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This Dossier includes contributions from a Euro-
pean research project — “The role of knowledge 
in the construction and the regula tion of health and 
education policy in Europe” (KNOWandPOL) — set 
out in order to broaden existing understanding on 
knowledge -policy relations, in a social and cultural 
context characterized by an increase in the volume, 
plurality and circulation of knowledge in public ac-
tion (AA.VV, 2006; Delvaux & Mangez, 2008)1. One 
of the analytical strands of the project deals with the 
issues of the production, dissemination and appro-
priation, in the course of public action, of knowl-
edge regulation tools (KRT) — that is, technical-
-social instruments that di' use a particular kind of 
knowledge in order to shape the behavior of actors 
in a given policy domain (Freeman et al., 2007). 
Among the di' erent versions of KRTs — from au-
diting devices to self -evaluation, from best practices 
to accreditation schemes, from training programs to 
benchmarks, rankings and statistical comparisons 
— the (Education sector) research teams decided to 
focus their case studies on the fabrication, circula-
tion and use of the OECD’s Programme for Inter-
national Student Assessment (PISA)2. 

WHY PISA?

PISA is an international compared assessment proj-
ect carried out under the auspices of the Organiza-
tion for European Economic Cooperation (OECD). 
It was o*  cially launched, at the end of the nineties, 

as the agency response to the requirements of mem-
ber countries to regularly provide reliable data on 
the knowledge and skills of their pupils and the per-
formance of their education systems. Its “chief aim” 
is to provide “a stable point of reference against 
which to monitor the evolution of education sys-
tems” (OECD, 2007, p. 17). The Program is struc-
tured around a triennial assessment; and each edi-
tion comprises a main survey which includes a core 
module (compulsory for all participant countries) 
focusing on one literacy domain (e.g. reading, math-
ematical, science literacy). It is oriented towards 
the “need of governments to draw policy lessons” 
(OECD, 2007, p.  1) and includes speci- c knowl-
edge generation practices: “(…) is a collaborative 
e' ort, bringing together scienti- c expertise from 
the participating countries, steered jointly by their 
governments on the basis of shared, policy -driven 
interests. (OECD, 2007, p. 10). To sum up, the Pro-
gram has an overt policy orientation and develops 
under an explicit “policy -(expert) knowledge” rela-
tionship.

Besides these attributes, other reasons justify 
our “case selection”: the features that di' erentiate 
PISA from its competitors, like the regularity and 
. exibility of the application, and the singularity of 
the object — the literacy competences (see Bottani, 
2006); the continuous expansion of participating 
countries (32 in PISA 2000, 41 in PISA 2003, 57 in 
PISA 2006, and a total of 67 counties expected to 
take part in the fourth cycle, 37 of them non -OECD 
countries); the growing — and varied — academic 
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interest in the Program, spanning from acceptance 
to denunciation3. Nevertheless, it was mostly the 
teams’ shared perception about the conspicuous 
— albeit not similar — presence of PISA in public 
action that led to its choice. Thus, our research in-
terests converge towards the idea of following (and 
understanding) the “N -moves” of PISA: the tool is 
fabricated at supranational level in bringing togeth-
er individuals and organizations from very di' erent 
social spaces; the tool often reaches national public 
action; di' erent social groups are interested by the 
instrument; (and) yet they are di' erently relating 
with and using — even shifting — the object.

PISA — A KRT

KNOWandPOL studies address PISA as a knowl-
edge regulation tool (KRT): an instrument (based 
on knowledge and that generates knowledge) that 
backs up and takes part in the task of coordinat-
ing public action in education (Freeman et al., 
2007; Pons & van Zanten, 2007). Policy tools are 
sites of/for recurrent materialization of interpreta-
tions about “reality” and models for appropriate 
agency (see Draelants & Maroy, 2007). The rea-
sons through which students, national societies and 
education systems are described, compared and as-
sessed in PISA certainly engender scripts for acting 
in the educational sector. 

PISA operates over several institutional cat-
egories of schooling: (re)de- ning students as life-
-long learners in alignment with OECD aims for 
education; (re)de- ning teaching -learning relation-
ships in alignment with cognitive learning and 
pos -industrialization theories; rede- ning school-
-knowledge towards utilitarian knowledge and 
protecting a post -disciplinary school organization; 
rede- ning the locus of the assessment of school sys-
tems — from internal to external criteria (Carvalho, 
2009, see also Mangez, 2008). The frames, ques-
tions and indicators used in the assessment of “liter-
acy performances” de- ne young people’s character-
istics and expected modes of action or repertoires of 
“competent” attitudes and behaviors. What is more, 
this sketch of a common expected background of 
performance and engagement in social life is, also, 
an imagination of a common (transnational) society. 

Furthermore, PISA puts forward rules about the 
quali- ed and reasonable policy -makers in contem-
porary times: the ones who govern based in objec-
tive diagnostics, the ones who search for competi-
tive advantages by measuring the outcomes of the 
school system; the ones who adopt solutions based 
on what works in other countries — thus, who learns 
about and copies competitors so as to progress; the 
one who accepts mutual evaluation as a rule for gov-
erning (see Carvalho, 2009). 

PISA’s comparison situates policy -makers and 
other pubic policy actors in an imagined time -line 
that leads from the industrial society to the knowl-
edge society and, at the same time, in a competitive-
-cooperative world -wide space. On the one hand, 
international comparative assessment is a resource 
for exercising government and for its scrutiny at 
national level. On the other hand, the device plays 
a role in structuring a transnational regulation in 
which the national States voluntarily involve them-
selves (with other bodies) in the joint production of 
rules. To sum up, PISA is a policy technology (Grek, 
2009; Grek & Ozga, 2007) that takes part in (a) fab-
ricating people for an imagined global society and 
(b) in the making of speci- c forms of governing it 
through “knowledge -based” devices.

“KNOWLEDGE FOR POLICY”

In international comparative assessments like PISA, 
power . ows through the culpability and responsi-
bility they generate in national spaces; but it also 
. ows through the hope, optimism and con- dence 
they deposit in the possibility of educational re-
forms, conducted by policy -makers who are up to 
date with expert knowledge. PISA is part of a uni-
verse of knowledge that “ensures” that a certain 
educational change can lead each nation into the 
so -called new global world (see Lindblad & Popke-
witz, 2004, pp. xx -xxi).

This “knowledge for policy” is a special type of 
knowledge, created by speci- c practices and fac-
ing speci- c criteria — namely of being compatible 
with the social practices it intents to relate to (see 
Nahessi, 2008). This type of knowledge is submit-
ted not only to the criterion of scienti- c “credibil-
ity” but also to the “contextuality” — that is, to the 
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quality or condition of being relevant and able to 
be handled by the audience; consequently, “knowl-
edge for policy has to be negotiated and e' ectively 
communicated (see Lindquist, 1990, pp.  31 -35). 
When we read PISA’s texts as narratives about the 
making of knowledge for policy, we can - nd three 
elements that illustrate that double quest. One re-
lates with the starting point of the inquiry — the 
questions/the aims of the studies are (at least in 
theory) partially de- ned by others and the ongo-
ing inquiry work is open to scrutiny. The second, 
with the idea of a collective making of knowledge: it 
involves, in a collective e' ort, several groups of spe-
cialized knowledge producers and several bodies of 
specialized knowledge (e.g. curriculum, didactics 
and learning in science, reading and mathematics, 
statistics, psychometrics and compared assessment, 
social psychology, policy evaluation and analysis, 
school e' ectiveness). Thus, they generate heteroge-
neous knowledge for heterogeneous audiences and, 
what is more, they collectively validate their exper-
tise. The third is related to the absence of a straight 
problem -solution relationship (a policy problem -a 
knowledge solution, or a knowledge solution for a 
policy problem): data/analysis/knowledge are set 
up to be used by decision makers, who must ac-
cept responsibility for the course of their actions (to 
analyze, to contemplate, to re. ect, to draw lessons). 
The concern is not only to put texts on public “lan-
guage” it is also to get others engaged in speci- c re-
lationship with data/information/knowledge. 

It is important here to note that PISA is not only 
a triennial survey with a subsequent triennial re-
port. The Program involves multiple activities and 
generates many resources for social action in dif-
ferent social spaces. Alongside the survey, relevant 
face -to -face activities take place (in meetings, work-
shops, etc. involving policy makers, bureaucrats, ex-
perts, OECD members) and multiple publications 
— other than the surveys’ main reports — are gener-
ated and di' used at supranational and national lev-
els (e.g. manuals, technical and theoretical reports, 
thematic reports, national reports, databases. etc). 
All these activities involve a wide variety of social 
worlds4. Therefore, the accomplishment of PISA 
depends on bringing together and cooperating dif-
ferent actors around a complex . ow of activities that 
guarantee the circulation and legitimacy of a certain 

type of knowledge practice — “knowledge for poli-
cy” — accepted as appropriate for the regulation of 
the education sector. 

The making of PISA involves intertwined cogni-
tive and social practices: the (re)de- nitions of edu-
cational reality”, of appropriate government con-
duct, even of appropriate ways of making knowl-
edge for policy, goes hand in hand with the process 
of creating PISA ecology and achieving coordina-
tion and cooperation between the di' erent actors 
involved (see Carvalho, 2009). Thus, PISA has to 
be see as involving a complex connection of actors, 
objects and activities, as a process through which 
all actors are simultaneously, “free and networked”, 
“constructing and being constructed by their en-
gagement” (Lawn, 2006, p. 4).

PISA — FABRICATION, 
CIRCULATION AND USE: SEEKING 
A “MULTI -LEVEL PERSPECTIVE”

Current comparative studies of public policies face 
the challenge of capturing, through their “interde-
pendences”, the phenomena that generates “tran-
snational convergence” and the national processes 
of “appropriation of orientations and instruments 
disseminated transnationally” (Hassenteufel, 2004, 
p. 113). Also in the - elds of education policy and/or 
comparative education it is recognized that — despite 
the greater penetration or greater national adjustment 
to agendas and discourses di' used in/by internation-
al agencies — there are conspicuous indications of di-
vergence, bricolage, hybridization, or intra -national 
diversi% cation (see e.g. Ball, 1998; Popkewitz, 2000; 
Schriewer, 2000; Steiner -Khamsi, 2004). 

KNOWandPOL studies follow these signposts 
and adopt the argument whereby there are multi-
ple levels of education policy regulation (suprana-
tional, national, regional/local), played out by a va-
riety of actors, and involving di' erent sources and 
modes of regulation. Moreover, multi -regulation 
supposes the interpenetration of such levels, agen-
cies and forms. Thinking in terms of regulatory 
tools, this means that instruments (like PISA) “cir-
culate” and that they may “acquire new meanings 
as they circulate” (Freeman et al., 2007, p.  xx). 
Such analytical orientation invites us to express the 



multiple and multidirectional threads of ideas and 
interests, and to look at knowledge -policy tools as 
potentially changeable and multi -usable products 
of these intertwining of ideas and agencies. 

From this point of view there is not, a priori, any 
hierarchical relation or determination of the place 
by the national and of these by the supranational, 
and so one should admit that the meaning, inten-
sity and e' ects of the relations between these vari-
ous bodies comprise empirical proof. Therefore, all 
case studies — supranational and national — expose 
or explore the “N -moves” of PISA: PISA traveling, 
PISA driving people, (but) PISA (also) shifting 
(while traveling across new contexts and while at-
tracting di' erent social worlds).

A TOOL MADE TO TRAVEL 
AND TO ATTRACT

OECD as a provider of 
“knowledge for policy”
The emergence of PISA has to be inscribed in the 
scope of the OECD’s political work, and more 
speci- cally within the agency intervention in the 
educational sector5. In a recent review on the role 
of the OECD in transnational governance, Mahon 
and McBride (2008, pp.  7 -15) put forward some 
central ideas: its main contribution for the “postwar 
liberalization of trade and investment”; its “rela-
tive” — and frequently questioned — “autonomy” 
with regard to member States, particularly the US; 
its intervention through “soft modes of governance” 
(with the focus on “surveillance of performances” 
and “assessment of policies”); its impact on nation-
al policies as a “creator, purveyor and legitimator of 
ideas”. Over the years, education had progressively 
achieved more centrality to the overall mission of 
the OECD and the agency has become an eminence 
grise for many States’ education policy (Henry et 
al., 2001; Rubenson, 2008, p. 242). Since the 90s, 
the OECD has played the role of evaluator or moni-
tor of educational quality with an agenda in which 
educational problems are equated as requirements 
of a knowledge -based economy (Rinne et al., 2004).

PISA “enfolds” and performs the social and 
cognitive features of the OECD agenda and modes 
of governance: PISA is a “norm and standard tool” 

made through a set of “soft regulation” practices, 
combining — following Jacobson words (2006) — 
“meditative” and “inquisitive” activities. PISA is a 
sphere for the promotion of agreements about edu-
cation practices and policies that national govern-
ments are happy to be submitted to external scru-
tiny. At the same time the instrument also supplies 
the politicians with data and analysis on a regular 
basis which derives from the models generated by 
the conventions established among experts. 

It is important to note that PISA operates sup-
ported by the OECD’s authority as an “expert orga-
nization” (Noaksson & Jacobson, 2003). In fact the 
national actors’ narratives on participation in PISA, 
analyzed by our six research teams (see note 2), nat-
uralize such status: they invoke OECD’s “techni-
cal” credibility, they praise its “expertise”, and they 
categorize it as an organization that represents the 
“developed world”.6 Moreover, PISA results tend 
to obtain the status of knowledge that is required or 
appropriate for mention in national or local public 
action scenes or even to account for political mea-
sures (Carvalho et al., 2009). 

Connecting words 
The OECD’s PISA Secretariat — the structure re-
sponsible for the “management of everyday activi-
ties of PISA” — takes the agency’s scripts seriously, 
either playing the “catalyst role” — acting on the 
mobilization, enlargement and selection of other 
collective (sometimes individual) actors, and work-
ing on the de- nition of their roles, on the rules and 
the mechanisms for their interaction — or playing 
the role of the independent purveyor of data and vi-
sions (see Carvalho, 2009, pp. 73 -76, 91 -95, 110 -113). 
The “monopoly of expertise” (Latour, 1996 [1986]) 
created around PISA rests on a social process that 
includes a nucleus of actors form private and pub-
lic organizations, experts from di' erent areas, and 
OECD members. They all participate in the coor-
dination of PISA multiple activities — inquiry, ex-
change, and publication — and through these ac-
tivities they bring together many other and diverse 
actors and agencies (bureaucrats, policy makers, 
journalists, researchers). Furthermore, the tool is 
a result of the gathering of these social worlds and 
the assemblage of the varieties of knowledge and in-
terest they bring. For instance, the making of PISA 
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knowledge is disciplined by the “literacy theoreti-
cal framework” and by particular psychometric as-
sumptions, concepts and methods, but it is devel-
oped depending on a greater or lesser consensus 
between experts, their permeability to (national) 
political and cultural factors or pressures, and their 
alignment with OECD discourse. 

From the diverse “coordination forms” (see 
Delvaux, 2009) that the PISA Secretariat puts for-
ward in order to set the interdependencies among 
experts, policy makers, bureaucrats, etc, we want 
to highlight one that relates to the performance of 
the OECD’s rules for the making of “knowledge for 
policy” (consensus building, collaboration, high 
trust in expertise, responsiveness). This form is par-
ticularly evident on the use of documents as coordi-
nation devices (see Freeman, 2006). The methods 
adopted in the fabrication of an enormous amount 
of documents/texts of di' erent types and the re-
peated mobilisation of di' erent bodies to work on 
their draft versions (the openness of the documents 
until the - nal version) involves complex normative 
and functional coordination: on the one hand, the 
participation on the ceremonial may generate per-
ceptions of membership/belonging and (at least) of 
partial authorship; on the other hand, it e' ectively 
leads to the production of consensual decisions 
(e.g., the frameworks, the structure and the writing 
style of the reports) and/or the standardised proce-
dures (e.g. the technical norms that guide the imple-
mentation of PISA inquiries) that steer the actors.

PISA is a device that connects worlds (see Barroso 
& Carvalho, 2008). Thus, the relevant convergence 
produced by the tool sees the policy makers and oth-
er social worlds move towards the choice of the tool, 
as a pertinent resource for their action or as space 
for their social and cognitive investment, thus allow-
ing PISA to become an “obligatory passage point” 
(Callon, 1986; Star & Griesemer, 1999 [1989]). PI-
SA’s “attractiveness” rests on the capacity to engage 
social actors in knowledge production practices that 
uphold: mutual -surveillance as an appropriate way 
of knowing -governing; and PISA data as appropri-
ate “knowledge for policy” (and public action). Such 
ability relates to the qualities we address below: the 
plasticity and adaptability of the tool.

Keeping PISA alive — The plasticity 
of a moveable tool
PISA has been and is expanding in a threefold form: 
through the enlargement of the object of study, 
through the expansion of the number and focus of 
surveys, and through the increase of PISA’s target 
populations. The KRT is expanding as it moves 
into new areas of assessment (students’ interperson-
al competencies, ICT competencies), as it moves 
closer to teachers’ practices and to classrooms, as it 
moves to younger and older students. This expan-
sion is a sign of the plasticity of the tool; and this 
plasticity and these changes may be interpreted at 
the light of several mechanisms of translation (Cal-
lon, 1986; Latour, 1996 [1989]) related to the mak-
ing of the PISA ecology: the boundary work needed 
to assure a monopoly of expertise; the permanent 
need to persuade, to keep others within the Pro-
gram and to mobilize new allies; or to guarantee 
public resources and con- dence. Thus, vigilance 
practices — regarding evaluative perceptions of PI-
SA’s impact, regarding criticisms or regarding new 
methodological or theoretical developments — goes 
together with interessment practices. Making the 
ecology is making the tool — and making the tool is 
making the ecology. 

The plasticity of PISA may also be related to 
the di' erent forms the knowledge takes within the 
PISA reports, as it becomes more and more close 
to the audiences moving from “revelation” (the 
core results of the survey) to “explanation” (the 
interpretation of the results through relationships 
between performances and “context variables”), 
and to “condensation” (- ndings that require policy 
makers’ awareness) (Carvalho, 2009, pp. 110 -111; see 
Delvaux, 2008, chap. 4, 2009, pp. 107 -112). But the 
tool is also multiform, if we consider the variety of 
publications produced under the PISA label: frame-
works for the study of literacy, databases, general 
and thematic reports, methodological users’ guides, 
technical reports, etc. What is perhaps more relevant 
here is that this variety of publications and products 
also supposes a variety of target populations and 
opens up a variety of possible uses, whether in or-
der to reproduce knowledge, to re -contextualize or 
to produce “new” knowledge from it. Thus PISA 
“becomes” the basis for the production of new data-
-information -knowledge by national researchers, by 
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the media, by public policy actors (either to iden-
tify and describe educational system problems, or 
to selectively use PISA results), by national and/or 
regional education administrative structures that 
use PISA for making (at least inspiring) their own 
social -technical instruments. They depend from the 
tool, they amplify the e' ects on the tool, and they 
remake the tool.

PISA CIRCULATION AND N -WAYS 
OF USING IT: THE CASE STUDIES 

When we bring together the studies on suprana-
tional fabrication of PISA and the six national case 
studies, we concluded that PISA emerges as a tool 
with a successful penetration into di' erent contexts, 
but also as a di' erently acted tool — the way PISA 
circulates and is used occurs di' erently according 
to “speci- c historical, social, political or scienti- c 
traditions and con- gurations” (Carvalho et al., 
2009, n. p.). The conclusion sends us back to the 
initial reasons that lead our studies on PISA: the 
conspicuous — albeit not similar — presence of PISA 
in public action. The texts presented in this Dos-
sier give a deeper understanding of such phenom-
ena. They all contribute to clarify the diverse moves 
of the tool: it spreads, it is displaced, and it shifts, 
it helps to modify or to preserve power relations 
and meanings. These articles bring with them dif-
ferent comprehensive accounts about such moves 
and — along with, and this must be underlined — 
a rich diversity of theoretical and methodological 
resources that each team puts up in order to cope 
with the fabrication, circulation and use of a KRT in 
multiple public action scenes. Thus, in this Dossier 
the reader will follow six illustrations and six ways 
of seeing PISA’s circulation and use in six European 
spaces: Belgium (francophone community), France, 
Hungary, Portugal, Romania, and Scotland.

The “evaluated -evaluator” 
The paper by Eric Mangez and Branka Cattonar 
deals with the reception and use of PISA in the 
French Community of Belgium (FCB). The au-
thors question the nature of the OECD program 
and they interrogate the regulatory function of the 
tool when it is put together with the political and 

cultural speci- cities of the FCB. They refute com-
mon and o*  cial discourses that portray PISA as a 
“decision support tool” — an instrument that in-
creases rational policy making or the development 
of ‘evidence -based policies’; and they put forward 
an alternative understanding: PISA operates main-
ly as “surveillance” tool, as it puts pressure on the 
education sector’s institutional regulators. Thus, in 
FCB context the monitoring tool operates (and is 
operated) in ways that cause the regulators to be-
came regulated. The “Evaluative State” is — as the 
authors wrote — also an “Evaluated State”. Within 
this scenario, they see the OECD (and its expert 
knowledge) emerging, between civil society and the 
State, as a “third -party evaluator”. 

Competing “argumentaires”: translating 
expert knowledge into common knowledge 
The contribution of Nathalie Mons and Xavier 
Pons investigates the multiform reception — accept-
ance, refusal, negotiation — of PISA in the French 
policy debate between 2001 and 2008. Backed up 
by a synoptic view of 10 years of national debates 
on PISA, the authors develop an analytical perspec-
tive that puts the reader face -to -face with “a more or 
less stable and coherent set of arguments (scienti- c, 
technical or political) that help explain to the pub-
lic the main results achieved by French students in 
the PISA tests” — what they call the argumentaires. 
Two sets of arguments are characterized: the Bias 
Argumentaire and the Ideal Governance Argumen-
taire, respectively produced by two sets of relevant 
policy actors: the sta'  of the education ministry and 
OECD members. Furthermore, the authors show 
that the argumentaires evolve as they compete, as 
they face new circumstances, as new actors and in-
terests are involved, etc. What is more signi- cant, 
Mons and Pons show that these cognitive politics al-
ways reformulate the knowledge delivered by PISA, 
transforming it into a “common and politically le-
gitimate knowledge on the functioning of French 
education”. 

Customizing PISA and 
including -excluding voices
The article by Eszter Berényi and Eszter Neumann 
— with Iván Bajomi and Júlia Vida — focuses on the 
ways “domestic” actors cope with the diagnosis of 
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the Hungarian education system provided by PISA 
surveys. The text shows how Hungary’s “shock-
ing results” on quality and equity issues where 
“framed” in the domestic discourse, and they iden-
tify numerous policy solutions with reference to 
PISA. The social -cognitive operations of translating 
knowledge are, as in the previous article, a central 
element of the analysis. However, here the reader 
is steered to a di' erent con- guration, one where a 
domestic alignment is visible with PISA vocabulary 
and data as well as with the rational for “evidence-
-based reforms”. As the authors wrote: “the PISA 
discourse has lately became a master narrative for 
domestic education policy that embraces and neu-
tralizes various other voices and results in a univocal 
policy discourse. (…) in order to be heard and taken 
into account, everyone is requested to - rst master 
the vocabulary of the all -encompassing PISA narra-
tive”. Thus, the re -contextualization of the KRT — 
the labour of customizing PISA — does not only act 
upon interpretations and modes of action in educa-
tion; it extends to a boundary work that generates 
inclusions -exclusions among those who intend to 
speak publicly about education. 

De -politicization of policy and 
re -politicization of the instrument (tool)
The article written by Natércio Afonso and Estela 
Costa examines the mobilisation of the survey re-
sults in processes to legitimise education policies 
and the construction of the “governmental rheto-
ric”. The authors focus their analysis on the period 
the 17th Portuguese Constitutional Government is in 
power and discuss the hypothesis that it is possible 
to identify what they call “new con- gurations in the 
decision -making processes”. The article identi- es 
di' erent policy measures justi- ed in the light of the 
PISA results, which were invoked with an unprec-
edented frequency in relation to previous govern-
ments. However, the more in -depth analysis is re-
served for the narratives of the Minister of Education 
of that government, in which the authors identify a 
change in the “conception of the decision -making 
process” and a “renewal of the foundations of pol-
icy legitimacy”, which places a greater emphasis 
on “scienti- c grounds” and “the possession of evi-
dence” as conditions to exercise its choices. This de-
-politicization of policy goes hand in hand, however, 

with a “re -politicization of the instrument”, deriving 
from the adjustments between the politicians’ agen-
das and the values, visions and directions embodied 
in the instrument.

The silent PISA
The contribution by Adél Kiss, Ildikó Fejes and 
Zoltan Biró starts with a description of Romania’s 
education policy and educational research, and sub-
sequently analyses PISA’s participants, activities, 
products at the national level, and the rare debates 
about it (within an amorphous public opinion). 
The article draws the scenario of a “post -socialist” 
country that, since the end of the nineties, lives the 
unstable processes of (political, economic and cul-
tural) transition as well as the controversial process 
of “accession” to the EU. The authors suggest that 
PISA as a tool that fosters comparisons with other 
countries is an object with the potential to amplify 
contradictions inherent to the transition -accession 
processes. The result is, the authors suggest, the co-
existence of two (simultaneous) attitudes: the e' orts 
towards “compliance”, “that also stress the formal 
and peripheral characteristics of the adaptation”; 
and the “discomfort and frustration” caused by the 
perception of “gaps and de- cits” that the results 
generate. These factors help one understand several 
conclusions of their study: there is no signi- cant re-
. ection on PISA in academic circles; the issues of 
undertaking the PISA survey are basically a matter 
for the Government and Ministry and there are no 
detectable relationships between PISA results and 
national reforms. 

Policy -makers and PISA: 
fireworks, trust and status 
Conversely, the study of PISA in post -devolution 
Scotland (1999 -2007) tells us about the journey of 
the tool as a “spectacle”; although a triennial ephem-
eral spectacle. The authors associate such a routine 
with the “fairly positive pro- le” granted to the Scot-
tish education system by the PISA results. Based on 
an analysis of interviews with policy actors, the con-
tribution of Grek, Lawn and Ozga moves PISA to a 
symbolic territory. It is a space of trust and status. 
Trust: (a) in Scottish education as PISA’s (good) 
results introduce reassurance in a system that does 
not use massive testing devices; (b) in comparative 
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knowledge as a fundamental tool for steering the 
system; (c) in the external certi- er (OECD & PISA) 
seen as the “gold standard” of international educa-
tion research or as able to conduct and to deliver 
an expert -based impartial assessment. It is also an 
issue of status because participation in PISA allows 
Scotland to be a “visible” partner of the competitive 
world of nations with a separate national presence 
in the international arenas. 

The collection of texts brought together in this 
Dossier comprises just one of the visible faces of the 

pro- table work carried out by six research teams on 
the production, circulation and use of a KRT — in 
this case a device produced on a supranational scale 
— in policy and public action. More work continues 
to be undertaken, either studying policy and public 
action through the instruments based on the knowl-
edge generated in national contexts, or examining 
the “knowledge -policy” relations in speci- c sce-
narios (national, regional and local) of action and 
public policy (see Barroso et al., 2007). We await 
the new words.
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Endnotes

1. See www.knowandpol.eu (11-2009).
2. In the education sector a total of nine reports 

have been produced since then: a Literature Review 
Report (Carvalho, 2008); a case study of the fabri-
cation of PISA at a supranational level (Carvalho, 
2009); six case studies regarding circulation and use 
of PISA in European spaces were undertaken (Afonso 
& Costa, 2009; Bajomi, Berényi, Neumann & Vida, 
2009; Cattonar, Mangez, Delvaux, Mangez &  Maroy, 
2009; Grek, Lawn & Ozga, 2009; Mons & Pons, 2009; 
Rostás, Kósa, Bodó, Kiss & Fejes, 2009); and - nally 
an “integrative report”, built on the previous research 
materials (Carvalho, Afonso & Costa, 2009). 

3. Uses of PISA ranges from using PISA data in 
the undertaking of new research to raising reserva-
tions and criticisms, from re. ecting on education 
systems based on the PISA results to analysing the 
impact of PISA results on educational policies (see 
Carvalho, 2008). Throughout its lifespan PISA 
has been involved in controversies, some of which 
brought its very credibility into question. The criti-
cism can be split into the following groups: its com-
paratist project; its methodologies (from the claim 
of comparability to the procedures of construction, 
collection, processing and analysis); the reception 
and use of the results by politicians and the media; 
the pertinence of the - nancial investment vis -à -vis 
the results achieved and the e' ects PISA bring about 
(see Carvalho, 2009, pp. 34 -37; Mons, 2007). 

4. Accordingly with its formal structure, PISA 
brings together States, public and private organiza-
tions, OECD professionals, politicians, bureaucrats 
or their representatives and technicians from multi-
ple countries. But there are more actors and agencies 
enrolled by PISA multiple activities and products: 
from policy makers to journalists in di' erent public 
action scenes, from public servants that use PISA for 
the making of their own tools, to researchers, from 
various - elds (economics, education, sociology, etc), 

who use PISA data.
5. PISA also needs to be understood in the light of 

the trajectory of these kinds of surveys. For reasons 
of the economy of this paper we cannot deal with 
this issue. From a broader historical perspective, 
PISA comes from a line of international studies on 
comparative assessment of the student achievement, 

which has been embodied by the International 
Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement (IEA) since the nineteen sixties (see 
Bottani, 2006; Morgan, 2007). In addition, PISA 
has to be understood as a Program that encodes 
a pragmatic comparative education project (see 
Nóvoa, 1998). 

6. Narratives on national participation at supra-
national level were provided for national case stud-
ies (see note 2).
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