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Outline of paper: Key messages

·What are national learning assessments and what are other 
strategies for assessing learning?

·At the international level, the monitoring of learning 
outcomes is not at the core of the monitoring of quality in 
education, but should be

·Despite growth in the number, frequency and coverage of 
international and regional learning assessments, major 
limitations remain 

·There is a growing interest in, and use of, national learning 
assessments 

·Assessments of learning depend on conceptions of learning, 
and the purposes they are meant to serve 

·Given the advantages of national learning assessments, they 
should be advocated as a means to improve quality and 
accountability throughout the regionõs education systems



What is a National Learning Assessment?

National learning assessments (NLA) : 

ÅEvaluate learning on a system-wide basis, typically for a specified 

group of students (e.g. 4th graders) 

ÅProvide stakeholders with systematic information about the quantity 

and quality of learning that occurs

ÅAre predominantly curriculum-based and subject-specific 

ÅTypically evaluate cognitive outcomes: how much students have 

learned (knowledge and skills) from what they should have been 

taught in a specific subject area like reading or mathematics

ÅRarely examine cross-curricular competencies (unlike PISA)

ÅShould compare learning against a given curricular standard or 

achievement level

ÅMainly (but not always) created, administered and analysed by 

national ministries of education or national evaluation/research 

institutes. Funding can come from multiple sources.

National assessments evaluate educational systems, not 
individuals
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Other findings about NLAs
· Between 1995-99 and 2000-06 the percentage of countries in the world 

that carried out at least one NLA more than doubled: from 28% to 67%. 

· In both periods, the use of NLAs is highest in developed countries, 
followed by developing countries and finally countries in transition.

· Significant regional variation: lowest levels in Sub-Saharan Africa and 
Central Asia. Highest levels in North America and Western Europe. In all 
regions, however, increases in countries conducting NLAs since 2000

· Mathematics (93%) and language (92%) are the main subjects assessed.  
About 50% of countries assessed learning in science. Social sciences was 
assessed by about 40% of countries and only 21% assessed foreign 
languages.  These patterns changed little over time, though some increase 
in foreign language

· Most frequently assessed grade levels: Grades 4-6 , then Grades 1-3 and 
7-9. 

· Analysis: glaring rural-urban differences in learning outcomes across 11 
countries. These disparities larger than gender differences.

· Some Central Asian countries have undertaken (or are considering to 
conduct) a national assessment called Monitoring Learning Achievement. 
Results have yet to be published



NLAs are one of several strategies for 

monitoring and assessing learning

Other strategies for monitoring learning include:

· External summative examinations at major transition points in 
the education system (known as ôexitõ or ôschool leavingõ exams), 
whose aim is usually to select or channel students

·Monitoring of actual curricular implementation by subject or 
topic, perhaps through inspectorate, or by indicators of the 
ôopportunity to learnõ (e.g., yearly instructional hours)

· Participation in international and/or regional assessments of 
student achievement to compare learning levels with other 
education systems

· School-based assessments that provide detailed information 
about students and teachers for different stakeholders 



International & Regional Assessments
Sponsor-

Survey

Year(s) of 

Assessment

Number of 

Assessments

Subject/Content 

Area

Intõl Assessment of 

Educational Progress 

1988,1990 2 Mathematics, Science

IEA-Third International 

Mathematics and Science 

Study (TIMSS) 

1964,1970,1982,1984,19951

999, 2003, 2007

8 Mathematics, Science

IEA-Progress in 

International Reading 

Literacy Study (PIRLS)

1970, 1990, 2001, 2006 4 Reading

IEA- SCE, CIVED and ICCES1968ð1973; 1994-2002 

2006-2010

Civics, citizenship education, 

social studies

IEA-other assessments:

SITES,PPP,COMPED,CES,

SFFL

1960s-1990s Technology, Pre-primary 

education, Computers, 

Classroom environment, 

Foreign languages

OECD-Programme for 

International Student 

Assessment (PISA)

2000, 2003, 2006 3 Mathematics, Science and 

Reading ôLiteraciesõ

UNESCO-Laboratorio

(SERCE) Latin America

1997; 2006 2 Mathematics, Reading and 

Sciences

CONFEMEN-PASEC

Francophone Africa

1995-2006 Once or, in some cases, 

twice

Mathematics, Reading

UNESCO-SACMEQ

Anglophone Africa

1999, 2002, 2007 3 Mathematics, Reading



International and regional learning 

assessments are also expanding

· The number and frequency of international assessments have 

increased in recent years

· The number of countries participating in international 

surveys (e.g., TIMSS, PIRLS, PISA) has also increased

· Among Countries in Transition, participation in international 

assessments has increased since the 1990s, but still quite low

· In other regions, particularly Latin America and sub-Saharan 

Africa, many countries participate in regional assessments.  

There is no regional learning assessment in any part of Asia



Transition country participation in Intôl. 

assessments
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Hungary 1 1 1 3 1 1 1 1 2 3 1 1 1 1 1 20

Slovenia 3 1 1 2 1 1 1 3 1 1 14

Latvia 3 1 2 3 1 2 1 13

Russian Federation 3 1 2 3 1 3 13

Slovak Republic 3 2 2 1 3 11

Bulgaria 3 2 2 1 1 1 10

Czech Republic 2 1 1 3 1 2 10

Lithuania 3 2 1 1 3 10

Poland 1 1 3 1 1 1 1 9

Romania 3 1 1 2 1 1 9

Macedonia 2 2 1 1 6

Estonia 1 1 1 1 4

Moldova 2 2 4

Turkey 1 1 2 4

Yugoslavia 1 2 1 4

Montenegro 2 1 3

Croatia 1 1 2

Armenia 1

Albania 1 1

Azerbaijan 1 1

Bosnia-Herzegovina 1 1

Georgia 1 1

Kyrgyz Republic 1 1

Belarus 0

Kazakhstan 0

Tajikistan 0

Turkmenistan 0

Ukraine 0

Uzbekistan 0

Math and Science Language Other



Goal 6

óImproving all aspects of the quality of education and 

ensuring excellence of all so that recognized and 

measurable learning outcomes are achieved by all, 

especially in literacy, numeracy and essential life skillsô

Quality EFA goals have partly 

spurred growth in international, 

regional and national 

assessments
Goal 2 

óEnsuring that by 2015 all children, particularly girls, 

children in difficult circumstances and those belonging to 

ethnic minorities, have access to and complete free and 

compulsory primary education of good qualityô

Goal 6 refers to all levels/types of education, says nothing about comparable results



ÅPublic educational expenditure per pupil 

ÅLow completion or high drop -out rates in primary education: 

ôin 30 out of 91 countries with data, less than 75% of children 

reach grade 5, especially in sub-Saharan Africa (63%) and South and 

West Asia (79%)õ

ÅHigh pupil -teacher ratios : many countries have 40+ pupils per 

teacher and PTRs are rising in countries where education has 

expanded rapidly

ÅInsufficient instructional time : More than 60% of countries 

allocate fewer than 800 yearly hours of instruction in grades 1 to 6; 

too few countries reach recommended 850-1,000 yearly 

instructional hours

ÅAvailability/use of learning materials : textbooks per pupil

ÅLack of teacher training : Insufficient number of qualified & well-

trained teachers and poor conditions of employment

But most international monitoring of quality in 

education focuses on proxy measures



Even if countries do well on proxy measures, 

evidence accumulates that weak and unequal 

learning outcomes are widespread

LAC-SERCE (2006)

�ƒIn Ecuador, Dominican 

Republic and Guatemala half or 

more of grade 3 students had 

very low reading level

Punjab, Pakistan (2006)

�ƒMore than 2/3 of grade 3 

students couldnõt form a 

sentence in Urdu

India (Pratham, 2007) 

�ƒFewer than half of Standard 3 

students could read a text 

designed for Standard 1; only 58% 

could subtract numerals

SSA-SACMEQII (2000-3) 

�ƒFewer than 25% of grade 6 

students reached ôdesiredõ reading 

level in 10 of 13 countries

Latest GMR: International assessments like PISA and TIMSS point to wide 

disparities in core subject areas (language and mathematics) between high 

income countries and most low- and middle-income countries

The global learning divide is mirrored within countries : large disparities 

in learning between children from the richest and poorest households


