional / specialist technical
School
Lifelong learning (e.g. self-taught
languages)
High stakes
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4.1.4.

Ireland

Jurisdiction
Ireland
Qualification name
Leaving Certificate Established/Vocational/Applied
Summary
This is a relatively centralised system with most of the assessments set centrally
Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
The Irish system is going through major changes at all levels including lower secondary and
upper secondary. There is a fairly formal leaving certificate for lower secondary education, with
performance measured by a combination of classroom-based assessments, assessment tasks
(set by the state examinations commission) and final examinations set, managed and marked by
the SEC. Upper secondary education includes an optional Transition Year, giving learners the
opportunity to follow activities, including work experience, with no pressure of exams. The final
leavers’ certificate involves final examinations, practical examinations and practical coursework.
This is a relatively centralised system with most of the assessments set centrally, even for lower
secondary certification. The idea of an optional year of schooling in the middle is unusual (takeup is well over 50 per cent) but the final two-year programme with exams at the end is pretty
familiar. For the Established Certificate, learners take 6-8 subjects one of which must be Irish.
These can be at either higher or ordinary level (Irish and maths also offer a foundation level). (It
must be remembered that the Irish system is a bilingual one.) Final certification is on a new 8point scale (replacing a complex 14-point one). For the vocational certificate learners take 6-7
subjects plus two link modules related to the world of work. Assessment is by a combination of
final exam and portfolio. The Applied Certificate is a combination of final exam and credits for
courses followed over the two years. It is the Established Certificate which has the most direct
link to selection for HE.
Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
As noted, this is a relatively centralised system with the bulk of the assessment taking the form
of externally set assessments, most often terminal examinations. However, there remains a role
for coursework for many of the subjects in the Certificates, including subjects like history and
geography as well as the more obvious candidates. It is noticeable that the less academic the
qualification, the greater the role for teacher assessment.
The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses:
Established Certificate: main route to HE
Vocational Certificate: route to higher vocational study
Applied Certificate: testifies to attainment and achievement for those for whom the other
certificate routes are not suitable.
Changes past
Changes future
Exams are largely controlled by the State
Changes to grading structure of the leaving
Educations Commission that was established
certificate by reducing the number of distinct
in 2003. This commission meant that the
grades available from 14 to 8.
curriculum and individual subject specifications
were drawn up by the National Council for
There is a belief that second to third level
Curriculum and Assessment. (ES, 2018, p.
education is not working well and that this
158)
harms the student experience in senior cycle
and their preparedness for higher education.
The Minister for Higher education suggested
that a ‘Transitions Agenda’ take place,
addressing “problematic predictability” and
reversing the number of increasingly
specialised entry routes for university courses
which was considered to have artificially
increase competition in the points market.
(Examination standards, 2018, p. 160)
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Due to the pandemic, students have a choice
of sitting a written exam, opting for accredited
grades based on teachers’ estimates, or both,
on a subject-by-subject basis. They will be
automatically credited with the better of the two
results.

Standards
“Standard setting is conducted on a subject-by-subject basis and separately at each level within
a subject. The grade boundaries are fixed. Furthermore, there is no provision for providing a
kind of scaling transformation to the raw scores. The raw mark therefore determines the grade
in a pre-ordained fashion that is fixed over time across subjects. This poses considerable
challenges for maintaining consistency in grading standards over time, since it is impossible to
guarantee (without free-testing items) that a particular year's set of examination questions will be
identical in demand to the set used in any other year. This grading dilemma is resolved by
embedding a standard setting process within the marking process itself. That is, if there are
indications that the marking process is producing a grade distribution that is inappropriate in the
context of statistics from previous years and the levels of achievement being observed,
adjustments to the marking schemes are used to achieve changes in the distribution of raw
marks and hence the grades. In essence, the procedure is as follows:
• The marking scheme is prepared in advanced of the examination in a draft and is
expected to remain fluid until the standardising process is complete
• Preliminary adjustments may be made to this draft after the examination is taken and
before the examiners receive their training
• After training, examiners mark a sample of scripts. Data from the process is analysed,
consideration is given to any unforeseen issues that may have arisen, and qualitative
assessments of the standard of work encountered are made
• If necessary, the draft-making scheme is adjusted, so as to ensure that the combined
effect of the examination paper and marking scheme represents a comparable
standard to that of previous years. All scripts are then marked in accordance with the
revised scheme.” (ES, 2018, 164-165)
Quality assurance
With a highly centralised system of assessment, it is no surprise that the approach to QA is also
largely centralised. There is an inspectorate, broadly similar to Ofsted, supported by various
other bodies (the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment; the Educational Research
Centre, which includes evaluation of various international exercises, Quality and Qualifications
Ireland).
Public confidence
There are concerns about the marking process of the Leaving Cert. The State Examinations
Commission has admitted that the way marks for individual questions are altered (to ensure up
to 100,000 students achieve grades broadly consistent from year to year) “reduces fairness” by
benefiting some students and penalising others; renders final marking schemes “less valid”; and
“compromises the accuracy of marking”.
Ireland performed above the OECD average in PISA 2018.
URL(s) of reference material
• Ireland | Eurydice (europa.eu)
• Education GPS - Ireland - Student performance (PISA 2018) (oecd.org)
• SEC Home - State Examination Commission (examinations.ie)
• Home - National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (ncca.ie)
• Home (qqi.ie)
• Home - Educational Research Centre (erc.ie)
• https://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/editorial/the-irish-times-view-on-state-exams-markingtime-for-a-fairer-system-1.4142130
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Age / education stage of qualifications:
~ 16 years old / ISCED 119 level 2
~ 18 years old / ISCED level 3
Application (tick all that apply):
x
Formative
x
Summative
Learning & practice
x
School
x
High stakes

FE
HE
Professional / specialist technical
Lifelong learning (e.g. self-taught
languages)

119 UNESCO (2012). International Standard Classification of Education ISCED 2011.
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/international-standard-classification-of-education-isced-2011-en.pdf
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4.1.5.

Japan

Jurisdiction

Japan

Qualification name

Certificate of upper secondary education

Summary
The whole Japanese education system is very complex: think the Tokyo subway system. There
are several types of school, covering the full age range (approx. 30 per cent of Japanese upper
secondary pupils attend private schools) and even more once you move to post-schooling.
Compulsory education covers grades 1-9 and entrance to upper secondary is normally by
examination.
Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
As well as a three-year full-time upper secondary course, learners may work part-time or follow
correspondence courses to qualify. Courses can be general (normally for those aiming for HE)
or more specialised/vocational education.
Entry to some form of HE or post-school education appears to be open to anyone who has
completed 12 years of full-time education or equivalent: “a person who has graduated from
Upper Secondary Schools or Secondary Education Schools”. The only formal assessment
appears to be national monitoring exercises: MEXT carries out the National Assessment of
Academic Ability in mathematics and Japanese for students in the sixth year of elementary
school and the third year of lower secondary school. Otherwise, although the content of courses
is increasingly decided centrally, decisions about learners’ progress seem to be devolved to the
schools and their teachers.
Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
Being certificated appears to be essentially on the basis of time served, partly because there is
so much variety in progression routes it would be hard to provide a clear and precise set of
rules. Nor is there any mention of grades.
"Teachers at all levels of schooling assess their students through teacher-developed tests and
other forms of student work. Since teachers often spend many years with the same group of
students and are generally expected to conduct periodic home visits, build relationships with
students’ families, and attend sporting events and other extracurriculars to support students, the
assessment process for individual students is often more consistent and the information is often
more accessible to parents who know teachers well.
Japan has national assessments—the National Assessment of Academic Ability (NAAA)—in
grades 6 and 9. These assessments are in mathematics, Japanese, and science, and since
2019, in English. NAAA was first administered in 2007 to a sample of students for the purpose of
informing curriculum and policy planning. Since 2013, the assessments have been administered
annually to all sixth and ninth grade students, with the goal of providing more performance data
to districts and schools. The test includes items assessing subject-matter knowledge as well as
items assessing the ability to apply knowledge to real-world situations; in 2019, these sections
were combined to reflect the revised curriculum. The same items are administered to all
students simultaneously and are made public after the test has been administered. The
government announces mean NAAA subject scores for each region annually and ranks
prefectures accordingly. Municipal boards of education and schools have the option of releasing
their results; generally, they use the scores to identify areas where teaching and learning could
be improved.
The Ministry plans to introduce a similar assessment for the end of upper secondary school.”
https://ncee.org/country/japan/
The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses:
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Upper secondary (or equivalent) leaving certificate: progression to post-secondary education.
National Center Test for University Admissions (referred to as the Center Shiken) was a
standardized examination that is used by national, public, and some private universities. It was
held over two days in mid-January every year and is taken by over 500,000 students.
Universities often have their own assessments – the Center Shiken is used as a “first round”.
This assessment was replaced in January 2021.
Changes past
The Japanese system has a long history and
was developed in very different times. It has
had to evolve extensively to accommodate not
only changes in Japan but its need to play a
role in the international arena. I suspect part
of the complexity comes from this accretive
process: if I wanted to get there I wouldn’t start
from here!

Changes future
Japan is working on facilitating a smooth
transition from high school to university by
making integrated changes to high school and
university education
The Center Shiken was replaced in January
2021 by the new Common Test for University
Admissions, which is intended to more broadly
test applicants’ abilities with less reliance on
the multiple-choice format. The new exam will
also include a spoken element.
Due to covid, Japan’s education ministry has
told education boards across Japan that
academic work done under certain conditions
at home can be accepted and reflected in
academic results.

Standards
All Japanese primary and secondary schools are required to follow the Course of Study which
sets out the national curriculum standards. The Course of Study is drafted by selected school
teachers and experts in the field of each target subject, and mandated by the Ministry of
Education. Introduced in 1948, the Course of Study has been revised almost every decade
since, and is currently in its ninth version.

Quality assurance
Japan performs well in PISA (second in maths and fifth in science in 2015), although generally
favouring boys over girls compared to PISA averages.
Public confidence
Education is a source of national pride
International scandal from universities tampering scores of female applicants
Students are under intense pressure to do well in university entrance exams, leading to high
anxiety and even some instances of suicide
URL(s) of reference material
• National Institute for Educational Policy Research (nier.go.jp)
• https://www.japanistry.com/university-entrance-process-japanese-nationals/
• https://www.nippon.com/en/japan-data/h00596/japan-to-introduce-new-universityentrance-exam-in-2021.html
• https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-46568975
• https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/0969594X.2016.1225667
• https://www.japantimes.co.jp/opinion/2020/04/16/editorials/governments-supportschools-essential/
• https://wenr.wes.org/2021/02/education-in-japan
Age / education stage of qualifications:
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~ 16 years old / ISCED 120 level 2
~ 18 years old / ISCED level 3
Application (tick all that apply):
Formative
Summative
Learning & practice
School
X
High stakes

X

FE
HE
Professional / specialist technical
Lifelong learning (e.g. self-taught
languages)

120 UNESCO (2012). International Standard Classification of Education ISCED 2011.
http://uis.unesco.org/sites/default/files/documents/international-standard-classification-of-education-isced-2011-en.pdf
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4.1.6.

Netherlands

Jurisdiction
Netherlands
Qualification name
School leaving examination
Summary
The Dutch system is on the one hand highly centralised and other the hand highly decentralised.
There is no national curriculum in the Netherlands, but the Ministry of Education, Culture and
Science sets “core learning objectives that students are expected to achieve... For the upper
cycle of secondary education, the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science has formulated
learning targets, which have been translated into centrally set examination syllabi. These
strongly influence the curricula taught in upper secondary education.” (EEAN, 2014, p. 60)
The school-leaving examination consists of two parts: a school exam and a national exam. The
examination syllabus for both parts is approved by the Minister of Education, Culture and
Science.
School examination performance is given approximately equal weight to the central examination
performance, although there are suggestions that there has been a shift in importance toward
the central examination.
Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
The school-leaving examination consists of two parts: a school exam and a national exam. The
examination syllabus for both parts is approved by the Minister of Education, Culture and
Science.
Every year, schools are required to submit their school exam syllabus to the Inspectorate. To
help schools, the National Institute for Curriculum Development (SLO) publishes school exam
guidelines for every subject and level of education. The school exam syllabus sets out:
what elements of the syllabus are tested, and when;
how marks are calculated, including the weight allocated to tests, and opportunities to resit them.
The school exam usually consists of two or more tests per subject. These may be oral,
practical or written. For practical assignments no marks are given, only an acknowledgement
that the candidate has completed them properly. The school exam must be completed and the
results submitted to the Inspectorate before the national exam starts. For some subjects there is
only a school exam.
The national exam consists of:
tests with open or multiple-choice questions;
in some cases a practical component.
The national exam can be sat at three times during the school year – in May, June and August.
All candidates sit the examination in May. The June and August sessions are for pupils doing
resits, or those who were unable to sit the examination in May.
“Responsibilities for educational evaluation and assessment are about evenly divided across
administrative levels. A fair amount is controlled by the central level, e.g. the Ministry of
Education and the Inspectorate. Another essential part, student assessment is ultimately
controlled by schools, although supported by external institutions, such as Cito. Schools are
also responsible for their own quality control and are obliged to draw up a plan for assessing
quality, possibly by school self-evaluation. Finally, schools are responsible for teacher appraisal.
Organizations at the intermediary level of education (PO and VO council) also control evaluation
of schools to some extent, particularly through the recent program of “Windows for
accountability”” (EEAN, 2012, p. 29)

|74|
The provincial authorities’ role in education is limited to supervisory and legal tasks. The
administration and management of schools in primary and secondary education and schools for
secondary vocational education is locally organised.
The schoolboard is responsible for the school and for the quality of education, including meeting
the attainment targets.
“At the level of individual student assessment there are three well-established procedures in
place: a formal examination system at the end of secondary school, a school leaver test at the
end of primary school which is administered in 85 per cent of the schools (which will be
obligatory as of 2014) and an IRT based pupil monitoring system at the primary and secondary
school level.” (Educational Evaluation and Assessment in the Netherlands, 2012, p.29)
Formative assessment is not inscribed in central education laws or regulations in the
Netherlands. The Ministry of Education, Culture and Science and the Inspectorate of Education
encourage “results-oriented work”. To further this goal, the policy emphasises different elements
of formative assessment such as working with national reference levels, using student
monitoring systems to measure learning growth, providing feedback to students and
differentiating instruction to achieve improvements in learning outcomes. (EEAN, 2014, p. 61)
Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
Summative assessment in the Netherlands is primarily based on the professional judgement of
teachers and is supported by the availability of standardised assessment tools. Teachers
choose different assessment techniques. Educators develop tests on their own or with
colleagues, “using tests provided by the particular “method” they were employing and
purchasing off-the-shelf tests offered by different vendors.”
Students sometimes make portfolios to provide a more comprehensive assessment of their
work. Other assessment methods include employing various systems to “aggregate, organise
and display student data in order to make it more usable.” (EEAN, 2014, p. 63-64)
Continuous assessment takes place several times a year. At most schools, parents receive
three to four progress reports per year. Some schools also give six-weekly interim reports on
pupils’ progress. Report card marks are based on numerous data about a pupil’s performance.
While each school has its own assessment system, report card marks generally reflect a pupil’s
combined performance on:
written and oral tests to check that homework has been done;
written tests;
projects.
The Secondary Education Act shows the obligations that the school board must meet. The
school board must offer its supply so that it meets the attainment targets and reference
levels (only available in Dutch).
The attainment targets are drawn up under the responsibility of the Minister of Education,
Culture and Science and describe what pupils are expected to achieve in terms of knowledge
and skills in the lower years. Schools monitor pupil progress by means of regular testing.
Usually, the progress of the student is discussed with the parents / guardians of the pupil.
This result, together with the school exam is the final exam results.
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/assessment-general-lowersecondary-education-25_en
The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses:
Overall performance on the examinations determines the nature of the certificate earned by
students and the kind of training or further education they can pursue.
Changes past
Changes future
The Netherlands have changed student
A number of changes have been proposed to
assessment to become more “results oriented”. the Netherlands Education system as of June
This “results oriented” method has led to an
2021.

|75|
increased interest in measuring students’
learning growth.

The current priority in regards to Dutch
education is making sure students catch up for
learning lost due to the coronavirus pandemic.
In 2020 all national exams in the Netherlands
were cancelled.

Standards
The final mark in each subject is the average of the mark for the school exam and the mark for
the national exam. To obtain a leaving certificate, a candidate must have scored pass marks in
a specified number of subjects (see below). For subjects with only a school exam, the mark
obtained is the final mark (rounded off). Marks are awarded on a scale ranging from 1 (very
poor) to 10 (excellent). Candidates receive a pass mark for the VWO or HAVO school-leaving
exam if: the average of their marks for all final examination subjects is 5.5 or higher; and they
meet some additional criteria.
An examination is first graded by the student’s own teacher following guidelines prepared by the
CVE. These guidelines include detailed prescriptions including a set of rules for scoring
students’ responses on each individual item of an examination. A second grading is conducted
by a teacher from another school. If there is a disagreement, then there is an attempt to achieve
consensus. If that fails, the Inspectorate appoints a third grader whose grade is final (OECD,
2013).
The CVE makes some adjustments to the scores in order to take account of variations in
difficulty from year to year. Certificates awarded to students at the end of each track in
secondary information provide pass/fail information and marks in each subject (OECD, 2013).”
(EEAN, 2014, p. 63)
Quality assurance
The Act on Primary Education and the Act on Secondary education describe how teaching
should be structured on the Netherlands. According to these laws, primary and secondary
schools are required to draw up a school plan every four years. These plans include
descriptions of the instruments and protocols used for evaluating the school’s quality. The
Inspectorate of Education is in charge of the external control and evaluation of schools. The
Education Inspectorate is an independent executive agency run by the Ministry of Education,
Culture and Science. The Inspectorate works according to the provisions of the Educational
Supervision act (which was passed through parliament in 2002 and adapted in 2012). The
Inspectorate conducts investigations according to ten domains of quality and is also guided by
the regulations schools have to comply with on the basis of any educational law. (Educational
Evaluation and Assessment in the Netherlands, 2012, p. 43)
Public confidence
The Netherlands is highly regarded for their education system.
URL(s) of reference material
• Netherlands | Eurydice (europa.eu)
• Education GPS - Netherlands - Student performance (PISA 2018) (oecd.org)
Age / education stage of qualifications:
~ 18 years old / ISCED level 3
Application (tick all that apply):
Formative
X
FE
X
Summative
HE
Learning & practice
Professional / specialist technical
School
Lifelong learning (e.g. self-taught
languages)
X
High stakes
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4.1.7.

Sweden

Jurisdiction
Qualification name

Sweden
National: with some input from tests run by Swedish National
Agency for Education
School leaving diploma or certificate (depending on results)

Summary
The Diploma/Certificate represents the outcome of the three-year (16-19) upper secondary
education phase. It is a system very strong on teacher assessment: teachers are empowered to
provide final grades in all subjects of the specific programme the learner is following.
Interestingly, there is no appeal against these decisions, although they should be discussed with
students and parents/carers during the programme and they have to be well-evidenced. They
also need to have due regard to the outcomes of tests (in Swedish, Maths and English) run by
the National Agency
Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
The focus of the Swedish system is preparation for lifelong learning. There are 18 national
programmes leading to a diploma (6 leading to readiness for HE and 12 to readiness for
vocational education) run within the same schools. There are also five programmes not leading
to diplomas and others designed for particular forms of special needs. Within the programmes,
there are eight foundation subjects (Swedish/Swedish as a second language, maths, science,
English, history, physical education and health, religion and social studies). The science
programme specifies study of biology, chemistry, physics and a foreign language (presumably
not including English). Each subject is graded A-E or Fail. There are grade description for
grades A, C and E for each subject. Curricula are determined at national level, but there is a
high degree of latitude in when the material is covered. Learners have to pass all subjects in
their programme to get the relevant diploma; otherwise they receive a certificate outlining their
results. Resits of courses which have been failed are possible, as is repeating a whole year.
There is also an optional Swedish Scholastic Aptitude Test (SweSAT) which helps gaining entry
to HE where courses/universities are oversubscribed: a third of places must be allocated on the
basis of results in SweSAT. The test covers a quantitative half and a verbal half, including a test
of English comprehension.
Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
In terms of subject results for the Diplomas (readiness for HE or readiness for vocational
training) teachers are fully empowered to do the grading. In fact, as noted above, there is no
appeal, although there are mechanisms in place to ensure results shouldn’t be a surprise.
Aggregation of the subject results is essentially automatic in that at least the minimal pass grade
is required in every subject in the learner’s programme. The evidence base is expected to
include outcomes of externally set and scored tests in Swedish, maths and English. (There are
also tests at the end of years 3 (Swedish and maths only, 6 and 9).
The SweSAT is externally set and administered.
The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses:
Grade A-E+F in each subject within a programme: indicates attainment within relevant subject
according to nationally published descriptions.
Diploma (if all subjects passed) or certificate (if not): indicates readiness (nor not yet) for
progress to either HE of further VE.
Result in SweSAT (optional) standardised score between 0 and 2.0, mean c0.87, sd 0.4: used to
aid selection for more selective HE courses.
Changes past
Changes future
Slightly contradictory aims to “emphasise
factual knowledge more clearly” and to “make
the knowledge requirements less detailed”.
Also moving towards automated marking of
national exams to relieve assessment burden
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on teachers - no doubt accelerated by Covid19.

Standards
Content defined centrally. Grade descriptions for A, C and E for each subject. National tests in
Swedish, maths and English are held at the end of grades 3, 6 and 9 plus test banks for a range
of other subjects. Enters PISA presumably to keep an eye on national standards compared to
international ones. (Sweden performed quite well in Pisa 2018.)
Quality assurance
As above in terms of standards. Teachers receive training and support in assessment and
grading. There is no obvious evidence of some of the more obvious methods of QA in terms of
comparing graduation levels across schools, counties etc.
Public confidence
There is evidence that respect for teaching profession is declining and teacher supply is under
pressure.
URL(s) of reference material
• Sweden | Eurydice (europa.eu)
• Education GPS - Sweden - Student performance (PISA 2018) (oecd.org)
• SeQF - Swedish Higher Education Authority - seqf.se
• Grades - Swedish National Agency for Education (skolverket.se)
• The Bologna Process and the European Higher Education Area | Education and Training
(europa.eu)
Age / education stage of qualifications:
~ 18 years old / ISCED level 3
Application (tick all that apply):
x
Formative
FE
x
Summative
HE
Learning & practice
Professional / specialist technical
x
School
Lifelong learning (e.g. self-taught
languages)
x
High stakes
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4.1.8.

Switzerland

Jurisdiction

Switzerland

Qualification name

Baccalaureate: several forms

Summary
Switzerland has four national languages, which presents interesting challenges. However, in
general, the system is broadly similar to France’s down to the name of the certificate: and like
France much of the structure is centralised. Most of the Bac depends on terminal examinations,
although there are continuous assessment and coursework elements too. Importantly, the
examinations are teacher-set. The marking and aggregation schemes and the requirements in
terms of progression are all prescribed.
Importantly, the upper secondary education system itself is strongly streamed, although there is
much emphasis on its permeability. This puts a lot of stress on the effectiveness of monitoring
and assessment lower down the system as well as opportunities to transfer.
Overview of the qualification/certification assessment system
At the end of the baccalaureate programme, pupils sit a written baccalaureate examination in at
least five baccalaureate subjects; this may be supplemented by an oral examination. The
examination subjects are the first language, a second national language, mathematics, the
specialised subject and one more subject. The teachers are responsible for preparing the
examinations.
The final grades include the examination results, the grades awarded in the annual school
reports for the examination subjects and the subjects which are not examined, and the grade for
the baccalaureate essay. The baccalaureate essay is a comprehensive, independently
prepared paper which pupils write and present. It is usually prepared in the second-last or last
year of the baccalaureate programme.
At Vocational Upper Secondary schools, depending on the chosen occupational field, specific
additional requirements (including internships, practical individual activities, supplementary
general education) must be met. The upper secondary specialised schools are responsible for
monitoring and validating these requirements in conjunction with the institutions where these
additional skills are taught. Pupils obtain the specialised baccalaureate if the additional
requirements and the baccalaureate essay are assessed with a grade of at least “sufficient”.
Pupils completing this additional one-year programme are awarded a nationally recognised
specialised baccalaureate. This basically entitles them to enter specified courses of study at
universities of applied sciences.
The supplementary examination is offered by the Swiss Baccalaureate Examination Commission
(SMK) and organised by the State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SERI).
The examinations take place twice a year in the three language regions. The examination
procedure and the contents of the examination are regulated by the ordinance on the
supplementary examination (Verordnung über die Ergänzungsprüfung) and in guidelines. The
examinations test the first national language, a second national language or English,
mathematics, natural science subjects, and humanities and social science subjects.
The Ordinance on the National Qualifications Framework for vocational training qualifications
creates the basis for the classification of all formal vocational and professional education and
training qualifications in a National Qualifications Framework for vocational training qualifications
and for the production of certificate supplements and diploma supplements. The National
Qualifications Framework for vocational training qualifications consists of eight levels in which all
qualifications described as formal education by the Federal Vocational and Professional
Education and Training Act (VPETA) are classified according to their requirements.
Roles of teachers and organisations within the assessment system
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At upper secondary specialised schools, the programme ends with a final examination. At least
six subjects are tested, of which at least one, or no more than two, subjects must be related to a
particular occupational field. Depending on the subject, the examination is either oral or written,
or both oral and written. The teachers are responsible for preparing the examinations. The
examination results, the annual grades in the examination subjects and in the subjects, which
are not examined all count towards the final grade.
Assessment comprises full marks and half marks from 1 to 6. The Regulation on the
Recognition of Certificates from Upper Secondary Specialised Schools governs the conditions
for awarding a pass: the upper secondary specialised school programme is successfully
completed if the average of all specialised subject grades is at least 4.0 and, in addition, not
more than three specialised subject grades are below 4 (“insufficient” grades) and the sum of all
grades lower than 4.0 is not more than 2.0 grade points.
The assessment outcomes and their purposes and uses:
The programme leads to a federally recognised cantonal baccalaureate, which entitles holders
to enter cantonal universities, federal institutes of technology (FIT) and universities of teacher
education. For admission to universities of applied sciences, holders of a baccalaureate must
also be able to demonstrate at least one year of work experience.
The programme leads to a nationally recognised upper secondary specialised school certificate.
This entitles holders to enter specified courses at colleges of higher education. For holders of
an upper secondary specialised school certificate, admission to study courses at universities of
teacher education is possible only if they can prove, through a supplementary examination
(Ergänzungsprüfung), that they have an adequate general education. Different educational
institutions (e.g. baccalaureate schools for adults, universities of teacher education) offer oneyear courses for preparation for these examinations. The preparation can also be carried out
through self-learning. Evidence of an adequate general education can also be provided through
a supplementary examination (“Passerelle” aptitude test).
VET leaving certificates are recognised throughout Switzerland. “Qualification procedure” is the
umbrella term for all procedures used to determine whether a person has the competences laid
down in the relevant VET ordinance.
The two-year VET ends with a qualification procedure, usually a final examination. The skills
acquired through practical experience are strongly weighted. The programme leads to the
Federal VET Certificate. Young people who do not successfully complete the two-year VET can
have their skills checked on an individual basis. For holders of a Federal Vocational
Baccalaureate admission to study courses at universities of teacher education is possible only if
they can prove, through a supplementary examination (Ergänzungsprüfung), that they have an
adequate general education. Different training establishments (e.g. baccalaureate schools for
adults, universities of teacher education) offer one-year courses for preparation for these
examinations. The preparation can also be carried out through self-learning. Evidence of an
adequate general education can also be provided through the university aptitude test
(“Passerelle” aptitude test).
With the help of the European Qualifications Framework drawn up by the EU, which serves as a
kind of translation tool, Swiss qualifications can be compared with qualifications from other
countries.
Changes past
Changes future
The vocational baccalaureate was introduced
Uptake of the vocational baccalaureate is
in the 1990s to enable apprentices to get a
stagnating due to:
Bachelors or Masters degree at one of the
• An intense schedule for students (juggling
country’s Universities of Applied Sciences.
work and university)
• Employers prefer students to spend more
time at work than universities
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•

Parents aren’t aware of the VB as an
option

Standards
Assessment in the baccalaureate subjects comprises full marks and half marks from 1 to 6.
The Ordinance of the Confederation or the equivalent EDK regulation on the recognition of
baccalaureates (MAV/MAR) governs the conditions for awarding a pass. The baccalaureate is
awarded if twice the sum of all baccalaureate subjects marked grade 4 or below is not higher
than the sum of all baccalaureate subjects marked grade 4 or above. In addition, not more than
four grades may be lower than 4 (“insufficient” grades).
Quality assurance
At upper-secondary level, the joint responsibility of the Confederation and the cantons has led to
greater uniformity in the rules regarding quality assurance.
Switzerland-wide recognition of the qualifications of upper secondary level general education
schools (baccalaureate schools and upper secondary specialised school) ensures minimum
quality standards. The Confederation and the cantons are jointly responsible for
baccalaureates. The legal basis is the Swiss Conference of Cantonal Ministers of Education
(EDK) Regulation on the Recognition of Baccalaureates (MAV) or the corresponding Ordinance
of the Confederation (MAR), which contain identical rules for baccalaureates (Reglement der
EDK über die Anerkennung von gymnasialen Maturitätsausweisen [MAR]; Verordnung über die
Anerkennung von gymnasialen Maturitätsausweisen [MAV]). The cantons alone are responsible
for the upper secondary specialised school leaving certificates.
The Regulation on the Recognition of Certificates from Upper Secondary Specialised Schools
(Reglement über die Anerkennung der Abschlüsse von Fachmittelschulen) serves as the legal
basis, together with a number of guidelines. In their cantonal education acts, the cantons also
regulate the organisation of the general education schools and the courses offered by them.
Most of these cantonal education acts today also contain clear legal standards relating to quality
assurance and development (Normen zur Qualitätsentwicklung und -sicherung).
Following a national evaluation of the baccalaureate in 2008 (EVAMAR II), the Confederation
and the cantons set the goal of ensuring – also in the long term – examination-free access to
university for holders of the baccalaureate, a specific feature of the Swiss education system. As
a result, in 2016 the EDK integrated basic subject-specific competences for the general ability to
study in the first language and mathematics into the framework curriculum for baccalaureate
schools, and adopted recommendations to ensure, in the long term, the admission to higher
education with the baccalaureate without the need for any further examinations. A project to
further develop the baccalaureate is currently under way, launched jointly by the Confederation
and the cantons. The aim is to update the framework curriculum of 1994 and the 1995 MAR and
MAV, which together form the basis of education at the baccalaureate schools.
The Confederation and the cantons are jointly responsible for vocational education and training
(VET). Legislation is primarily the responsibility of the Confederation. The Federal Vocational
and Professional Education and Training Act (VPETA) and the Vocational and Professional
Education and Training Ordinance (VPETO) form the key legal bases here (Bundesgesetz über
die Berufsbildung; Verordnung über die Berufsbildung). The cantons implement federal
legislation and are responsible for supervision in particular. They regulate this in their cantonal
vocational and professional education and training acts. In almost all cantons, these include
clear legal standards relating to quality assurance and development (Normen zur
Qualitätsentwicklung und -sicherung).
There is no culture of school ranking, and opposition to ranking by teachers is strong.
Public confidence
In a 2015 survey, 53.4 per cent of respondents felt that too many students took the Gymnasium
Matura, 48 per cent felt that too many students went to universities, and 86.6 per cent were in
favour of standardised exams across Switzerland at the end of high school.
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URL(s) of reference material
• Switzerland | Eurydice (europa.eu)
• Focus (admin.ch)
• Education GPS - Switzerland - Student performance (PISA 2018) (oecd.org)
• https://trifork.com/?portfolio=advanced-e-learning-portal-students-teachers-4-13-years
• https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/vocational-baccalaureate-system-struggles-to-grow/46196712
• https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/league-tables_why-are-there-no-school-rankings-inswitzerland-/45080022
• https://www.educationeconomics.uzh.ch/dam/jcr:00000000-62db-e3e4-00000000336b6c21/nzz_01092015.pdf
Age / education stage of qualifications:
~ 18 years old / ISCED level 3
Application (tick all that apply):
Formative
X
FE
X
Summative
HE
Learning & practice
X
Professional / specialist technical
School
Lifelong learning (e.g. self-taught
languages)
X
High stakes
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4.2.

Research instruments

4.2.1.

Information sheet
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4.2.2.

Interview schedule
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