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Preface

The 13th William H. Angoff Memorial Lecture was presented by Dr. Michael J. Feuer, Dean of the Graduate School of 
Education and Human Development (GSEHD) at The George Washington University. Feuer focuses on the nature and 
quality of comparative international assessments and outlines several caveats and cautions that policymakers should 
consider when interpreting the results. Because data from these assessments have a powerful effect on discussions 
about directions for education policy, Feuer helps us to understand the limitations of these data as well as their benefits. 

Feuer focuses on three areas where policymakers need to take caution: inferring trends from snapshots, linking 
educational measures to national economic outcomes, and overrelying on international assessments for high-stakes 
national education policy decisions. While he agrees that the appropriate interpretation of comparative educational 
data can help educators and policymakers evaluate policy choices aimed at the improvement of teaching, learning and  
the governance of our schools, his lecture focuses on getting the right data — and getting the interpretation of those 
data right.

The William H. Angoff Memorial Lecture Series was established in 1994 to honor the life and work of Dr. Bill  
Angoff, who died in January 1993. For more than 50 years, Angoff made major contributions to educational and 
psychological measurement and was deservedly recognized by the major societies in the field. In line with Angoff’s 
interests, this lecture series is devoted to relatively nontechnical discussions of important public interest issues related 
to educational measurement.  

Ida Lawrence  
Senior Vice President  
ETS Research & Development  
August 2012 
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Abstract

Few arguments about education are as effective at galvanizing public attention and motivating political action as those 
that compare the performance of students with their counterparts in other countries and that connect academic achieve-
ment to economic performance. Because data from international large-scale assessments (ILSA) have a powerful  
effect on policy discourse, it is important to understand the limitations of these data as well as their benefits. This paper 
concentrates on three sets of cautions and caveats in the interpretation of ILSA and proposes a modest research agenda 
aimed at reinforcing the validity and utility of cross-national educational comparisons. Although aimed primarily at 
American policy and research audiences, the arguments in the paper are relevant to other countries for which perfor-
mance on ILSA influences education reform.
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In 1990, a political miracle occurred. For the first 
time in its 214-year history, the United States 
seemed poised and willing to write into federal law 

a set of national education goals. Friends from overseas 
may have not fully grasped the significance of this event 
and others surely wondered what had taken so long. 
How, indeed, did the United States accomplish its ex-
traordinary human capital revolution (Goldin & Katz, 
2008), adopt the earliest recorded policy of universal  
access in world history, and educate a larger share of its 
increasingly diverse population than in any other country 
without a coherent definition of its national educational 
ethos? The answer to that question — which involves 
the politics and economics of federalism (e.g., Inman & 
Rubinfeld, 1997; Manna, 2006; McDonnell, 2005), the 
culture of American exceptionalism (e.g., Schuck & Wil-
son, 2008), the meaning of rationality in public policy 
(Feuer, 2006), and the history of the grand experiment in 
American education (Cremin, 1990) — would obviously 
require more than a short paper to address adequately. 

The effort to write acceptable national goals into law 
can be understood retrospectively as the natural continu-
ation of a discourse that was launched by the landmark 
report A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Ex-
cellence in Education [NCEE], 1983). Following on 
that enormously effective wake-up call, which alerted 
Americans to impending calamity if action was not tak-
en to shore up our educational foundations, it was easier 
— for a brief moment in time — to find receptor sites 
across much of the political spectrum for the notion that 
national goals could be the basis for needed reforms. 

One of the best histories of this era is in the work 
of Maris Vinovskis. The process began in 1989 with a 
summit meeting of President George H. W. Bush and the 
National Governors Association, then under the leader-
ship of Arkansas Governor Bill Clinton, in Charlottes-

ville. The National Educational Goals drafted there were 
announced by President Bush in his January 1990 State 
of the Union address, and within six months the National  
Education Goals Panel was established to monitor  
progress towards the goals. The six goals were then 
incorporated into the landmark “Goals 2000” legisla-
tion, passed in 1994, which added two additional goals 
(Vinovskis, 1999). 

Granted, ideologues on the right and left continued to 
fear, for different reasons, the encroachment of federal 
bureaucracy on the local definition of education and the 
local governance of schools; the specter of a national 
curriculum remained a looming threat. Nonetheless, the 
national goals in the Goals 2000: Educate America Act 
were written in language simple enough to deter over-
whelming opposition and yet were meaty enough to 
be more than apple pie and motherhood (see Swanson, 
1991). They covered a number of key issues — early 
childhood readiness, high school completion, student 
achievement and citizenship, science and mathematics, 
adult literacy, school safety — and by implying a com-
mitment to increased equity and higher standards, the 
goals echoed a theme that had been pervasive in Ameri-
can educational history for over a century (e.g., Cremin, 
1990). 

A complete analysis of the substance and politics of 
the goals is beyond my scope here. I would like to focus, 
rather, on the rhetoric of international competition and 
how it affects policy thinking. Consider, therefore, Goal 
5, one of the more poignant and endearing examples in 
American history of the triumph of exuberance over em-
piricism: “By the year 2000, U.S. students will be first 
in the world in science and mathematics achievement” 
(Goals 2000: Educate America Act of 1994). 

It is worth recalling that when this goal was first 
published some wry observers thought there had been a 

Introduction: Number One in the World?
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printing error and that the intent was for the United States 
to be first in the world in 2,000 years. Humor aside, the 
rhetoric was not really strange or unique. Twenty years 
earlier, President Richard Nixon, in arguing for a set of 
dramatic new fiscal and monetary policies, warned that 
“… whether this Nation stays number one in the world’s 
economy or resigns itself to second, third, or fourth  
place … depends on you, on your competitive spirit, your 
sense of personal destiny, your pride in your country and 
in yourself ” (Nixon, 1971, italics added). In response, 
American folklorist Garrison Keillor proposed an  
alternative plan to ensure that the United States remained 
on top: “For the 28th straight year, the U.S. was named  
No. 1 country by a jury of more than 300 members 
of the Association of World Leaders. President Nixon  
made remarks to the press that were not for publica-
tion. He wore a necktie with the inscription ‘El Numero 
Uno.’ … The U.S. has dominated the world scene in this  
century, though it still trails the Roman and British  
Empires and the Mongol Hordes in total wins …”  
(Keillor, 1971, p. 35). Keillor may not have known the 
data, but he had a good intuition that President Nixon’s 
exuberance even about the past was off the mark: The 
United States had never really been “numero uno” on 
most indicators that matter.

Since then, American education policy and reform 
initiatives have benefited from a nearly steady stream 
of reports and headlines chronicling the erosion of U.S. 
competitive stature in the world and the decline in quality 
of the public school system. One of the most memorable 
and influential reports in the annals of government-spon-
sored policy documents — commissioned, ironically, by 
a president who hoped it would justify the end of the 
federal role in education — invoked the most compel-
ling and chilling language: “If an unfriendly foreign 
power had attempted to impose on America the medio-
cre educational performance that exists today, we might 

well have viewed it as an act of war …” (NCEE, 1983, 
p. 9). Report writers ever since have suffered from a dis-
order known as Nation-at-Risk envy, with most of them 
failing to meet that high standard of rhetorical flourish.

Not that the basic theme was all that new. The pos-
sibility that our competitors in the world might catch up 
to or — perish the thought — surpass us has frequently 
hung over our political psyche like a dark and ominous 
cloud. The path-breaking work of Joseph Mayer Rice, 
for example, is understood to have been influenced by 
his time spent in Germany, and though he did not ex-
plicitly warn of an economic or military threat posed 
by superior European pedagogy, he was sufficiently 
moved by his experiences there to develop what may 
have been the first real comparative assessment method-
ology (Rice, 1893). More recently, the launch of Sput-
nik in 1957 shook the U.S. education policy world and 
spurred the rapid and robust investment of federal dol-
lars toward science and mathematics education, a policy 
that dovetailed naturally with post-war thinking about 
American research (see, e.g., Atkinson & Blanpied, 
2008; Atkinson & Pelfrey, 2010). In the 1970s, it was 
the threat from Japan, manifest in the flood of VCRs and 
Toyotas that washed up on American shores. And today, 
the emergence of the so-called BRIC economies — Bra-
zil, Russia, India, China — has many American policy 
experts and journalists counting the days until our global 
economic presence fades into distant memory. Clouds 
gather, storms rise, the nation reacts … and then, some-
how, the sun comes out again.

Except that some clouds last longer and have a sus-
taining effect on political morale and policy discourse. 
It is not an exaggeration to say that the pillars of the 
contemporary reform movement in American education 
— goals, national standards, accountability, testing, per-
formance measurement — were erected in the aftermath 
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of the publication of Nation at Risk, and that our cur-
rent efforts to implement common core standards and 
new systems of assessment are a natural extension of the 
narrative that compares us to foreign competitors today 
and to ourselves in an earlier time. Golden-era thinking 
is pervasive (see, e.g., Gardner, 2011), even if, as the 
literary critic Randall Jarrell once observed, “The people 
who live in a golden age usually go around complaining 
how yellow everything looks” (Kirsch, 2011, p. 96). 

Lest this begin to sound like an apology for the sta-
tus quo, let me affirm now my belief that moving to-
ward higher and common standards is a good thing for 
American education. And if the only way to move the 
country onto a path of genuine improvement in its edu-
cation is to indulge occasionally in bombastic rhetoric, 
that may be a price worth paying. On the other hand, 
my preference would be for a sustained discourse based 
on empirically sound evidence; wild swings of despair 
and exuberance do not strike me as an enlightened or 
sustainable approach to public policy. Hot rhetoric en-
genders backlash or boredom, neither of which is likely 
to maintain the nation’s focus on the real problems that 
beset our schools. 

My point is that precisely because the reform move-
ment is so crucial to the nation’s future it deserves a sys-
tem that privileges objective evidence over ideological 
rhetoric, that places facts ahead of advocacy, and that 
admits to the possibility that some of the problems have 
no instant or obvious solution (see also Feuer, 2006). In-
stead, it is becoming dangerously commonplace to hear 
even the most thoughtful and prestigious organizations 
joining the chorus of politicians and pundits in the ca-
cophony of despair (e.g., Klein, 2011; National Acad-
emy of Sciences, 2007; Ripley, 2010). Even typically 
moderate and reasonable voices seem unable to resist 
the temptation to indulge in scary comparative rhetoric 

to further political goals. The traditionally more temper-
ate Secretary of Education Arne Duncan opined recently 
that “we live in a globally competitive knowledge-based 
economy and our children today are at a competitive 
disadvantage with children from other countries. That  
is absolutely unfair to our children and that puts our 
country’s long-term economic prosperity absolutely at 
risk …” (Associated Press, 2010, para. 4, italics added). 

Rumors of the death of the American economy 
brought on by the decaying system of public education 
are, to paraphrase Mark Twain, a bit exaggerated. But 
while the United States still probably ranks as number 
one in the world in the capacity for naïve or extravagant 
educational rhetoric, it is worth noting that other coun-
tries are catching up. In Germany, for example, a poor 
showing in the 2000 Programme for International Stu-
dent Assessment (PISA) prompted this statement from 
the Federal Minister for Education and Research: “The 
findings …  are alarming. A country with the economic 
and political significance of Germany belongs at the top 
of the league and cannot be satisfied with an education 
system performing at the OECD average level — never 
mind below it” (Bulmahn, 2002, para. 1, italics added). 

Similarly, the condition of education and the ef-
fectiveness of major reforms in other typically high-
performing countries, such as Japan, causes tremors of 
anxiety: “In striking contrast to the international acclaim 
during the 1990s for Japanese schools’ instructional 
excellence and solid curricular contents, the Japanese 
media, scholars, politicians, and the public continued to 
perceive their country’s schooling as steeped in a dire 
crisis … [and the public debate] framed education re-
form as having direct bearing on the nation’s rise and 
fall, evoking a sense of urgency for immediate interven-
tion …” (Takayama, 2007, p. 423).
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The fact that so much international comparative rhet-
oric is strident and overwrought does not mean there is 
no reason for concern. On the contrary, changing global 
economic and demographic conditions, promising new 
theories of teaching and learning, and the evolving na-
ture of work and its skill requirements impel modern 
societies to rethink their education systems. Sound in-
ternational comparisons — of status and trends — can 
be powerful tools in understanding the challenges and 
in shaping sustainable reforms. My goal in this paper, 
therefore, is not to disparage the concept of international 

large-scale assessment (ILSA), but rather to preserve its 
utility by focusing attention on sources of potential mis-
understanding or misinterpretation. I focus on three sets 
of caveats and cautions: the problem of inferring trends 
from snapshots, the problem of linking educational mea-
sures to national economic outcomes, and the hazards 
of overreliance on international assessments for high-
stakes national education policy decisions. In conclu-
sion, I will offer a short list of questions for an ongoing 
research program. 
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It is tempting to compare various countries’ average 
educational performance at a given point in time, 
for their whole populations or disaggregated by  

socioeconomic and demographic criteria, and to make 
inferences about eroding (or improving) relative stand-
ing (e.g., Ripley, 2010). But other comparative exercises,  
especially in economics, provide cautionary lessons. 
Consider, for example, the productivity growth slow-
down in the U.S. economy that began in the late 1960s 
and stretched through much of the 1970s. Because pro-
ductivity growth is one of the most important indicators 
of the health and stability of an economy and is linked 
so crucially to measures of quality of life and social 
mobility (e.g., Baumol, Nelson, & Wolff, 1994), slug-
gish growth rates in the United States were legitimately 
a cause for concern. Some analysts and policymakers  
reacted perhaps too quickly, though, embracing manage-
ment reforms aimed at mimicking the so-called Japanese 
miracle and — at times rather caustically — attributing 
the U.S. slowdown to performance of American students 
on international standardized tests. 

Closer scrutiny led to more nuanced findings. For  
example, as indicated in Table 1, compared to other 
industrialized countries, U.S. productivity growth had 
in fact never been the highest in the world; its ranking 
among developed countries had always been well below 
the top. As argued forcefully in one of the most compre-
hensive analyses of the economic data, “… in no peace-
time period since 1880 has the U.S. been outperformed by  
less than five countries…” (Baumol, Batey Blackman, & 
Wolff, 1989, p. 87). In terms of economic performance 
over time, although the aggregate productivity growth 
rate did slow between 1963 and 1980, trends for manu-
facturing productivity growth exhibited a marked upturn 
starting in the 1980s.

Table 1

Percentage of Average Annual Productivity Growth,  
Selected Countries, 1870–1970

1870–
1880

1900–
1913

1929–
1938

1950–
1960

1970– 
1979

Canada 2.2 2.7 0 3.1 1.8

Finland 1.3 2.4 1.9 4 2.6

France 2.3 1.8 2.8 4.4 4.1

Germany 1.5 1.4 2.3 6.6 4.5

United Kingdom 1.6 0.9 0.9 2.2 2.8

United States 2.3 2 0.7 2.4 1.9

Superior to United States  
among this group

0 2 4 4 4

Superior to United States 
among 16 industrialized 
countries

1 6 11 14 13

Note: Data from Baumol, Batey Blackman, & Wolff (1989).

More recent data echo the basic point. As shown in 
Figures 1 and 2, trends in productivity growth are com-
plex, and there is little evidence of systemic failure of 
the U.S. economy over any significant historical period. 
Other countries have outperformed us at times, but they 
have also suffered traumatic jolts while the U.S. trend 
has been steady and positive. One of the best summaries 
of this complex situation is in a review of the book by 
Baumol, Batey Blackman, and Wolff that appeared in 
the flagship journal of the American Economics Associ-
ation: “If there ever was a topic for which an understand-
ing of the long run mattered, productivity performance 
is surely it. The experience of the United States with the 
productivity slowdown since the 1960s cannot be ad-
equately understood without placing that experience in 

Snapshots and Trends
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the perspective of a century of productivity growth … 
While the slowdown across the 1970s was big enough 
to warrant attention, it did not place America on a trajec-
tory very different from that of the previous century” 
(Williamson, 1991, p. 54). 

These findings suggest why it is important to place 
short-run data in their longer-term perspective. Attention 
to the time series and disaggregation by sector provided 
the needed perspective, although sadly most of the se-
rious analysis came long after the scary headlines had 
already made their mark. The revised interpretation of 
trends is not a basis for naïve optimism, but rather pro-
vides policymakers with a stronger base of evidence to 
consider relevant corrective strategies. 

Figure 1

Productivity Growth, Manufacturing Sector,  
2000–2004, Selected Countries 
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Source: Data from Lach, Shiff, & Trajtenberg (2008).

Figure 2

Trends in Manufacturing Productivity,  
Selected Countries, 1979–2010 
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010.

Although interesting in its own right, the example 
of productivity growth in the short and long term holds 
lessons for education policy generally and the interpre-
tation of ILSA specifically. Consider, for example, the 
performance of American students on international com-
parisons of mathematics achievement, about which the 
conventional rhetoric emphasizes stagnation and decline 
(e.g., Hanushek, Peterson, & Woessmann, 2010). It is 
perhaps disheartening to see where U.S. eighth-graders 
rank among the countries participating in Trends in In-
ternational Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 
— ninth among 36 — but the fact is that U.S. math 
achievement has actually been improving over time and, 
as the data show, we were never at the top (e.g., Love-
less, 2011). As shown in Figure 3, U.S. performance 
has been steady while other countries, even Singapore 
and Japan, have experienced dips. Granted, the gap that  
separates the United States from some of the highest 
performing countries is significant (i.e., we could be 
doing better). But the rhetoric of precipitous decline is 
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simply unfounded: In the First International Mathemat-
ics Study (FIMS) in the mid-1960s, the United States 
ranked at or near the bottom (Medrich & Griffith, 1992; 
for a contemporary critique of the rhetoric of decline, 
see also Kilpatrick, 2011). 

Figure 3

Average Performance of Eighth-Graders, TIMSS,  
1999–2007, Selected Countries 
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Source: Data from NCES (1999, 2003, 2007b).

The most recent data from the National Assessment 
of Educational Progress Trial Urban District Assessment 
(TUDA) provide further evidence that the rhetoric of  
despair is exaggerated. At grade eight, average math-
ematics scores were higher in 2011 than in 2009 for 
public school students in the nation, large cities, and six 
of the 18 urban districts that participated in both years. 
In comparison to 2003, scores were higher in 2011 for 
nine of the 10 districts that participated in both years, 
as well as for large cities and the nation (National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics [NCES], 2012). Again, does 
this mean that the United States should now become  

complacent about its commitment to improved math-
ematics education? Certainly not, but the rhetoric of  
impending catastrophe in the popular and professional 
discourse is overstated, at least in terms of available 
trend data. 

If the outcomes of education, as measured by in-
ternational assessments, are a major source of public 
consternation and political handwringing, participation 
and attainment data are no less alarming by the ways 
they are typically reported. Here, too, careful analysis 
of comparative data is both necessary and helpful, but 
getting the numbers right — and using the right numbers 
— are minimal prerequisites. For example, there is some 
confusion about where the United States ranks and how 
its standing has shifted compared to other countries on 
key indicators such as college attainment. A commonly 
held view is that U.S. attainment rates are flat or declin-
ing compared to other countries: “The percent of the 
American population with a postsecondary credential or 
degree has remained flat for 40 years, in spite of the dra-
matic economic and social changes during that period. 
Meantime, higher education attainment in the rest of the 
world has increased — in some cases at dramatic rates” 
(Lumina Foundation, 2009, p. 3). 

But the data are more complicated, and in fact tell 
a different and at times confusing story. For example, 
even the compilations by the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) are confound-
ed by fundamental problems in defining variables and 
are therefore the target of considerable methodological 
critique (e.g., Adelman, 2009; Hauptman, 2011). In the 
original printed version of its 2008 report, for example, 
OECD ranked the United States first among 30 OECD 
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countries in attainment of bachelor’s degrees for all 
age groups except the 25–34 bracket, where it ranked  
second (see Adelman, 2009, Table 1, p. 15). In subse-
quent revisions online, however, the numbers changed, 
and for the 25–34 year old age bracket U.S. performance 
was surpassed by Denmark, Korea, Netherlands, Nor-
way, and Sweden, while the United States remained at 
the top of the ranking in all other age categories (see 
OECD, 2008). What is usually missing in these displays, 
though, is any reference to the denominator effect on at-
tainment and completion rates — the possibility that the 
estimates are biased upwards in countries experienc-
ing population declines in the relevant age groups (C. 
Adelman, personal communication, March 3, 2012). 

The historical trend in degree completion within the 
United States has also been mischaracterized: Whereas 
the Lumina Foundation reported that “attainment rates 
are rising in almost every industrialized or post-industri-
al country in the world, except for the U.S. …” (Lumina  
Foundation, 2009, p. 2, italics added), data from the 
U.S. Census Bureau as compiled by NCES show that 
between 1980 and 2010 the percentage of Ameri-
cans aged 25–29 who had received a bachelor’s de-
gree or higher rose from roughly 23% to roughly  
32%. Furthermore, among White students, the rate in-
creased from about 25% to 39%; among Black students, 
from 12% to 19%; and among Hispanic students, from 
about 8% to 14% (NCES, 2011a). These trends are 
shown in Figure 4. It may still be true that some other 
countries have experienced a sharper increase, espe-
cially in recent years, but the U.S. trend is by no means 
alarming or embarrassing. 

Figure 4

Percentage of 25–29 Year-Olds with Bachelor’s Degree 
or Higher, 1980–2010       
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Indeed, perhaps the most significant caution about 
these types of data relates to demographic trends. Many 
industrialized countries have made impressive strides 
in recent years to include increasingly large and diverse 
segments of their population in their education systems. 
In the United States, though, this policy, or philosophy 
really, has been in effect for much longer. Compulsory 
attendance began in the United States in the late 19th 
century, decades before the idea took hold in any of our 
economic competitors, which is one factor explaining 
the remarkable differences in enrollments and years of 
schooling across countries over time (Goldin & Katz, 
2008). This history, for the United States, is captured in 
Figure 5. 
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Figure 5

U.S. School Enrollment of 5–19 Year-Olds Per  
100 Persons, 1850–1990  
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And as shown in Figures 6 and 7, the United States 
has led the way both in terms of average time in school 
and in participation rates, a fact that can easily be over-
looked if one focuses only on the most recent slice  
of time. 

Figure 6

Average Years of Total Schooling, Selected Countries, 
1950–2010   
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Source: Data from Barro & Lee (2010).

Figure 7

Participation in Secondary Education, Selected  
Countries, 1955–2008   
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Source: Data for 1955–1956 from Figure 1.7 in Goldin & Katz (2008) and 
data for 2008 from OECD (2008).

Similar cautions are in order when considering post-
secondary enrollment data: NCES reported that “be-
tween 2000 and 2009, undergraduate enrollment in 
degree-granting postsecondary institutions increased 
by 34%, from 13.2 to 17.6 million students. Projections 
indicate that it will continue to increase, reaching 19.6 
million students in 2020” (NCES, 2010b, para. 1). The 
trend in enrollment has been steadily positive, since 
1976, for all population groups, as shown in Figure 8 
(see also Feuer, 2011).
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Figure 8

College Enrollment: Recent Trends   
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If today the percentage of young people enrolled in 
traditional secondary education in the United States is 
slightly lower than in Germany and Finland, that should 
be taken as a good sign that those countries are shedding 
their historically elitist traditions in favor of greater in-
clusion and heterogeneity. It will certainly be interesting 
to watch how they manage their newly diverse educa-
tional environments, and the prospects are not necessar-
ily rosy: “… as the European Union falls into economic 
disarray, older dreams of tolerance and social inclusion 
have lost ground …” (Gordon, 2011, para. 2). In any 
event, why U.S. policymakers and politicians should be 
anxious, rather than relieved, to see greater numbers of 
people around the world benefiting from education is 
something of a mystery.
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Implicit in the preceding discussion of problems in 
the interpretation of comparative data are links be-
tween educational and economic measures. The lit-

eratures of economics and sociology are rich in theoreti-
cal and empirical evidence of the relationship between 
education, earnings, social mobility, and other indicators 
of quality of life (e.g., Becker, 1964; Goldin & Katz, 
2008; Sewell, Hauser, & Featherman, 1976). These 
studies are primarily focused at the micro level (i.e., they 
provide evidence for the individual and social returns 
to investments in human capital). The preponderance 
of evidence on the effects of investments in education 
on lifetime earnings, social mobility, and longevity is  
incontestable. 

But international educational comparisons based 
on ILSA programs are often the basis for claims about 
macro-level economic performance (e.g., productivity, 
unemployment, and global competitiveness), which de-
pend on a host of variables outside the realm of academic 
achievement and educational attainment. (Even the most 
ardent proponents of education reform as the foundation 
for economic growth do not attribute the 2008 meltdown 
in the housing and finance markets to poor performance 
of high school students on standardized tests.) Indeed, 
much of the ILSA rhetoric hinges on the assumption that 
educational achievement is a principal cause of econom-
ic standing and a nation’s international competitiveness 
(e.g., Hanushek & Woessmann, 2011). As compelling 
as this logic may be, a number of cautions and caveats  
are warranted.

A pictorial representation of the implied relations be-
tween individual educational achievement and econom-
ic performance is in Figure 9, which suggests that edu-
cation policy initiatives (labeled education reform) lead 
to changes in educational output (labeled comparative 
student performance), which in turn bring about measur-

able improvements in national economic indicators such 
as productivity or competitiveness. A body of evidence 
suggests why increased proficiency in academic subjects 
is a necessary condition for improved labor market op-
portunities or, in the language of human capital theory, 
why both private and social returns to educational in-
vestments are positive (e.g., Levy & Murnane, 2005). 
But the idea that educational performance as measured 
by ILSA or other standardized academic tests is the sole 
or even the principal determinant of national economic 
performance stretches credulity and flies in the face of 
counterfactual historical evidence.

Figure 9

Implied Relationship Between Individual Educational  
Achievement and Economic Performance    

A striking example comes from the recent history 
of Japan. When U.S. productivity growth slipped in the 
1970s (down to 1.9% per year from its long-term his-
torical average of roughly 2.3%), Japan experienced a 
5% average annual increase, and it became tempting 
to attribute the difference to the relative superiority of 
Japanese education. When results from one of the early 
versions of ILSA, the Second International Mathematics 
Study (SIMS), were reported starting in the early 1980s, 
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the finding that Japan was one of the highest-achieving 
countries at the final year of secondary school (Inter-
national Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement [IEA], 2011) came as no surprise, es-
pecially to those who had already concluded that the  
sluggishness of the American economy must be a func-
tion of our lousy schools.

Counterfactual evidence was available (e.g., that as 
impressive as the Japanese growth rate was in the 1970s, 
it was significantly down from its even more remark-
able 9.96% per year during the preceding decade [Wil-
liamson, 1991]). But it was hard for such questions to be 
heard against the drumbeat of media and political atten-
tion to the possibility that the United States was about 
to lose its global economic hegemony. The rhetoric in  
Nation at Risk (NCEE, 1983) was obviously influenced 
by — and fueled — this casual empiricism, notwith-
standing a host of known methodological and conceptual  
problems (e.g., Cremin, 1990; Koretz, 1987; Stedman  
& Smith, 1983). 

Let us remember, too, that when the Japanese econ-
omy experienced its substantial downturn in the 1990s 
and into the current decade (Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS), 2010; Gardner & Ivancevich, 1994), there was an 
eerie silence about whether this might have been caused 
by the Japanese education system. If U.S. economic in-
dicators are pinned on test scores of American students, 
shouldn’t the same logic apply elsewhere?

Clearly, then, timing is key to untangling connections 
between comparative educational and economic perfor-
mance. Most eighth-graders in 1980, when the SIMS 
data were collected, entered the labor market four or 
more years later, which means their impact on aggregate 
productivity statistics would only be measurable starting 

in the mid-1980s at the earliest. During that period, how-
ever, average annual productivity growth in the United 
States began to recover, ultimately reaching a rather 
strong 3% per-year average for the decade (BLS, 2010), 
which was hardly an indicator of chronic economic 
malaise. Japan was still higher, at 3.8% per year (albeit 
considerably lower than in the previous period), while 
Germany, Norway, Canada, Denmark, and Sweden — 
countries that typically outperform the United States on 
ILSA — all recorded productivity growth rates lower 
than the United States in that time period. Figure 10 pro-
vides another glimpse into why the popular rhetoric that 
connects scores on ILSA to economic standing can be 
misleading: In Finland, for example, the improvement 
in PISA seems to have been accompanied by a sharp de-
cline in output per hour worked, at least during the most 
recent decade. 

Figure 10

Comparing PISA Scores and Productivity Growth,  
Selected Countries, 2000–2009   
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A final and extremely important caveat concerning 
the presumed causal link between academic and eco-
nomic performance relates to the effects of poverty on 
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academic performance. On the one hand, there is abun-
dant evidence that poor children can learn and advance 
academically, if they are afforded decent opportunities at 
school and at home: See, for example, Figure 11, which 
shows steady gains in math achievement even for poor 
children. 

Figure 11

NAEP Mathematics, Eighth Grade, by Eligibility for Free 
or Reduced-Price Lunch, 2003–2011    
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On the other hand, as shown in Figure 12, there is 
equally compelling evidence — worldwide — that 
poverty (as measured by concentration of poor stu-
dents in schools) suppresses average academic perfor-
mance. Indeed, there are significant externality effects 
of poverty as suggested by research conducted in the 
1990s: “School poverty depresses scores of all students 
in schools where at least half the children are eligible 

for subsidized lunch and seriously depresses the scores 
when more than 75 percent of students live in low in-
come households” (Puma, Jones, Rock, & Fernandez, 
1993). At the postsecondary level, as well, there are 
clear patterns regarding enrollment, persistence, and in-
dicators of demographic and economic status, as shown 
in Figure 13. These data suggest that persistence (i.e., 
whether students who enroll in undergraduate education  
complete their degree requirements) is correlated 
with demographic background variables such as race,  
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and educational level of  
parents. The direction of correlation is consistent with 
everything that is known about the environmental  
factors that influence educational achievement and  
attainment.

Figure 12

Poverty and TIMSS, Selected Countries, 2007    
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Figure 13

Persistence in College: Students Who Enrolled in 
2003–2004 Still Enrolled in 2006 Who Do Not Yet  
Have Degree    
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Taking account of the effects of poverty on academic 
achievement suggests a variation on Figure 9, shown as 
Figure 14: In simple terms, this diagram reverses the im-
plied direction of causality by suggesting that economic 
conditions affect academic performance. But one needs 
to be careful not to allow the needed focus on poverty 
and socioeconomic status to be misconstrued as excus-
ing, rather than explaining, achievement gaps between 
children of different racial/ethnic and economic groups. 
In other words, the reform movement has at times be-
come trapped in an argument about the efficacy of hold-
ing schools accountable for improvement of student 
learning, given the measurable effects of external condi-
tions (rampant inequality and poverty) on achievement. 

This type of “either-or” logic  — either we fix pov-
erty first, or efforts to raise achievement of the poorest- 
performing students will essentially be futile —  

confounds policy thinking both with respect to internal 
data (e.g., persistent gaps between minority and White 
students on the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress [NAEP] as well as state and other assessment 
programs) and with respect to unraveling the meaning 
of relative performance of the United States compared 
to other countries. In both cases, evidence of the effects 
of poverty, and especially in a period characterized by 
the deplorable rise in economic inequality (e.g., Saez, 
2010), are key to understanding and shaping the pros-
pects for education reform. 

Figure 14

Education and the Economy: An Alternate View     
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cioeconomic and demographic diversity are sufficient to 

1. 
INEQUALITY AND  
POVERTY affect ...

2. 
ACADEMIC  

PERFORMANCE

3. 
SO WE  

NEED FIRST  
 TO FIX  

   POVERTY ...



— 18 —

explain performance differences, especially in the light 
of evidence of increasing population heterogeneity and 
inclusion in countries that are, somehow, sustaining high 
aggregate levels of academic achievement. Second, di-
versity in U.S. school enrollment, a reflection of the na-
tion’s demographic mosaic, is often cited as a factor to 
explain low mean performance compared to more ho-
mogenous societies. But this argument falls short if it 
ignores considerable within-country variance that per-
sists even in relatively high-achieving countries (Koretz, 
McCaffrey, & Sullivan, 2001). 

Within the United States, we have many examples 
of substantial gains in academic performance even in 
communities racked with poverty and social disarray: 
Massachusetts, with about 12% of children in poverty 

(lower than the U.S. national level of 22% but four times 
higher than in high-scoring Finland) is now one of our 
top-performing states (Feuer, 2011). Looking at a single 
slice of time camouflages significant cumulative effects: 
Today roughly five million English-language learners 
attend U.S. schools, twice the number from a decade ago 
and half the number projected for 2015. It is important 
to probe the meaning and significance of cross-national 
demographic differences and in particular to account for 
historical trends in the inclusion of children with widely 
diverse cultural, linguistic, and economic backgrounds. 
For these comparisons to have meaning, however, the 
socioeconomic measures that are typically used — such 
as eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch — may be 
inadequate (Hauser, 2009). 
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Although it has become fashionable to demon-
ize the excessive use of testing and assessment 
as a peculiarly late 20th- and early 21st-cen-

tury phenomenon, the history is longer and more com-
plicated. Standardized measures of teaching and learn-
ing did not suddenly make their appearance in the 2002 
version of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(No Child Left Behind), and from the inception of uni-
form written examinations in the mid-19th century (see, 
e.g., Office of Technology Assessment, 1992), there 
have always been tensions and controversies (Cronbach, 
1975; Linn, 2001; Tyack, 1974). The well-known pre-
dicaments in assessment policy (e.g., Feuer, 2008; Hout 
& Elliott, 2011; Koretz, 2008), for which the American 
experience is in many ways unique for its historical reli-
ance on tests and for its enormous contributions to the 
science of measurement, provide cautionary lessons for 
the design and uses of ILSA. I will focus here on just two. 

First, there is the question of content. The fact that 
ILSA data often derive from significantly different con-
cepts of what should be taught, to whom, and when is 
often overlooked in the public discourse that focuses on 
a country’s ranking on international tables. How many 
policymakers have taken the time to understand the fun-
damental differences between the most prominent com-
parative frameworks, PISA and TIMSS? At the most 
rudimentary level, these tests differ in their emphasis on 
curriculum-specific versus more generic knowledge, and 
they therefore reflect different norms about what should 
and can be taught (e.g., Schneider, 2009). 

Given the differences between various assessment 
programs, there is a natural tendency to look for link-
ages, or equivalencies, when results suggest discrep-
ancies that are not easily understood. This problem is 
all the more significant when international results are 
tied to domestic trends at the state, local, and national 

levels. After 30 years of seeing NAEP results reported 
in varying innovative ways, including the reporting of 
state-to-state comparisons and the positioning of results 
by achievement levels, the appearance of discrepancies 
between U.S. and foreign students on TIMSS and PISA 
naturally evokes questions about what it all means. Ad-
vances in the general theory of test linkage and equiv-
alency (Dorans, Pommerich, & Holland, 2007), the 
prospects for linking among diverse state tests (Feuer, 
Holland, Green, Bertenthal, & Hemphill, 1999), and in 
efforts to explain convergence and divergence between 
NAEP and various international assessments (Phillips, 
2009) are central to the ongoing improvement of ILSA 
technology and interpretation. 

Nevertheless, the normative question — What should 
we be teaching? — is not answerable through even the 
most advanced methods of linkage, equating, and vali-
dation. It is fundamentally a values question, not a sta-
tistical puzzle to be solved. Surrounding the question of 
content and linkage is the bigger problem of sequence: 
Should assessments be used to judge performance — as 
if the included constructs are the agreed-upon and fixed 
goals of the education system — or rather as a tool for 
policymakers and the general public to use as they probe 
the values and purposes that their societies place on 
education? Experience with NAEP may be instructive: 
The first step (at least in the original conceptualization 
of NAEP) is a complex process of public participation 
in the development of frameworks and items, which in 
its idealized model informs the drafting and refinement 
of assessment items. The items are then field-tested and 
validated and only then are included in the actual assess-
ments. Results are intended both to measure progress on 
specific domains of skill and knowledge and to inform 
a broader and ongoing discussion of norms, values, and 
goals of education. 

International Large-Scale Assessments and Consequences
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Although in recent years NAEP has taken on more 
of an accountability role than in its original design — a 
trend not without its own complications (Linn, 1998) — 
the basic idea that the program can promote dialogue, 
rather than issue summative comparative judgments of 
quality of teaching or schooling in various locales, re-
mains one of its distinguishing characteristics. By anal-
ogy, then, rather than view the results of ILSA programs 
as prima facie evidence of comparative success or failure 
and by extension as the clinching argument for reforms 
that imitate characteristics of school systems where stu-
dents seem to perform better, it might make more sense 
to explore how different types of assessments reflect val-
ues and expectations of schooling and to use the results 
as catalyst for public conversation and debate (E. Olsh-
tein, personal communication, May 15, 2009). 

The extent to which tests primarily designed to  
assess student performance on limited but important 

domains of skill and knowledge are used to drive deci-
sions about content, curriculum, and the governance of 
schools is a flash point in the debate over accountability 
and reform. Because neither accountability nor testing 
is a new phenomenon, it is not a new debate, even if the 
rhetoric for and against has become more heated (e.g., 
Ravitch, 2010). A core question is whether limited mea-
sures of academic achievement should be used to define 
a society’s educational values, as emphasized eloquently 
in a recent report of the Israel Academy of Sciences and 
Humanities: “The purpose of education is … also meant 
to shape character … instill … love of learning, the  
ability for independent study, self-confidence, risk-
taking, imagination, creativity, leadership, respect and 
consideration for others, openness, inner contentment, 
familiarity with culture, skepticism, self-discipline …” 
(Justman & Bukobza, 2010, p. 15).
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Visitors to the banks of the Rio Grande, or to the 
military demarcation line between North and 
South Korea, or to the fence separating Israel 

from neighborhoods of the West Bank, might quibble 
with the assertion that “we are living in a world without 
borders” (Feuer, 2010b, p. 1). Nonetheless, that opening 
line in a recent blue-ribbon report (National Governors 
Association, Council of Chief State School Officers, & 
Achieve, Inc. [NGA, CCSSO, & Achieve], 2008) cap-
tures a mood that makes international comparisons of 
student achievement especially prominent in debates 
about education and school reform. As the report noted, 

“�To meet the realities of the 21st-century global 
economy and maintain America’s competitive 
edge into the future, we need students who  
are prepared to compete not only with their  

American peers, but with students from all  
across the globe for the jobs of tomorrow.”  
(NGA, CCSSO, & Achieve, 2000, p. 1)

With this zeitgeist, it is clear why data that produces 
rankings of countries on measures of educational perfor-
mance have become so popular. Figures 15–17 capture 
the trend using the wonders of Internet search technol-
ogy: The overall pattern clearly shows rapidly increas-
ing interest in both major programs (TIMSS and PISA), 
with some subtle differences between countries. For 
these systems to continue to provide valid and useful 
information to policymakers, planners, and educators 
worldwide, a number of issues warrant ongoing (and  
improved) research. Here I focus on three suggested  
areas for the emerging research agenda. 

Next Steps: Research for Better Comparative Assessment

Figure 15

Google n-gram of Growing Popularity of International Large-Scale Assessment: 

TIMSS and PISA, 1990–2008, based on scan of books written predominantly in English, published anywhere. The y-axis 
shows the percentage of unigrams (mentions of the single word) that are TIMSS or PISA in the Google sample of books 
written in English. Numbers on the y-axis are in reference to roughly 5.2 million books scanned, or about 4% of the total 
books published. For more detail, see http://books.google.com/ngrams/info.  

Source: Michel et al. (2010).
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Figure 16

Google n-gram of Growing Popularity of International Large-Scale Assessment:

TIMSS and PISA, 1990–2008, based on scans of books written predominately in American English, published in the  
United States. 

Source: Michel et al. (2010).

Figure 17

Google n-gram of Growing Popularity of International Large-Scale Assessment:

TIMSS and PISA, 1990–2008, based on scans of books written predominately in German. 

Source: Michel et al. (2010).
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Logic in Policy Rhetoric

First, there are basic puzzles of logic that would be worth 
unraveling. In the United States in particular, advocates 
of reform who worry about our current and future stand-
ing in the changing global economy make good use of 
ILSA results that show American students doing poorly 
compared to their peers elsewhere. Yet, many of these 
reformers, despite their willingness to rely on standard-
ized measures from TIMSS or PISA, are among the first 
and loudest to advocate for radical overhaul in the de-
sign and uses of tests (e.g., Tucker, 2012). It seems that 
the indictment of our poor educational performance rests 
on results from the types of tests that the advocates of 
reform tend to distrust the most. In other words, claims 
that the United States is performing poorly compared to 
other countries are defended by reference to scores on 
international testing programs … but at the same time, it 
is argued that one of the main reasons we perform poorly  
is because we rely too much on essentially the same  
basic types of tests. 

At the risk of belaboring what may be an obvious 
point, the question is this: How is it that the same basic 
technology of assessment can be so trusted as the evi-
dence source for inferences about our relative education-
al standing, and so distrusted as a tool for holding our 
schools and teachers accountable? Granted, TIMSS and 
PISA are credited with important innovations in item 
content and format, but neither of them comes close to 
the idealized models considered by many reform advo-
cates and measurement theorists to be the path to educa-
tional improvement. ILSA results often are the prelude to 
a lamentation about the overwrought reliance on certain 
kinds of testing for accountability, followed by a plea to 
import allegedly superior assessment systems from Brit-
ain, Australia, New Zealand, and elsewhere. Embedded 

in these calls, which are sometimes remarkably explicit 
in their celebration of European and Asian assessment 
systems and in their disdain for the American prefer-
ence for so-called curriculum-free tests (e.g., Schneider, 
2009), is the message that the assessment system itself is 
responsible for our poor educational performance.

Leaving aside for a moment this riddle — why ILSA 
is respected as the basis for assertions about the quality 
of American education while similarly-designed assess-
ments are viewed as a major source of our problems — 
the bigger question is whether nations are willing and 
able to borrow from each other’s successes (and avoid 
each other’s failures). Here, too, there is a logical co-
nundrum, perhaps more acute in the United States but 
observable elsewhere, too. If it is true, or at least plau-
sible, that the United States is doing poorly compared to 
other countries, then one would think the logical remedy 
would be to import from those countries (and adapt to 
the U.S. scene) the policies and practices that seem most 
likely to contribute to these other countries’ superiority. 

Instead, there is evidence of a peculiarly inverted 
strategy: The current approach to reform in the United 
States rests on assumptions about the benefits of high-
stakes testing in judging — and influencing — teacher 
quality and student learning. But this is clearly not the 
approach that can be credited with the high performance 
observed in countries such as Finland, Korea, and Cana-
da. Put differently, the question is whether countries with 
high (average) performance on international assessments 
employ educational practices that are in vogue in the 
United States — and the answer seems to be no (Engel, 
Williams, & Feuer, 2011). A robust research program on 
the uses and consequences of ILSA should incorporate 
data and analyses that might narrow the chasm between 
assessment results and policy choices.
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The Uses and Misuses of Tests

A second and related research priority pertains to the gen-
eral problem of using assessments for purposes beyond 
those for which they are designed and validated. This is, 
of course, one of the reasons that test use in the United 
States is frequently in crisis. Though it is quite possible 
that new forms of assessment, including those that rely 
on more authentic representations of performance than 
are possible from conventional multiple-choice exams, 
will spur improvements in teaching and learning, it is 
still unclear whether any tool of measurement should be 
relied upon for double (or triple) duty: to assess learning, 
to reshape it, and to hold teachers (and schools) account-
able for their performance. The future value of ILSA 
will depend, to a great degree, on the ability of designers 
and users to understand the principal purposes of their 
programs — and on the willingness of policymakers to 
curb their enthusiasm for tests as the solution to all edu-
cational problems.

Benefits and Costs

The third research priority follows directly: How can we 
narrow the gap between decision-makers’ realities and 
the imprecision of test-based information? On the one 
hand, the impetus to use rigorous measurement tech-
nology in pursuit of valid and reliable data is beyond  
reproach. But because no assessment system is likely to 
perfectly or even adequately satisfy the many purposes 
for which it is used (Feuer, 2010a), a challenge for the 
policy community is figuring out the criteria by which to 
accept or reject findings from even the most advanced 
comparative designs. In other words, knowing that the 
inferences from ILSA — as from any large-scale test-
ing program — are subject to varying degrees and types 
of error, the challenge is to decide if the anticipated  
benefits of administering the assessments and using the 

results for policy outweigh the potential risks. And one 
of the more obvious risks relates to a theme of this paper 
— namely, the tendency to ignore or underplay the role 
of culture, context, history, political norms, and other  
factors that impinge on the effectiveness of importing 
educational policies across national boundaries based 
solely on results of ILSA.

The benefits side of this equation would include indi-
cators such as the capacity of policymakers to learn from 
best (or at least reasonably good) practices elsewhere, 
the likelihood that lessons from abroad will be adapt-
able to a specific country’s values and needs, and the 
incentives for improved effort and output that compara-
tive results tend to create. The risks include narrowing of 
curricula and teaching in the chase for competitive ad-
vantage in rankings, errors in projecting economic and 
social outcomes that may distort resource allocation, and 
continued erosion of morale among the educators whose 
performance is judged as subpar. Placing these issues on 
the research agenda would open the world of assessment 
design and practice to methods of benefit-cost analy-
sis that have proven useful and effective in other fields 
(Feuer, 2008). 

Given the challenges of an increasingly intercon-
nected world, the changing nature of work and its  
implications for the kinds of skills people will need to  
remain productive citizens, the continued pressures of 
accountability in democratic systems of education, and 
the desire to capitalize on advances that have been made 
in understanding the cognitive, social, and behavioral 
foundations of teaching and learning, international com-
parative assessment of student performance can be a 
vital source of knowledge to inform school reform and 
policy — but only if its limits are understood and its 
results are kept in proper perspective. 
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