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For the time being, PISA is the most successful enterprise in comparative edu-
cation. Every time a new PISA wave rolls in, or an additional analysis appears,
governments fear the results, newspapers fill column after column, and the
public demands answers to the claimed failings in their country’s school sys-
tem. Of course, such a tremendous impact evokes discussions and criticism.
On the one side are those:
– who blame PISA for not covering the whole breath of education or schooling

(e.g. Fuchs 2003; Ladenthin 2004; Kraus 2005; Herrmann 2005; Dohn 2007;
adding to the PISA frame: Benner 2002),

– who point to the fact that PISA is run by private companies (“PISA Incor-
porated”) looking for a share of the ever-growing testing market (see e.g.
Bracey 2005; Flitner 2006; Lohmann 2006), or

– who depict PISA as a New Public Government outlet of the most neo-liberal
kind (see e.g. Lohmann 2001; Huisken 2005; Klausnitzer 2006).

On the other side are those who praise PISA for giving us the best data base
ever available for comparative research, for developing new tools of research,
and for PISA’s creative analysis of its data sets (for many examples see Pekrun
2003; Roeder 2003; Weigel 2004; Stack 2006; Olsen in this volume).

PISA According to PISA

However, surprisingly, and in spite of its public impact, PISA has not lead to
thorough methodological debates within the comparative research community,
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at least not internationally. There have been some critiques pointing to design
or analytic short-comings in some of the participating countries (e.g. Bon-
net 2002; Romainville 2002; Nash 2003; Prais 2003, 2004; Goldstein 2004;
Allerup 2005, 2006; Bodin 2005; Bottani & Virgnaud 2005; Gaeth 2005; Olsen
2005; Jahnke & Meyerhöfer 2006; Neuwirth, Ponocny & Grossmann 2006;
Grisay & Monseur 2007). There has been some fundamental, and highly con-
tested criticism of the methodological soundness of PISA’s research as a whole
(Jahnke & Meyerhöfer 2006; especially Wuttke 2006; rebuttal by Prenzel &
Walter 2006) 1. However, none of this has lead to an international debate on
the validity claims of PISA outside the PISA community itself. It seems as if
the overwhelming success of the approach has led to any attempt to discuss
PISA’s design, data collection and analysis methodologically looking petty-
minded and irreverent. The strategy of PISA itself in not giving access to the
full database, including all the questionnaires, contributes to this problem.

The present volume on “PISA According to PISA” is probably the first
independent international approach to discuss the methodological merits and
shortcomings of PISA in relation to the validity and reliability claims PISA it-
self puts forward. Our aim is not to add to the debate for or against PISA. Most
of us believe that PISA is an important milestone in the history of our field.
But we do question if some basic elements of PISA are done well enough to
carry the weight of, e.g., comparative league tables or of in-depth analyses of
weaknesses of educational systems. We ask if other, and better, uses of the
PISA data base are warranted, and if PISA-as-a-public-event should come un-
der much more independent scrutiny – if only to avoid its misuse to validate
claims and policies which cannot be legitimately derived from PISA.

The volume seeks to follow – as much as possible – the whole PISA re-
search process from the design and sampling, the data collection and anal-
ysis, through to the data presentation and impact. Our aim is not to give an
overview of the different national PISA debates, rather to discuss general is-
sues of construction and use. The contributors come from seven countries and
from all walks of educational research, including specialists in empirical re-
search methodology, statistical data analysis, general and subject matter di-
dactics, and educational policy analysis. We include contributors who are or

1 The editors of the above mentioned “PISA & Co.” volume (Jahnke & Meyerhöfer 2006) are
working on a new and revised edition of that book, including an explicit discussion of the
response they got to the first edition. This book will be available by late 2007.
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have themselves been involved in PISA or similar projects (see the bios at the
end of the book).

To highlight just a few core issues:

– Antoine Bodin (IREM de Besançon – Université de Franche-Comté) shows
from a French perspective how much the PISA – assessment is embedded in
a certain understanding of (school) knowledge, which doesn’t fit all.

– Wolfram Meyerhöfer (Universität Potsdam) continues this argument by an
in-depth-analysis of what PISA really asks for in its questionnaires, showing
how little this is in touch with a comprehensive concept of “Bildung” or even
current didactics.

– Jens Dolin (Syddansk Universitet) adds similar arguments from a Danish
perspective, underlining how much PISA’s conceptualization of knowledge
is at risk to misrepresent what is taught and learned in schools.

– Markus Puchhammer (Technikum Wien) shows – using the published ex-
ample questions – how translation problems may affect results to a degree
making comparisons guesswork.

– S J Prais (National Institute of Economic and Social Research London) uses
the example of England to demonstrate serious flaws in the response rates
and sampling, which necessarily lead to biased results.

– Bernadette Hörmann (Universität Wien) points to the systematic marginal-
ization of special needs students by PISA and to how little there has been
done to deal with their role within the PISA approach at least in Austria.

– Peter Allerup (Århus Universitet) elaborates a similar issue by showing from
Denmark to what degree PISA’s much acclaimed analysis of the impact of
gender, migration and similar factors depends on but a few, highly problem-
atic items.

– Svein Sjøberg (Universitetet i Oslo) underlines how much both, PISA’s de-
sign on the one hand, and the student response behavior on the other are
culturally embedded, which may lead to a partial or complete mismatch.

– Gjert Langfeldt (Agder Universitet) questions the validity and reliability
claims made by PISA, pointing to constructional constraints, methodologi-
cal mishaps and the cultural bias embedded in the PISA design.

– Joachim Wuttke gives a comprehensive overview over recently voiced crit-
icism of PISA’s research conduct and the resulting bias and uncertainties,
which put not at least its league tables and comparisons at random.

– Rolf Olsen (Universitetet i Oslo) outlines ways how PISA can overcome
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some of its short-comings by broadening its approach and adding new re-
search.

– Michael Uljens (Åbo Akademi) explains the Finnish PISA success by the
fact that what PISA asks for had already gained a foothold in Finnish school-
ing before PISA came around.

– Thomas Jahnke (Universität Potsdam) elaborates from a German perspective
how PISA fails to really assess what is or should be taught in schools, and
how reliance on PISA can lead to an impoverished view on the curriculum.

– Dominik Bozkurt, Gertrude Brinek and Martin Retzl (Universität Wien) use
the Austrian example to show how the public and political response to PISA
unfolds irrespective of what PISA really can cover or prove.

– Finally, Stefan T. Hopmann (Universität Wien) puts both the PISA project
and the PISA discourse in a comparative perspective, showing how much the
design, use of and response to PISA is depending on the needs and traditions
of those involved.

All in all, the contributions give a very varied picture of the PISA effort. No
step in the research process seems to be without substantial problems, several
steps do not meet rigorous scholarly standards. Some of us seem to believe that
these are obstacles, which can be solved within the PISA frame (e.g. Allerup,
Dolin, Olsen, Sjøberg), others tend to a conclusion that the PISA project is
beyond repair (e.g. Langfeldt, Meyerhöfer, Wuttke) or so much embedded in
a specific political purpose, that it rather should be considered as a type of
research-based policy making, not as a scholarly undertaking (e.g. Hopmann,
Jahnke, Uljens, Bozkurt/Brinek/Retzl).

Almost all of the chapters raise serious doubts concerning the theoreti-
cal and methodological standards applied within PISA, and particularly to its
most prominent by-products, its national league tables or analyses of school
systems. Without access to the full set of original data, it is difficult to come
to final conclusions. However, from our viewpoint, a few points seem to be
evident beyond any reasonable doubt:

– PISA is by design culturally biased and methodologically constrained to a
degree which prohibits accurate representations of what actually is achieved
in and by schools. Nor is there any proof that what it covers is a valid con-
ceptualization of what every student should know.

– The product of most public value, the national league tables (cf. Steiner-
Khamsi 2003), are based on so many weak links that they should be aban-
doned right away. If only a few of the methodological issues raised in this
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volume are on target, the league tables depend on assumptions about their
validity and reliability which are unattainable.

– The widely discussed by-products of PISA, such as the analyses of “good
schools”, “good instruction” or of differences between school systems and
on issues like gender, migration, or social background, go far beyond what
a cautious approach to these data allows for. They are more often than not
speculative, and would at least need a wider framing by additional research
looking at the aspects, which PISA by design cannot cover or gets wrong.

– Any policy making based on these data (whether about school structures,
standards or the curriculum) cannot be justified. The use and misuse of PISA
data in such contexts – done with or without PISA researchers consent or
cooperation – belongs solely to the sphere of policy making. Of course PISA
researchers have the same right as every citizen to pronounce their political
convictions in public. However they cannot do so claiming research as an
unquestionable basis for their arguments.

This does not mean that there are no valuable lessons to be drawn from PISA.
At least it is a very innovative comparative study on the uneven distribution
of a peculiar kind of knowledge and abilities among young people in different
countries. However, the use of PISA as research on schooling by the OECD,
its members and some of the research groups connected to the effort goes far
beyond what is scientific evidence or simply well done research. PISA is not
according to PISA, when it comes to how it is produced and used in these
cases.

PISA – The Contergan of Educational Research?

Of course, we would have loved to add to this volume commentaries and criti-
cism of what is presented here by members of the PISA consortium – because
we believe in the necessity of broad and uninhibited scholarly exchange. How-
ever, repeated invitations to address these issues in open symposia, or to con-
tribute to this volume, remained either unanswered or were turned down. The
German PISA consortium went so far to make an official decision not to par-
ticipate in this effort; others simply kept silent. Time and again we were told
in public and at meetings that most of the methodological criticism published
on PISA has been proven wrong, and that every possible weakness has been
taken care of. However, we could not obtain a published justification for this
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claim. Even an invitation to contribute a summary of the counterarguments to
this volume was turned down.

As sad as this is, it was no surprise. In the preparation of this volume we
exchanged quite a few notes on how the national debates around PISA un-
fold in ‘our’ countries. What emerged was a picture not unlike that seen in
the behaviour of large companies when they encounter a potential scandal, e.g.
pharmaceutical companies dealing with ill-conceived drugs (like Chemie Grü-
nenthal in the famous Contergan/Thalomide case or other scandals; cf. Kirk
1999; Luhmann 2000; Schulz 2001) where the strategy is one of an “issue
framing” (cf. Entman 1993: Sniderman & Theriault 2004). To take just the
most recent German example:

– If some critique is voiced in public, the first response seems to be silence. Or
as the leader of the German consortium, Manfred Prenzel, puts it in case of
this book: One doesn’t want to provide “a forum for unproven allegations”
(as an answer to the invitation to participate in this book by mail 2007-05-
09, which was turned down by a “unanimous” decision of the German PISA
consortium confirmed by a mail 2007-05-21). He wrote this before knowing
the authors and titles of all but one of the chapters contained in this volume.

– If that is not enough, the next step is often to raise doubts about the motives
and the abilities of those who are critical of the enterprise. For instance,
when asked about the recently published volume on PISA & Co. (Jahnke &
Meyerhöfer 2006), Olaf Köller, as the head of the German National Insti-
tute for Educational Progress, suggested that (1) these critics were unqual-
ified to discuss PISA (even though they included many leading members
of the mathematics didactic research in Germany) and (2) they were prob-
ably driven by envy or other non-scholarly motives (Köller 2006a; Kerstan
2006).

– The next step seems to acknowledge some problems, but to insist that they
are very limited in nature and scope, not affecting the overall picture. Alter-
natively, it is pointed out that these problems are well known within large-
scale survey research of the kind like PISA, and even unavoidable when
working comparatively (e.g. Köller 2006b). Of course that claim does not
reduce the impact of these problems on the validity of the results.

– Finally, there is the statement that the criticism does not contain anything
new, and nothing that has not been dealt with within the PISA research it-
self – and often this claim is accompanied by references to opaque technical
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reports, that only insiders can understand, or to unpublished papers or re-
ports (e.g. Prenzel & Walter 2006; Schleicher 2006).

What does not happen is what is normally considered to be “good science”:
open debate on the pros and cons of the arguments. If one understands PISA
as an economic enterprise, in line with the abovementioned pharmaceutical
companies, this is quite reasonable. Ignoring, silencing, or simply marginal-
izing a critic does less harm to the brand than a public argument. A public
rebuttal carries the risk that some customers would not be totally convinced
(“semper aliquid haeret”). It is only necessary to take firmer steps when crit-
icism finally becomes so public that it cannot be ignored by customers and
buyers. But the first move is still to discredit the critics and their supporters as
being uninformed, ill-equipped, or simply following a personal agenda. The
final move rests on the claim that there is other research, which proves the
critics wrong – although for a variety of reasons the data-sets on which these
conclusions are based cannot be made available. By using such techniques,
companies can hold the realistic expectation that even proven deficiencies will
not harm sales substantially and over time.

Of course, the comparison of PISA and Contergan can be seen as over-
reaching: Thalomide did lead to thousands of severely disabled newborns,
whereas PISA only does harm to children’s education in the worst case. Ad-
ditionally, the Grünenthal company directly advertised the medication for pur-
poses with high risk, whereas the PISA consortium can argue that it is up to
the people to believe or not to believe in what PISA tells. But other similarities
are striking: PISA has a large “market share” to defend: most of public money
spent on educational research nowadays is being put into PISA and similar ap-
proaches (the standards and testing business); many chairs in education have
turned to related topics and issues, thus providing a significant market for col-
laborators in the field. This is all too big and too seductive to be put at risk just
because of a few other scholars who do not support the whole enterprise or the
way it is done.

The readers of this volume should expect similar responses to what is said
here. But don’t worry: Nobody is going to pull PISA into courts of law because
of its flaws – as was the case with the pharmaceutical companies. No other
court than the one of public reasoning is available, but with Kant we do believe,
that this is the strongest court of all.

Discussion is an essential part of science. Therefore we invite you to take
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part in our discussion forum on the Internet and to post your opinion and cri-
tique concerning the book. Find more information at
http://institut.erz.univie.ac.at/home/fe2/.
We are looking forward to an inspiring discussion!
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