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Abstract: The OECD’s education agenda has been marked since the 1990s by monitoring quality and
manufacturing problems and solutions for the so-called knowledge economy. Among the instruments
used by the OECD is “PISA for Schools” (Pisa-S), an assessment applied directly to schools worldwide
since 2011. In Portugal, it was implemented in 2019 under the designation of “PISA for schools in the
municipalities” (PISA-M), claiming to create opportunities for collaborative work between schools to
promote the success of local educational policies and the quality of student learning. Taking PISA-M
as a policy instrument and building on Coburn problem-framing typology, in this article, the revision
of PISA-S to PISA-M is reread to analyze the regulatory rationale for the educational system that
PISA-M encodes. This research draws on data from OECD PISA/PISA-S/PISA-M websites and two
public hearings with the Portuguese PISA-M coordination in the Portuguese parliament and with
education unionists, and in existing research relating to PISA-S. Overall, PISA-M appears to be an
instrument to reframe local school governance and teacher professional development practices by
capturing problematizations and solutions raised on education, teachers’ development, and how
school education should be ordered and coordinated at a municipal scale.

Keywords: OECD; ILSA; PISA-S; PISA-M; school governance; frame analysis; policy instruments;
transnational regulation; teacher professional development

1. Introduction

Since the 1990s, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
educational agenda has been marked by the monitoring of quality and involved in the con-
tinuous fabrication of problems and solutions for the so-called knowledge economy [1–4],
ascribing growing importance to data collection on student performance through interna-
tional large student assessments (ILSAs). Over the last decade, ILSAs became an important
research subject for education policy and comparative education studies steering from
diverse theoretical perspectives (e.g., [5–19]). The Program for International Student As-
sessment (PISA) is presently the most well-known and valued ILSA. Aiming to create
“generalizable knowledge” based on the credibility of its learning metrics ([6], p. 489), it
supports the use of comparison of educational systems as a resource for—and a driver
of—educational policies [20] and boosts the learning of best practices from high-performing
countries [21].

This article is part of the literature that seeks to understand the effects of ILSAs
on government education processes. It analyses a PISA-derived program created in
2011—PISA for Schools (Pisa-S)—when several schools and districts were invited to partici-
pate in a pilot in 126 secondary schools in the United States (USA), the United Kingdom
(UK), and the Canadian province of Manitoba. In 2013, in Spain, a pilot was also developed
involving 225 schools, and in April 2013 it was launched in the USA for all schools nation-
wide [22]. In other countries, PISA-S arrived a few years later, like in Brazil, with a first pilot
in 2017, mainly applied in public schools of a municipality located in the northeastern state
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of Ceará, known for high-accountability policies and publicly acknowledged for having
good results in national tests [23]. Until April 2020, according to the OECD, more than
5500 schools from 10 countries participated in the program (PISA-S website, OECD), IIh is
available for the following countries: Andorra, Australia, Brazil, Brunei Darussalam, China,
Colombia, Japan, Kazakhstan, Russia, Spain, Thailand, United Arab Emirates, United
Kingdom, and United States of America. In Portugal, it was implemented in 2019 under
the label “PISA for schools in the municipalities” (PISA-M) and the pilot phase, which
took place between 2020 and 2021, involved 103 schools from nine municipalities and
intermunicipal communities.

The PISA survey has been widely studied, and its normative influence in formulating
policies and educational discourses is felt worldwide (e.g., [2,24–26]), legitimizing the im-
plementation of different political measures in national/regional contexts (e.g., [13,27–32])
and there is abundant literature on how international agencies use their indicators to influ-
ence national and regional educational policies. However, the issue of how international
organizations (IO) use their knowledge to directly influence and eventually “govern” local
education policies is less discussed in the literature [33]. Equally, the number of studies on
the use given to qualitative evidence to justify and guide measures and policy objectives is
still not substantial, including research on how governments manage the complementarity
of quantitative and qualitative evidence [34]. Regarding research on PISA-S, it focusses
mainly on the North American reality [22,33–42]. Still, the academic literature on PISA-S
has not yet addressed the significant changes since the beginning of PISA-S in the USA [43],
and research addressing how the PISA-S influences and perhaps governs educational
policies and teachers’ development is a field of study less discussed.

This paper presents research that is in line with the existing literature, aimed at
understanding ILSAs as policy tools that guide public policies. We argue that instruments
such as PISA (and its derivatives like PISA-M) are not neutral, bear cognitive foundations,
and project representations of educational problems and ways of solving them, inducing
educational systems (and in this case, school principals and teachers) to adopt particular
solutions and means of materializing them. Therefore, this paper is focused on analyzing
the regulation that PISA-M brings in, which we access by observing the reasoning behind
its documents and the discursive elements woven around it by those responsible for the
program. It follows a previous line of inquiry of PISA as an OECD soft power instrument [2]
that influences the different contexts where it is implemented, as it holds representations,
ideas about education, and meanings that make it a privileged analyzer of the processes
and dynamics of sociopolitical regulation in education [26]. The analysis is also based
on Coburn frame analysis [44]. Moreover, PISA-M is reread [45] as a policy instrument
to reframe school governance and teacher professional development practices and goes
on to examine the underlying principles of the program to be applied to the Portuguese
context, to describe and analyze the problematizations and solutions raised by the OECD
(through PISA-M) on education, namely regarding teacher development, and how school
education should be ordered and coordinated locally. Hence, the following research
question guided this study: What is the regulatory rationale for the educational system that
PISA-M encodes?

2. Background of the Study
2.1. PISA-S as Part of the Expansion of OECDs’ Soft Regulatory Agency

PISA for Schools (PISA-S) is a manifestation, among others, of the OECD’s expansion
as a transnational regulatory agency, which has long occurred through the extension
in scope (expanding the set of skills and competencies), scale (covering more countries,
systems, and schools), and the explanatory power of the PISA assessment [46]. Contrasting
with other ILSAs, PISA-S contributes to strengthening the international agency’s influence
by going beyond the national level and deliberately addressing local actors (schools and
municipalities) [47], which is relevant because targeting schools directly positions the
OECD as a local expert in education policy that knows how to measure what matters
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to schools. Moreover, it amplifies its role of an organization that knows what is needed
to—and must—govern and manage schools [33,35].

Likewise, through PISA-S the OECD intensifies the participation in policy processes
that stems from: (i) PISA products’ sophistication, (ii) new thematic forums, and (iii) new
inquiries. The first encourages emulation and political learning through reports with studies
on certain countries—under the title “Strong performers and Successful reformers”—and
new information products for immediate consumption that provide practical answers on
specific topics to administrators, trainers, and teachers, based on PISA results (on attitudes
and student performance, problems related to family contexts, and even on political
choices). There is also the digital platform “Education GPS” that enables users of the OECD
platform to build their comparison models and reports based on PISA data [48]. The second
intensification and sophistication mode of transnational regulatory processes is to create
and stabilize new approaches for validating good practices and agenda setting through
thematic forums [47,49], such as the “International Summit on the Teaching Profession”
that has been held since 2011. The third way is to expand the surveys, as exemplified by
“PISA for Development” (e.g., [50–52]), the Program for the International Assessment of
Adult Competencies (PIAAC) (e.g., [53,54]), and, naturally, PISA-S [22,36,40,46].

2.2. PISA-S Features (2010–2022)
2.2.1. Objectives and Particulars

The OECD justifies the relevance of PISA-S as a strategy to improve results and school
practices through peer learning and networking. Developed by the Australian Council
for Educational Research (ACER), the program aims to enable “schools around the world
to connect and work together to build practical resources designed to help students learn
better, teachers teach better and schools to become more engaging learning environments”
(PISA-S website, OECD). The idea of an “Online Community” directed at educators and
school leaders who participate in the program is advocated as seeking to provide “a
secure space to share and solve problems, learn from other contexts and experiences, and
to support school leaders, teachers, and educators as they pursue innovation in their
classrooms and schools” (idem).

Moreover, under the PISA-S protocol, each school can assess 15-year-old students in
reading, math, and scientific literacy and compare this information with the performance
of education systems as measured using the PISA core test. This is possible because PISA-S
is aligned with the PISA assessment frameworks, sharing the same metrics and proficiency
levels ([36], p. 283). In this way, by making the PISA-S application procedures like the
main PISA test, the OECD has made it possible to argue for comparing schools within the
same country and across countries and between schools and national PISA data and world
education systems.

This option, by a measurement design that treats schools in comparison to educational
systems—as the units of analysis of PISA and PISA-S are equivalent—is seen by some
authors as disregarding cultural and historical factors and ignoring contextual elements
related to students [22,36,40]. Research highlights that it affects the exercise of power
because it does not primarily arise from controlling or communicating across physical
space but emerges from the relationships and interactions of the individuals and entities
involved ([40], p. 87). Moreover, the integration of schools in a global comparison context as
happens with PISA-S reconfigures the educational governance relations, which are subject
to a re-spatialization [36].

2.2.2. Assessment Characteristics

PISA-S consists of the “PISA-based Test for Schools” assessment, seeking “to help
school leaders understand their 15-year-old students’ abilities to think critically and apply
their knowledge creatively in new contexts” (PISA-S website, OECD). Grounded on PISA
frameworks, lasting two hours, it comprises 141 items (47 for reading, 40 for math, and
54 for sciences) reflecting the distribution of PISA items of response types and content.
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The minimum number of students tested is 35, although this varies according to the
characteristics of the school (idem). A 30 min contextual questionnaire on information
about students, the influence of specific aspects on student learning within the school
(e.g., classroom climate) and outside (e.g., the student’s attitudes towards reading) [40]
is also applied. Overall, the testing experience lasts 3 to 3.5 h, including the instructions
and break periods (PISA-S website, OECD). It culminates in a final report on students’
performance, providing examples of “good practice” from high-performing education systems
identified by the core PISA, with the stated purpose of supporting the improvement of schools.

2.2.3. Implementation Diversity

Since 2011, several changes have occurred related to the actors associated with PISA-S.
Concerning the supranational coordinator of PISA-S, called the universal International
Platform Provider (IPP), was assigned to an Australian company—Janison—which hosts
and delivers the digital version of the test ([43], p. 100).

Observing the national providers, for example, the USA national provider started with
CTB/McGraw-Hill (2012–2015), an edu-business company that was followed by Northwest
Evaluation (2015–2016), a not-for-profit organization, and is now taking place under the
umbrella of Janison, an ed-tech company, which as stated above is simultaneously the
universal PISA-S IPP. Taking the example of two countries in southern Europe (Portugal
and Spain) and two countries in the Americas (USA and Brazil), Table 1 shows the vari-
ations that PISA-S takes in the different places where it is implemented, and the actors
associated with it.

Table 1. Characteristics of PISA-S in USA, Brazil, Portugal, and Spain.

Role

Country
Portugal Spain USA Brazil

Idealization
Certification OECD OECD OECD OECD

Funding Local
authorities
(Public)

National
Authorities
(Public)

Edu-businesses
Philanthropic
foundations
US Federal
Government
(Edu-businesses/
philanthropy/public)

Lemman Foundation
(Philanthropy)

National Service
Provider

Polytechnic
Institute of Lisbon
(Public Higher
Education
Institution)

2E es
(Edu-business)

CTB/McGraw-Hill (2012–2015)
(Edu-business)

Northwest
Evaluation
(2015–2016)
(not-for-profit
organization)

Janison (Ed-tech)

Cesgranrio
Foundation
(R&D)

Authorization State State State State
Type of Schools School clusters

(Public)
Schools/school
clusters
(Public/private)

Schools
(Public/private)

Schools
(Public/private)

As can be seen in the table, PISA-S is funded by entities of different natures
(e.g., philanthropic, research institutions, public authorities) in the countries where it
is accommodated, which extends to the national provider (HEIs, R&D institutions, etc.) and
the type of schools covered (public and/or private). Such differences clearly aim to find
ways in each specific context to ensure that the PISA-S rationale and test structure remain
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unchanged (these negotiations make possible the mobility of PISA through diverse contexts
without being altered [29], applying to PISA Latour’s notion of immutable mobile).

2.2.4. PISA-M: The Portuguese Version of PISA-S

In Portugal, it is called “PISA for schools in the municipalities” (PISA-M) because
it is financed by municipalities (CM) and intermunicipal communities (CIM) (groups of
municipalities), many of which joined the program during the pilot (Table 2). Scheduled to
start in 2020 “with the application of the tests and analysis of the results and the elaboration
of the report in the autumn of the same year” (PISA-M, IPL website), the implementation
was postponed for one year due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The process was severely
delayed, compromising the validity of the samples, which forced the schools (when students
returned to the face-to-face regime) to reassess the sample for the test. Still, the project went
ahead, and 103 schools have already participated, and in December 2021 the first results
began to be discussed.

Table 2. Participants in the PISA-M pilot.

Adherent Entities CIM/CM
Participants

Number of Schools
per CIM/CM

No of
Participating Schools

CIM AVE 8 33 28

CIM Médio Tejo 10 19 15

CIM Terras Trás-os-Montes 9 12 11

CIM Viseu Dão-Lafões 14 35 20

CM Amadora 1 12 12

CM Arouca 1 2 2

CM Barcelos 1 9 9

CM Braga 1 14 6

Total 45 136 103

The national service provider (NSP) of PISA-M is the Instituto Politécnico de Lisboa
(IPL), whose coordinator is an IPL academic with a background in engineering, who holds
a Ph.D. in operational research and systems analysis, and a specialization in education, and
who, since 2018, has been a researcher and consultant at the OECD.

2.2.5. PISA-M and the Complexification of Local Governance

PISA-M activates new actors in the local governance processes: state, local authorities,
schools, OECD, and higher education experts and institutions (Figure 1). These actors
are differently involved: consenting the program, funding it, operationalizing it, and
mobilizing schools to use it. As for the OECD, it is responsible for designing the program,
general supervision, and certification of the public research and training organization (IPL)
accredited to administer the test, analyze the data, and produce reports for each school
(under OECD oversight).

In such a context where the reconfiguration of powers at the local level is signaled,
the OECD emerges as a new actant interacting with the local administration and schools,
“speaking” directly with school management, teachers (as targets of the programs’ pur-
poses), and the municipalities, as coordinators of the network.
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3. Theoretical Approach
3.1. Taking PISA-M as a Policy Tool

This study seeks to reread PISA-M from the perspective of the political sociology of
education, based on the concept of policy instrument [13,55,56] described as a “technical
device with a generic vocation, carrying a specific conception of the political/society
relationship and supported by a conception of regulation” ([57], p. 4). Thus, instruments
are carriers of a conception of regulation, directing how to coordinate and control the
educational systems [57].

Diverging from the understanding of the ILSAs—and of PISA-M, in particular—as
merely technical, this conceptual approach allows us to explore the way policy tools
guide public policies, highlighting the importance of their cognitive and normative
dimensions [58].

Therefore, policy instruments structure policy according to their own logic, being sub-
ject to controversies and modifications throughout their trajectories, as explained in [59]:

[. . .] the instrument is never an isolated device: it is inextricably linked to con-
textualized modes of appropriation. Via the instrument it is possible to observe
not only professional mobilizations (for example, the affirmation of new compe-
tencies) but also reformulations (serving specific interests and power relations
between actors) and, finally, resistance (to reduce the impact of the instrument or
circumvent it by creating paradoxical alliances). (p. 15)

3.2. Frame Analysis as a Means of Capturing the Normative and Cognitive Purposes of PISA-M

Framing is an everyday social practice and a somewhat pervasive concept in the social
sciences and humanities since the last quarter of the last century. Traceable to Goffman’s
frame analysis [60], it is conceived as a cultural practice by which humans make sense of
and organize their ongoing experience. The way a policy issue is framed is relevant because
it determines who bears responsibility for it and justifies certain policy solutions while
ruling out others ([44], p. 344). According to [44], the process of framing a problem is of
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utmost importance not only for encouraging and organizing action, but also for potentially
reshaping power dynamics and impacting the way teachers perceive and approach the
issue at hand (idem). Therefore, the interest here is not only in understanding how people
define situations or use already incorporated definitions to make sense of contexts and act;
it is also related to influence, as pursued in various studies on policy implementation or
organizational processes of intentional change [44,61,62].

According to [44]’s analysis (p. 374), frames promote and justify specific ideas to guide
social action, to persuade other people to be involved in the change-oriented process.

Three types of framing are considered to explore how PISA-M coordination shapes the
messages communicated to launch the instrument: diagnostic framing; prognostic framing;
and frame alignment [44]. The first two relate to the definition of problems (identification
of problems) and the proposed solution to the same problems (identifying goals and ways
to achieve those goals). The third one is a different component of framing, referring to
discursive elements that try to mobilize the “interests, values, and beliefs” of the audiences
to the invoked diagnostic–prognostic framing.

4. Materials and Methods

In this research, we used the qualitative and interpretive methodology [63]. Data
collection includes materials from PISA-S/OECD websites, PISA-M website, and two
public hearings with the Portuguese coordination, one at parliament and the other with a
federation of education unionists. The existing research relating to PISA-S is also mobilized.
This paper observes PISA-M from two points of anchorage: in official documents and the
narratives of key actors, in meetings. The public hearings of the PISA-M coordination
were as follows: a parliamentary hearing lasting 53:35 min that took place with deputies in
the Portuguese parliament on 3 March 2020; and an online public hearing of 1:40:04 min
with education unionists at the Forum of the National Education Federation (FNE) (FNE
affiliates teachers’ unions and unions of education professionals (e.g., unions of technicians,
administrators, and education assistants, working in schools and in organizations of edu-
cation administration). It is registered with the International Trade Union Confederation
(CSI) and the General Union of Workers (UGT), and with the Education International (IE
and IE-CSEE)) on 13 November 2020.

Data were subjected to qualitative content analysis [64]. For the analysis of documents
and public hearings transcripts, the deductive method was employed. PISA-M documents
and PISA-M central actors’ written statements were key to seizing the conceptualization of
educational reality and policy agency that supports the policy tool. Therefore, documents
and public hearing transcripts were read and then the targeted text was segmented to
represent an idea related with the predefined categories from [44]’s problem-framing typol-
ogy (diagnostic framing, prognostic framing, and frame alignment). The two researchers
independently analyzed data, considering the categories and comparing their analyses
with each other. Each difference in text coding decisions was discussed until a consensus
was reached. After this, interpretive codes were created, and three subcategories emerged
for each category (Table 3).

The way policy messages about PISA-M are communicated is a part of the PISA-M
instrument and the concepts it carries on when entering local contexts. The ideas conveyed
by those responsible for the program frame the thoughts of its target audience, committing
the coordination and instrumentation of PISA-M with specific ideas and beliefs about
the system and the contexts of action where it will enter, and how such intervention
must be carried out. We then analyze PISA-M as a policy instrument, observing PISA-M
problematizations and preconizations (solutions) [65] developed in the OECD’s documents
and oral statements by PISA-M coordination in contexts of public disclosure, with members
of the parliament and trade unions and through institutional websites.
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Table 3. Categories and subcategories of analysis based on [44]’s typology.

Category Subcategory Code

Diagnostic framing
(problems)

1. Schools (and teachers) lack useful knowledge Probl1

2. Schools (and teachers) do not collaborate and reflect together Probl2

3. Schools are isolated and lack internal and external articulation and coordination Probl3

Prognostic framing
(solutions)

1. PISA tests provide the objective information and expert knowledge Solut1

2. PISA-M guarantees working collaboratively and networking Solut2

3. Municipalities ensure effective coordination of the network Solut3

Frame alignment
(beliefs)

Students can improve their learning outcomes and wellbeing FrAlign1

Comparisons for improvement promote dialogue and learning, not rankings. FrAlign2

Municipalities’ coordination of the network will not affect schools’ autonomy. FrAlign3

5. Current Study

The relationship between problems and solutions occurs through framing processes
that involve logical and causal associations. Problems do not exist outside solutions, and the
way they are formulated brings a type of solution [66]. Considering the connection between
problems and solutions, we present the diagnostic frame and the prognostic frame [44]
results together, jointly analyzing the identified problems and the respective proposed
solutions and ways to achieve them (Sections 5.1–5.3). Regarding frame alignment [44],
it is related to the association of invoked frames to the interests and beliefs of those to
reach [67,68]. This is analyzed in Section 5.4.

5.1. Adherence to PISA Tests to Address the Deficit of Objective Knowledge by Schools and Teachers

Problem 1 is based on the argument that schools and their teachers do not possess
enough information to consistently improve students’ learning outcomes. It is suggested
that PISA provides a good needed at a national level, but schools still lack contextual
information and objective data to be able to make decisions:

Schools began to convey the idea that participation in PISA was very interesting,
but it did not have any direct return for schools, something that they expressed as
extremely necessary to be able to act based on the results (National Coordinator,
Parliamentary hearing) (Probl1)

Advocated as an upgrading of the national PISA, PISA-M is problematized so as to
provide support to school leaders and teachers in their decision making processes:

The part of proposing actions and implementing these actions is exclusive to
those who have this responsibility, and those who have this responsibility are
those who experience the school in their day-to-day life and, specifically, school
principals and teachers (National Coordinator, Forum with Trade Unions) (Solut1)

One of the aspects referred to as an added value is ensuring that schools have access
to disaggregated data at the school level, which stems from the fact that the policy tool
belongs to the PISA universe, being praised for the worth of the data it provides for the
school system:

[PISA] collects a lot of information about the characteristics of students, which
has proved to be extremely useful at the country level, and we believe it [PISA-M]
can also prove to be very useful at the school level. (. . .) (National Coordinator,
Parliamentary hearing) (Solut1)

Then, PISA-M is perceived as a tool that can catalyze improvement processes, because
it not only provides knowledge about the unique realities of each context but also motivates
all stakeholders to take action to drive improvement:
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[PISA-M aims to] provide schools with a set of information that allows for an
internal and external analysis process, with the aim of favoring possible im-
provement solutions—strategies, tools, etc. (National Coordinator, Parliamentary
hearing) (Solut1)

In this way, adhering to PISA tests is described as a solution to bridge the lack of
information by schools, and it is depicted as a technical–scientific tool that acts as a “bridge
language” connecting everyone. Furthermore, it is a sort of “vehicular tool” appearing as
a common ground that facilitates the exchange of knowledge free from subjective views,
with the capacity to enhance professional and organizational development practices:

PISA is a common language from the point of view of the results, and it seems to
us that it will be able to enhance this reflection and this sharing because it is clear
and objective information (National Coordinator, Parliamentary hearing) (Solut1)

5.2. Adherence to PISA-M to Address the Lack of Collaboration and Reflection by Schools and Teachers

The second problem pertains to the lack of collaboration among schools and teachers,
which results in the inability of schools and teachers to identify and solve obstacles regard-
ing students’ learning outcomes. Schools are characterized as having a limited capacity to
implement effective solutions and solve problems by themselves:

The schools, alone, based on that information, have a real picture of where
they are and a clear notion of where they would like to go, but they are very
limited in their capacity for action. (. . .) you shouldn’t leave schools alone to face
their problems and look for. . . and hope that they find their solutions (National
Coordinator, Forum with Trade Unions) (Probl2)

Consequently, providing assistance to support school actors is suggested. The ra-
tionalization behind Problem 2 relies upon the argument that schools are not accus-
tomed to sharing their experiences or engaging in collective reflection, and these are
organizational and professional development practices that are regarded as necessary to
cultivate in schools:

We are convinced that—if we manage to get schools to use this instrument in
a network for subsequent sharing of results and for reflection and subsequent
collaborative learning—we can have a greater impact on student learning. And it
is in this sense that the PISA project was designed for schools in the municipalities
of Portugal (National Coordinator, Parliamentary hearing) (Solut2)

Moreover, best practices are valued to guide schools in their quest for improvement,
and the onus of building the solutions is set within the education system itself, placing high
expectations on collaboration as a kind of regenerative practice for the education system:

It is necessary that those who make up the educational system share, reflect
together, learn collaboratively and then manage to implement their solutions,
which do not need to be solutions from others, but solutions that can be inspired
by solutions from others, depending on the circumstances (National Coordinator,
Parliamentary hearing) (Solut2)

But these expectations also submit the education system to open itself cognitively
and socially to external forces. Thus, comparability conveyed by PISA-M is portrayed
as advantageous, thanks to the trust and reputation of the OECD and because national
experts will join in the “Collaboratory” to integrate the network for reflection and
sharing of practices:

And what is intended is to mobilize what the OECD can do well, which is an
international mobilization of specialists in the field of education, but also the
National Academy and this whole network of actors that work around education
that must be able to contribute to this learning. Hence the name is collaboratory
in this higher sense (National Coordinator, Parliamentary hearing) (Solut2)
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Likewise, the program is not only presented as the solution to the problem of lack of
collaboration but the training of teachers and schools:

Since the main objective of PISA is to enable schools to achieve permanent im-
provement in student learning outcomes, it is known that sharing, joint reflection,
and networking, as well as collaborative learning, are essential approaches in the
development of this training of schools (PISA-M website, IPL) (Solut2)

The training of school actors is discursively highlighted, associated with mutual
learning and collaboration. And it can be assumed as a sort of “new training script” for
teachers enrolled in reticular and contextualized dynamics in schools, which appear to be
the right ones and the most indicated by the OECD to improve student learning:

It is a project that aims to train schools; that information effectively helps them
to improve the teaching-learning processes, but (. . .) we all know that the school
alone is not able to do this. (National Coordinator, Parliamentary hearing) (Solut2)

(. . .) leads to the improvement of what schools seek to do every day, which is to
teach better and that their students learn better. (National Coordinator, Forum
with Trade Unions) (Solut2)

Therefore, the solution to problem 2 is that adherence to PISA-M allows schools to
be part of a network that facilitates collaborative learning, thus impacting students
learning. It mixes two main ideas: on the one hand, “research laboratory”,
i.e., a label that is associated with the mobilization of objective data “measured in
a very transparent way”; on the other hand, collaboration, as “effective learning”
is imagined as coming out from an educational environment characterized by
collaboration and sharing (National Coordinator, Forum with Trade Unions). In
other words, the results do not stand for themselves. They need to be examined
by teachers and experts to become usable, and the space for such convergence is
the concept-practice of the “research collaboratory”. (Solut2)

And the “research collaboratory” may well mean a new pattern for the relation that
schools and professionals undertake with (expert) knowledge:

(. . .) the application to each School of the OECD Test based on PISA will provide
the participating schools with clear, objective, relevant and comparable informa-
tion, nationally and internationally, which will allow reflection and internal and
external sharing, as well as collaborative learning in a network structure of nets
made up of Schools, Municipalities, Technicians, and Researchers in Education,
together with political decision-makers and those in educational management,
with regional or national intervention (PISA-M website, IPL) (Solut2)

5.3. Assigning the Leadership of the Network to Municipalities to Fill the Deficit of Coordination
by Schools

Problem 3 stems from the previous one (lack of collaboration). It is focused on the
actions of schools (and of their teachers) to improve results, which are not efficient/effective
because they lack articulation and internal and external coordination. This way, problemati-
zation is focused on the governance of the preconized network, namely on its coordination
and articulation:

Each of the actors in this network has its own picture, has its own diagnosis,
whether it be an individual picture of each school, which concerns only each
school, or a picture of the network . . . and can be related to a region, a municipality
(. . .) (National Coordinator, Forum with Trade Unions) (Probl3)

The coordination of this network advocated by the OECD at the local level is as-
signed to the Municipalities (and Intermunicipal Communities) who start to play a central
role, becoming:

“facilitators, both from a financial point of view and from the point of view of
articulating the whole process”. (National Coordinator, Parliamentary Hearing)
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Choosing the municipalities is related to the previous positive experience of the
national coordinator in a central education and training administrative body. What is
relevant from an analytical perspective is the narrative that justifies such centrality—a
narrative that places municipalities at the very heart of change, even as a change-driven
force, and strategically oriented by a “collaborative” ethos:

[Municipalities are] increasingly assuming a very active role in boosting educa-
tional networks. They stopped looking at territorial development (. . .) exclusively
with the variables they looked at until 15 years ago, they started looking at ed-
ucation as something strategic from the point of view of the development of
their territories, and they have sought to play a collaborative and active role
in this regard, and I have witnessed this over the last few years, in particular
at the National Agency for Qualification and Professional Education, where I
found extremely important partners in the municipalities. . . participatory and
collaborative in building solutions (National Coordinator, Forum with Trade
Unions) (Solut3)

Thus, the advocated solution to Problem 3 is that the local authorities are the central
nodes for developing and direct school networking, and even the most relevant collective
actors to ensure the coordination of improvement efforts:

Municipalities have been the basis of what we are doing in Portugal, in an
innovative way, within the scope of the OECD precisely to maximize the potential
of the instrument (National Coordinator, Forum with Trade Unions) (Solut3)

Moreover, they are represented as local network creators, and the OECD as the builder
of “networks of networks” that encourages collaborative efforts to find solutions together
through PISA-M:

It is important that the results of applying a test such as PISA, the reports pro-
duced, and the surveys carried out to students are accompanied by group analysis,
sharing of joint approaches, and collaborative learning coordinated by those who
assume in their mission the search for the improvement of learning outcomes
of students from all schools in each network. For these reasons, countries are
starting to design the application of PISA for Schools in a logic of local territo-
rial network with the coordination of the actors responsible for the territories
(PISA-M website, IPL) (Solut3)

The argument is that schools benefit from having an entity that organizes and promotes
territorial networks, through which people’s qualifications can be improved, which leads
us to invest in human capital, as can be read on the PISA-M website:

Municipalities are also empowered with municipal information on the charac-
teristics and skills generation system for the future active population of their
territory. Through this national and international benchmark, it is intended to
enable the Municipalities, together with their Schools, to active participation in
the development of the skills of the population they represent (PISA-M website,
IPL) (Solut3)

5.4. Frame Alignment: Prioritizing Students’ Wellbeing, Collaboration, and School Autonomy

In the analysis, we found frame alignment of the problems associated with two re-
curring criticisms of the PISA test reports: On the one hand, the overvaluation of the
cognitive dimension of school learning. On the other hand, PISA results in league ta-
bles, a solution adopted by most of the media in Portugal, with the creation of annual
rankings of schools from the results of national exams. Both criticisms are addressed by
PISA-M coordination.

In the first case, frame alignment [44] is produced by associating the analysis of
the results obtained by each school with the consideration of students’ wellbeing, and
proposing such a reference indicator—the student wellbeing index:
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We cannot adopt strategies focused solely and exclusively on performance, which
is relatively easy to do, except that it is often done at the expense of the well-being
and overall happiness of the students who are involved (National Coordinator,
Forum with Trade Unions) (FrAlign1)

If we raise cognitive indices, lowering the level of student satisfaction, we do not
do a good job. The objective is for this project to be able to contribute to these
two dimensions and, therefore, it is called improving the learning outcomes and
well-being of students (National Coordinator, Parliamentary hearing) (FrAlign1)

The suggested norm is to simultaneously improve the performance of students’ learn-
ing outcomes and their wellbeing, which paradoxically belongs more to the domain of
desire than to that of the data and results published by PISA:

The countries that have had the best results in recent years have been many east-
ern countries (. . .), but when we cross this performance with the happiness index
(. . .) the trend is reversed. Those who are performing better are experiencing
lower happiness scores. However, when we look at countries like, for example,
the Nordic countries that no longer have the best performance indexes, their
students continue to have very high levels of happiness and well-being. And it is
at this intersection, this balance between cognitive performance and well-being
and happiness that we should find the solutions (National Coordinator, Forum
with Trade Unions) (FrAlign1)

In the second case, the alignment materializes both with the texts of the national
authorities that in the late years pronounced against the use of the results of national
assessments by the media to promote school rankings but also aligned with the OECD texts
that lament the way politicians and media use PISA results for the same ranking purpose:

We must be very careful in how the results will be mobilized, and how they will
be shared outside the networks, and we will do everything to not influence the
construction of rankings, in the wrong way as it has happened in terms of results
between countries and at the national level. This critical factor has been identified
and can weaken the whole process, as we all understand it (National Coordinator,
Parliamentary hearing) (FrAlign2)

PISA-M is presented and valued under the PISA/OECD “brand” and justified by
allowing for comparison. However, even though assessment and comparison instrumenta-
tion are presented as a requirement for school improvement, they are framed as a means
for cooperation and searching for shared solutions, not for competition and ranking:

Based on information that is clear, that is objective, that is relevant, but that is also
comparable to be able to promote dialogues because when it is not comparable, it
is not possible to establish a collaborative dialogue (National Coordinator, Forum
with Trade Unions) (FrAlign2)

A school that can position itself in relation to its country, will be able to position
itself in relation to its municipality, it can position itself internationally if it is
interested in that—and all this facilitates communication between these various
actors (National Coordinator, Parliamentary hearing) (FrAlign2)

Sharing shouldn’t be for comparison, for positioning. It is supposed to identify prob-
lems and solutions (National Coordinator, Forum with Trade Unions) (FrAlign2)

In addition to these two alignments, a third one can be observed, but related to the
power relations between schools and municipalities. It is now a matter of preventing the
strengthening of municipal power from being interpreted as a loss of power for schools.
Thus, in the relationship with the municipalities, there seems to be a safeguard of the
autonomy of the schools:

The product for municipalities is their regional photography, the product for
schools is their school photography. And the municipalities do not have the
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photo of the schools. This was defined from the beginning and there is an element
of trust that must exist and that cannot be violated at any time, so what is school
photography is for schools, and schools will do what they feel they should do with
their photography (National Coordinator, Forum with Trade Unions) (FrAlign3)

6. Discussion

In this article, we resorted to the sociology of public action and policy instrumenta-
tion [57], which conceives policy tools as bearing thoughts and principles about education,
and how the education system should be regulated (ordered, coordinated, and controlled).
The OECD’s PISA-M was the ILSA under examination. Aimed at studying the regulation
it carries, we tried to capture and understand the problems identified (constructed) by
the OECD to justify its relevance, the problems it creates and the ways of solving them,
the ideas, and representations behind it that will be inducted in public action, trying to
influence schools and teachers work. Coburn frame analysis [44] was the methodological
and conceptual tool utilized to comprehend the regulatory rationale behind the educational
system that PISA-M embodies. Framing involves creating meaning about an issue and
implies adopting specific policy solutions while excluding others [69]. Policy tools like
PISA-M bear forms of problematizing education that are accompanied by solutions and
formats for materializing them. By promoting particular solutions over others, policy tools
implement “ways of doing” and “thinking” based on representations of education that
will influence the educational reality and education governance. Observing the reasoning
behind PISA-M, and the discursive elements woven around it, three problems (diagnostic
framing) stand out. They are interrelated and correspond to three solutions (prognostic
framing) (Table 4), which, given the consequential logic that connects them, makes it more
relevant to analyze them as problem–solution binomials.

Table 4. Problems and Solutions framed to justify adherence to PISA-M.

Problems Solutions

Useful knowledge deficit Adhering to PISA tests
(objective data and expert knowledge)

Binomial 1—The knowledge deficit is bridged by adhering to PISA tests

Collaboration deficit Adhering to PISA-M
(collaboration and networking)

Binomial 2—The collaboration deficit is bridged by adhering to PISA-M

Coordination deficit Assigning the network coordination to the Municipalities
(effective network coordination)

Binomial 3—The coordination deficit is bridged by assigning that responsibility to municipalities

The first problem–solution binomial (the knowledge deficit is bridged by adhering
to PISA tests) revolves around the idea that PISA is an improvement-oriented instrument
whose information is objective and respected. PISA is described as being highly appre-
ciated by principals and teachers, but not fully meeting their needs, because it does not
offer disaggregated data at the school level, something that PISA-M allows for. Then,
rationalizations about PISA-M are embedded in a sort of dependency presents vis-à-vis
the national PISA, and PISA-M is depicted as a valuable source of information, whose
credibility is associated to the success assigned to national PISA—which, in fact, depends
on the image of the OECD as a transnational regulator [70]. This is related to the fact that
the perceptions associated to evidence-based approaches are founded on the idea of the
OECD as an organization that performs as an independent expert knowledge provider,
“truth teller” ([70], p. 42), and a useful and trustworthy resource for the steering of edu-
cational systems [26]. Moreover, the argument goes on addressing school principals and
teachers towards reinforcing the encouragement for schools to use their autonomy and
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make contextualized decisions based on results, which seems to meet the long-standing
claims for school autonomy in Portugal [71], appealing to self-determination as a useful
tool for school management and an answer to school problems.

The second problem–solution binomial (the collaboration deficit is bridged by adher-
ing to PISA-M) is associated with the idea that isolation prevents schools and teachers from
deciding even when possessing objective and comparable data. Accessing objective infor-
mation and comparing and accessing best practices are highly valued, as well as the idea of
research collaboration—a network of diverse actors that includes the expert knowledge of
the OECD and the academia and multiple actors from schools and the territory. Problem
and prognostic framing converge to focus on the need for teachers and schools to be in-
volved in networks to develop collaborative learning. Furthermore, collaborative work,
sharing, joint reflection, and mutual learning are advocated to boost the teaching–learning
process and improve students outcomes, embodying a new script for teachers’ professional
development, or, in the words of one responsible for PISA-M: enabling them to teach better
so that their students learn better.

The third binomial (the coordination deficit is bridged by assigning that responsibility
to municipalities) is that schools are isolated and lack internal and external articulation
and coordination, something that the municipalities do well thanks to their experience.
Described as the ideal coordinators of such innovative improvement-oriented networks, the
municipalities are assigned a role that places them in a prominent position in local education
governance, whether in terms of financing it or in playing the role of network enablers
and supervisors. The designation “PISA for schools in the municipalities” illustrates the
objective stated by the promoters, to be part of “an intervention strategy in Education for
territorial development” aiming to “enable the Municipalities, together with their Schools,
for an active participation in the development of the population skills” (PISA-M website). In
a way, there is a shift in the role of the institutional regulator—the state (national level)—that
moves to the municipalities (local level) through regulation coming from the transnational
regulator (OECD). This is new in Portugal, where central administrative control persists
over municipalities and schools, even though competencies between central and local
authorities have been assigned and arranged through diverse means of deconcentration,
decentralization, and school autonomy [72] since the 1980s. This new configuration of
forces that PISA-M brings at the local level may well contribute to making the relationships
between the actors—located at different levels of the network and assigned different
roles—more complex and may induce changing control on schools between principals,
teachers, and municipalities. Nevertheless, it should be noted that PISA-M frame alignment
covers the beliefs of lacking autonomy by schools by addressing the critique of rankings
generated by PISA results. Thus, in the relationship with the municipalities, there seems
to be a safeguard of the autonomy of the schools, as the individual results of each school
are not disclosed, neither publicly nor to the local authorities (which only have access
to the global report). Therefore, even though the rationale behind PISA-M is oriented to
comparison, it is assumed it is not to compete but to foster learning, leverage improvements,
and seek solutions. This is challenging and worth following in the coming times and future
research, as it becomes particularly relevant to understanding how the “government by
results” and “by what works” that the instrument is a vehicle is established and evolves.

This study allows us to understand that the regulation embodied by PISA-M is
evidence-based and knowledge-based, namely on the OECD’s expert knowledge, which
stresses the symbolic power of the IO that holds a valuable “knowledge monopoly” favor-
ing the effectiveness of regulation, a tendency of new forms of regulation by governments to
legitimize their actions [73]. Like PISA, PISA-M is based on the OECD’s image of credibility
and expertise, upon which its key role of transnational regulator depends. In fact, it is the
authority and the success allocated to PISA that enables the OECD’s agenda in schools and
municipalities, finetuning the capacity for influence through a new instrument, focused
on the school setting. ILSAs are soft power instruments with regulatory capacity through
suggestion and recommendation [70]. The PISA-M frame alignment with PISA critiques



Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 873 15 of 18

introduces the idea of novelty and improvement of the instrument, namely regarding
contradicting the emphasis on the cognitive aspects and explicitly acclaiming the good
examples—the Nordic countries—to prioritize students’ wellbeing and materialize it in a
reference indicator—the student wellbeing index.

Likewise, the regulation inherent to PISA-M is network-based, and responds to three
main ideas: regulatory effectiveness, teacher professional development, and local school
governance. In the first case, the policy tool assumes an orientation towards “what
works”, not only in quantitative terms—regarding better performance and achievement
of goals [74,75]—but in qualitative terms, through models and examples of best practices,
and exchange of experiences, which seems to be a new rationale in which the combination
of statistical data and practices enables everything to be measured. In the second case,
the network is seen as enhancing teacher professional development, promoting contact
with examples from other contexts, disseminating and sharing organizational knowledge,
procedural and pedagogical practices related to the school, the work of education, and
teaching and learning. The third case is about the OECD appearing as a new actant interact-
ing directly with the local administration and schools and may be seen as a break with the
conventional trilogy of forces (state, schools, and municipalities) that has been considered
central in local education policies [72]. In this sense, the “Research Collaboratory”, which
is grounded on networking and sharing, and a motto for change, improvement, and effec-
tive learning, is an example of how it can contribute to redefine and reframe local school
governance and teacher professional development practices.

This study shows that PISA-M is an instrument that stands as a variation of the
assumption that evaluating and comparing the performances of educational systems leads
to improvement in their effectiveness [76]. However, it is not about improving the country’s
economic competitiveness that PISA-M supports its rationale but by putting it at the service
of better institutional practices and results. By placing teachers at the forefront of the debate
and based on the reports and the surveys carried out to students and parents, the policy tool
is oriented towards the possibility of exploring the various factors that influence the quality
of education. Therefore, rather than treating educational quality as an abstract concept
or a fixed set of standards, PISA-M is framed to make it actual, founded on contextual
results, and specific to the setting under analysis. Moreover, it emphasizes that teachers
play a critical role in shaping its ongoing development and evolution, stressing a need for
mutual learning and comparison, based on “sharing”, “joint reflection”, “networking”,
“collaborative learning”, and “group analysis”.

Finally, PISA-M may be a valuable resource in the dispute for the autonomy of schools
vis-à-vis public authorities. Even so, it is not exactly autonomy that it is about, but more a
relationship built from a new heteronomy, as schools will be dependent both on national
standards and on universal canon and supranational technical–scientific knowledge. Gath-
ered around data and educational representations conveyed implicitly and explicitly by
the OECD, schools are persuaded regarding how they should be governed and managed
and how teachers’ professionalism should develop. This is a new dependency, no longer
deriving from the state alone, but now directly from an expert organization, which is
part of a broader phenomenon of reinforcement of the role of specialists and so-called
evidence-based policies.
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