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Abstract 

Most OECD-states have state-wide exit examinations at the end of upper secondary education. By 
regulating work in schools and classrooms, the examinations are supposed to raise school 
effectiveness. However, due to specific governance structures, the examinations probably serve 
particular intentions and therefore have multifarious designs. According to Educational Governance 
concepts, these diverse designs may cause differing effects on school actors. This project compares the 
designs and purposes of the state-wide exit exams at the end of upper secondary schooling in Finland, 
Ireland and the Netherlands. The project intends to detect patterns in the examination structures that 
foster the ability to regulate school actors. A document analysis of official documents is used to 
elaborate the exam designs as well as the overarching governance structure and strategies to improve 
the school system. Expert interviews with representatives of the education authorities are used to 
reconstruct the intentions of the government that are connected with the conduct of state-wide exit 
examinations. The results show that within the three countries, exams have very different functions 
which are very much connected with the governance structure and the overall system of quality 
assurance in the country. The functions postulated in the literature can only partially retrieved. 
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In a lot of countries all over the world, students at the end of upper secondary education sit state-wide 
exit exams. This type of exams is so popular because it is considered to be a “powerful instrument for 
moving schooling in a desired direction” (Noah and Eckstein 1992, ¶2). The exams are taken by 
students in order to graduate from a certain course of studies, and are controlled by an agency external 
to the schools, administered by a national or state government, and based on prescribed syllabi in 
curriculum (Kellaghan and Madaus 2003). It is assumed that, as state-wide exams are controlled and 
set by an external agency, people in schools have only little, if any, influence on the exams, and 
therefore are forced to align their work with the standards and goals necessitated in the curriculum (cf. 
e.g. Bishop 1998; Eckstein and Noah 1993; Keeves 1994, Wößmann 2003). The exams are very clear 
about the competencies students must have acquired by the end of upper secondary school and what 
therefore should be addressed in the classroom. They also show where teachers and schools have to 
improve. Additionally, they hold school members accountable for their work, and link the graduation 
of the students to the exams, and therefore are presumed to motivate both educators to elaborate 
strategies for better instruction and school improvement, and students to raise their efforts. Thus, 
controlling the output is supposed to be a good means for regulating and improving processes at both 
the school- and classroom level. 

These are mainly normative assumptions about (1) how the exams can affect schooling, and (2) how a 
state or government might in the ideal want their exam system to affect schooling. However, there is 
no clear empirical evidence to support these assumptions. The purpose of the study described therefore 
is to identify purposes and intentions linked to the conduct of state-wide exit exams in three countries 
with very distinct governance procedures. It is the first part of a larger study set up to identify exam 
mechanisms and effects at school and classroom level. The next step of the study described will 
therefore be aimed at people in schools and inquire the effects of the exams to elaborate conditions 
under which state-wide exit exams can actually serve to improve schooling. This, however, has not 
been done yet and therefore will not be further described in this paper. 

Background: State-wide Exit Exams in the OECD-States 

Education systems have established state-wide exit exams, preferably at the end of upper secondary 
schooling (ISCED level 3a), for differing reasons, within distinct time-frames, and have given their 
exams different “faces”, so that the range of different exam procedures –that can all be labeled “state-
wide exit exam”– is enormous (cf. Klein et al. 2009). Some states have conducted state-wide exit 
exams for more than a century; these exams usually emanated from university entrance exams, or were 
introduced to replace such exams. Their primary function to provide an objective way of selecting 
students into tertiary education institutions has stayed the main purpose for conducting state-wide 
exams in most states, although it has been supplemented with additional functions during the years. In 
some other states, state-wide exit exams have only recently been introduced or revised or will be in the 
near future (e.g. Czech Republic, Germany, some states of the USA) with the explicit goal of 
improving effectiveness through the control of the outcome (cf. e.g. National Institute for Public 
Education 2003). In those states the driving force for change was the belief that state-wide exit exams 
are an instrument with which the quality of schools can be monitored and school effectiveness can be 
controlled (see above). Thus, today probably all countries use the exams to assure and raise quality by 
setting standards every student has to achieve in order to graduate. However, the different designs of 
the exams (cf. Klein et al. 2009) imply that the countries probably have diverging opinions about how 
this can best be done, and pursue different strategies with regard to the amount of control and 
regulation exercised through the exams.  

The scant existing research confirms that state-wide exams affect prior instruction. However, these 
effects are very inconsistent and are influenced by more than just whether the exams are state-wide or 
school-based. Positive or neutral effects, with regard to teacher cooperation and student support (e.g. 
Maag Merki 2008), for instance, or the use of student-centered instructional methods (e.g. Vogler 
2006; Vogler and Carnes 2009), are reported alongside negative effects like reallocating resources 
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concerning contents and aid (e.g. Gillborn and Youdell 2000). Also, it becomes apparent that even 
when looking at the same features, the effects can differ depending on schools (Maag Merki et al. 
2008), individual persons (Vogler and Carnes 2009), subjects (Baumert and Watermann 2000) or 
different administrative areas (Kühn 2010). The differing effects support the assumption that the 
intentions linked to the exams, and the according design of the exams, collaterally also affect how the 
exams are seen and adapted at school and classroom level, and that at the same time country-; school- 
and subject-specific parameters influence the interpretation of the exams. The adaptation of 
requirements and goals necessitated in the exams therefore is informed in both a top-down process 
(purposes and design of the exams) and a bottom-up process (school and subject culture; individual 
dispositions). 

Theoretical Framework: Educational Governance 

These different observations might be traced back to the fact that people at school and classroom level 
react differently to different exam structures. Such an understanding is rooted in (new) governance 
concepts transferred to education policy, also referred to as Educational Governance (cf. Altrichter et 
al. 2007). These concepts assume that there are discrepancies between what has been intended by 
central authorities and how their directions are perceived and carried out by local school actors. 
Instead of adopting directions, they adapt them to their specific individual and their school’s situation, 
so that measurements taken by the authorities may have differing effects at school and classroom 
level. From this perspective, what happens in schools is regulated through formal directions, but also 
through informal arrangements, negotiations and the coordination of actions on and across the multiple 
levels of the school system (Hanf and O'Toole 1992; Kussau 2008; Kussau and Brüsemeister 2007). 

How directions are carried out is partially dependent on the individual actors’ dispositions, and the 
school’s organizational culture, that is, its specific system of shared values, experiences, and attitudes 
towards quality, instruction, and innovations (cf. e.g. Holtappels 2004; Saunders and Rudd 1999; 
Swanson and Stevenson 2002). This may dilute or even contradict the interests of the administration. 
Whether state-wide exams are perceived as helpful instruments at school level and thus are used 
efficiently, or whether they are instead seen as a threat that incites actors to play the system depends to 
a large extend on the organizational culture of individual schools (cf. Maag Merki et al. 2008). The 
degree to which schools have freedom to deal with the exams and can deviate from the requirements 
necessitated in them is partially dependent from the standardization of procedures in the exams, or the 
degree to which actors at school and classroom level are involved in the exam process. A higher 
standardization reduces the influence individual and organizational factors have on the implementation 
of standards (as in requirements) set in the exams. For instance, if papers are marked by the class 
teacher (lower standardization), even with marking schemes, the teacher may adapt his or her marking 
to the way the content has been taught. If, on the other hand, the marking is done by an external 
marker (higher standardization), the teacher will have to adjust instruction more firmly to the 
standards, because he or she has no influence on the marking. In this respect, the exam procedures in 
the OECD-states prove to have very distinct degrees of standardization. 

The aim of this study therefore is to investigate and analyze the design and functions of state-wide exit 
exams in an international comparison to provide groundwork for the further analysis of the effects the 
exams can have on school and classroom practice, and especially the conditions under which these 
effects can occur. 

Methods and Conduct 

The project aims to investigate the differing intentions and functions that are linked to the conduct of 
state-wide exit exams in an international comparative case study. On grounds of the assumption that 
differing governance structures may result in differing purposes linked to the exams, three countries 
with rather distinctive governance structures were chosen. The choice was further informed by the 
overall structure of the exams, and especially by the standardization level of their procedures. Based 
on the assumption that the countries (a) must have differing governance structures and (b) must 
conduct highly standardized exit exams, the exams in Finland, Ireland and the Netherlands were 
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chosen for this comparative study on grounds of a prior comparison of exam structures (cf. Klein et al. 
2009).  

The study is guided by qualitative methods. The investigation consists of two succeeding steps. First, 
the procedures of the exams and their embedding in the overall system of governance and quality 
assurance are analyzed, and second, the explicit functions of the exams are being investigated. 

The first step is accomplished with qualitative content analyses of already existing material, which 
mostly consists of official documents issued by the relevant authorities. This comprises for instance 
legal documents, newsletters, guidelines, websites etc. The analysis is based on a system of categories 
set up beforehand and amended during the process. The category system has two sections. Section A 
describes the procedures of the exams and consists of the five categories Structure of General Upper 
Secondary (e.g. organization of school time, compulsory subjects, 22 items), Historical Context (e.g. 
traditions, political philosophies, 2 items), Organizational Framework (e.g. number of examinations, 
task development 59 items), Marking (e.g. standards, students' anonymity, 21 items) and Handling of 
Results (e.g. meaning of results for final grades, feedback, stakes, 5 items). Section B describes the 
governance structures of the three countries and consists of the five categories Decision Making (e.g. 
levels, forms, participation, 24 items), External Evaluation (e.g. inspection, use of results, 23 items), 
Forms of Accountability (e.g. stakeholder, goals, 8 items), School Development at school level (e.g. 
methods, rules and guidelines, 21 items) and School Autonomy and Leadership (type of autonomy, 
participation, qualifications, 46 items).  

For the second step, the analysis of the specific functions of the exams, the method was changed. The 
purposes for which the exams are being employed can only hardly be found in official documents, 
especially as some of them might be conceptualized as “common knowledge” in the respective 
country and therefore need not be written down. Therefore, instead of conducting secondary analyses 
of already existing material, we carried out expert interviews (cf. Gläser and Laudel 2009; Meuser and 
Nagel 2010) with experts of the authorities relevant for the exams. In each of the three countries, three 
experts were chosen so that altogether nine interviews were conducted. The interviews were based on 
an interview manual which mainly served as a mnemonic to make sure that all interesting contents 
were properly addressed. The interviews were transcribed completely and analyzed with methods of 
qualitative content analysis as well. The objective of the interview was not to elaborate personal 
feelings about the exams and reconstruct their origins, but rather to find a common notion of the 
functions of the exams in the respective country. Therefore, only those parts of the interview were 
analyzed that reported factual knowledge; expressions of opinion and assumptions were considered 
only if these were mentioned repeatedly by all three interview partners from the respective country, 
which was then interpreted as “common sense” and included in the analysis. The interviews were 
analyzed with a category system as well. The category system was set up deductively as well as 
inductively to meet the explorative character of the research objectives. The coding was carried out 
with the software MAXQDA®. 

In a third step, the effects of state-wide exit exams on school and classroom level will be investigated 
with quantitative methods, using a standardized questionnaire for school heads, teachers and students, 
which will then be analyzed with multi-level analysis with HLM. With this multi method approach, 
the study shall serve the explorative character of the study and at the same time be able to produce 
results that at least within cases can be seen as generalizable. 

Results 

In the following, for each country the exam in its embedding within the overall system of education 
policy and quality development will be described in short, and the main findings concerning the 
purpose of the exams will be displayed. 

Finland: Trust 

The Finnish education system is much decentralized. The quality development is mainly the task of 
the Finish National Board of Education and the municipalities. The national core curriculum is rather 
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vague and describes contents in very global terms. On grounds of this core, municipalities and schools 
establish individual curricula. 

The Finnish exam – Ylioppilastutkinto – is a “descendant” of the entrance exam of the University of 
Helsinki. Students have to sit written exams in four semi-compulsory core subjects in a maximum of 
three succeeding exam periods. The exam papers are set by a central examination board, and are 
marked by the same after a preliminary (but non-decisive) marking of the class teacher. Today, the 
exam still has the purpose to select students for admission to tertiary education as fairly as possible. It 
is, however, complemented with possible additional university entrance exams which may contain 
practical tests, interviews and other alternative methods.  

Apart from that, the exam is the only nationwide test in the Finnish education system and in that is 
meant to serve schools as a benchmark for estimating their students’ performances. In this, there is 
hope that schools use the results of their own school to elaborate strategies for improvement. This 
anticipated further processing of exam results, however, is not in any way prescribed. The 
municipalities and schools are free to react on the results in whatever way they feel is best. Moreover, 
the results are not linked to accountability purposes at all and used for system monitoring only in an 
aggregated state. The examination commission keeps, administers and processes the results, but 
cannot issue any directives for schools, and does not for instance transfer school-based results to the 
ministry or the National Board of Education. Thus, on a national level, there are no stakes attached to 
the exams for anyone except the students. They can be used for accountability purposes on the local 
and school level though – and they usually are. 

The functions of the exams and the handling of the results mirror the fundamental principle of trust in 
each other and in the expertise and professionalism of teachers that shapes the Finnish education 
system. 

Ireland: Objectivity 

In the Irish education system, the state has traditionally played a mere administrative role, although 
from the 1960s onwards, it has struggled to strengthen its impact on development issues. Still, the Irish 
education system is characterized in that schools enjoy a huge amount of freedom with regard to 
administrative and also pedagogical matters, although contents are prescribed in the national curricula. 

Students sit the Leaving Certificate Examination in at least five subjects of choice; many subjects have 
an additional component such as practical work, which is examined externally as well. The exam 
papers are set by the State Examinations Commission, and marked anonymously by teachers recruited 
by the same commission.  

In a country with only 3.5 million inhabitants, it is traditionally not the task of the teacher to carry out 
assessment that will lead to awarding marks. Thus, the state-wide exams have the purpose of an 
assessment that is objective and free from bias. The results of the exams are the only criteria used for 
allocating students in tertiary education in a central application system. In the authorities, there is 
awareness of the pressure that students and schools are under due to the high stakes attached for 
students, and momentary there are cautious considerations as to how the system can be changed 
without compromising the objectivity of the exams (e.g. integrating coursework into the final grade). 
This, however, goes with a huge logistic effort, as even those practical components are marked by an 
external agency.  

The accountability function of the exams is rather weak, and schools are not held accountable for the 
exam results directly. Instead, the –rather unsystematic– inspection of schools, called Whole School 
Evaluation, may take the exam results into consideration as one aspect among many. There are no 
consequences for schools based on exam results only. 
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Netherlands: Accountability 

The Dutch system is mainly characterized by a high autonomy that is accompanied by a pyramid 
system of accountability and inspection, in which the results of the central exams have a prominent, 
but not singular position.  

In the Netherlands, the final grade consists equally of grades of the centraal examen and of grades 
from additional school-based exams. The system was introduced in the 1960s. In 2007, all formal 
prescriptions on the school exams were abolished so that today, schools are free to choose on number, 
form and – for the most part – contents of the school exam. Thus, students sit school exams of any 
form in all subjects (about twelve), and state-wide written exams in about three quarters of their 
subjects. The latter are produced by the semi-private testing institute Cito on grounds of a construction 
assignment issued by the state-run College voor Examens. The papers of the state-wide exams are 
marked by the class teacher and an additional teacher from another school. The contents of the state-
wide exams only cover a part of the curriculum; the rest must be assessed in the school exam. 

The state-wide exam in the Netherlands primarily has the function of benchmarking results for schools 
and the state: the results are used by the inspection to classify other data, such as class repetitions, drop 
outs and other material provided by schools. Only if these show insufficient results does the inspection 
take a closer look at the processes at school, and only if schools do not manage to improve their 
offering for some years will there be real consequences. Inspection reports and the exam results, 
integrated in subject groups, can be accessed by everyone on the website of the inspection. In this, the 
exams also form part of a competitive type of school development that is characterized with “pressure 
and support” (cf. van Ackeren 2003). Thus, the exams, in contrast to Finland and Ireland, do explicitly 
serve an accountability and controlling function, but are at the same time not meant to urge schools to 
do exactly as wished by the government, as can be seen in the school exam, which gives the schools a 
lot of freedom.  

The school exam, in this context, cushions the pressurizing effect the exams may have on students and 
teachers. It also has the purpose to raise the quality of the judgment about a student’s abilities. In the 
state-wide exams, which serve to benchmark students’ performances and keep standards at a 
comparable level, only those aspects are examined that can be examined in a standardized test and are 
easily comparable. The school exam, on the other hand, is supposed to cover those other aspects that 
can hardly be tested in a standardized test, and thus take care that contents are broadly covered and 
that there is place for individual interests.  

Discussion 

The closer comparison of exam functions observed in Finland, Ireland and the Netherlands suggests 
that in countries that have had state-wide exams for a long time, and where the schools can act quite 
autonomously at the same time, the exams do not seem to be the “last straw” of the government to 
keep control of schooling. None of the interviewees said it was a function of the exams to “push” 
schools into a certain direction – which does not mean that they are not aware of the power the exams 
can have with regard to implementing innovations in the curriculum. However, it seems that the exams 
are rather seen as an offer to schools, from which they can –but do not have to– draw information 
(Finland) or even something that the schools should not draw too many conclusions from at all 
(Ireland). It is only in the Netherlands that the exam results are systematically used to hold schools 
accountable for their work, so that the state really plays an active role in development processes and 
tries to regulate work at school. This probably can be traced back to the fact that the exam in the 
Netherlands is embedded in a partially competitive school system. At the same time, there are no 
market elements in either the Irish or the Finnish school system, so that for example the publication of 
exam results is being rejected, and the influence of the state as a whole is rather limited. 

Conclusion 

The main function of the exams in Finland and Ireland remains a fair and comparable student 
certification and selection. A connection between the standardization of the exam and this function can 
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at least partially be detected in Ireland, where there seems to be a connection between the very 
standardized process and the exam’s task to provide an objective assessment of student abilities. 

There is no hint that the exams are meant to raise students’ and teachers’ motivation, and the control 
function seems to be prominent only in one of the three countries. The functions of state-wide exit 
exams, as they are postulated in the literature and at least theoretically taken as a basis for change in 
countries like Germany, can only partially be detected in the realities of these three countries.  

It is likely, however, that these functions are weighted differently in countries that have just switched 
to state-wide exams, and in countries in which there is traditionally more control (input and output) of 
schools in general. In this, the study is facing certain limitations due to its case design. However, the 
comparison shows that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to the conduct of state-wide exit exams. 
Rather than that, the different practices display widely diverging views on the best solution for the 
organization of the exams. These views have emerged from specific historical, political, and cultural 
traditions and beliefs.  

Given that, it must be discussed whether some procedures are, within their context, better suited than 
others to support quality development in schools. Answering these questions goes beyond the results 
provided in this contribution and shows a desideratum for research. Further research into the effects of 
state-wide exams on school quality will have to compare different types of exams as to their structures 
and purposes, and the actually observed effects on the actions at school and classroom level.  
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