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Recent years have brought a major shift in the field of international comparative educa-
tion with the rise of quantitative assessments of student achievement. Within these studies,
outside-school-time (OST) as a supplement and complement to schooling has been in-
cluded. However, OST is difficult to define and measure; and challenges multiply when
comparisons are made across countries and cultures. The Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) managed by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) has sought to confront these challenges. It has had some success,
and the 2015 PISA iteration showed advances over its predecessors; but it also showed
significant shortcomings. With a methodological thrust, this article examines the chal-
lenges of preparing appropriate questions in English, translating those questions into other
languages, and preparing meaningful cross-national comparisons. The article has perti-
nence not only within the specific domain of OST studies but also the wider thrusts of
quantification in international comparisons.

Many scholars have stressed the value of quantification within the social sci-
ences and the broad field of educational studies (e.g., Franklin 2008; Gomm
2017), although others, including in the specific subfield of comparative ed-
ucation, have reservations about “datafication” and have critiqued trends and
patterns (e.g., Shields 2015; Piattoeva et al. 2018). Carnoy (2019) has focused
on international testing, which, he remarked, “has become the dominant
force in the field of comparative and international education” (567). Yet al-
though the architects of international testing sought to strengthen the em-
pirical study of educational systems, Carnoy observed that comparative edu-
cators “got more than they bargained for” (569). Carnoy highlighted some of
the political issues arising from oversimplification of findings and method-
ological issues, including selection bias and validity of data.

The present article elaborates on these concerns with specific focus on
outside-school-time (OST) educational activities as measured by the Pro-
gramme for International Student Assessment (PISA), which is operated un-
der the auspices of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD). Existing literature addresses not only ways in which OST
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activities support in-school learning but also ways in which such activities
contribute to rounded personal development (e.g., Park et al. 2016; Suter
2016). In the process, the literature stresses the value of supplementation and
complementarity. However, this literature faces significant definitional chal-
lenges in assessing the nature and contributions of OST education, especially
in cross-national settings. Several publications (e.g., Zhou andZou 2016; Chen
and Zhi 2018; Liao and Huang 2018) have presented misleading findings
from analysis of PISA data about OST activities, and the current article sends
a note of caution to authors undertaking similar studies. Some of the chal-
lenges faced by OST measurement reflect wider shortcomings in efforts to
quantify dimensions of education across national boundaries. As such, exam-
ination of these challenges sheds light on broader issues in international
comparisons of learning experiences.

PISA is renowned for its scope and its importance to both policy makers
and practitioners.1 Since the first PISA round in 2000, assessments have been
administered every 3 years. The 2015 iteration sampled students in 72 coun-
tries and self-governing economies (OECD 2016, 11).2 PISA assessments focus
on the learning of 15-year-olds, most of whom are concentrated in a single
grade but some of whom are in higher or lower grades. Each round has cov-
ered science, mathematics, and literacy, with particular stress on one of these
domains in each iteration. In addition, students and school principals pro-
vide contextual information. Particularly relevant to the present article was
the Educational Career Questionnaire (ECQ), which in 2015 was administered
in redesigned form to students in 22 countries.

The OECD has declared (2016, 10) that “stringent quality-assurance
mechanisms are applied in translation, sampling and data collection,” and
that as a consequence “the results of PISA have a high degree of validity and
reliability.” These remarks have justification since PISA is well resourced in
much professional expertise, but problems still arise in the framing of ques-
tions, translations, sampling, and interpretation offindings. This article builds
on an earlier publication in the Comparative Education Review (Bray and Ko-
bakhidze 2014). That publication focused not only on PISA but also on the
Trends in Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and noted challenges in
cross-national measurement of supplementary private tutoring (parts of which
are widely known as shadow education; see, e.g., Bray 2009, 2017; Lee et al.
2009). The present article has a wider focus on OST educational activities,
and it identifies methodological lessons from the 2015 PISA iteration.
1 Meyer and Benavot (2013); Sellar et al. (2017); Maddox (2019); Waldow and Steiner-Khamsi
(2019).

2 For brevity, the rest of this article refers only to countries but recognizes that some jurisdictions
(such as Hong Kong) are self-governing jurisdictions rather than countries.
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OST Scope and Definitions

Around the world, the term OST is most commonly used in the United
States. One origin of research interest in that country has been concern about
undesirable activities of youth with excessive free time and about the care of
children whose parents are working or otherwise unavailable. Government
investment in OST activities and corresponding evaluations expanded during
the mid-1990s (Afterschool Alliance 2015, 1), and much research attention
shifted from prevention of undesirable consequences from unattended OST
to assessment of outcomes of specific extracurricular programs (e.g., Ma-
honey et al. 2005, 2009). A major benefit of these studies was recognition that
much learning, especially of nonacademic dimensions but even in academic
domains, occurred beyond the school classroom. Broad definitions also
helped commentators to view developmental patterns for children and youth
in integrated ways.

Other studies have focused more exclusively on academic learning. Spe-
cifically in the domain of PISA achievement rankings, commentators have
pointed out that science, mathematics and/or literacy scores may reflect out-
of-school supplementary tutoring as well as in-school learning (Ma et al. 2013;
Park 2013). This factor has been especially evident in parts of East Asia and
was a major reason for including sharper questions in later iterations of PISA.
However, problems arose in definitions even of out-of-school supplementary
tutoring, let alone broader forms of OST; one challenge for the OECD is to
cater to the emphases in different societies. Thus, for example, US-based ad-
vocates of focus on OST may have very different modes in mind from South
Korean advocates.

These matters were to some extent identified in the article by Bray and
Kobakhidze (2014) on which the present article draws. That article was spe-
cifically concerned with private supplementary tutoring and began with def-
initional issues. For example, while many people define private in a financial
light, that is, whether the consumers have to pay for the service, others define
private as being outside the public space even if free of charge. Second, sup-
plementary may imply additional content within the confines of the existing
school curriculum, or it may mean additional content beyond the existing
curriculum. And third, while tutoring implies to many people one-to-one in-
struction, it can also mean small group or even large-class provision. When
the wider lens of OST is brought into use, the possible ranges of content and
format multiply further.

The OECD (2011) recognized the challenges of diverse content and for-
mat in a publication titledQuality Time for Students: Learning in and out of School,
which drew on data from the 2006 PISA iteration. The chapter on patterns
of students’ learning time compared regular school lessons with OST les-
sons and individual study; the chapter on different population subgroups
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examined socioeconomic status, immigrant background, and other dimen-
sions; and the chapter on relationships between students’ learning time and
performance sought insights on whether students who studied longer per-
formed better. The report observed that “differences in the time spent in
regular school lessons, according to students’ and schools’ characteristics,
tend to look similar to those spent in individual study” (40), and that this
finding was largely consistent across countries. However, the report added
“the same is not true for the time spent in out-of-school-time lessons. Because
the nature, meaning and function of out-of-school time lessons are not nec-
essarily the same across countries, differences in the time spent in out-of-
school-time lessons . . . are more complex and the results vary across coun-
tries” (40).

Subsequent PISA iterations sought more clarity on the complexities and
variations. As this article shows, however, even the 2015 iteration encountered
major problems in design for this particular task.
Structure and Content of the OST Questions in PISA 2015

Framing the Questions

The modular structure of the PISA 2015 context assessment design had
19 areas that were considered important and may be grouped as student back-
ground, education processes, activities, actors, educational outcomes, resources,
and career aspirations ( Jude 2016, 47; Klieme 2017, 9; OECD 2017, 60).
Different items about the student, school, and other questionnaires addressed
these 19 areas. The 2015 PISA “context” questionnaire included items on
student background, educational processes, and strategies. The process items
included grade repetition, program attended, learning time at school (man-
datory lessons and additional instruction), and “out-of-school learning.” The
framework also included specific outcomes for school subject domains. The
2015 PISA round gave particular emphasis to science and less attention to
literacy and mathematics.

Most OST questions in the 2015 PISA survey were in the ECQ addressed
only by students in 22 countries. However, one question about additional
study time was contained in the Student Questionnaire (StQ) administered
in all 72 participating countries (fig. 1). It asked in general terms about OST
hours per week spent on specific school topics (science, mathematics, and
languages; “other” was included but not defined). As indicated in stem of the
question, the OST hours were to include homework, additional instruction,
and private study beyond the required school schedule. The present article
is more concerned with additional instruction than with homework and pri-
vate study, and from this perspective it is regrettable that the three categories
were combined. Furthermore, the inclusion of homework in the category
obstructed analysis of forms of additional instruction. And while the question
90 February 2020
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specified “this school year,” it did not allow for variations in examination
season, midterm break, vacations, and so forth. This arrangement allowed for
inconsistent and confusing reporting of additional instruction during breaks
in the school year.

ECQ question 001 (fig. 2) focused explicitly on the number of hours of
additional instruction rather than on learning that included homework and
self-study in the current school year. Alongside academic studies were music,
sports, performing arts, visual arts, and others. Subsequent questions were
asked to students who had indicated attendance in each subject area. For
science, these subsequent questions addressed:

• the subject-components of the instruction (physics, chemistry, biology
and others);

• whether content was additional to that in regular school courses;
• the type of instruction, with options including one-on-one tutoring, video-
recorded instruction, and large-group study;

• whether the instruction was provided in the regular school building or
elsewhere;

• the identity of the instructor, with options including one of the respon-
dent’s regular teachers in this year’s courses, a person working mainly for
a business, or a nonspecialist instructor such as a student;
FIG. 1.—StQ 071: Hours of additional learning, by subject. Source: OECD (2014). A color version
of this figure is available online.
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• the ways that teachers behaved and lessons proceeded in additional
instruction compared with regular school classes;

• the nature of teacher-student interactions; and
• the reasons for attending additional instruction or, for those who did not
attend, the reasons for not doing so.

The questionnaire thus solicited a great deal of information, much of
which had not previously been sought in cross-national surveys. Analysts in-
terested in marketization of education would have been disappointed that no
question directly asked whether the additional instruction required payment
(or how much), but, as noted, one question did ask if the instructor mainly
worked for a business. A question about payment had been included in the
semifinal version of the instrument but was among items dropped from a
questionnaire that was already long.

All the questions about science were then repeated for those who took
additional study in mathematics and test language with the exception of the
initial question about subject-components of the instruction; and questions
about the type of instruction, the reasons for attending, and the identity of the
instructor were then asked about test language. These sets of questions thus
permitted comparison of patterns in science, mathematics and test language.

Having asked about current receipt of additional instruction, the ques-
tionnaire asked whether respondents had received instruction at earlier stages
and, if so, for how many years. It also asked who in the family helped regularly
with homework or private study.
FIG. 2.—ECQ question 001: Hours of additional instruction, by subject. Source: OECD (2014). A
color version of this figure is available online.
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Potential Gaps between Intended and Received Meanings

Specialists in test design are always aware of the danger that intended
meanings may not completely match the interpretations by the respondents
(Karabenick et al. 2007; Koretz 2008). This challenge arises even when every-
thing is conducted in single language and a single culture; challenges escalate
when questions are translated and applied in diverse cultures (van de Vijver
et al. 2011). The PISA team undertook piloting but could not remove all am-
biguities. This section first addresses the questions in English and then notes
some problems in translation.

Like other international assessments, PISA employs quality control mech-
anisms to ensure comparability of items across different languages. The PISA
design includes double translations of the source versions in English and
French; after translations have been done, multiple reviews of test items are
conducted by experts and translators in each participating country. The PISA
technical reports claim that the OECD takes contextual and linguistic factors
into consideration seriously and makes extra efforts to establish cross-cultural
equivalences (e.g., OECD 2017). However, problems evidently remained.

Cross-cultural measurement is considered valid if test items in different
languages measure the same construct with comparable level of difficulty.
Items should be equally easy or difficult and should require similar mental
effort (Sweller 1988). If an item is difficult to understand, a student needs
more time and effort and a considerable workingmemory. This objective may
be challenging, and scholars have pointed out language-related biases and
translation problems in various international assessments.3

Issues of cross-cultural equivalences are closely related to validity and
reliability, as well as to the extent to which inferences and interpretations are
meaningful and appropriate. Arffman (2012) compared PISA 2000 items in
Finnish with the English and French versions and found that linguistic varia-
tions in the Finnish version might have affected students’ performance. Other
scholars have compared PISA 2006 items in Swedish, Danish, and Norwe-
gian and have found inaccurate and awkward translations (Sjøberg 2015, 118–
20). As Arffman (2012, 1) remarked, “a failure to establish equivalence jeopar-
dizes the validity of inferences made on the basis of the results of the test.”
Avvisati and colleagues (2019) and Rutkowski and Rutkowski (2019) have also
examined this matter, noting advances in PISA design and processes but also
ongoing challenges.

Concerning the specific focus of the present article, figure 3 reproduces
the ECQ question 005 about types of additional instruction. The subquestion
about “live instruction by a person” potentially overlaps with “one-on-one tu-
toring with a person” and perhaps small-group and large-group study. It might
seem surprising that the question survived the piloting as a priority item when
the question about whether the tutoring required payment was cut.
3 Arffman (2012); Sjøberg (2015); El Masri et al. (2016); Solano-Flores (2019).
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Turning to translations, table 1 shows how the ECQ question 005 cate-
gories were presented in a number of languages. These versions were se-
lected, first, because the countries to which they apply had an apparently
adequate number of responses in contrast to high nonresponse rates else-
where and, second, because they reported high OST participation rates. The
translations were undertaken by professionals from the field who were native
speakers of the target languages and fluent in English. Translations of the first
item, “one-on-one tutoring with a person,” were largely consistent across lan-
guages. However, the Greek translators asked about “private lessons,” which
may be explicitly or implicitly defined in different ways. “Private” can be in-
terpreted financially to signal fee-based tutoring, but it may also be under-
stood as tutoring received privately, that is, away from schools and public space.
Furthermore, as noted, for somepeople theword “private” is especially related
to one-on-one tutoring (cf. Bray and Kobakhidze 2014, 592). The Bulgarian
phrase “personal private lessons” seems to signal individual tutoring, but
the meaning may be ambiguous. The Polish translation, “individual meetings
with a teacher, tutor, or another person” could include general meetings with
teachers that were not necessarily related to tutoring.

Another option, “live instruction by a person,” not only overlaps with “one-
on-one tutoring by a person” but also was confusing in some languages. In most
languages, “live” was translated as “in the presence of a teacher”; but whether
this means individual, small-, or large-group tutoring was open to respondents’
interpretation. In Korea, it was the most favored option, and the Korean
scholars consulted by the authors related it to popular forms of lecture-type
tutoring by commercial centers called hagwons (see Park et al. 2011; Choi
et al. 2012). In China, this option was translated as “live mass tutoring by one
FIG. 3.—ECQ question 005: Types of additional instruction in science. Source: OECD (2014). A
color version of this figure is available online.
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person” (emphasis added), indicating large-group tutoring and contrasting
with the Bulgarian version that was clearly related to individual consultation.

On a third dimension, the architects of the PISA 2015 questionnaire in-
tended to distinguish internet (e.g., via Skype™) from video-recorded tutor-
ing. However, the Greek and Italian versions did not specify that the video in-
struction was recorded, and this omission would have caused overlap with the
category “Internet tutoring with a person.” Thus, the questions varied across
countries, with corresponding implications.

As table 1 shows, the authors of this article conducted systematic linguistic
comparisons between English and other selected languages. The findings
show that some OST items differed linguistically from the source items in
English. There is reason to believe that these translations affected students’
understanding of those items, which is a serious threat to test validity. Differ-
ences may arise not only because of translation errors but also because of the
idiosyncrasies of meanings and connotations of OST items in different lan-
guages. Poor translations and errors commonly result in item bias (El Masri
et al. 2016, 438), and nonequivalent translations raise questions about com-
parability of items across countries.

Samples and Administrative Issues

The next challenge for analysts lies in sampling. As noted, the StQ was
administered as part of the package to all respondents in the 72 countries, but
the ECQ was an option and thus administered in only 22 countries and in
some cases to limited samples within them. The sample in Australia was re-
duced by selecting only every third student from the original sample; in the
United Kingdom the ECQwas administered in England,Wales, andNorthern
Ireland but not in Scotland; German students were not asked the follow-up
questions about their additional study; and the Belgian authorities adminis-
tered the ECQ in the French-speaking school system but not the German-
speaking or Flemish-speaking systems.

A further challenge concerns nonresponses among the students who did
receive the questionnaire. For example, students who responded “no” to the
screening question about hours of additional study were omitted from follow-
up items; students did not reach some items because of time; and some
students did not answer some items because they thought that a nonresponse
meant “no.”4 Furthermore, no code existed for “question not administered
4 Since no follow-up was conducted, analysts have no way to check the reliability of the initial
screening item. It is likely that some students selected No to avoid answering questions, in which case the
responses to the main items would be based on a biased sample. The opposite also happened. In
Thailand, for example, it appears that some students were biased to answer “yes” to everything possible.
Also, the ECQ was answered only after the StQ and the information-and-communication-technology
questionnaire (ICQ). The StQ was supposed to be answered in 30 minutes, but no standard was in place
to handle students who had not completed. Test administrators who granted more time for the StQ
added pressure to the ECQ component; yet the strategies of administrators were not recorded, and
therefore could not be taken into account during analysis.
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because country deleted it.” As a result, the meaning of nonresponses was not
always clear. Accounting correctly for nonresponse meanings is especially
important for defining the denominator for rates of participation. For ex-
ample, when calculating the percentages of students attending additional
study with a one-on-one tutor in science, the researcher must decide whether
to count only those answers that included zero hours or to include additional
nonresponse categories in the denominator.5

A challenge for the 2015 iteration of PISA in contrast to its predecessors
arose from the decision to make all ECQ responses (andmost StQ responses)
computer-based. Care was taken in advance to explore the implications, but
some dimensions were overlooked. Responses on the number of hours were
requested on a slider. The questionnaire did request respondents tomove the
slider to zero if they did not receive any additional OST instruction for that
component (see, e.g., figs. 1 and 2), but many respondents did not do so. This
experience again shows the potential gaps between a questionnaire instruc-
tion and comprehension and/or compliance. The data-processors had to
code many responses as missing when, in fact, many of them probably should
have been zero.

A further question is whether lack of familiarity with computers caused
some students, particular in rural areas of lower-income countries, to be im-
peded when making their responses. Zhang (2017) examined data in China
and concluded that, indeed, students in such areas were impeded, with the
result that their data were less reliable.6 Other scholars have also compared
student academic achievements based on paper-and-pencil and computer
tests. For example, Jerrim (2016, 513–14) analyzed PISA 2012 mathematics
items and found significant differences resulting from mode differences in
terms of mean scores and covariation with key demographic characteristics.
These examples demonstrate that computer-based testing potentially affects
how students respond and interpret test items and background questionnaires.

Methodological Insights from Analysis of the Data

Full evaluation of the reliability and validity of the PISA items for addi-
tional study would ideally include with follow-up interviews. That cannot easily
5 One possibility for the denominator is to include the entire sample. Another possibility is to include
only those who answered that they attended or did not attend additional study. A third possibility is to
include only those who checked ‘zero’ ormore hours in the denominator, omitting the nonresponses. The
nonresponse rates varied by country, and therefore comparisons on rates between countries are affected by
the decision on the denominator. Imputation of missing values would also require decisions on the above
options. The categories of nonresponse given on the data base are not sufficiently clear to know which
respondents were supposed to answer. Some countries, such as Australia, reduced the sample by two thirds.
Differences in rate of attending OST between countries are high, but the true sizes of the differences and
also the true errors in response to the items are impossible to calculate. That is one reason why the ex-
amination of relationships between items for those who responded was chosen for analysis. The respondents
should be consistent across categories and countries if they understood the items the same way.

6 OECD (2010); Bennett (2015); Herold (2016); Zhao (2016).
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be accomplished by the present authors, especially on a post hoc basis. Nev-
ertheless, indications can be achieved through examination of response rates
to each set of categories of OST.

Comparison between the StQ and ECQ Forms

Looking across the full StQ and ECQ instruments, analysts may ask what
StQ question 071 indicates and how far it matches the data from ECQ ques-
tion 001 (fig. 4). The answer depends on the country. The differences in
student responses to number of hours of additional study in the StQ and
ECQwere inconsistent from country to country. For example, Belgium, China,
and Slovak Republic reported extremely high average hours of additional study
from the StQ questions compared with other countries.7 The StQ item was ex-
pected to be more frequently reported because the instructions to respondents
asked for homework to be included while homework was specifically excluded
from theECQ item. The differences between the two formswere not consistent
across countries. The largest differences were in Croatia, Denmark, Iceland,
and Hungary, while response rates were about the same in Bulgaria, Greece,
and Thailand. In other words, students in some countries made little distinc-
tion between hours of additional study and specific hours in the eight types
FIG. 4.—Percent of responses to ECQ and StQ forms that reported attending “additional study”
in science for 1 or more hours in past week.
7 The StQ data average about 2 hours greater than the ECQ data, most likely because the StQ
question included homework. For example, the difference between the two measures among countries
ranges from one hour (Belgium) to seven hours (Croatia). The two measures are correlated with each
other, but the range of relationships varies from .3 in Belgium to .6 in Thailand, suggesting that one
measure cannot be a reliable indicator of the other. The variation in reporting within countries is also
very high, with standard deviations 2–6 times the average. This suggests that country averages are not
good representations of individual students’ reported time in either indicator.
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specified in the ECQ. By contrast, students in other countries viewed the items
as completely different from each other.

Comparison of Similar Groupings

Another method for examining differences in interpretation of the OST
response categories is comparison of the magnitudes of differences in re-
sponse rates for similar items. Eight items identified sources of additional
instruction in science,mathematics and literacy using yes/no responses (fig. 3).
Seven of the response categories may be combined into threeOST categories:
tutor or personal assistance; use of technology; and attending group sessions.
The level of consistency in student responses to the common OST instruc-
tional types is a rough indicator of the degree of common understanding
among students in different countries. However, this comparison provides
little evidence of either consistency or lack of consistency across countries.
Some countries, especially Korea, have very high proportions in one category
(tutor with a live person) and few other responses. Thus, the 2015 categories
do appear to capture meaningful country differences in type of additional
study, but the reliability of the response categories is impossible to gauge with
available data.

The next question is what the magnitudes of response rates on the ECQ
questions indicate about which data can be used and which should be dis-
carded on the grounds that insufficient numbers of respondents appear to
have understood the questions with adequate clarity. This question cannot be
answered in general because of diverse patterns. The ECQ responses can
provide rough country estimates of participation rates inOST study and of the
numbers of hours in each domain, but estimates are rough because the re-
searcher must make judgments about whether to include nonresponses as a
negative or not. The meaning of a nonresponse seems to be different in each
country, and specific information from country managers is not in the public
domain.

Conclusion

This article commenced by noting trends in “datafication” of education
and Carnoy’s (2019, 569) observation that international testing “has become
the dominant force in the field of comparative and international education”
in which comparative educators “got more than they bargained for.” Con-
cerning the specific focus of this article, the PISA architects are to be ap-
plauded for their recognition (OECD 2011, 40) that “the nature, meaning
and function of out-of-school time lessons are not necessarily the same across
countries” and for their desire to understand the complexities more fully.
However, the 2015 PISA iteration did not adequately achieve the goal. Indeed,
there is a danger of further damage to the nuances sought by specialists in the
field of comparative education because the apparently authoritative numbers
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are in practice potentially misleading. This observation echoes and adds to
remarks by Rutkowksi andRutkowski (2019, 137) that “there is a growing body
of evidence that some of the constructs (or latent traits) developed by PISA . . .
are not comparable across, or at time[s] even within, systems.”

Elaborating, the conceptual, practical, and political power of PISA has
greatly expanded over the period since its launch in 2000. Much effort has
been devoted to improvements in questionnaire design, sampling, adminis-
tration, and analysis, and corresponding advances have been achieved. How-
ever, this article, building on Bray and Kobakhidze (2014), has pointed out
that problems with measurement of “additional study time” (after-school,
shadow education, etc.) have remained significant. Concerning OST activi-
ties, the article has highlighted problems of focus, question construction,
translation, and response rates. In some respects, these observations echo
remarks by earlier scholars (e.g., Nardi 2008; Sellar et al. 2017). This article
has given particular attention to private supplementary tutoring, which in
contemporary times is recognized to have much greater significance than it
was accorded in the initial years of PISA’s work (Kuger and Klieme 2016, 30).

The current article underlines the importance of data literacy for analysts
and widens the debate about measurement aspects of large-scale assessments.
The context questionnaires and particularly the ECQ addressed in this article
provide significant background information. In the domain of OST activities,
the questions are especially important because researchers often seek to
identify the effects (and roles) of tutoring on students’ test scores by corre-
lating tutoring with academic achievement (e.g., Lee et al. 2009; Choi et al.
2012). Appropriate orientation, measures across time, and adequate preci-
sion in background questionnaires are vital for well-grounded claims. Jude
(2016, 49) recommended improvement of the context questionnaires “by
applying advanced scalingmethods, by using imputationmethods for missing
data, and by in-depth analysis of cross-national equivalence.” Rutkowski and
Rutkowski (2016, 256) took the notion further by recommending the PISA
authorities to publish dedicated limitations chapters with the PISA reports.
Both of these recommendations deserve echo and emphasis.

Another important methodological dimension concerns cross-national
equivalences. Table 1 demonstrated varied translations of ECQ question
005 items, further highlighting threats to accurate measurement of concepts
across countries and overall validity of international comparisons. Criticism of
PISA translations is not new. Nardi (2008) identified issues related to culture
and language that disadvantaged non-Anglophone countries. Fischman (2017)
echoed these concerns; and Sellar (2017) further questioned the accuracy
of comparing culturally sensitive test items across different languages, not-
ing that translations can make some items more difficult or even confusing
for students. This article has presented examples of items in different languages
to illustrate some of the challenges associated with the PISA background
Comparative Education Review 101
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questionnaires. It aims to increase awareness of the threat that translation poses
to the validity of PISA and related assessments. It is argued that language-
related difficulties seem to be the most problematic differences to identify
and deal with (Arffman 2012, 2). The article emphasizes that more clarity is
needed on translation comparability, better revisions and verification of trans-
lations, and better guidelines and training for translators. Complete elimina-
tion of language-related bias might be impossible, but recognition of prob-
lematic items is a way to reduce wrong data interpretation by consumers of
secondary data.

Valid translations also depend on clear definition of concepts in the
original language. To some extent the problem of definition lies in the nature
of OST activities themselves, since the category takes various forms and is very
sensitive to cultural context. These problems may be related to what Van de
Vijver and He (2016, 233–34) called construct bias (an item with different
meanings in different contexts) and item bias (with ambiguous connotations
due to linguistic and cultural factors).

These remarks lead to a larger question about the challenges of culture-
free assessment when procedures aim to measure the same concept across
diverse cultures. Tröhler (2013, 156) argued that theOECD’s annual flagship
publication Education at a Glance was inadequately sensitive to cultural dif-
ferences, and that it reduced social meanings to statistics and figures. Simi-
larly, Meyer and Benavot (2013, 10) noted that critics “question the possibility
of a culturally neutral educational platform in which the same test and test
questions are used in countries whose social, economic, cultural, and colonial
backgrounds are so vastly different.” This article has shown that apparently
simple questions do not always generate correspondingly simple data.

These observations demonstrate broader challenges in translating and
adapting the instruments, and raise questions about the reliability and com-
parability of data. Although the OECD boasts a rigorous process of transla-
tion and verification (e.g., OECD 2017, 91–99), continued limitations must
be acknowledged. The process has long included back translations and revi-
sion to increase the accuracy of the national instruments, and in 2015 for the
first time in PISA history included a translatability assessment. The process
included work by linguists and item developers to identify and tackle transla-
tion and adaptation difficulties (OECD 2017, 63). Van de Vijver and He (2016,
235–36) explained in detail not only the statistical but also the nonstatistical
strategies that had been employed for PISA 2015 to enhance cross-cultural
equivalence. However, this article has pointed out that ambiguities remained
in the English versions of the questionnaires and were compounded by the
translations.

Another dimension concerns the possibility of measuring trends over
time. Many scholars have taken data from different iterations of large-scale
assessments and have arrayed them on bar charts and tables (e.g., Baker et al.
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2001; Runte-Geidel 2013; Vest et al. 2013). It is indeed valuable to have had
questions on OST activities in the 2006, 2009, 2012 and 2015 PISA iterations,
but much caution is needed when comparing data across time. One of the
coeditors of a volume focused on the PISA 2015 assessment framework ex-
plicitly counseled against comparisons across different cycles ( Jude 2016, 48):
“Measuring trends can only be guaranteed when themeasures are kept stable.
However, as the underlying frameworks have changed over time, only a lim-
ited set of questionnaire indicators can be compared between the cycles.
Moreover, changing policy interests, and also changes in the learning context
itself need to be accounted for.” Jude and colleagues are to be applauded for
such methodological clarity and indication of limitations.

This article contributes to informed scholarly debate and need for critical
examination of one of the most influential international assessments. PISA
and related enterprises have had significant impact on educational systems
and have generated public discussions across the globe. They have also con-
tributed significantly to the field of comparative education. However meth-
odological deficiencies, measurement errors and biases should be acknowl-
edged with the hope that shedding light on such areas will improve the quality
of data across countries and help stakeholders to make appropriately in-
formed decisions. At the same time, themeasurement challenges highlighted
in this article stress the importance of OST analysts themselves finding ways to
improve definitions and to identify conceptual and organizational differences
across countries and cultures with greater clarity.
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