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PREFACE

Improving the quality and efficiency of education is at the centre of
education policy debate at both national and EU level. It has a
crucial role to play in Europe's Lisbon strategy to build its future
prosperity and social cohesion. It lies at the heart of the EU's goals
for education and training in the period up to 2020. It involves
raising performance in compulsory education, in particular with

regard to the high percentage of low-achieving 15-year-olds in

reading, maths and science and more generally preparing young

people for the knowledge society of the 21st century.

In this context, reliable information on pupil performance is key to the successful implementation of
targeted education policies and it is not surprising that in the past two decades national tests have

emerged as an important tool for providing a measure of educational achievement.

This Eurydice report provides a review of the context and organisation of national tests in 30 European
countries and the use made of test results for individual pupils and at school and national levels. It
presents the diverse choices made by European countries regarding the objectives, frequency and
scope of national tests and points to important aspects of national tests where countries could learn
from each others’ experiences. It also emphasises the need to develop coherent systems of pupil
assessment that establish a balance between nation-wide tests and other forms of assessment which

aim not only to grade pupils but to help them improve.

I am confident that this new Eurydice publication will make a significant contribution to the debate on
the role of national tests which is ongoing in many European countries, and that it will be a useful and

up-to-date source of information of interest to education decision-makers, experts and practitioners

Jan Figel’

alike.

Commissioner responsible for

Education, Training, Culture and Youth
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INTRODUCTION

The national testing of pupils is becoming increasingly important across Europe as a means of
measuring and monitoring the quality of education, and structuring European education systems. This
study was undertaken at the request of the Czech Presidency of the Council of the European Union
during the first half of 2009. In the Czech Republic, interest in the topic is linked to a national policy
debate on the possible introduction of national testing as an instrument for improving the quality of
education.

The purpose of the study is to provide a comparative review of the development, aims and
organisation of national tests in the countries of the Eurydice Network (1) and to gain an understanding
of how test results are used in the educational career of individual pupils, as well as at school and
system levels.

For this report, national testing — which is only one form of pupil assessment — is defined as ‘the
national administration of standardised tests and centrally set examinations’. These tests are
standardised by the national education authorities or, in the case of Belgium, Spain and Germany, the
top-level authorities for education referred to here as the ‘central level’. The tests contain centrally set
procedures for the preparation of their content, administration and marking, and for the interpretation
and use of their results. National testing is carried out under the authority of a national or centralised
body and all examinees take the tests under reasonably similar conditions. Tests for detecting
developmental problems, which are administered to certain children at the beginning of compulsory
education, as well as tests organised for admission to secondary schools that specialise in the
teaching of certain specific subjects, are not included. Various standardised guidelines and other tools
designed to assist teachers in undertaking forms of pupil assessment other than national testing are
also beyond the scope of the report.

The study covers national testing for summative or formative purposes. It discusses objectives and
uses related both to the career of individual pupils, such as the award of certificates, streaming, or
help for learning, and to the aggregated results of groups of pupils which are used as one of the
criteria for the evaluation of schools, teachers or local authorities, or for the monitoring of the
education system as a whole. Both compulsory and optional national tests are considered, as are
sample-based national tests.

The reference year for the study is 2008/09 and information relates to education at ISCED levels 1
(primary education) and 2 (lower secondary education). National tests that have not been fully
implemented in the 2008/09 school year are also included. ISCED levels 1 and 2 correspond to the
period of full-time compulsory education in the great majority of countries covered here. In countries in
which compulsory education continues into part of ISCED level 3, no tests that take place beyond
ISCED level 2 have been considered. Reforms planned for subsequent years have also been
included. Only the public education sector is described, except in the case of Belgium, Ireland and the
Netherlands, in which the grant-aided private sector is also covered because it accounts for the
majority of school enrolments. Moreover, in Ireland the vast majority of schools are defined legally as
privately owned but in fact are fully state funded and do not require payment of fees by parents. In the

()  Turkey has not contributed to this report.
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Netherlands, equal funding and treatment of private and public education is enshrined in the
constitution.

For the purposes of the study, the various national tests across Europe have been divided into three
broad categories:

e The first group consists of tests which summarise the achievement of individual pupils at the end
of a school year or at the end of a particular educational stage, and which have a significant
impact on their educational careers. In the literature these tests are also referred to as summative
tests or the 'assessment of learning'. Their results are used to award certificates or to take
important decisions concerned with streaming, school choice or progression from one year to the
next, etc.

e The second distinct group of national tests are primarily intended to monitor and evaluate schools
and/or the education system as a whole. ‘Monitoring and evaluation’ here refers to the process of
collecting and analysing information in order to check performance in relation to goals and to take
corrective action where necessary. National test results are used as indicators of the quality of
teaching and the performance of teachers, but also to gauge the overall effectiveness of education
policies and practices.

e A third group of national tests are mainly for the purpose of assisting the learning process of
individual pupils by identifying their specific learning needs and adapting teaching accordingly.
These tests are centred on the idea of ‘assessment for learning' and may be broadly described as
‘formative assessments'.

The report consists of three chapters, a summary of key issues and an annexe containing country
tables.

Chapter 1 entitled 'pupil assessment in Europe — the context and emergence of national testing'
provides an overview of the development of national testing over recent decades and the underlying
reasons for its increasing use.

Chapter 2 on the 'aims and organisation of national testing' contains detailed information about the
purpose of such testing and the conditions under which it is undertaken, including its frequency,
subjects tested, types of questions, the use of information and communication technology (ICT) and
bodies responsible, etc.

Chapter 3 deals with the 'uses and impact of national test results'. It examines the use made of test
results for purposes relating to individual pupils, schools, local authorities and the entire education
system, with a special focus on the arrangements for reporting results. The impact of national tests is
discussed in the case of countries that have undertaken national surveys or held policy debates on
this topic.

In addition, detailed descriptions of the context and organisation of national tests in the majority of
participating countries are available on the Eurydice website. Also included on the website is a review
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of research results concerning the impact of national tests, which has been undertaken by an external
expert (4).

As regards the methodology used for the purpose of data collection, the Eurydice Unit within the
Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency developed a ‘guide to content’ in close
consultation with the Czech Eurydice Unit and experts from the Ministry of Education, Youth and
Sports of the Czech Republic and the Institute for Information on Education. The comparative analysis
is based on responses to this guide from Eurydice National Units. The report has been checked by all
National Units except that of Bulgaria, and all contributors to it are acknowledged in a separate final
section.

(®) Nathalie Mons (August 2009), Theoretical and Real Effects of Standardised Assessment.
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CHAPTER 1: PUPIL ASSESSMENT IN EUROPE — THE CONTEXT AND
EMERGENCE OF NATIONAL TESTING

The national testing of pupils, which is defined as the national administration of standardised tests and
centrally set examinations, is one of the instruments used in the systematic measuring and monitoring
of the performance of individual pupils, schools and national education systems. National tests are
shaped by and evolve in accordance with national policy agendas and structural contexts, and are
often linked to other forms of assessment.

This chapter first presents a brief summary of the main forms of pupil assessment and the ways in
which it is organised across Europe. It then describes the historical emergence of national testing in
each of the countries concerned. In the last part of the chapter, parallels are drawn between the
introduction of national tests and the changing policy frameworks that have been shaping European
education systems in recent decades.

1.1. Brief overview of the main forms of pupil assessment

Pupil assessment across Europe presents a complex picture comprising a variety of assessment
instruments and methods which may be internal or external, formative or summative, and assigned
varied levels of importance. Despite these variations in approaches to pupil assessment, the process
of assessing learning outcomes forms part of the overall structure of education systems. In all
countries, pupil assessment forms an integral part of teaching and learning and thus, ultimately, an
instrumental factor in improving the quality of education.

The process of pupil assessment is usually regulated by special legislative acts or national curricula
guidelines and teacher manuals. These regulations set out the basic principles of assessment,
including its aims and sometimes a range of recommended approaches. Other aspects of assessment
very often covered by legislative documents are the possible grading of pupils, criteria for their
progression through school, reporting arrangements and communication with parents.

The most common type of assessment used in compulsory education is known as continuous
assessment. It involves assessing the daily classroom participation of pupils, their coursework, oral
and written tests and assignments, and practical assignments or project work. It can be used for both
formative and summative purposes. In all countries, formative assessment is performed by teachers
on an ongoing basis as an integral part of their activity throughout the school year. It is aimed at
monitoring and improving the process of both teaching and learning, by providing direct feedback to
teachers and pupils alike (*). Although formative assessment is usually the responsibility of individual
teachers, others may become involved in the process. For instance, in Belgium (German-speaking
Community), formative assessments provide the class council (the school head and all staff members
responsible for teaching and educating a particular group of pupils) with important indications as
regards the organisation of measures for supporting the pupils efficiently. In Portugal, formative
assessment is the responsibility of individual teachers who maintain a dialogue with pupils and
collaborate both with their teacher colleagues — particularly within the curricular departments and the

() For further information on formative assessment, see OECD, Formative Assessment — Improving Learning in
Secondary Classrooms, 2005.
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class councils who design and manage curricular projects, based on the national curriculum — and,
where appropriate, with specialised education support services, parents or guardians.

In some countries, formative assessment is predominant in the first years of education, especially at
primary level, and then supplemented by summative assessment as pupils progress through each
further year. Summative assessment refers to the systematic and periodic collection of information
resulting in a judgement at a particular point in time about the extent and quality of pupil learning. It
usually occurs at the end of each term, school year and educational level, and is used by teachers to
report on the achievements of pupils both to their parents and the pupils themselves, or to take
decisions that can affect their school career (°). Summative assessment is often combined with formal
meetings between teachers and parents (e.g. at special school evenings), or with other forms of
communication such as school reports, correspondence with parents, or newsletters discussing the
progress of pupils.

In reporting on the results of formative or summative assessment, additional information about the
motivation of pupils or even their social conduct may be considered. For example, around half the
Lander in Germany are performing an assessment of the work-related and social behaviour of primary
school pupils. In the Netherlands, tests are continually used to gain an insight into the progress and
learning levels of pupils, as well as their socio-emotional development. At secondary schools in
Liechtenstein, the learning behaviour of pupils along with their learning outcomes, work habits and
conduct are documented in school reports.

In some countries, schools and teachers are relatively free to decide how they will implement their
assessment policies in practice. In such cases, teachers and teacher councils are as a rule solely
responsible for the majority of pupil assessments and for decisions concerning the progress of
pupils (°). For example, schools in Bulgaria can organise school tests in any subject and at any time
they deem appropriate. Similarly in the Netherlands, in which schools for both primary and secondary
education are highly autonomous, the testing of pupils is subject to few official regulations. In nearly all
schools, a particular form of assessment will be used to determine whether pupils have reached the
level normally expected after a fixed period, and the schools themselves will decide how this should
be done. In Spain, the criteria for pupil assessment are governed by the official curricula, and the
official curricula of the Autonomous Communities may also include some relevant guidelines.
However, schools and teachers take their own decisions about the assessment methodologies and
tools to be used, the frequency of continuous-type assessment, the promotion of pupils and the
qualifications awarded to them. Although, in Romania, official regulations state that schools are
responsible for the formal procedures governing the educational assessment and progression of
pupils, teachers themselves are free to plan and decide on assessment methods and instruments, as
well as to apply them and report on the results. In Iceland, there is no standardisation of pupil
assessment as practised by different schools and teachers, and the progress of pupils is also reported
in many different ways.

(® For further information on summative assessment, see Harlen, W., Assessment of Learning, 2007.

(® For information on teacher and school responsibility for pupil assessment, see Eurydice (2008), Level of Autonomy
and Responsibility of Teachers in Europe, pp. 30-37.
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National tests based on centrally set procedures are often used to ensure that the performances of
individual pupils are readily comparable. The results of these tests can be compared at various levels.
They provide pupils with information about their own acquired knowledge which can be compared to
that of their peers and the national averages. When national tests have a significant impact on the
subsequent career of pupils, because (for instance) the results are used to award them a final grade,
they help to ensure that school certificates remain comparable regardless of where they are obtained.
This in turn can be additionally significant for the future career path of pupils, which may depend all
the more, for example, on their school record made available to prospective employers. Teachers also
use the results of some national tests to compare the learning attainment of individual pupils, identify
specific learning needs and adapt their teaching accordingly. Finally, schools may employ such
information to find out where they stand in relation to other schools and to national performance data.

Countries with a longer tradition of national testing both to help schools and teachers evaluate the
knowledge, skills and competences of pupils and improve education in general, are developing
policies and strategies meant specifically to achieve a balance between teacher- or school-based
assessment and national tests and examinations. As already noted, schools in the Netherlands are
highly autonomous in the area of pupil assessment. Many use intermediate targets and tests to
measure the progress of pupils. Part of the Leerling- en Onderwijsvolgsysteem (LVOS, or pupil and
education monitoring system) is the Entreetoets (entry test), which gives insight into their progress and
the results of education itself in terms of their language, and arithmetical/mathematical and study
skills. The Eindtoets Basisonderwijs (final test — primary education) is a national test which is not
compulsory but taken by the majority of pupils. Its aim is the provision of independent information to
support school recommendations to parents when selecting a form of differentiated secondary
education. As primary school heads and their teaching staff are legally bound to report on the
attainment of pupils when they register for secondary education, they act in accordance with the views
of parents and children, the assessments and appraisal of their school and, often, the results obtained
in the independent test for school leavers. However, the main aim of schools is to integrate the
approaches of the Leerlingvolgsysteem, the Entreetoets and the Eindtoets Basisonderwijs. In addition,
an Educational Careers Cohort Survey (COOL) follows pupils from the age of 5 until they reach 18 as
they progress through education, focusing on their cognitive, social and emotional development. To
monitor these aspects, pupils periodically complete tests and questionnaires and their entire school
career is also systematically documented.

The United Kingdom provides another example of how the system of national curriculum assessment
is made up of different forms of assessment, including national testing. In England, Wales and
Northern Ireland, statutory assessment procedures which exist for all pupils during primary education
(ISCED 1) and lower secondary education (ISCED 2) are closely related to the curriculum. The system
was introduced to help raise educational attainment, inform the parental choice of school and achieve
school accountability. Although formal tests were initially an important element, the system has
continued to evolve, and the current procedures rely on teacher assessment exclusively in Wales and
at some stages in England. However, even though their form has changed, the system of national
curriculum assessment in England, Wales and Northern Ireland remains, and maintains similar aims
and standardised procedures for the preparation of content, administration and the marking and
interpretation of results.

13
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Similarly in Scotland, different types of assessment help to support learning on behalf of individual
pupils, schools and local authorities, and the whole of Scottish education in the form of one coherent
system. Formative assessment and the use of assessment information are both strongly promoted,
the former in relation to individual learning and progress and the latter in evaluating and improving the
quality of learning across the system. Summative assessment of individual pupils is very dependent
on how teachers professionally judge their coursework. In this context, the results of the national
assessments in English language and mathematics can be used to confirm these judgements of pupil
attainment, while the Scottish Survey of Achievement (SSA) uses tests to assess the attainment of a
nationally representative sample of pupils in English/literacy, mathematics/numeracy, science and
social subjects in a four-year cycle. National testing is therefore embedded in a wider policy of
assessment for learning, as learning and of learning and, even in relation to the last, it has a limited
role alongside other important assessment activities.

A variety of assessment instruments are thus used in European countries in order to gather
information for teaching and learning. They include both continuous assessment by teachers, for
formative or summative purposes, and national tests. The latter may contribute to a more
comprehensive picture of pupil knowledge and skills by providing additional information to parents,
teachers, schools and the entire education system. The national testing of pupils has been introduced
in almost all European countries over the last three decades, and has grown to become an important
instrument in the organisation of education systems. The underlying reasons for the emergence and
use of such instruments vary from one country and period to another.

1.2. Historical background of national testing

Except in a few countries, national testing is a relatively new form of pupil assessment in Europe
(Figure 1.1). The introduction and use of national tests began slowly and sporadically, and has
increased significantly only since the 1990s. In the current decade, some countries are still introducing
this type of assessment instrument, while those that started earlier have seen further developments in
their national testing systems.

Among the first countries to introduce a form of national test have been those that developed
standardised instruments for taking decisions about the school career of pupils. They have included
tests leading to the award of certificates, but also those used as a basis for promoting pupils at the
end of a school year or streaming them at the end of primary or lower secondary education,
corresponding to ISCED levels 1 or 2 respectively (see Chapter 2). As far back as 1946, Iceland
adopted nationally coordinated final examinations for ISCED level 1 (replaced in 1977 by similar
examinations for ISCED levels 1 and 2) and used them to decide whether pupils should progress to
the next school year. In Portugal, national examinations introduced in 1947 for pupils at ISCED levels
1 and 2 (but abolished in 1974) were the basis for their progression to the next level and for the award
of certificates. Also in 1947, transfer tests were introduced in the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland)
under the Education Act (Northern Ireland) to determine selection for post-primary education. In the
United Kingdom (Scotland), ‘ordinary grade’ examinations at ISCED level 2, which led to the award of
certificates at the age of 16, were introduced in 1962. In Luxembourg, the entrance examination first
implemented in 1968 (and replaced in 1996 by the 'standardised test within the streaming procedure")
was used for pupils to progress from primary to secondary school. Similarly in the Netherlands, the
final test at the end of ISCED levell, first carried out in 1970, forms a basis for school

14
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recommendations regarding the progression of pupils to secondary education. In Malta and Denmark,
national testing was introduced in 1975 in the form of annual examinations for primary and secondary
schools (Malta) and final tests at the end of secondary school (Denmark).

Relatively early on, five countries — Ireland, France, Hungary, Sweden and the United Kingdom —
introduced national testing which served purposes other than those linked to individual school careers,
and which was mostly based on representative samples. In Sweden, national tests at ISCED level 2
were introduced in 1962 to support teachers in comparing results in their own classes with a national
standard. Ireland introduced national assessments in English reading (ISCED level 1) in 1972 as a
result of public debate about standards in the subject. In France, national tests were introduced
following the education reform of 1977, first at primary schools and later at secondary level, partly with
the aim of improving evaluation of the education system. In 1978, the Assessment of Performance
Unit (APU) was introduced in the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland). It carried
out surveys on a sample of pupils normally aged 11 and 15 (but occasionally 13), in order to identify
significant differences of achievement related to the circumstances in which children learn, including
the incidence of underachievement, and to make the findings available to staff responsible for
resource allocation within the Department of Education and Science, local education authorities and
schools. Hungary started carrying out regular 'monitor’ surveys at both ISCED levels 1 and 2 in 1986
following adoption of its 1985 Education Act. These surveys established the content and tools for the
monitoring, evaluation and quality control of public education.

During the 1990s, national testing of pupils became more widespread with a further 10 countries or
regions introducing this form of assessment. For example in Spain, the 1990 Act on the General
Regulation of the Education System (LOGSE) brought about significant changes in evaluation of the
system, including implementation of the first national assessment of pupil achievement at primary level
in 1994. Belgium (French Community) started carrying out national tests in the same year, first in
primary and then in secondary education, to gather information about pupil performance. Latvia and
Estonia began soon after they regained their independence in 1991, with the development of national
systems for the assessment of pupils at ISCED levels 1 and 2, which were first implemented in 1994
and 1997, respectively. In Romania, national examinations were initiated in 1995 to test pupils on the
completion of primary education.

In the present decade, national testing has been introduced in 11 more countries or regions. National
tests have been introduced and fully implemented in Belgium (Flemish Community), Lithuania and
Poland since 2002, and in Norway since 2004. Full implementation of tests in the remaining countries
has still to be completed. Since 2003, Slovakia has undertaken the national testing of pupils on a
project basis at the end of lower secondary school, with full implementation due in 2009. Austria and
Germany launched pupil assessments based on national education standards in 2003 and 2005,
respectively. As a result, an amendment to the Austrian School Instruction Act of 2008 has provided
the legal basis for the introduction of education standards, while the development of standardised
tests (at ISCED levels 1 and 2) is in the baseline testing phase — with the first regular and country-
wide standards testing scheduled for 2011/12 and 2012/13. Standards adopted in Germany in 2004
were implemented through national testing in secondary education in all Lander in 2005/06. Besides
testing for central comparisons between the Lander, comparative tests based on educational
standards are to be conducted in each Land from 2009 onwards. Bulgaria introduced national tests at
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the end of primary education in 2006 and is planning to extend the national testing system to cover
further school years in 2009/10. Similarly in Cyprus, a country-wide test at the end of primary
education has been carried out annually by the Ministry of Education since 2007. Its purpose is to
identify pupils at risk of developing functional illiteracy by the end of compulsory education, in order to
provide them with extra support in lower secondary education. An extension of the test to grades 2
and 9 is currently in a pilot phase. In Denmark, national tests are due for full implementation in 2010.
In Italy, national testing at ISCED levels 1 and 2 was developed in 2008. Since then it has been
undergoing further implementation and is scheduled to be fully operational in the 2009/10 and 2010/11
school years.

In six of the countries which introduced national testing in earlier decades, further tests have been
added to the one initially established. To the first national test held in the United Kingdom (Scotland),
the Assessment of Achievement Programme (AAP) was added in 1983 to evaluate overall national
attainment based on the assessment of representative samples of all pupils at particular stages of
primary and secondary education. In addition, a national test for identifying individual learning needs
(at ISCED level 1 and the first half of ISCED level 2) was introduced as part of the 5-14 reform of
curriculum and assessment in 1991. In Malta, two more examinations for taking decisions about the
school career of pupils were developed at ISCED level 1 (1981) and ISCED level 2 (1994),
respectively, following the introduction of annual examinations for primary and secondary schools. As
a means of identifying individual learning needs, Ireland introduced a revised form of national testing,
the ‘junior certificate’ (1992), an examination at the end of lower secondary level (ages 14/15), and
obligatory nationally mandated standardised testing in English reading and mathematics (2006) at two
points in ISCED level 1. The latter has also been the objective of the above-mentioned national tests
added in Denmark (National Tests, full implementation by 2010) and Luxembourg (Standardised tests,
2008). Similarly in France, a system of diagnostic assessment, which is compulsory for all pupils at the
transition between ISCED levels 1 and 2, was put in place in 1989 — after the adoption of the
education law of July 1989 — for teachers to assess the achievement levels of the former as well as
their strengths and weaknesses. Moreover, a monitoring assessment cycle at ISCED levels 1 and 2
(2003-08) has been added to the national testing system, which will enable comparisons to be made
over time from 2009, when a new cycle begins.

Other changes in national testing systems include the replacement or abolition of some tests. The
latter took place in Ireland, where the optional national certificate examination for pupils at the end of
primary school was abolished in 1967. In the United Kingdom (Scotland), ‘standard grade’ courses
and national examinations superseded ‘ordinary grade’ examinations in 1984 for all 14-16-year-old
pupils (ISCED level 2); in 1999, an alternative system of courses leading to new ‘national
qualifications’ was introduced, which at present runs in parallel with ‘standard grade’. In Hungary, too,
the first national test at ISCED level 2 was replaced in 2001 by another national test with a similar
objective, namely the monitoring and evaluation of schools. In addition, the test at ISCED level 1 was
revised to identify individual learning needs. There have been similar developments in several other
countries, in which the first national tests have been replaced by new ones with different aims. This
partly applies to Iceland where the first such tests, which had a significant impact on the school
careers of individual pupils, were replaced in 1977 by nationally coordinated examinations intended, in
school years 4 and 7, to help identify their learning needs. It was only in year 10 that these
examinations remained determinant, as the results were taken into account in awarding certificates at
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the end of compulsory education. Although in 2008 they were discontinued, the year 10 examination is
being reintroduced from the 2009/10 school year, but with the fresh aims of identifying individual
learning needs and of monitoring schools and the education system as a whole.

In Portugal, national tests at ISCED levels 1 and 2 were abolished 35 years ago. However, in 2000 a
new method of assessment was devised for school years 4 and 6 (ISCED level 1), while national
testing was reintroduced in order to monitor schools and the education system. In 2005, examinations
for taking decisions about the school career of pupils were reintroduced at ISCED level 2. In Lithuania,
the achievements of individual pupils on the completion of basic education were first compulsorily
tested in 1998, with significant implications for their school careers. In 1999, with the reform of basic
education, testing became an instrument for monitoring schools and the education system, and was
fully implemented as such in 2002. Since 2003 testing in basic education has no longer been
compulsory, and pupils themselves decide whether they will be tested. In addition, a National Studies
of Student Achievement test was introduced in 2002. In Slovenia in 2000, the first nationally
coordinated group assessment, which was one element in the admissions procedure for upper
secondary schools, and thus a test with a significant bearing on the educational career of pupils, was
replaced by another form of national assessment aimed at monitoring schools and the education
system. Finally, the situation in the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland) is more
complex. In 1988, the work of the Assessment of Performance Unit (APU) came to an end, and in the
same year the Education Reform Act (ERA) specified the introduction of a national curriculum and,
alongside this, a system of national assessment. It introduced testing at the end of the first three ‘key
stages’ of the national curriculum (covering ISCED levels 1 and 2) as of 1991. In 1999, Wales and
Northern Ireland were granted devolved powers from the UK government to administer their own
domestic arrangements, including education, since when the paths followed by the devolved
administrations as regards pupil assessment have increasingly diverged. In Wales, national tests have
been replaced with statutory teacher assessment. Similarly in Northern Ireland, the previous system of
‘key stage’ assessment (1-3,i.e. ages 5 to 14) has been replaced with teacher assessment and a
standardised annual reporting format. In England, national tests at the end of ‘key stage 3’ (age 14)
were abolished as a statutory requirement in 2008/09, and will be replaced with increased and
improved classroom assessment and more frequent reporting to parents. National tests remain at the
end of ‘key stages 1 and 2’ (ages 7 and 11), as a key element of the accountability framework in
primary schools. Optional national curriculum tests continue to be available to schools. They are used
to diagnose strengths and weaknesses across a class and for individual pupils; however, they are not
statutory, not publicly reported upon and not centrally marked.

In five countries, namely Belgium (German-speaking Community), the Czech Republic, Greece, the
United Kingdom (Wales) and Liechtenstein, national tests are not currently held. Instead, continuous
pupil assessment is carried out internally by schools using both formative and summative types of
assessment and different instruments. Its main aim is to determine learning and attainment levels. In
addition, in Greece, the yearly ‘review examinations’ follow standardised guidelines designed to give
obligatory directions to teachers when undertaking continuous assessment. In Liechtenstein, the
results of pupil assessment provide the education system with feedback that contributes to continuous
improvement of the system. Furthermore, there are plans now under discussion to introduce national
testing for monitoring purposes but also to obtain individual results, by the end of the 2010/11 school
year. Similarly, in the Czech Republic, standardised national examinations are among the long-term
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policy objectives of the education system. Over the last few years, the Ministry of Education has used
pilot projects at ISCED levels 1 and 2 to examine the possibility of introducing national examinations
and is currently evaluating the results of these experiments to that end.

*

Figure 1.1: Year of first full implementation of national testing,
ISCED levels 1 and 2
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Countries shown in italics are in the process of reaching full implementation.
Source: Eurydice.

Additional notes

Belgium (BE de), Czech Republic, Greece, United Kingdom (WLS) and Liechtenstein: No national tests at ISCED levels 1
and 2 in 2008/09.

Denmark: In 2003 the ‘form 10 test’, which is voluntary for pupils in the optional year 10, was adopted. The national tests are
due for full implementation in 2010.

Ireland: Until 1967, an optional national certificate examination was held for pupils completing primary school.

United Kingdom (NIR): The last centrally provided transfer tests to determine selection for post-primary education were taken
in 2008 for 2009 entry.

Explanatory note

This historical overview takes into account the year of first full implementation in each country of national tests for taking
decisions about the school career of individual pupils, including tests for the award of certificates, or for promotion at the end of
a school year or streaming at the end of ISCED levels 1 or 2, and the year in which each country introduced national tests for
other purposes, such as identifying individual learning needs or monitoring schools and/or education systems. Subsequent
changes in the number or aims of national tests are not considered.

: *

1.3. Changing policy frameworks behind national testing

Although in the majority of European countries, schools and teachers have traditionally had little
freedom to develop the curriculum and set teaching objectives, they have still been primarily
responsible for assessing individual pupils (*). However, with the development of reforms for greater
decentralisation and school autonomy, as well as a broader choice of schools and paths through
education, national tests have been increasingly used to monitor the performance of schools and
education systems (5), while retaining their potential as an instrument for assessing pupils during or at
the end of compulsory education.

(*) See Eurydice (2008) Levels of Autonomy and Responsibilities of Teachers in Europe.

(®) For more detailed information on the historical context of national testing, see the literature review Theoretical and
Real Effects of Standardised Assessment, N. Mons (August 2009) on the website www.eurydice.org.
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Historically, the main aim of national testing was to create a standardised method of assessment with
a significant impact on the school career of pupils. It included national tests for the award of
certificates to them at the end of a school level, as in the case of the ‘primary certificate’ examinations
held in Ireland until 1967, or the Folkeskole leaving examination introduced in Denmark in 1975. In
addition, other national tests that affected school careers were introduced, such as those governing
promotion at the end of a school year or streaming at the end of a school level. In both Luxembourg
and the Netherlands, for example, the national tests introduced in 1968 and 1970, respectively,
provide a basis for the progression of pupils from primary to lower secondary school. Similarly in
Malta, the first national tests known as ‘annual examinations’ were introduced in 1975 as a means of
determining progression from one school year to the next as well as streaming pupils in core subjects.
In Iceland, the nationally coordinated examinations, which replaced the previous selection examination
in 1977, were introduced to identify pupil attainment levels at certain stages of compulsory education.
More recently, promotion, streaming or the award of certificates have remained key justifications for
introducing national testing in some countries. In the external examination system implemented in
Poland in 2002, the aim of the exam at the end of lower secondary school has been to grade pupils on
completion of this educational level. Similarly in Germany, national testing was introduced in 2005 to
support the award of certificates, as well as the grading of pupils and their progression to the next
stage of education.

Besides the existence of national tests for taking decisions about the school career of pupils,
developments at system level have accompanied the emergence and increasing use of tests. The
trend towards decentralisation and school autonomy across Europe from the 1980s onwards (6) was
characterised by a general shift within education systems from normative regulatory frameworks to
policy frameworks that provided for increased democratic participation and freedom for schools on the
one hand, but created new measures for the evaluation of educational outcomes on the other. Such
was the case in France when, during modernisation and democratisation of the education system in
1979, the first national test was implemented to measure both the performance of pupils against the
aims of education programmes and differences in the performance of schools. Similarly in Hungary
the emergence of a democratic system of education, together with decentralisation, led in 1986 to the
establishment of a system for the standardised evaluation of schools and school outcomes.

From the 1990s onwards, growing decentralisation and school autonomy became more widespread.
Meanwhile, the policy frameworks underlying the national testing of pupils in Europe focused
increasingly on monitoring micro-level actions at macro level or, in other words, on the systematic use
of pupil assessment in schools to monitor the education system as a whole. In the United Kingdom
(England, Wales and Northern Ireland) the Education Reform Act 1988, along with the Education
Reform (Northern Ireland) Order 1989, gave all schools greater autonomy but also increased central
control of the school curriculum and strengthened arrangements for accountability frameworks,
through national pupil assessment. All measures were intended to improve school standards. Similarly
in Sweden, the national testing system was redesigned as a result of the 1991 reforms in the system
of educational governance, which brought about a change in the division of responsibilities between
the central government and the municipalities, and the transition from a regulated school system to

(®) See Eurydice (2007) School Autonomy in Europe: Policies and Measures.
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results-based management. In Latvia and Poland, school management reforms involving a high level
of local school and teacher autonomy prompted the need for a national-level method and mechanism
to measure the performance of schools. Finland too began to decentralise the administration of
education in the early 1990s and, with the fresh emphasis on local responsibility, the use of national
assessments to evaluate education became regulated by law (1998 Act on Basic Education).
Moreover, the national assessment of learning outcomes in Finland is also linked to questions of
regional equality and comparability. In Spain, where the Act of 1990 formally recognised that
evaluation of the education system was critical in maintaining and improving its quality, national tests
were introduced just when responsibilities for education were transferred to the Autonomous
Communities, as a means of evaluating the nationwide common goals of the system.

If, previously, national testing was generally introduced as part of a renewal of political and
administrative structures, in the decade since 2000 most countries have begun relying on tests in
order to monitor and improve the quality of education and increase the effectiveness and efficiency of
their education systems. Indeed, in some countries, national testing is used to measure quality on the
basis of educational standards developed specifically for this purpose. For example, following the
establishment of its ‘national curriculum’, Belgium (Flemish Community) has implemented testing as a
system for measuring performance against attainment and developmental targets. Likewise in
Germany, national testing came into being after the Standing Conference of Ministers of Education
and Cultural Affairs had adopted measures in 2003 to develop and maintain high quality education
through binding standards applicable to schools in all Lander. Efforts to measure and improve quality
were moreover fuelled by the results of international surveys such as the Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA), Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) or Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), which intensified discussion of education
systems in Europe. In around one-third of European countries, this increased the demand for fuller
information about the curriculum and teaching methods. In Hungary and Austria, for example, the
results of the studies gave rise to heightened concern over the quality of schools and teaching, which
led Austria to introduce — and Hungary to reintroduce — national testing as a way of monitoring pupil
skills on an objective and regular basis. In some countries, such as Lithuania and Iceland, the goal of
improving the quality of education went hand in hand with efforts to promote the development of a self-
evaluation culture. In other words, national tests were introduced so that they could function as a
'mirror’ for schools and teachers to improve their performance on their own initiative (*), as discussed
further in Chapter 3. In this context, national tests have been increasingly used mainly to support the
learning of individual pupils by identifying their needs and adapting teaching accordingly. In Denmark
and Luxembourg, for example, this kind of test has been added to the national assessment system, in
order to monitor the progress and achievement of pupils and to yield relevant information so that
teachers can target their needs more effectively and schools can improve the quality of their
education. These developments are indicative of a general trend in current national testing, in which
external standardised evaluations to monitor the education system are linked to internal evaluations or
self-evaluation on the part of schools. The aim is to combine traditional top-down models of monitoring
with bottom-up approaches to pupil assessment at school level, so that the quality of education is
gauged more effectively and thus improved.

() Thélot C., Evaluer I'Ecole, Etudes 2002/10, Tome 397, pp. 323-334.
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In short, the national testing of pupils in Europe has gradually expanded in recent decades. While
several countries introduced national tests at a relatively early stage, they became much more
widespread from the 1990s onwards. In some countries today, national testing is still being introduced
and developed. The underlying reasons for its implementation vary from one country to the next. In the
last two decades, national testing has been increasingly introduced as a natural accompaniment to
growing school autonomy, which has resulted in a need to systematise the monitoring of education
systems, and in efforts to improve the quality of education. In recent years, these objectives have
come to coincide. Chapter 2 of this report now examines how national testing within education
systems is organised.
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CHAPTER 2: AIMS AND ORGANISATION OF NATIONAL TESTING

The present chapter will concentrate on the aims, scope and organisation of national tests across
Europe and will attempt to distinguish between common patterns and country-specific solutions, as
reported by national education authorities with reference to the 2008/09 school year (*). Tests that
have not been fully implemented during this reference year (see Chapter 1) are also included.

2.1. Aims of national testing in Europe

For the purposes of the present study and taking the declared main aims of national tests as a key
criterion, a broad distinction may be drawn between three categories of tests. These groups will in turn
be linked to the most common target group of pupils, comprising either a whole cohort or samples,
and the primary or lower secondary levels of education (ISCED levels 1 or 2 respectively). The actual
uses of test results, which often go beyond the main aims as stated, will be discussed in detail in
Chapter 3.

The first group of tests summarise the attainment of pupils at the end of a particular educational stage
and may have a significant impact on their school career. For example, the results of these tests are
used to award certificates, or to make important decisions regarding streaming, progression from one
school year to the next, or the final grading of pupils. Such tests are also known as summative tests or
the 'assessment of learning'. In half of the countries considered, the award of a certificate is reportedly
the main aim of at least one national test. In addition, Luxembourg, Malta and the Netherlands
organise national tests whose main purpose is to select or stream pupils.

Generally speaking, tests with a significant impact on the educational career of pupils are compulsory
either for all of them, regardless of the type of school attended, or just for those in public-sector
schools. Even where tests are optional, as in the case of the ‘national qualifications examination’ in the
United Kingdom (Scotland), or the Dutch CITO test, nearly all pupils take them in practice.

As a rule, these tests are taken on the completion of lower secondary education, which in the majority
of countries coincides with the end of compulsory education. Only a few countries organise tests with
much at stake for pupils in primary education. In Belgium (French Community) and Poland, national
tests for the award of certificates are held on the completion of primary education. In the Netherlands,
the CITO test at the end of primary education informs parents about the most suitable type of
secondary education for their children. Similarly in Luxembourg, the results achieved by pupils in
national tests at the end of the sixth year in primary education are among the criteria used to decide
whether they should be admitted to general or technical secondary education. In Malta, tests held on
the completion of primary education serve as entrance examinations for the ‘junior lyceums’.

The second distinct group of national tests consists of standardised assessments whose main
objective is to monitor and evaluate schools, or the education system as a whole. More than half of the
countries surveyed report the existence of such tests. Among their commonly reported aims are the
comparison of performance across schools, the provision of input into measures for school

() For types of test that remain beyond the scope of this report, see the Introduction.

23



National Testing of Pupils in Europe: Objectives, Organisation and Use of Results

accountability, and performance evaluation of the entire system. The results of tests are used in
conjunction with other parameters as indicators of the quality of teaching and, less commonly, the
performance of teachers. They also serve as pointers to the overall effectiveness of education policies
and practices, and to whether or not improvements have occurred at a particular school or at system
level.

When describing the aims of tests in this group, some countries place greater emphasis on the
performance of individual schools and assessment of their educational effectiveness, as in the case of
Latvia, Hungary, Austria and the United Kingdom (England).

In other countries, the focus is on the education system with relatively scant reference to the
monitoring of school performance. Results of national tests are used for national monitoring in Belgium
(Flemish Community), Estonia, Ireland, Spain, France, Lithuania, Romania, Finland and the United
Kingdom (Scotland).

While national tests to monitor schools are often compulsory for all pupils, tests that concentrate on
the system as a whole are generally taken by just a representative sample.

The main aim of the third and final group of national tests is to support learning processes, by
clarifying the specific learning needs of pupils and identifying appropriate personalised follow-up and
teaching. The tests in this group focus primarily on 'assessment for learning' and can be broadly
described as 'formative assessments'. Although far less is at stake for individual pupils than in tests for
the award of certificates, these standardised tests — in conjunction with continuous assessment by
teachers — are important in improving performance and can lead to significant learning gains (%).

National tests for formative purposes are organised in 12 countries or regions, namely Belgium
(French Community) (°), Denmark, Ireland, France, Cyprus, Luxembourg, Hungary, Sweden, the
United Kingdom (England and Scotland), Iceland and Norway. Such tests can be either compulsory as
in Hungary, Sweden and Norway, or optional as in the United Kingdom (England and Scotland). Since
2007 in France, diagnostic assessments in primary education have become optional, whereas
diagnostic tests at the beginning of lower secondary education remain compulsory.

National tests are often intended to serve several purposes across the three foregoing categories. For
example, Estonia, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Poland and Portugal report that their tests for the award of a
certificate are also to be used to monitor the education system. Other countries including Bulgaria,
Italy and Slovenia state that the same national tests are employed for monitoring purposes at both
school and system levels. Tests in Belgium (French Community), Austria and Slovenia are intended
both to identify individual learning needs and to monitor educational performance.

Assessment experts have warned that the use of a single test for several purposes might be
inappropriate where the information ideally required in each case is not the same. In such instances,

(® For further reading about assessment for learning, see the review of research in Paul Black and Dylan Wiliam,
Assessment for Learning: Beyond the Black Box, Assessment Reform Group, University of Cambridge, 1999.

(®) The formative tests in years 2 and 5 of primary education and year 2 of secondary education have been postponed to
the 2009/10 school year.
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education authorities have been advised to rank the different purposes in order of priority and adjust
test designs accordingly (4).

*

Figure 2.1: Main aims of nationally standardised tests,
ISCED levels 1 and 2, 2008/09
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Additional note

France: A written examination with content standardised at national level is organised in several subjects for the award of the
national certificate (the brevet) at the end of lower secondary education. Despite the existence of central procedures for
administering and marking this examination, it cannot be regarded as a form of nationally standardised testing, given the wide
variety of practices adopted in marking and interpreting its results.

Poland and Iceland: One or more national tests have two equally important objectives.

Explanatory note

Only the main aim of each national test is represented in the Figure. Countries are allocated more than one category if they
administer several tests with different main objectives. For further information on every national test and its main aim, see the
Annexe.

: ¢

2.2. Organisation and characteristics of national tests

This section will examine the conditions under which national tests are organised in terms of timing
and frequency, target groups, school subjects tested, types of testing instruments, the use of
information and communication technology (ICT) and the participation of pupils with special
educational needs (SEN).

2.2.1. Frequency and timing of national tests

Significant variations are apparent from one country to the next, both in the frequency with which
individual pupils take national tests and the precise cohorts or years of education that are tested.
Some of these differences may reflect national priorities in education, while others may be partly
attributable to the varied organisational structures of European education systems. As regards the
latter factor, it should be borne in mind that some countries provide full-time compulsory education
within a single structure, while others clearly distinguish between primary and lower secondary
education. Moreover, although pupils in most cases follow the same general curriculum until the end

(") For further information on the use of national tests for a variety of purposes, see Paul E. Newton, Evaluating
assessment systems, Qualification and Curriculum Authority, June 2007.
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of lower secondary level, several countries oblige them to opt for a particular branch or type of
education from the beginning of that level or prior to its completion. Finally, in the majority of countries
compulsory education lasts nine or ten years, whereas in Belgium, Luxembourg, Hungary, the
Netherlands and the United Kingdom it lasts two or three years longer and continues into upper
secondary provision at ISCED level 3. However, national tests taken subsequent to the completion of
ISCED level 2 have not been considered in this study (°).

The number of school years at which national tests are organised, regardless of whether each pupil in
a given year is tested, varies considerably across countries. For example, Denmark, Malta and the
United Kingdom (Scotland) have developed national tests for almost every year of compulsory
education. The United Kingdom (England) and France may also be regarded as countries in which
national testing is widely practised, with seven and six national tests respectively.

By contrast, several countries test a much lower number of school years. Countries that administer
only one national test during ISCED levels 1 and 2 include Belgium (Flemish Community), Germany,
Spain, Cyprus, the Netherlands, Slovakia, and the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland). If a country
organises only one national test during compulsory education, it is usually held in the final year of
primary or lower secondary education.

The majority of the remaining European countries administer national tests in two or three specific
school years during the whole of compulsory education. This might thus be considered the
predominant model in Europe (see Figure 2.2).

There is an ongoing debate among policy-makers and other professionals in education about the
benefits and potentially negative effects of frequent testing. Discussion has focused on the need to
find a balance between the legitimate aim of obtaining an up-to-date picture of pupil attainment and
the burden that tests place on pupils and teachers, by reducing the amount of effective teaching time
and causing overload and stress. For example, experts and teachers in Malta, the Netherlands,
Slovenia and the United Kingdom have acknowledged that some tests — and especially those with
much at stake for pupils — create undue stress which can in turn demotivate them (see Chapter 3).

(®) For a comprehensive description of European education systems, see Eurybase on the Eurydice website:
www.eurydice.org.
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Figure 2.2: Number and type of national tests and school years in which they are administered,
ISCED levels 1 and 2, 2008/09
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Source: Eurydice
Additional notes

Belgium (BE fr): The compulsory tests in years 2 and 5 of primary education, and year 2 of secondary education have been
postponed to the 2009/10 school year.

Ireland: The sample tests are carried out every five years. The most recent sample tests took place in the 2008/09 school year.
Spain: The test in year 4 of primary education is taking place for the first time in the 2008/09 school year. A second test in year
2 of lower secondary education is being administered for the first time in the 2009/10 school year. These two tests will take
place every three years. In addition, all Autonomous Communities will administer compulsory tests for all pupils in the same
school years.

Lithuania: In the sample tests, school years 4 and 8 are tested in odd (calendar) years, and school years 6 and 10 are tested in
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even years.

Netherlands: While participation in the test is at the discretion of the school or authority concerned, in practice nearly all pupils
take it.

Finland: In most cases, one or two sample tests are administered each year. Generally the tests take place in school years 6
and 9, or at other curricular transition points.

United Kingdom (ENG): Tests at the end of year 2 are used to support the teacher assessment process and not reported on
separately. Optional tests are used by the majority of schools but they are not statutory.

United Kingdom (NIR): The last centrally provided transfer tests were taken in November 2008 for entry in September 2009.
United Kingdom (SCT): During nine years of education and depending on their progress in class work, most pupils take five
tests from the National 5-14 Assessment Bank. Though these tests and the national examinations in year 4 of secondary
education are in principle optional, almost all pupils take them.

Iceland: The nationally coordinated examinations in school year 10 will resume from 2009/10.

Explanatory note
Compulsory tests are tests that have to be taken either by all pupils regardless of the type of school attended, or only by pupils

in public-sector schools. Optional tests are taken at the discretion of the school or pupil concerned.

As regards the earliest school year in which national testing occurs, a minority of countries hold tests
in the very first year, usually to identify individual learning needs. For instance the Scottish National
Assessment Bank is available from the first year for children aged 5, although they normally take their
first test in years 2 or 3. In Ireland, pupils take a nationally mandated test to support individual learning
either at the end of first class (ages 6-7) or at the beginning of second class (ages 7-8) and, as part of
the National Assessment of English Reading (NAER), samples of pupils in second class are tested for
a second time. Belgium (French Community), Denmark, Italy, the United Kingdom (England) and
Norway, start testing in the second year of school, with only the last two countries pursuing aims other
than the identification of individual learning needs.

In Europe, it is more common to carry out nationally standardised tests for the first time in school year
4 (Bulgaria, Spain, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Austria, Portugal, Romania and Iceland), or in a later
year corresponding to the end of primary education as in Belgium (Flemish Community), France, the
Netherlands, Poland and Slovenia. Generally in both cases the pupils tested are aged between 10 and
12. Such tests most often serve monitoring purposes and, except in Malta and the Netherlands, do not
have a decisive impact on future school careers.

As to the precise point chosen for testing in the school year, education authorities in most cases
organise national tests towards the end of the school year. Among the exceptions however are the
Dutch CITO test, which is administered in February, and the French ‘assessment of basic
competences’ in French and mathematics which takes place in March. Given their specific function of
providing information for subsequent intervention, some tests to identify individual learning needs are
held at the beginning or the middle of the school year, as in the case of tests in Belgium (French
Community), France, Luxembourg and Iceland.

In certain cases, the timing of the tests is not centrally determined but is basically at the discretion of
the school authorities or teachers. This applies to the test in year 2 (the final year of ‘key stage 1) in
the United Kingdom (England) or the National 5-14 Assessment Bank in the United Kingdom
(Scotland). Nevertheless it would appear that for the Scottish Assessment Bank at least, the preferred
period is May to June.

28



Chapter 2: Aims and Organisation of National Testing

2.2.2. Subjects tested

National tests are based on the curriculum and linked to national education standards in the subjects
tested. For example, in the United Kingdom (England) the national curriculum tests (as the name
indicates) aim to chart pupil attainment in relation to ‘national curriculum subject orders’. Similarly, in
Portugal, the national tests assess and monitor the application of the prescribed curriculum. In
Belgium (Flemish Community) the tests are exclusively concerned with the compulsory attainment and
developmental targets of the curriculum. Austrian and Romanian national tests are also specifically
linked to education standards in the tested subjects. The test for the German school leaving certificate
in years 9 or 10 is related to the curriculum of each Land but also to the national education standards
agreed at federal level.

In the past decade, the emphasis in national curricula has gradually shifted from subject knowledge to
a competence-based approach. As far as national tests are concerned, this trend is probably best
reflected in the situation in Spain and Hungary. In the Hungarian National Assessment of Basic
Competences (NABC), evaluation concentrates not on the subject material itself but on whether pupils
are able to use their knowledge and skills in reading and mathematical literacy in real life situations
(school years 6 and 8). Furthermore, Spain has adopted the notion of competences and applies a
much less rigid subject division in national testing, also focusing specifically on the application of
knowledge.

At European level, the December 2006 Recommendation of the European Parliament and the Council
on ‘Key Competences for Lifelong Learning’ (°) defines eight competences, which represent a
combination of knowledge, skills and attitudes considered indispensable in the knowledge society.
Among these eight competences only three, namely communication in the mother tongue,
communication in foreign languages, and mathematical competences and basic competences in
science and technology, can be directly linked to individual subjects. As discussed below, these three
competences are the ones most commonly assessed in national tests. By contrast, in many European
countries the remaining key competences such as ‘learning to learn’ or social and civic competences,
which usually relate to more than one subject, are not at present generally assessed in national tests.

An examination of the range of subjects included in national testing shows that, in general, fewer
subjects are tested at primary level and that the emphasis is on the language of instruction (reading
and writing) and mathematics. Not surprisingly, several tests for the award of certificates at the end of
lower secondary education cover a much wider range of subjects.

Beyond this general pattern, and bearing in mind that the number of tested subjects may vary in some
countries depending on the test or school year concerned, two general models are apparent. Certain
countries limit national testing to two or three subjects, although several of them have announced
plans to widen its scope by adding additional ones. Other countries test a much broader spectrum of
the curriculum. While some countries do this on an annual basis, others rotate subjects or use a
combination of compulsorily and optionally tested subjects.

(®) Recommendation of the European Parliament and the Council of 18 December 2006 on Key Competences for
Lifelong Learning. Official Journal of the European Union L394.
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Among countries in the first group, Italy, Cyprus, Portugal and Slovakia report that they test only the
two main subjects — the language of instruction and mathematics. To these two subjects, Germany,
Austria, Slovenia (a test in school year 6), Iceland and Norway add a foreign language. Luxembourg
tests the two official languages, German and French, and mathematics. In Italy, sciences and English
as a foreign language will be also tested from the 2010/11 school year.

*

Figure 2.3: Number of subjects covered in national tests,
ISCED levels 1 and 2, 2008/09

[ ] Two subjects or less

] Three subjects

. More than three subjects

No national tests

Source: Eurydice.
Additional note

Latvia and Slovakia: Pupils in minority education programmes are also tested in the state language.

Explanatory note

The Figure indicates the number of subjects tested in each school year. Where this number varies from one test or school year
to another, countries are shown in more than one category. In some countries and for certain tests, the number of subjects can
vary from year to year because of the way the latter are rotated. For further information about the subjects covered in each test
and school year, see the Annexe.

' ¢
Countries in the second group choose to test a broader range of subjects, either on a consistent basis
year by year or through the rotation of subjects in some tests. Nevertheless it is most uncommon for
countries to test pupils across the entire breadth of the curriculum and, where this occurs, tests tend to
be held at the end of compulsory education. Interestingly however, Denmark and Malta — two
countries that test pupils using standardised tools more often than the remainder — have also chosen
to test very widely in terms of subject coverage.
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Thus in primary education in Malta, pupils can take up to four tests (see Figure 2.2) and each time five
subjects are covered, i.e. the two official state languages, Maltese and English, mathematics, religion
and social studies. In the five ‘annual examinations’ during secondary school, pupils are tested in
around ten subjects covering Maltese, English, mathematics, religion, social studies, science and a
range of compulsory and optional subjects in the arts, sciences, languages and humanities.

Similarly, from the second school year and up to the end of compulsory education in Denmark, pupils
have to take between ten and 36 tests in Danish, mathematics, English, biology, physics/chemistry
and geography. Testing in each of these subjects is compulsory in certain specific school years. In
addition, optional tests are held in Danish as a second language.

By contrast, Ireland which also administers many national tests — though not all of them annually —
concentrates solely on attainment in English reading and mathematics, in the five-yearly national
sampling tests and nationally mandated annual standardised tests at ISCED level 1. However, for the
‘junior certificate’ at the end of year 3 of post-primary education, pupils take a test in compulsory core
subjects, namely Irish, English, mathematics, and civic, social and political education (CSPE), to which
over 20 other subjects are added. The majority of pupils take nine or ten subjects in this examination.

Indeed, it is common for tests leading to the award of a certificate at the end of lower secondary
education to include a very broad range of subjects which are not tested nationally prior to that
particular stage. This applies to the ‘national examinations’ in Latvia and the ‘national qualifications’ in
the United Kingdom (Scotland). The same general trend is also apparent in Malta and Denmark, in
which the secondary education certificate examination and the Folkeskole leaving examination,
respectively, include an extended list of subjects in comparison to the already broad range tested in
earlier school years.

In monitoring and formative tests, several countries rotate the subjects tested, thereby covering more
subjects without significantly increasing the burden imposed by testing on pupils and teachers. For
example, in the monitoring tests in Belgium (Flemish Community), samples of pupils in school years 6
and 8 are tested in only one subject chosen annually by the Ministry of Education from a group which
includes mathematics and Dutch, French as a foreign language and 'environmental studies — time,
space, society and the use of information sources'. In the 2008/09 school year, years 6 and 8 were
both tested in mathematics.

In the monitoring tests in Finland, samples of pupils are most often tested in just one subject which is
either the mother tongue or mathematics or, less frequently, a third subject or cluster of subjects fixed
in accordance with national priorities. In 2008/09, pupils in school year 6 were tested in mathematics,
and those in year 9, in Swedish as a second foreign language and in the mother tongue.

For the formative ‘external evaluations of student achievements’ in Belgium (French Community),
subjects are rotated on the basis of three-year cycles. For example in 2008/09, pupils in three different
school years were tested in sciences, history and geography (although the tests were in the event
postponed until 2009/10); in 2009/10, pupils are being tested in reading, writing and foreign languages
(although, in the latter, only in year 6 of primary education); in 2010/11, it will be the turn of
mathematics and foreign languages (although, for the latter, only in year 2 of secondary education).
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General diagnostic evaluation in Spain aims to assess eight key competences on a cyclical basis. In
2008/09, linguistic communication competence, mathematical competence, knowledge and
competence in interaction with the physical world, and social and civic competence were assessed in
year 4 of primary education. In 2010, the same competences will be assessed in year 2 of secondary
education. Plans for the remaining years of the cycle will be determined by the governing council of
the national Institute of Evaluation (IE). In diagnostic evaluations undertaken by the Autonomous
Communities, it will be up to each Community to fix the schedule for testing the eight key
competences. Most Communities will assess linguistic communication competence and mathematical
competence every year. In certain cases, all key competences will be tested in the same year.

In France, subjects are rotated on the basis of a five-year cycle in national monitoring tests at the end
of both primary and secondary education. These cycles include all subjects studied except arts and
sports. Thus, in the first year of the cycle, pupils are tested in French, in the second year in foreign
languages (English, German and Spanish), in the third year in civic behaviour and life in society, in the
fourth year in life and earth sciences, physics and chemistry, and in the fifth year in mathematics. In
2008/09, pupils completing both primary and lower secondary education were tested in French.

Countries sometimes also change one of the tested subjects annually. In Estonia, the standardised
sample test in school year 6 includes Estonian or Russian as mother tongue, mathematics and a
subject which differs from year to year and is announced by the Ministry of Education and Research
one month before the test. Similarly, in Slovenia the national test at the end of the third stage of the
single structure (year 9) assesses achievement in Slovenian (or Hungarian or Italian in ethnically
mixed areas), mathematics, and a third subject determined annually by the Minister of Education from
a group comprising a foreign language (English or German), biology, chemistry, physics, engineering
and technology, geography, history, civics and homeland education and ethics, music, and arts and
sports.

Denmark, Estonia, Ireland and the Netherlands use a combination of compulsorily and optionally
tested subjects. For instance, the Dutch CITO test consists of three compulsory and one optional
subject. The Irish ‘junior certificate’ test covers compulsory subjects and others which are generally
optional, although some of them may also be compulsory depending on the type of school. The
Estonian test for certificates awarded at the end of compulsory education includes three subjects
altogether. Two centrally determined subjects are compulsory: the first is Estonian language and
literature in Estonian medium schools, and Estonian as a second language in Russian medium
schools; the second one is mathematics. The third subject is chosen by pupils from a list of optional
subjects.

While the subjects most often tested are the language of instruction and mathematics, followed by one
or more foreign languages and sciences, some countries have adopted an approach which provides
for the testing of certain cross-curricular skills. Thus the Scottish Survey of Achievement (SSA) and
the Scottish National Qualifications are mostly subject-based, but they also include some aspects of
core skills like problem-solving, working with others and ICT. From 2009 to 2011, the Finnish ‘national
evaluation of learning outcomes’ is assessing achievement in the cross-curricular topics taught in
basic education, which include growth as a person, cultural identity and internationalism, media skills
and communication, participatory citizenship and entrepreneurship, responsibility for the environment,
well-being and a sustainable future, safety and traffic, and technology and the individual. In the
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monitoring tests in Belgium (Flemish Community) the subjects 'environmental studies — time, space,
society and the use of information sources' and ‘information acquisition and processing' are being
tested in the 2009/10 and 2010/11 school years, respectively.

In Poland, the test at the end of primary education is entirely based on cross-curricular material and
assesses performance in reading, writing, reasoning, using information and practical application of
knowledge. A second test at the end of lower secondary education contains three distinct parts,
namely humanities, science (maths and natural sciences) and a modern foreign language, with the
first two parts also cross-curricular.

2.2.3. Types of test question

In the vast majority of countries, national tests represent a combination of subject-centred and skill-
based questions and tasks. As regards the particular types of question, countries most often favour a
mix of multiple-choice items, short answers or essays, and open-ended questions depending on the
subject and school year. However, the Dutch CITO test and some of the tests organised in France and
Italy use exclusively multiple-choice questions. This is also the dominant type of question in Bulgaria
and Norway.

Although written tests of the 'paper and pencil' variety are the most common, oral tests are sometimes
used. Moreover, some countries such as Belgium (Flemish Community), Denmark, France and Latvia
also make use of practical assignments.

Test questions are supplemented by background questionnaires for school heads, teachers, parents
and/or pupils in 13 countries or regions, namely Belgium (French and Flemish Communities), Estonia
(for teachers only), Ireland, Spain, France, Lithuania, Hungary, Austria, Romania, Finland, the United
Kingdom (Scotland) and Iceland. This practice most often concerns tests organised for monitoring
purposes. The data collected relate to the socio-economic background of pupils, their motivation,
support measures or the school climate. The questions for teachers cover teaching experience,
professional development activities, teaching methods and other topics. From the information
gathered, it is possible to undertake contextual analysis of test results and identify factors having to do
with schools, teachers, home background and pupils, which may affect performance.

In Finland for example, a questionnaire filled in by school heads and teachers requests background
information on their schools and on how the latter manage the learning process. Another
questionnaire is completed by the pupils and concentrates on their attitude towards the subject tested,
its perceived usefulness and relative level of difficulty. A non-compulsory pupil questionnaire is also
part of the Hungarian National Assessment of Basic Competences (NABC). Parents and pupils
complete the questionnaire jointly prior to testing. It gathers basic information about the background of
pupils and charts their social, economic and cultural capital, as well as that of their families.
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Figure 2.4: Standardisation of test questions,
ISCED levels 1 and 2, 2008/09
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Source: Eurydice.

Additional notes

France: Questions are the same for all pupils undertaking the ‘system of diagnostic assessments’ and the ‘assessment of basic
competences’, while in the cycle for monitoring assessment at the end of primary and lower secondary education, questions are
differentiated in accordance with item response theory.

Lithuania: In the ‘national studies of student attainment’ test, questions are not the same for all pupils, while in the basic
education achievement tests, questions in a given national test are the same for everyone.

United Kingdom (NIR): The same transfer test is taken by all pupils. The last centrally provided transfer test to determine
selection for post-primary education was taken in 2008 for 2009 entry.

Explanatory note

The reasons for a differentiation of national test questions — i.e. cases in which not all pupils taking one national test answer the
same questions — can vary. They include efforts made to increase the efficiency of tests by adapting them to the level of
knowledge and ability of each pupil, or by achieving coverage of tested knowledge and skills to ensure methodologically and

statistically satisfactory results.

The extent to which countries include identical questions in a given national test varies. In a first group
comprising the majority of countries, all pupils taking one particular test answer the same questions.
However, in Ireland, France, Lithuania and Romania, this applies only to some national tests, as in
other tests the questions may be different.

In a second group of countries, the questions in any given test differ on a regular basis and are not the
same for all pupils taking it. Reasons for this range from a wish to take account of individual learning
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differences and needs (*) to methodological considerations surrounding the analysis and evaluation of
tests, or the desire to prevent cheating by pupils or teachers. Thus four countries vary questions to
adapt their tests to individual learning levels and needs. For example, the national tests in Denmark,
which are based on ICT, are closely adapted to the individual levels of the pupils taking them. Each
pupil at every level is therefore challenged with a personalised test (see Section 2.2.4 below). In
Ireland, pupils sitting the ‘junior certificate’ (ISCED level 2) are offered test papers at different levels of
difficulty (higher level, ordinary, foundation). Pupils also have a choice of questions within individual
test papers. The (now) optional ‘national curriculum assessment’ at the age of 14 (‘key stage 3’) in the
United Kingdom (England) includes four different tiers for mathematics, each of which assesses a
range of attainment levels. The teachers assess which tier would be most appropriate for a child’s
ability. For science there are two different tiers, each of which assesses different levels. As with the
mathematics tests, the teacher assesses which tier would be most appropriate for a child’s ability.

In the United Kingdom (Scotland), the Scottish 5-14 tests similarly consist of tests at different levels (A
to F, which are related to defined attainment outcomes for most pupils at different stages of the
school). Not only are there different tests/questions for different levels, the National Assessment Bank,
from which the teacher downloads a test, contains several equivalent tests at each level, so pupils
tested at the same level in different schools are not necessarily answering the same questions. This
arrangement reduces the chances of pupils in one school informing those in another school of the
content of tests.

In other cases, national test questions are varied for methodological reasons. In Belgium (Flemish
Community) and France (in the cycle for monitoring assessment at the end of primary and lower
secondary education), not all pupils need to answer the same questions because of the statistical
methods applied (in accordance with item response theory). Similarly, national evaluation in Spain
adopts a matrix sampling method in which all pupils take a set of common questions but also further
different questions. In the United Kingdom (Scotland), not all pupils in the national monitoring sample
taking the SSA respond to all the assessment tasks. The distribution of tasks across the sample is
such as to ensure statistically satisfactory coverage of an appropriate range of knowledge and skills
without overloading or stressing individual pupils. The same applies to Lithuania, in which pupils taking
the ‘national studies of student attainment’ test do not all receive the same set of questions. The tests
are constructed so that in the same subject area they do not vary in difficulty. In Romania, the national
assessment (school year 4) at ISCED level 1, which is sample-based, uses a rotation design, with the
result that the questions for all pupils doing a given national test are not the same.

2.2.4. Use of ICT in national testing

Information and communication technology in the national testing of pupils, including the use of PCs,
special software or the Internet, can serve various purposes. Depending on the application at hand,
ICT may help either the teacher with administering tests, or pupils by adapting the test questions to
their learning needs, for example by identifying questions that are challenging without overwhelming
them. Alternatively, it may reduce the time needed to recode responses, score tests and report on
them.

(') This section considers solely the standardisation/differentiation of test questions within mainstream national testing.
For the organisation of national testing targeting pupils with special educational needs, see section 2.2.5.
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Across Europe, ICT is applied in national testing at different stages. In some countries, it is used at the
time of testing, i.e. for on-screen testing as well as the marking of tests, while in others its use occurs
solely at the marking stage.

Countries that carry out on-screen testing and rely on ICT to mark tests may be divided into those,
such as the Netherlands and Norway, which employ traditional forms of computer-based testing and
others, like Denmark, which adopt more innovative, adaptive computer-based methods. In addition to
the paper-based ‘final test — primary education’ in the Netherlands, there are two digital editions of the
test, namely the ‘digital final test’ and the ‘level test’ and ‘levelplus test’. These digital editions are
taken with the computer and on the Internet, and consist of the same components and questions as
the regular test. All schools can if they wish opt for the ‘digital final test’ which may be especially useful
for pupils who were absent at the time of the regular test, or may serve as a repeat test. The ‘level
test’ and ‘levelplus test’, with an extended part on technical reading and extra questions on spelling,
are intended for pupils with considerable learning difficulties. In Norway, pupils also use computers to
answer test questions, and the marking of tests as well as the results and reports are automatically
generated. Besides the possible use of computers for national written examinations in both the
Netherlands and Norway, pupils in the latter may also use ICT in oral exams during a preparation
period or for a presentation of the exam.

In the ‘national tests’ in Denmark, pupils use computers to answer questions which are accessed via a
website, while the results and reports to teachers and parents are automatically generated. The
system for on-screen testing in Denmark is known as ‘computer-adaptive testing’ (CAT), which means
that the test is geared to individual levels of ability. Following a correct answer, pupils are asked more
difficult questions and vice versa. The reasoning is that tests are most efficient when ‘item difficulty’
corresponds to pupil ability. The technological demands of this kind of testing are extensive, both in
terms of system capacity and stability, and in calling for very large item banks with precisely the right
mix of high quality items.

The national testing of pupils may face certain difficulties in the use of ICT. For example, Internet-
related problems can delay online testing, while further technical difficulties associated with computers
or special software may also arise.

Several other countries rely on ICT to mark tests. This applies to Belgium (French and Flemish
Communities), France, Latvia, Luxembourg and Austria, in which the use of ICT for marking purposes
involves the application of a computerised correction grid or other forms of computer coding to help
calculate results for individual pupils or a whole school class, or for different questions or the entire
test. From 2009 onwards in France, ICT is being used in the testing stage itself. In Bulgaria, it is
mainly employed to mark tests and process the results. In the National Assessment of Basic
Competences (NABC) in Hungary, the central analysis is carried out with ICT support, while
presentation of the results for schools relies on special software. The same software provided by the
department of assessment and evaluation of the Educational Authority enables schools to carry out
further analysis themselves.
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Figure 2.5: Use of ICT in national testing,
ISCED levels 1 and 2, 2008/09
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Additional notes

Belgium (BE nl): ICT for on-screen testing has only been used once in 2007 for 'French — listening'.

France: From 2009 onwards, ICT is also being used in the testing stage.

Malta: ICT is currently only used in ICT examinations in the Annual Examinations for Secondary Schools.

Slovakia: Online testing in the first part of the Slovak language and literature test was examined in 2007/08.

United Kingdom (SCT): ICT is currently being used for the online selection of tests. The National 5-14 Assessment tasks are
downloaded online from the resource at Learning and Teaching Scotland and printed/copied by the school for use. For the
National Qualifications examination, the Scottish Qualification Authority is trialling online assessment in some subject areas.
Iceland: On-screen testing will be gradually phased in throughout 2009 and 2010.

¢

Finally, in over half of the countries considered, ICT is not at present used in national testing although
they include some in which its use is planned or already piloted. For example, ICT feasibility tests
have been carried out in Estonia which is intending to pilot online testing and the ICT marking of exam
papers at the end of compulsory education in 2012. In Slovakia, online testing in the first part of the
Slovak language and literature tests was examined in the 2007/08 school year. Since the
‘technological plan for education’ was drawn up in Portugal in 2007, plans are going ahead for
progressive implementation of the ‘electronic evaluation project’, which includes the creation of
national tests in electronic format to promote the educational use of ICT. In Iceland, the Educational
Testing Institute is now working towards the development of personalised examinations in electronic
form. The plan is initially to add a computerised testing session in 2009 or 2010 to the nationally
coordinated examinations for the tenth school year, while retaining most of the examinations with
paper and pencil, but then gradually to increase the computerised share of testing and reduce the
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number of paper and pencil sessions. In Romania, the introduction of ICT for national assessments via
a national pilot project is planned in the period from 2010 to 2013. In Poland, it is expected that ICT
will be introduced for marking examination papers between 2013 and 2015.

2.2.5. Participation of Pupils with Special Educational Needs

Pupils with special educational needs (SEN) form a heterogeneous group which is being involved in
the process of national testing in Europe in various ways. Taking the definition of the International
Standard Classification of Education (ISCED 1997) (°) as a basis, the concept of special needs
education refers to the education of pupils with disabilities or other learning difficulties, as well as of
those who may be failing in school for a wide variety of other reasons known to be likely to impede a
child's optimal progress. However, it is important to note that definitions and categories of SEN vary
from one country to another, with different distinctions made between types of special needs.
Moreover, special needs education may take place in special schools or within the mainstream system
of education, depending on the country concerned. Whether or not this more broadly defined group of
children receives additional support is again related to how far schools adapt their organisation,
teaching and curriculum, including the assessment of pupils through national testing.

(®) See UNESCO (2006) International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED 1997).
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Figure 2.6: Participation of pupils with special educational needs in national testing,
ISCED levels 1 and 2, 2008/09
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Additional notes

Belgium (BE fr): Participation in national testing is compulsory for all pupils in the school years that are tested. However, for
special needs education, schools are free to register their pupils on the basis of individual school achievement.

Belgium (BE nl): Pupils with SEN in mainstream education are encouraged to take part in national testing like all other pupils.
Those who are in separate institutions for special education are not involved in testing.

Germany: For pupils with SEN in regular schools offering a qualification, participation in national testing is compulsory. For
those in SEN schools not offering a qualification, it is not compulsory.

Estonia: Participation in national testing for pupils with SEN who follow the national basic school curriculum is compulsory.
Pupils who follow the simplified national basic school curriculum or the national curriculum for those with moderate and severe
learning disabilities do not take part in national testing. Neither do special schools for pupils with SEN.

France: Participation of pupils with SEN is optional for the ‘assessment of basic competences’, and the school head can decide
whether or not their learning difficulties are such as to prevent them from taking part in the test under the same conditions as
other pupils. For the ‘system of diagnostic assessments’, the participation of pupils with SEN is compulsory and the tests are
adapted. Special schools for pupils with SEN do not take part in national testing, except those for visually impaired pupils which
take part in the ‘system of diagnostic assessments’.

Italy: In primary education and the first year of lower secondary education, pupils with SEN do not take part in national testing.
In the third year of lower secondary education, the class teachers decide whether they should participate.

Cyprus: The test is compulsory for all pupils, including those with SEN, and there are no provisions enabling it to be adapted to
the needs of the latter. Only pupils with severe disability may be exempted.

Netherlands: National testing as a whole is not compulsory. If a school decides to take the test, it is common for all pupils to do
so even though they are under no obligation in this respect. In general, dyslexic or disabled pupils also take the test, albeit in
adapted forms.

Poland: Pupils with moderate and severe mental disability are exempted.

Romania: The participation in national testing of pupils with SEN who are enrolled in general education is compulsory. For
pupils with SEN in special schools, participation in national testing is optional.

Slovenia: The participation in national testing of pupils with SEN who are enrolled in the mainstream programme or its
equivalent is compulsory in the ninth school year and optional in the sixth school year. Participation in national testing is optional
in both school years if SEN pupils attend a programme with lower educational standards.
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In general, countries belong to one of three groups depending on whether national testing for pupils
with SEN is compulsory, optional, or effectively subject to exemption. The first group includes
countries in which testing is compulsory for all pupils, so that those with SEN take part in national tests
alongside the remainder. However, in the majority of these countries this obligation concerns only
those pupils enrolled in general education. In most countries, special schools for pupils with SEN do
not take part in national testing or their participation is optional. In the same group are moreover
countries which have changed their national testing systems so that the participation of pupils with
special needs has become compulsory. In France, where the participation of pupils in the 'system of
diagnostic assessments' is compulsory, the tests have been adapted, e.g. in Braille or enlarged letters
for people with visual impairments, or adapted material for pupils with physical disabilities. Estonia and
Poland have developed materials specifically adapted to the needs of pupils with various disabilities
(such as those with visual, auditory or other impairments). In Latvia, a number of measures have been
introduced by the Centre for Curriculum Development and Examinations to support the participation of
pupils with special needs in national testing. For example, pupils are offered more time to take the
tests as well as more frequent breaks during testing, and can use various forms of support (including
magnifying glasses, special reminders or information leaflets, etc.), while teachers are allowed to
explain tasks orally or in sign language, and recordings can be played more than once. Similarly
national tests in Slovenia, which are compulsory for pupils with SEN in the ninth school year, are
adapted to various personal needs with (for example) magnified letters, electronic versions of
materials, soundtracks and texts in Braille available for the visually impaired. The method of testing is
also geared to SEN: more time or breaks are allowed during tests, assistants are on hand to offer
support, and pupils can use computers or specially adapted equipment or resources.

While pupils with SEN in Portugal also take part in national testing, those who follow a highly
personalised curriculum specifically adapted to their special needs are assessed in accordance with
that curriculum. Portuguese schools may also exempt certain pupils from national testing. However
participation in testing is in principle compulsory for all pupils, except for migrants or travellers who
arrive in the country during the school year in which they would normally be tested or less than one
year before it. Similarly, in the United Kingdom (England), pupils with SEN must follow the national
curriculum. However, legislation does provide for amendments to some or all of this curriculum and
the related assessment arrangements for individual children who have a statement of SEN. Schools
can order, from the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority, modified test materials for pupils with
visual impairment or other special educational needs, as well as modified mental mathematics test
materials for pupils with hearing impairment and pupils who use sign language. In addition, the head
teacher of a maintained school may also make temporary exceptions from some or all of the national
curriculum and the related assessment arrangements for individual pupils, for a period of up to six
months. Children assessed by their teachers as working below certain levels of the national curriculum
eight-level scale of performance are not assessed by the formal tests in place, but by teacher
assessment alone. This category may include pupils who have recently arrived from a different
education system and cannot speak English.

In the second group of countries, national testing is optional for pupils with SEN regardless of whether
the test concerned is optional or compulsory for pupils as a whole. Their participation depends on
decisions taken by the schools, the individual pupils and their parents, or is governed by state
regulations. For example, the latter occurs in Hungary in which the participation of pupils with special
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needs in the National Assessment of Basic Competences (NABC) is regulated by legal documents
and determined in accordance with the type and level of their learning difficulties. Some groups
participate fully in testing, while others participate without their results being considered in the school
reports. In Lithuania, participation in national testing of pupils with SEN is also optional. On submission
of a written request, individual pupils with SEN (those with visual or hearing impairments or slight
physical disabilities) can take part in testing in basic education, with the format of the task, and the
instructions for its assessment and execution tailored to their health problems. In the ‘national studies
of student attainment’ test, pupils with SEN can participate in the survey if the class or school is
selected in the sample, and reforms are envisaged to tailor the survey materials to their needs. This
already occurs in the Netherlands in which several adjustments to national tests are possible for
dyslexic or disabled pupils, including the provision of a question booklet in Braille for the visually
disabled, an enlarged or black-and-white version for visually impaired or dyslexic pupils, and extra
time or a spoken version also for the dyslexic. Schools may exempt from national testing immigrant
children who arrived in the country four years or less before school year 8, during which national
testing takes place, and children who are expected to continue in special secondary education. Pupils
eligible for learning support, who have general learning arrears of around one-and-a-half years in all
areas can take the ‘final test’ or the ‘level test’. If mentally disabled pupils wish to take the nationally
coordinated examinations in Iceland, they may do so with their parents’ consent. For pupils with other
disabilities, materials adapted to their needs have been developed, as in the case of pupils with visual
or hearing impairments or dyslexia. Moreover, head teachers may exempt immigrant pupils from
taking tests in Icelandic, and they may also be exempted from the test in mathematics if they have
lived in Iceland for less than a year. In the United Kingdom (Scotland), pupils previously described as
having special educational needs and the larger number of pupils now described as having ‘additional
support needs’ take 5-14 tests (at a level appropriate to their attainment in school work) and national
examinations at the age of 16, at the discretion of their schools or teachers. If a mainstream school
pupil with ‘additional support needs’ falls into the SSA sample, the school can again decide whether or
not he or she will sit the test, taking account (for example) of the potential stress entailed.

Finally in several countries, pupils with SEN do not take part in national testing or their tests are not
taken into account. They include Denmark, Spain and Austria. In the United Kingdom (Northern
Ireland), children for whom an Education and Library Board maintains a statement of SEN do not take
the transfer tests. However, children with SEN for whom a Board is not maintaining a statement, and
whose parents are seeking places in grammar schools, can take the tests.
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2.3. Players and bodies involved

This section considers the players responsible for setting, administering, and marking national tests.
Identifying these responsibilities provides information that may be very helpful in addressing questions
of validity and objectivity. This issue is all the more important for the fact that most national tests in
Europe are currently administered on paper and nearly always include open questions (see sub-
section 2.2.5 above) which cannot be marked by means of automatic optical scanning.

2.3.1. Setting of tests

Two main types of body are responsible for setting national tests in Europe, namely a unit or agency
within the ministry of education, or a public agency set up by the ministry but distinct from it.

*

Figure 2.7: Bodies responsible for setting national tests,
ISCED levels 1 and 2, 2008/09
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