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When Do Numbers Count? The Differential 
Impact of the PISA Rating and Ranking on 
Education Policy in Germany and the US 

 
KERSTIN MARTENS and DENNIS NIEMANN  

 
 

Why do international comparisons have an impact on some countries while other 

countries do not respond? This article examines the power of international 

ratings and rankings (R&R) using the OECD’s PISA study and its differential 
impact on education policymaking as a case study. It argues that international 

R&R have an impact when two conditions are simultaneously fulfilled: the 

evaluated topic is framed as crucial in the national discourse, and a substantial 

gap between national self-perception and the empirical results can be observed. 

After assessing the media impact of PISA on 21 OECD countries, the theoretical 

argument is illustrated by an evaluation of the differing reactions of two 

similarly poorly performing countries: Germany and the US. While the German 

system of secondary education was strongly affected by the international 

comparison, beginning with the first PISA study in 2000, and underwent 

comprehensive changes, the US first responded noticeably in the public and the 

political discourse only in 2010 to its below-average ranking. 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Comparative depictions have become prominent phenomena in modern globalised 

societies. In particular, evaluative illustrations in the form of ratings and rankings 

(R&R) increasingly occur today in many policy fields and issue areas. Such R&R   

are also applied to states, state institutions and state performance in specific policy 

fields.1 Often, the outcomes of such R&R influence actors’ future decisions, be they 
of governmental representatives, market actors or individuals. Comparisons are 

popular in modern societies because they provide succinct information quickly and   

in an easily understandable way: without being an expert in the specific field anybody 

can understand that being ranked #5 is different from #77, or that a positive value in 

any rating differs from a negative. R&R are not a novelty. However, what is fairly 

new is that results of R&R initiate public and political debates because they create an 

air of competition around state performance or policies by attributing relative 

positions. Although R&R usually do not provide direct recommendations or policy 

proposals, they can at least draw attention to possible solution strategies or best 

practice examples in a specific problem field and, hence, open a window of 

opportunity for policy reforms. 

A particularly prominent R&R in the field of education is the OECD’s Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA). When the initial results from this cross- 
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national comparison of the knowledge and skills of secondary school students were 

released in early December 2001, a contentious and continuing debate about education 

was unleashed in Germany: while the country had long prided itself on its education 

system with its contributions to Western science and philosophy, the international 

comparative data empirically revealed that the expected superiority of the German 

education system appeared to be no more than mere mediocrity. In essence, over ten 

years of experience with PISA unleashed a comprehensive reform initiative in the 

German secondary education system, which is still ongoing today. 

Unlike in Germany, PISA remained almost unnoticed and triggered little public 

discussion or reform in education policy in the US – despite the fact that Americans 

are faced with similarly poor results as Germany. Proud of being the leading nation   

in tertiary education, the prime destination for international students and with eight 

universities among the top ten of the Shanghai Ranking,2 the US public and a large 

part of policymakers do not seem to be concerned when it comes to the evaluation    

of its secondary education system through PISA. Only with the publication of the 

fourth and latest PISA results in 2010 did the US finally become aware of this 

comparative study. It was in particular, the discrepancy between the Chinese in 

Shanghai, tested for the first time in this PISA study, and the US students which 

provided – as education minister Arne Duncan put it – the ‘wake-up call’ to improve 
the US school system.3 In fact, the first three PISA rounds already indicated the flaws 

of its secondary education, but the US apparently preferred to push the ‘snooze button’ 
when the OECD’s alarm clock rang. 

Although the PISA study is not the first international comparative education study, 

it is by now the largest internationally executed study. Surveying the competencies and 

skills of 15-year-olds in reading, mathematics and science near the end of compulsory 

schooling, PISA is now administered in 65 countries.4 It first began in 2000 and has 

been conducted every three years since with the results being published the following 

year. Developed and carried out by the OECD, PISA is obviously not ideologically 

unbiased but rather evaluates education from an economic perspective and promotes, 

according to this paradigm, related learning techniques.5 PISA focuses primarily on the 

output of education systems and seeks to assess how well students are able to apply 

knowledge and skills learned in school to their future working life and thus contribute 

to the prosperity of the national economy.6 In addition, PISA has also made the OECD 

an ‘eminence grise’ in education policy since today the International Organisation (IO) 

is regarded as an authority in education.7 

The question we are dealing with in this article is: under what circumstances can 

international R&R, such as PISA, have an influence on national reactions in terms    of 

public response that may lead to substantial reforms in the education sector? We 

propose that two conditions must be fulfilled simultaneously: a substantial gap 

between national self-perception and the empirical results (‘perception’) can be 

observed, and the evaluated topic is framed as crucial for state purposes (‘framing’). 
With our case, we thus contribute to understanding under what conditions international 

evaluative assessments are influential processes that impact on national settings. By 

examining the particularly prominent case of the OECD’s PISA study as an example 
of R&R, this article analyses the governance by comparison that IOs are able to 

demonstrate through direct quantitative comparisons. In this way, our study 
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also contributes to the ongoing research about the ability of IOs to influence national 

policymaking.8 

Our study presents one of the few proposals for understanding the differential 

impact R&R may have. Although these comparative depictions enjoy continuous 

application, surprisingly few academic studies deal with analysing the reach and 

impact of R&R. While some contributions investigate more generally the prestige and 

power of quantification in the modern world, the political impact that R&R may have 

is rarely conceptualised.9 Although R&R are popular in the field of (higher) 

education, it was mainly PISA that triggered works on how and by what means these 

comparative depictions create attention and competition amongst participating 

members, particularly with regard to German underachievement in the OECD 

study.10 

In the next section of this article, we develop a heuristic model for understanding 

the power of R&R in different national contexts highlighting perception and framing as 

necessary conditions for international R&R to be decisive at the national level. We do 

not seek to establish causal linkages nor do we claim to present a dense theoretical 

model. Rather, we suggest conditions that, in our view, account for the divergent 

responses to R&R. Following that, the diversity of national reactions to PISA is 

exemplified by the analysis of media coverage in 21 contributing OECD countries. 

The aim of this section is to show that the extent of public reactions related to PISA 

cannot be linked directly to the actual position of a country in the PISA ranking. Even 

countries with a similar performance vary substantially in their public reactions. 

By examining two cases of poorly performing PISA countries that vary in their 

public and political responses – Germany and the US – the different reaction schemes 

are illustrated and linked to the theoretical assumptions in the third section of this 

article. In the German case, we show that the PISA study has managed to trans- form 

poor results into activation of broad secondary education reform dynamics by 

revealing a gap between self-perception and evidence as well as by generating a link 

to other crucial issues of state performance. In contrast, these mechanisms have failed 

in the case of the US with regard to PISA. The international comparative    study did 

not provide new evidence on the relatively poor secondary school system and could 

not trigger related nationwide reforms. Only recently, with the fourth PISA study 

published in late 2010, did the media and policymakers in the US begin to 

problematise the importance of its poor results for its economic future. 

Our article examines the two-level game of exploring the impact of international 

assessments on national settings. By focusing on how the OECD’s PISA study 
influences policymaking in the field of education policy, we deal with hard cases.11 

The OECD as an IO does not comprise any binding instruments but relies on soft 

means such as its expert status when addressing states with its reports;12 the field of 

education is generally believed to be anchored firmly in the national context and thus 

more ‘resistant’ to international influences than other policy fields. Additionally, 
secondary education policy has no need to be coordinated at the international level 

since usually no dilemma situation, as in other policy fields, prevails. 

Our study presents findings of comparative work on two country cases following a 

most-similar-systems design. In both states secondary education is decentralised.13 It is 

the German Land and the US state that are formally in charge of education as a policy 

field; thus the governments in Berlin and Washington DC cannot impose nationwide 
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reform processes. Nevertheless, the need for national coordination in education as a 

reaction to poor PISA results should be equally apparent. In addition, Germany and 

the US are both founding members of the OECD, thus their experience in dealing with 

the initiatives of this IO in the form of recommendations to and evaluations of 

national policies can be assumed to be similar. They differ, however, in the reception 

of their individual PISA results. We analyse their reactions to the international R&R by 

comparing the pre-PISA (– 1999) and post-PISA (2000 –) era. 

 

 
 

GOVERNANCE BY COMPARISON – WHEN DO R&R HAVE AN INFLUENCE? 

How can differing reactions to the OECD’s PISA study be explained? Or to put it more 

generally: when do R&R lead to strong public responses and subsequent reforms? We 

set up a parsimonious heuristic framework for assessing the impact of R&R in national 

policymaking processes. We argue that there are basically two approaches in which 

R&R have an impact in the national context: if they reveal a gap between national 

self-perception and empirical evidence that is too substantial to be ignored 

(perception), and – at the same time – if the actors who have installed the R&R 

manage to frame the topic under evaluation as crucial for state purposes (framing). 

Only the complementary use of both, perception and framing, in our theoretical 

framework allows for the comprehensive assessment of national reactions toward 

international initiatives. This framework combines the governance perspective with 

agenda- setting theory. 

From a governance viewpoint, comparisons illustrate that power is not wielded 

solely by traditional top-down regulatory activities but also by apparently soft 

comparative R&R such as those of IOs.14 The parties evaluated are implicitly 

pressured   to converge towards those practices, forms of organisation or behaviour 

that are best evaluated in line with the specific criteria in the respective framework of 

comparison. In this regard, R&R can provide a roadmap of what has to be done. These 

soft forms of governance by comparison emerging in the transnational sphere have the 

potential to influence established institutionalised procedures at the national level by 

creating standards, which then produce pressure for improvement. R&R are, therefore, 

representative of the debated shift from government to governance.15 

According to agenda-setting theory at the national level, comparisons carried out 

by IOs account for the international circulation of standards, ideas and solutions for 

problems.16 In this respect, IOs become part of the so-called policy stream since the 

experts working in them create the indicators for R&R and hence define the bench- 

marks against which national policies are evaluated. Through R&R, IOs develop and 

promote policy ideas that float around and transcend national borders. Based on 

policies promoted through IOs and translated into R&R, the national discourse on a 

topic can be influenced by the narrowing down of the set of subjects that actually 

becomes the focus of attention.17 In this model, statistical indicators are seen as one 

way of socially constructing an economic or social problem. They might reveal some- 

thing that was not regarded as problematic before. In the case where the IO reaches 

policymakers and the public at the same time, R&R may open up a policy window in 

the problem stream. Agenda-setting theory illustrates the interaction between the 
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media, public opinion and policymakers showing why and how public issues rise and 

fall in importance over time.18 

The Substantial Gap between Self-perception and Results 

From a rationalist perspective, international comparative R&R can be seen to reduce 

transaction and information costs in liberal markets and societies. This also holds   

true for education policy: because of increasing demands on labour forces operating 

within a global market, states are constantly in need of improving their education 

systems.19 In this respect, comparative studies are an instrument for revealing the 

‘best practices’ available that then can be emulated by poorer performers. From the 

point of view of states, IOs such as the OECD are considered suitable bodies for the 

task of evaluating education systems through a comparative perspective:  they provide 

the capacities needed for developing and applying objective criteria for an 

international assessment of different states and act ‘with a degree of autonomy’.20 

To be evaluated does not necessarily mean that self-perception is simultaneously 

created by the specific ranking; R&R themselves do not constitute a whole new 

perception on an issue. Rather, pre-existing self-impressions regarding expectations 

about the performance collide with empirical results of R&R. If there is a divergence 

between the expected results and empirical findings, R&R might lead to a re-

evaluation of the self-impression regarding the evaluated topic or trigger reform 

pressure in order to meet future expectations. With the PISA ranking, the OECD 

manages to easily quantify and reveal the possible gap between self-impression and 

empirical evidence.  

R&R are most likely to have an impact at the national level if they uncover a 

substantial negative gap between the pre-existing self-perception and the actual 

empirical results. In this context, a substantial negative gap can be defined as a 

situation in which the actual performance deviates from the expectation in a sense that 

the outcome does not maintain the assigned task in terms of either effectiveness or 

efficiency. R&R can serve as a focal point, drawing attention to a new problem.21 

Hence, comparative evaluations conducted by IOs can show if and to what extent 

a country is lagging behind current international standards. Furthermore, R&R 

provide points of orienation regarding what measures for improvement have to be 

taken into account in order to overcome deficits. In the case of the OECD and PISA, 

the IO has to disclose a mismatch between performance and national self-perception. 

PISA establishes benchmarks for secondary education systems that require 

comprehensive reforms to meet the standards of other industrialised states. 

Besides revealing a gap and defining a problem, as well as its potential solution 

strategies, it is also important who actually picks up on the results of R&R on the 

national level. In other words, in which discursive arena is the gap discussed? 

Fundamentally, two arenas are relevant: the public and the policy agenda.22 Only if the 

gap is perceived as substantial in both arenas is a discourse on the topic and 

subsequent solution strategies (reforms) likely to emerge. 
 

Framing an Issue as Problematic 

Participation in international comparative R&R and their influence are in part the 

product of the convergence of perceptions shared between states regarding the 

purpose of education policy with respect to citizens and other states. Thus, willing 
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submission to comparisons with peers may lead to the diffusion of specific practices or 

modes, which influence the behaviour of actors, especially of those being compared. 

R&R can establish normative criteria for appropriate behaviour. IOs, such as the 

OECD, are themselves seen as actors capable of producing shared norms, values    

and standards.23 Especially when the membership is comparatively homogenous – as 

in the OECD, to which only highly developed countries are admitted – do norms and 

standards receive a high degree of communality.24 

As a precondition for the impact of R&R, it is necessary that the issue under 

evaluation is nationally perceived and discursively constructed as crucial. Education is 

generally not framed as an end in itself. It is usually associated with certain 

superordinate state objectives like micro- and macroeconomic prosperity, 

technological advancement or even security policy.25 Hence, poor performance in 

education can anticipate future disadvantages in other relevant domains. R&R in 

education policy thus have an impact when the issue at stake is framed as challenging 

another topic of national importance. If R&R successfully reveal and promote the 

linkage between certain issues, they might re-frame the national understanding of a 

topic and alter its domestic evaluation. In the case of PISA, the OECD emphasises the 

connection between educational and economic performance. 

The issue of education is nowadays increasingly understood against the back- 

ground of economic performance, as promoted by the OECD.26 Poor PISA results 

indicating a national education system’s low quality are equated to a risk to the 

nation’s economic prosperity. The need for improving education quality can thus be 
seen as imperative in order to support national economic performance. By framing 

education as important for a country’s future economic development, the OECD 
manages to imply the significance of lagging behind other countries. The influence of 

the OECD particularly stems from its capability to exert normative power and, in this 

regard, define what is considered as appropriate behaviour.27 Through PISA education 

was put on the policy agenda of national policy entrepreneurs who further promoted 

education as the solution for social and economic problems. 

Summing up, an issue that receives a performance evaluation contrary to the 

expected results also has to be defined as problematic in order to trigger national 

reactions and possible reforms (see Figure 1). That is to say, if in an international 

comparison the issue X of country A is ranked below its own expectations in the league 

table, it only causes high pressure for improvements if a negative gap between rank 

and self- impression exists, and, at the same time, issue X is defined as a crucial factor 

of country 

A.  R&R by themselves are not automatically able to exert influence on national 

 
 

FIGURE 1 

THE IMPACT OF R& R 
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policymaking. Instead, we argue that the mechanisms of self-perception and framing 

substantially shape if and how R&R are received at the national level. 

 

NATIONAL (MEDIA) REACTIONS TO PISA 

As a rather new phenomenon, only a few studies exist so far evaluating PISA’s impact 

on national education systems, and most of them are case studies.28 In the absence of 

access to an overall picture of PISA’s effects on policies and politics, we use the media 

attention PISA receives in participating countries as an indicator to analyse the 

domestic impact the study may have on the public agenda. Obviously, high media 

response is no guarantee for political reform since the issues are not necessarily on the 

policy agenda as well. However, the saliency of an issue is commonly reflected by its 

perception in the media, which displays the topics that are the subject of public 

controversy.29 If there are many articles in national newspapers dealing with an issue, it 

is a sign that it is a particularly salient topic in the current national discourse and on the 

public agenda.  

Public reactions to PISA in diverse national contexts reveal differing degrees of 

saliency of the topic of education: the media coverage in the countries participating 

in PISA is as diverse as the results. In some countries, such as the US, Canada, 

Poland and Great Britain, the media has paid comparatively little attention to the 

OECD study and the respective country’s performance in it. In other countries, such 

as Germany, Spain, Mexico and Austria, by contrast, PISA has been the subject of 

broad media coverage (see Figure 2), and the publication of the results has been 

accompanied by an extensive public discourse on education. 

Intuitively, a strong positive correlation between the position of a participating 

country in the ranking and media feedback can be expected. A U-curve of reactions   

is likely: on the one hand, the empirical evidence of lagging behind other OECD 

countries in matters of education provides a trigger for public debate; on the other 

hand, particularly good results can also be expected to receive broad coverage in the 

national media which reveals how well the national education system and its students 

are doing. But these arguments do not hold true empirically: a closer look shows that 

countries that are ‘neighbours’ in the PISA league table are not inevitably interchange- 

able with respect to their media reception (see Figure 3). In regard to particularly poor 

results, the likelihood of it becoming a substantial issue of public discourse increased 

in countries such as Germany, Spain, Austria and Mexico. However, other countries at 

the lower end of the PISA league, like the US, Poland and Portugal, did not experience 

a public outcry reflected in the media coverage. As an overall trend, the worse the rank, 

the more differentiated the reactions are. 

Hence, R&R alone seem to have only a restricted influence on the extent of the 

public debate on the issue, thus other mechanisms must account for explaining the 

relationship between a country’s PISA results and the reactions in the national media.  
For the purposes of this article, we explore two extreme cases of media and political 

reactions to the OECD’s PISA study in more depth: Germany and the US. Both 

countries ranked on the lower end of the PISA league table – whereas Germany was 

shocked by its PISA results, subsequently launching a public debate about secondary 

education reforms, reactions were very muted in the US, where neither a public debate 

nor any related reform attempt was triggered. Since both countries ranked similarly, 
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FIGURE 2 

PISA-RELATED MEDIA COVERAGE  
 

 

Notes: To assess PISA-related media coverage in each of the 21 OECD countries, one national high-quality daily newspaper 

with high circulation was analysed for the period from December 2001 to February 2011. In order to be able to draw a dense and 

more reliable picture of national reaction in Germany and the US we added a second newspaper to our analysis and calculated 

the mean average. We used primarily newspapers that are available via the online media database ‘factiva’ (http://global. 

factiva.com). In cases where the data was not continuously accessible through ‘factiva’, we additionally used the online 
archives of the respective newspapers. That was the case for the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (2001 – 11), Reforma (Dec. 

2001 – April 2004), Irish Independent (Dec. 2001– Dec. 2002), and Svenska Dagbladet (Nov. 2006 – Feb. 2011). Articles 

dealing with the keywords ‘OECD’ and ‘PISA’ or ‘Programme for International Student Assessment’ in their respective 
national translations were counted. The countries and their national quality newspapers analysed (in parentheses) were: 

Australia (The Australian), Austria (Die Presse), Belgium (De Standaard), Canada (National Post), Czech Republic (Mladá 

fronta Dnes), Denmark (Politiken), Finland (Suomen Tietotoimisto), France (Le Monde), Germany (Süddeutsche Zeitung and 

Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung), Great Britain (The Times), Ireland (Irish Independent), Italy (Corriere della Sera), Mexico 

(Reforma), New Zealand (The Press), Poland (Rzeczpospolita), Portugal (Jornal de Not ı́cias), Republic of South Korea (The 

Korea Herald), Spain (El Paı́s), Sweden (Svenska Dagbladet), Switzerland (Neue Zürcher Zeitung), USA (New York Times and 

Washington Post). 

http://global.factiva.com/
http://global.factiva.com/
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FIGURE 3 

PISA RANKING RELATED TO MEDIA COVERAGE 
 

Notes: For each country, the average rank of PISA 2000, 2003, 2006 and 2009 is displayed. Additionally, in 

each of the four circles, the average of the three sub-disciplines (reading, mathematics and science) was 

assessed.  

 
the sheer results in the measurement as such are not the decisive matter for national 

reactions; what counts is how the results are perceived.30 

 
 

TWO SIDES OF THE SAME (PISA) COIN – ASSESSING THE REACTIONS OF GERMANY 

AND THE US 

In this section, we expand our focus beyond the public attention to look at the political 

reforms in education, comparing the pre-PISA and the post-PISA eras and, hence, 

include the policy agenda. While Germany significantly reformed its secondary 

education policy due to its negative PISA performance and the resulting public 

discourse, the US did not initially show strong reactions to PISA, in either the public 

or the political sphere. 

 

Germany – The Rediscovery of Education Policymaking Due to the PISA Shock 

In Germany, the publication of the first PISA results in late 2001 led to the oft-cited 

‘shock’ that pinpointed tremendous deficits in its education performance.31 The very 

essence of the country’s self-perception as a leader of the industrialised world in 

education was challenged.32 Instantly education became one of the most frequently 

dis- cussed themes in Germany’s politics and society and became relevant for winning 
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or losing elections. OECD testing items have since received high coverage in the 

media; the term ‘PISA’ itself has become a synonym for testing, ranking and rating. 

Nonetheless, the intensity and extent of the new education debate in Germany after 

PISA was astonishing. Even though international comparative studies in the mid- 

1990s, such as Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), had 

already sensitised at least the elites in education policymaking to the mediocrity of 

German students,33 the broader public remained unaware of the situation. In other 

words, education became a topic on the policy agenda but remained unnoticed in the 

public agenda. Unlike previous comparative studies, the publication of PISA ‘led to 

a public outcry in Germany’.34 The media picked up the PISA report and subjected it 

to a general debate about the German education system itself and the need for far-

reaching reforms. With PISA, the topic of education made it onto the public agenda 

and at the same time onto the policy agenda, reinforcing the need for policymakers to 

counteract the performance deficits. While PISA remained a continuously discussed 

topic, it gained particularly extensive public attention each time new PISA data was 

published. 

Ultimately, by contrasting the international perception of Germany with its self- 

perception, PISA disclosed the gap to the leading education nations. PISA proved 

that the outcome of the German education system did not meet the criteria of effective- 

ness and efficiency. In this regard, it constituted a substantial gap. The first PISA report 

of 2000 showed that the performances of German students were significantly below the 

OECD average in all tested areas.35 Overall, Germany was ranked only 20th out of 27 

participating OECD countries in PISA 2000. In addition to the poor results, PISA 

revealed that Germany is one of the OECD member states with the highest level of 

performance variation across different student groups: in no other industrialised 

country is academic success so strongly determined by a child’s socio-economic or 

migration background as in Germany.36 Compared to others, the German secondary 

education system seems to be less able to reduce existing social inequality.37 

Although Germany steadily improved in the consecutive PISA studies – it was ranked 

15th in 2003, 11th in 2006 and even ninth in 2009 – educational performance is still 

regarded as a highly salient issue since the improvement is not seen as sufficient to 

meet its own expectations.  Furthermore, the PISA results of the individual Länder 

became an increasingly important topic in the German education discourse. The 

PISA R&R provided data for comparing educational performance at the level of the 

Länder and showed that some are doing much better than others.38 In this regard, 

PISA also introduced benchmarks for assessing the educational leaders and laggards 

within Germany. 

Germany was so deeply affected by PISA because this R&R disclosed the standstill 

of education reforms, which had long characterised German policymaking in this field. 

While the country underwent far-reaching reforms in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 

secondary education policy became marginalised in the decades afterwards. In 1964, 

when a national study by Georg Picht (‘The German Education Catastrophe’) revealed 

huge deficits in the German education system, education became highly politicised and 

extensive reform projects followed.39 Most importantly, these reforms aimed at prepar- 

ing Germany for the challenges of the emerging ‘knowledge society’ by including the 
demands of the middle class and creating equal opportunities for students irrespective 

of their social background.40 However, since the mid-1970s, no major reform project 
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had been introduced by Germany. The predominance of other policy issues and 

political struggles between the left and the right marginalised education policy to the 

extent that it became an issue almost exclusively dealt with by experts. 

Moreover, before PISA, Germany’s self-perception of being at the top in 

educational performance had never been challenged by comparative measures. From 

the late 1970s to the mid-1990s, Germany did not participate in any international 

evaluations that could have indicated any deficits in education policy compared to its 

peers. As a result, Germany perpetuated its educational self-image through a historical 

understanding, which regarded its educational capability as outstanding. Hence, when 

PISA 2000 demonstrated Germany’s laggard status in education performance, policy- 

makers were inevitably faced with the shortcomings of the education system compared 

to other OECD countries. Public demand for the rapid improvement of the quality of 

secondary education rose. As a consequence, nearly all aspects of secondary education 

were closely evaluated: school structures, learning processes, and also the education 

leitmotifs. Even the ‘sacred cow’ of the German educational system, its three-tiered 

school system, was scrutinised, questioned and, in some of the Länder – qua Basic 

Law responsible for matters of education in the federation – fundamentally reformed. 

Since some of the German Länder performed better than others in PISA, the laggard 

Länder were consequentially under more reform pressure. The new century heralded 

a new enthusiasm for educational reform through the introduction of PISA 2000. 

PISA ultimately provided for Germany’s willingness to reform. As early as 

December 2001, within weeks after the release of PISA 2000, the reform efforts by 

the responsible German education policymakers at the federative level, the Standing 

Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs (KMK) as the main 

forum to coordinate education policy in Germany, included measures to improve  

early education, assist underprivileged students, provide for better teacher training  

and extend day care.41 In order  to increase the quality of education, in 2002 the  

KMK agreed upon the introduction of educational standards  and the establishment   

of a central agency for monitoring compliance with these standards.42 The whole 

catalogue of reform measures can be directly linked to PISA and the identified deficits 

of the German education system. However, these proposed reform measures were not 

‘invented’ in the few days after the publication of PISA; in fact, they were already- 

existing compiled reform schemes. Yet, it was only through PISA that they made it 

onto the political agenda and were accepted.43 

Through Germany’s poor PISA results, education was increasingly framed as 

crucial for future national economic prosperity. In this regard, the liberal education 

tradition in Germany was challenged by the ostensible economic attitude PISA pro- 

moted.44 Whereas prior to PISA education was first and foremost seen as a 

microeconomic issue emphasising the training of the individual for a profession and 

as a citizenship issue preparing them for participation in the democratic society; the 

post-PISA debate is increasingly characterised by a shifted emphasis toward 

education’s macroeconomic dimensions.45 Education is now regarded as central to the 

economic performance of a whole country: poor performance  in education  might 

also carry the danger of jeopardising Germany’s wealth. Understood in this way, the 
poor PISA result of a considerable ratio of German students in turn puts the future 

German economic condition at risk. 
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In sum, through the double-edged process of evaluating the national system and 

comparing it to other countries, PISA shook the German self-perception to its core 

and created an immense pressure on German policymakers to improve the secondary 

education system. As Kingdon put it, a problem window was opened that presses in on 

the government.46 PISA not only successfully promoted the OECD’s economic 

centred ideas and recommendations about education but also influenced Germany at 

the level of policymaking to adapt instruments for assessing school performance. 

Within a very short period of time, the country established a culture of comparison in 

education policymaking. The reforms implemented in Germany’s education system 
reflect a paradigm shift that comprises the enhanced orientation towards an output 

perspective on education, as promoted by the PISA study. The already existing but 

rudimentary debates about quality development, quality assurance, teachers’ 
education and curricular issues were increasingly fostered by PISA. Today, education 

policymaking does not simply focus on the fulfilment of certain principles but instead 

integrates the new governance mode of ‘evidence-based policymaking’. 
 
 

The US – How a Country (Almost) Disregards its PISA Results 

Unlike in Germany, the first three cycles of PISA and their results have remained 

virtually unheard of in the US. The general public and the media did not take 

particular notice of this international R&R or its results, despite the fact that the US 

performed consistently below or on average among participating countries. PISA did 

not lead to a shock as in Germany – despite its similarly poor results. It was only after 

the fourth PISA study was published in 2009 that the American public became at least 

modestly aware of this international R&R. Unlike the previous PISA studies, the 

American results were framed as problematic for its national economy after the latest 

study. 

With the first three PISA rounds, the US ranked continuously worse. It scored 17th 

in 2000, 21st in 2003 and in 2006 fell to 23rd among the participating OECD member 

states. In the 2009 PISA study the US slightly improved its ranking, once again 

becoming 17th. Despite these poor results, PISA is far from being a theme in the 

American news. In fact, the first publication of the PISA results in 2001 was not 

covered at all in the two major daily newspapers, the New York Times and the 

Washington Post. Com- pared to Germany, it is safe to say that PISA was not an issue 

on the US public agenda. The average American does not have any knowledge of 

PISA as an international comparative education study. 

Unlike the German case, PISA did not reveal a substantial gap in the US self-

perception of the secondary education system. Thus, the OECD study did not surprise 

the Americans in regard to their school performances as PISA did for other countries. 

On the contrary, the American public and policymakers have been aware of its poor 

secondary education system and the need for reforms for decades. The country has a 

long history of participating in education assessments, mainly across US states. The 

testing and accountability movement strongly influenced the performance-based 

measurement of education achievement since the 1980s.47 Therefore, the US had 

introduced the paradigm of output-oriented education evaluation much earlier than, 

for instance, Germany and also before PISA started. While PISA did not show any new 

or surprising 
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insights on the American education system the study was just one among others and did 

not make it onto the public and political agenda. From this viewpoint, the US fared 

equally poorly in PISA as it did in other international comparative studies, such as 

TIMSS. PISA confirms that the American secondary school system needs continuous 

improvement. 

In fact, education policy has been an issue on the public as well as the political 

agenda from as early as 1957, when the Soviet Union launched the first satellite. From 

the American viewpoint, Sputnik demonstrated the Soviet Union’s technological 

superiority over the US or, at the very least, its equality in the field. The reasons for this 

American ‘lag’ were primarily seen as rooted in the education system, which excluded 

too many people from participating in social progress. The Sputnik shock led to the 

first comprehensive reform of the American education system, and diverse pro- 

grammes were set up with the intention of improving the curriculum, particularly in 

the natural sciences.48 

As a synonym for traumatic education failure, Sputnik has plagued the US 

perception of education policy ever since. When the US government enlisted a 

national com- mission to conduct a study of the American educational system 25 years 

after Sputnik, it intended to review the impressive progress made. However, the 

resulting 1983 report, ‘A Nation at Risk: Imperatives for Educational Reforms’, 
presented devastating outcomes: with 23 million adults and 17 per cent of juveniles 

illiterate, the American educational system was in abysmal shape. The report – issued 

at the height of Cold War during the Reagan years – once again triggered broad public 

concern and a series of political educational reforms aimed at creating standards, 

providing for accountability, enabling school choice and improving the quality of 

teaching.49 

Similar to the conceptualisation of PISA, consecutive reforms following ‘A Nation 

at Risk’ have propagated outcome-oriented types of educational teaching. Continuous 

reform efforts across and within US states for improving the secondary school system 

have been on the political agenda ever since.50 In particular, the education act of 2001, 

‘No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB)’, reauthorised a number of federal programmes 
that aimed to improve the performance of US primary and secondary schools by 

increasing the standards of accountability for states, school districts and schools as 

well as providing parents more flexibility in choosing the schools their children will 

attend.51 The NCLB requires states wishing to receive federal funding for schools to 

develop assessments in basic skills that are to be conveyed to all students in certain 

grades. However, the act did not establish a national performance standard. On the 

contrary, each federal state can – in accordance with the principle of school autonomy 

– set its own standards.52 Thus, within the domestic sphere, the US has increasingly 

aimed at standardisation and comparative evaluations over the last two decades, but   

it did so without reference to international R&R, such as PISA. 

However, political elites, think tank representatives, lobby groups and interest 

groups are well aware of PISA and the particular deficits this study revealed about the 

US secondary school system, despite the fact that international comparisons, such as 

PISA, have remained almost unnoticed among the broader public. Those involved in 

education policymaking in the US mainly use the information PISA delivers to extract 

best practice examples from abroad revealed by the study. But unlike the German 

case, PISA is just one ‘product’ alongside other national and international 
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comparative studies used for political purposes; it is not the reference or catalyst for 

change. 

Part of the reason why international R&R do not receive nationwide responses in 

the US can be traced to the country’s highly decentralised and heterogeneous education 

system. Institutionally, the American government has only a small voice in the 

education realm, as the US Constitution does not provide for any rights to the federal 

government in the field of education; this is delegated to the state level. Before 1979, 

the American Federal Ministry of Education did not even exist. As a result, from an 

American point of view international comparisons (and the conclusions drawn from 

them) are often seen as inapplicable to the local US context. Therefore, R&R also 

cannot touch per se any ‘American’ self-perception of education as a whole. 

However, unlike in Germany, current reforms are undertaken without direct 

reference to PISA. Although the OECD has tried to make PISA better known in the 

US,53 the ‘Race to the Top’ (R2T) programme as part of the American Recovery and 
Rein- vestment Act of 2009 or the reauthorised education act of March 2010, ‘A 

Blueprint for Reforms’, do not mention the US PISA results, even though major goals 
are parallel to what PISA propagates.54 The R2T, for example, promotes better 

outcome-oriented measures of student performance. The blueprint favours a school 

ratings system based on the pass–fail scheme being replaced with a system measuring 

individual student progress and school evaluation. The blueprint also demands clear 

intervention in failing schools but reduces government intervention in well-

administered middle-ranking schools. In particular, the new measurements under the 

Obama government include funds for preschool programmes, merit pay for teachers 

and the establishment of more charter schools. Thus, although many goals of PISA 

and the Obama government are similar, PISA is framed on domestic grounds rather 

than being oriented on the OECD’s paradigm. 

Only the latest publication of PISA results in December 2010 triggered some 

moderate reactions in the broader public and the political realm since the American 

PISA results were framed as problematic for the national economy. What was decisive 

for the US to become aware of PISA was not so much the continuously mediocre 

results of its own students, but rather the outstanding test scores of Shanghai school 

students tested for the first time. This made the US media more aware of high school 

standards in other countries. The sensational results of the most direct opponent for 

economic markets provoked reactions on the US side. Education experts as well as 

President Obama himself made the analogy with Sputnik when interpreting the PISA 

2009 results of the US:55 the Chinese result triggered a new wave of all-encompassing 

education reforms in the US, in an attempt to make the country more competitive with 

regard to its economic performance. Thus, PISA now provided a policy window to 

frame secondary education as problematic, placing it on the public as well as on the 

political agenda. 

In brief, PISA received only minimal reaction in the US compared to other 

participating states. The country’s poor PISA scores did not present a gap between the 

American self-image concerning the performance of its secondary education system 

and the actual results in the OECD ranking. Thus, PISA did not open a problem 

window to which government had to respond. The shortcomings of the American 

school system have ultimately become an undisputed matter of fact, with the consistent 
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implementation of numerous reform processes and new strategies. The PISA results 

are known to an elite group of policymakers and education groups in the US, but they 

constitute only one of a variety of national and international tests in which the country 

takes part. Despite the reforms, schools in the USA have only improved to a limited 

extent. Whereas domestic R&R within the US play a decisive role today concerning 

school choice, the international standing of the US as a whole generally does not 

receive much attention. Only recently, however, have the comparatively poor 

secondary school education results of the US been framed as problematic, since it is 

recognised that its economy, and thus the country’s prosperity is being challenged. 

 

CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK 

In order to explain differences in reactions of national media coverage and follow-up 

political reforms to PISA, it is insufficient to simply refer to a nation’s actual position 
in the ranking. As our media analysis has shown, there is no obvious correlation 

between the rank of a state and its reaction: states that are evaluated similarly vary 

substantially regarding their national responses. In other words, a poor ranking is not 

sufficient to trigger a national education debate and initiate reforms. Therefore, to 

explain the power international R&R can exert, we need an approach that goes beyond 

a simple functional rank-reaction model. In this article, we conceptualised R&R with 

respect to a theoretical approach of governance in combination with agenda-setting 

theory. We argued that two dimensions need to be considered when seeking to 

understand under what conditions R&R have an impact on national policymaking, 

namely that the relation between the self-perception and the actual results needs to be 

taken into account, and the issue – in our case, education policy – needs to be framed 

as problematic within the national context. 

In the empirical part, we applied our theoretical concept to two countries which 

were on average ranked similarly poorly in the OECD’s PISA study but which 

reacted differently: Germany with a broad public debate about education and 

comprehensive reform efforts and the US with very modest media response and almost 

no political reaction. Our analysis showed that Germany witnessed a substantial gap 

between its PISA results and its self-image as an education nation (perception) in the 

time of a knowledge-based society in which education became a significant 

‘resource’ for the economic well-being of the country (framing). In particular, the poor 

results uncovered problematic aspects of the German education system such as 

fostering social inequality and system inefficiency in integrating children of migrant 

families. In contrast, in the case of the US, PISA has only lately begun to trigger 

some debate about the American education system due to the comparatively high 

results of China, its direct economic rival (framing), but it did not surprise the country 

in regard to the general low standards of the education system (perception). Our 

theoretical framework presents an attempt to provide an explanation for the puzzling 

different responses to comparative rankings. Beyond the actual effects and non-

effects PISA exerted on both states, our study provides insights into the authority an 

expert organisation, such as the OECD, can have with R&R. Even if the OECD is 

assigned the task of producing information to guide state-based decision-making, 

the process of carrying out the actual implementation remains in the hands of the 

experts working for the IO. From a more general 
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point of view, the case study of the OECD and its PISA study shows that IOs that 

generate and publish comparative evaluations gain power by setting standards.56 

Further- more, IOs can contribute to the definition of a certain issue as a problem to 

be dealt with. PISA is an example of the variation in the reception of international 

stimuli at the national level. As shown in the case of the US, PISA more or less stated 

the obvious, and thus its technique of governance by comparison was not perceived as 

a groundbreaking revelation of new phenomena; in contrast, in Germany the 

comparison told a ‘new story’ and provided essential insights. As a precondition, an 

IO needs to be perceived as a legitimate authority and expert organisation in order to 

be successful in influencing policymaking at the nation-state level. 

Further research needs to evaluate our findings against additional arguments. Both 

states possess different political cultures as regards their reception of IOs and their 

governance. The US perceives itself as independent and does not feel bound to inter- 

national commitments as much as other states do. From this point of view, it is not 

surprising that the American secondary education sector is only slightly affected by 

the PISA survey conducted by the OECD. In addition, the more competences for 

education are located at the local or private level, the less international initiatives 

should bother the country as a whole. While in Germany state authorities (at the level 

of the Länder) are responsible for education policymaking, the US system is organised 

much more locally and is more privatised. PISA, however, assesses national education 

performance, and as a result it is difficult to clearly translate poor results to the local 

level in the US. In contrast, poor PISA results of German students impacted on the 

education system as a whole. It remains to be seen to what extent international R&R 

can become more influential in the US as education policy becomes more 

centralised.57 

Our analysis of the German and the US reactions to the OECD’s PISA study can, 
however, only be a first step in grasping the influence that governance by comparison 

may have. It would be a promising endeavour to compare respective reactions to PISA 

in other OECD countries in terms of the concepts of self-perception and framing. 

Expanding the scope of governance by comparison to other policy fields beyond 

education would be useful in clarifying to what extent the power of the OECD (or 

other IOs) depends on its authority and status in the international community. 
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