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Abstract
Several countries have implemented monitoring systems where students need to take standardized tests at 
regular intervals. These tests may serve either a development-oriented goal that supports public trust in schools, 
or a more accountability-oriented perspective to increase control. Currently, the Flemish education system has 
no standardized testing. The idea of implementing a monitoring system is highly contentious. By means of  
a Delphi study with policy makers, education specialists, school governors, principals, teachers, and a student 
representative (n=24), we identified the characteristics of a monitoring system that would be accepted by 
different stakeholders. Based on these characteristics, we proposed eight scenarios for future policy development. 
Next, the desirability of these scenarios was assessed by each respondent. The results show that in order to 
gain broad social support, a focus on strengthening trust is preferred over a focus on control through such 
measures as avoiding the public availability of test results. In addition, other key results for the development 
and implementation of a system to monitor student learning outcomes are discussed.
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Introduction

Improving the quality of education is a permanent concern for national policy 
makers. In that regard, a growing number of countries have implemented 
monitoring systems where students need to take standardized tests at regular 
intervals during their school career (OECD, 2013). These tests may inform 
teachers and schools about the strengths and weaknesses of their education 
in light of the curricula, supporting schools in maximizing the fit between 
school/classroom processes and student learning needs. As a result, public 
trust in schools may be endorsed. Systems for monitoring student learning 
outcomes may also play a role in the certification of students or in the external 
evaluation of schools or individual teachers. In this way, standardized 
monitoring systems are used for accountability and/or control perspective 
(Vanhoof & Van Petegem, 2007; Wang, Beckett, & Brown, 2006). 
 In many education systems, there is an ongoing debate about the desirability 
of different mechanisms to monitor student learning outcomes (OECD, 2013). 
There is ample evidence of positive effects as well as undesirable side  
effects from systems based on standardized tests (Au, 2007; Wiliam, 2010). 
The occurrence of these (side) effects is often linked to the monitoring system’s 
aims (trust or control). This debate is embedded in a larger “clash  
of philosophical positions” with different views on educational quality and 
a “clash of interests” between different stakeholders (Phelps, 2005). 
 In contrast to its neighboring regions and countries, the Flemish education 
system does not have any standardized testing of students. The idea to 
implement such a system to monitor student learning outcomes is highly 
contentious (Shewbridge, Hulshof, Nusche, & Stoll, 2011). The discussion 
needs to be seen within the context of the constitutional principle of  
freedom of education, which grants great autonomy to Flemish schools. 
Traditionally, there has always been trust in the competency of schools to 
provide quality education. To an increasing extent, however, there are demands 
to hold schools accountable for their educational processes as well as to ensure 
the quality of schools’ self-evaluations and teachers’ assessments of students 
in order to ensure public trust in schools. 
 Both demands might be addressed by the implementation of a system to 
monitor student learning outcomes. This study starts from the following 
research questions: 
1. According to Flemish stakeholders, what are characteristics of a desirable 
system to monitor student learning outcomes? 
2. How can these characteristics be translated into scenarios for future policy 
development? 
3. How are these scenarios evaluated by Flemish stakeholders with regard to 
desirability? 
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This study aims to identify the characteristics of a monitoring system that 
would be accepted by different stakeholders. The opinions of different 
stakeholders in the Flemish educational context with regard to the above 
questions had not previously been mapped in a systematic manner. Therefore, 
identifying and incorporating these opinions is a task of an exploratory  
nature.

Theoretical framework

Although there is ample literature on the effects of standardized systems, it 
remains difficult to identify clear guidelines for the design of an effective 
monitoring system. This is mainly due to two obstacles: (1) the fact that  
a great deal of the literature is centered on the effects of high-stakes exit 
exams organized from an accountability-oriented control perspective, while 
there is less evidence about the effectiveness of other sorts of monitoring 
systems that aim to contribute to public trust in schools; and (2) various 
author’s lack of distinction between opinions and empirical results.

Effectiveness of standardized systems in monitoring student learning outcomes
Studies have shown that standardized tests give teachers a more objective 
view about the learning outcomes of their students. Teacher assessments are 
often (unconsciously) influenced by irrelevant factors and beliefs (Baird, 
Ahmed, Hopfenbeck, Brown, & Elliott, 2013; Black, Harrison, Hodgen, 
Marshall, & Serret, 2011; Marlow et al., 2014). Consequently, standardized 
tests hold greater promise for students in different schools to be assessed in 
a similar way and assessed on an equivalent standard in order to be awarded 
a certificate or diploma (Neumann, Trautwein, & Nagy, 2011). Standardized 
tests may therefore serve as a means to increase control over the quality of 
school-based assessments, but may also strengthen public trust in schools. 
Several scholars have found a gap between scores awarded by teachers 
(through their own tests) and scores awarded by standardized tests (De  
Lange & Dronkers, 2007; Schildkamp, Rekers-Mombarg, & Harms, 2012). 
In contrast with the general interpretation that standardized tests provide  
a more objective picture of students’ knowledge and skills, opponents have 
argued that standardized tests are limited in their assessment capacity as they 
can take only a small number of elements into account, while teachers have 
a “richer” view of the capacity of their students (Allal, 2013; Haertel, 1999). 
In this way, standardized tests may provide incomplete and even unfair 
judgment about students’ capacities, which may explain the discordance with 
scores awarded by teachers (Gipps & Stobart, 2009; Klenowski, 2014). 
Moreover, through their format standardized tests may also be negatively 
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biased against certain groups of students (e.g., non-native language speakers) 
(Brennan, Kim, Wenz-Gross, & Siperstein, 2001; Carnoy & Loeb, 2002; Cobb 
& Russell, 2014). 
 Another area of disagreement relates to the (assumed) effect that 
standardized tests may lead to improved learning outcomes (Bishop, 1998; 
Klein & Van Ackeren, 2012). Although several studies have provided evidence 
for this hypothesis ( Jürges, Büchel, & Schneider, 2005; Jürges, Richter, & 
Schneider, 2005; Wössmann, 2005), other scholars opine that the gain is 
merely the result of teaching to the test, with teachers focusing on the 
curricular areas and lower-order skills that are typically tested by standardized 
tests at the expense of other curricular areas or higher-order skills which  
are more difficult to evaluate (Au, 2007; Klein, Hamilton, McCaffrey, & 
Stecher, 2000; Wang et al., 2006). Research has also shown that when 
monitoring systems lead to improved learning outcomes, they may result in 
a negative impact on autonomous student motivation ( Jürges & Schneider, 
2010; Van Ackeren, Block, Klein, & Kühn, 2012). 
 Other assumed effects from standardized monitoring systems include  
a positive effect on teaching methods (Van Ackeren et al., 2012) and a wash 
back effect on teachers’ own tests (Cizek, 2005). Negative side effects from 
a monitoring system may include the strong emotional impact that  
standardized tests (particularly exit exams) have on students (Jürges, Schneider, 
Senkbeil, & Carstensen, 2009; Segool, Carlson, Goforth, von der Embse,  
& Barterian, 2013), a potential negative impact on students’ study careers 
(Amrein-Beardsley, Berliner, & Rideau, 2010; Haney, 2000), undesirable 
strategic behavior from students (Van Ackeren et al., 2012), and a negative 
impact on teachers’ feeling of professionalism and motivation (Shepard,  
1992; Smagorinsky, Lakly, & Johnson, 2002; Van Ackeren et al., 2012). 
 It is notable that the empirical evidence is limited to students and teachers. 
While an (assumed) impact on school policy (e.g., schools’ self-evaluations) 
has often been claimed (Keeves, Hungi, & Afrassa, 2005; Loeb, 2013; 
Saunders, 1999), this impact is not (yet) corroborated by empirical studies. 
In contrast, there is evidence about standardized tests’ negative effect at the 
school level, particularly when student learning outcomes are used in school 
accountability and when rankings are published based on test results (Collins, 
Reiss, & Stobart, 2010; Karsten, Visscher, & De Jong, 2001; Perryman, Ball, 
Maguire, & Braun, 2011).

Characteristics of effective standardized systems
There are large differences in the conceptualization of different standardized 
monitoring systems. Several scholars believe that the effectiveness of such 
systems depends largely on the question of whether they enable conclusions 
to be drawn about student progress ( Janssens, Rekers-Mombarg, & Lacor, 
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2014; Popham, 2005) and added value for schools (Loeb, 2013). In addition, 
the tests’ reliability and validity (Sireci, 2005; Wiliam, 2010), close or loose 
links with the curriculum (Goodman & Hambleton, 2005; Shepard, 1992; 
Wang et al., 2006), and the extent of teacher involvement in test development 
are mentioned as influencing the systems’ effectiveness. Contested issues 
include the height of the stakes in the tests, schools’ autonomy to decide on 
participation, and testing frequency. 
 The effectiveness of standardized monitoring systems does not depend 
only on the system itself, but also on qualities of schools (e.g., the schools’ 
“data literacy” [Beaver & Weinbaum, 2015] or the tests’ acceptance within 
the school [Ramsteck et al., 2015; Saunders, 2000]) and characteristics of  
the educational system in general, such as its preparedness to invest into 
professional development related to the use of the monitoring system’s results 
(Tymms, 1997; Wiliam, 2010). 

Method

This study aims to identify the characteristics of a monitoring system that 
can count on a broad base of social support within the Flemish education 
system. Such characteristics cannot simply be deduced from the international 
empirical literature. Therefore, this study began by identifying opinions  
and points of view held by different stakeholders in the Flemish education 
context. 
 The exploratory nature of this aim supports the choice of a Delphi study. 
Through the technique of iterat ive feedback, this method enables  
exploration of and confrontation among the opinions of various experts 
(Dalkey & Helmer, 1963). It is essentially a technique to structure the process 
of group communication in such a way as to allow different experts to reflect 
on a complex matter (Day & Bobeva, 2005; Linstone & Turoff, 1975). Delphi 
studies generally serve a dual goal: to provide a reliable and creative exploration 
of different points of view on the one hand, and to gather adequate information 
on clearly aligned policy issues on the other (Adler & Ziglio, 1996). 
 One of the key issues in setting up a Delphi study is defining proper  
criteria for the selection of respondents (Chong, Adnan, & Zin, 2012; Okoli 
& Pawlowski, 2004). Each respondent needs to have substantial knowledge 
about the topic and be able to create and clarify an opinion autonomously 
(Day & Bobeva, 2005). In line with recommendations from the literature 
(Hsu & Sandford, 2007), policy stakeholders as well as users (teachers, school 
principals) and evaluees (students) were included in the expert panel. Four 
categories of respondents were selected to create a panel of 24 experts (see 
Table 1). The category policy makers includes civil servants at the Flemish 
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Ministry of Education and Training and the Inspectorate of Education; 
education providers includes those providers’ school counselors; schools comprises 
principals and teachers at primary and secondary schools and a staff member 
of a student representative body; and experts includes academics, opinion 
makers, and respondents with expertise in the development of standardized 
tests.

Table 1
Expert panel in four categories

Category No. of respondents

Policy makers 4

Education providers 6

Schools 8

Experts 6

Total 24

The respondents remained anonymous throughout the process, and so 
respondents did not know one another’s identities (Dalkey & Helmer, 1963). 
This Delphi study consisted of three research rounds. In the first round,  
each of the 24 respondents was given a questionnaire with open questions. 
The questionnaire had a very broad nature, including such questions as  
“In your opinion, what are the advantages for students from standardized 
monitoring of student learning outcomes and/or learning progress?”;  
“In your opinion, what are the disadvantageous side effects from standardized 
monitoring of student learning outcomes and/or learning progress?”; and  
“In your opinion, what are the requirements to strengthen the advantages 
and avoid the disadvantages?”. The data resulting from this written 
questionnaire were analyzed deductively without preexisting categories in 
line with the principles of grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  
The first round resulted in a theory grounded in data about the assumed effects 
and side effects of standardized systems to monitor student learning outcomes 
and the conditions under which these effects are assumed to occur. 
 During the second round, the point of view of each respondent was 
elaborated and refined by means of an in-depth interview. Each respondent 
was also given the chance to respond to other respondents’ ideas formulated 
in the first round. Questions included “Imagine Flanders implemented 
standardized tests next year, with or without student progress monitoring;  
in this case, what should be the goal of this monitoring of student learning 
outcomes?”; and “When students have taken standardized tests, what 
information should be available for a) schools, b) students, and c) authorities?”. 
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This data collection enabled elaboration of the grounded theory from the 
first round, and key elements as well as areas of dissension were identified. 
Data were coded following the principles of the framework approach (Ritchie 
& Spencer, 1993). 
 Based on the results of the first and second rounds, the research team 
combined several key elements into eight different policy scenarios. Scenarios 
are a helpful tool to facilitate communication and foster reflection by respondents 
on issues or points of view that had not been previously discussed (Mietzner 
& Reger, 2005). These scenarios were written to achieve the maximum variety 
of different conceptualizations of standardized systems to monitor student 
learning outcomes. During the process of scenario writing, we adhered to the 
principles of scenario development as described by Schwartz (1991).
 Each scenario consists of a description of a theoretical system to monitor 
student learning outcomes, including its expected implications. In the  
third round, all eight policy scenarios were sent to each respondent. The 
respondents scored each scenario on its desirability (a Likert scale on the item 
“I think this scenario is desirable” ranging from 1 = “I totally disagree” to 
5 = “I totally agree”). Then, each respondent was interviewed a second time 
in order to gain additional information about the arguments underlying  
their judgments. The analysis framework was built on data from the first and 
second research rounds as well as the eight policy scenarios. None of these 
frameworks were known at the start of the study. 
 Appendix 2 provides some example quotes resulting from the research 
rounds.

Results

Characteristics of effective monitoring systems
There appeared to be rather strong consensus among the 24 respondents 
about the effects and side effects that might be expected from implementing 
a system to monitor student learning outcomes in the Flemish education 
context. Only in a few cases were assumed (side) effects that had been 
mentioned in the first round contested by other respondents in the second 
round (e.g., whether such a system would lead to increased segregation  
between schools). Expected positive effects at the micro level comprised 
enriched information for students to get to know their competences and make 
career choices, increased teacher motivation, improved teaching, an improved 
basis for within-classroom differentiation, and more reliable information  
for teachers for self-evaluation. Respondents were also convinced that 
standardized tests contribute to more reliable assessment of students. As one 
of them said:
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“So there are good teachers who will feel highly appreciated and will see good 
scores year after year, and so their motivation will increase. Teachers that are 
less good, they will see where things are going wrong and they will get better 
coaching and feel upward pressure. So you’ll get an improvement.” (experts, 
respondent 2, second round interview)

At the meso (school) level, a monitoring system would contribute to the internal 
quality assurance of schools, but could also be used for school accountability. 
At the macro level, it is expected that a monitoring system would provide policy 
makers with a more comprehensive view of the quality of education. 
 There was also a consensus about several negative side effects, such as 
teaching to the test: 

“I’m telling you, we wouldn’t have time anymore to work for a week on a project 
about Bangladesh, or organize a flash mob, or sing a song together. It would 
mean that our education would become weaker, and that’s my major fear.” 
(schools, respondent 1, second round interview) 

In addition, respondents feared a negative emotional impact on students, 
decreased attention for non-measurable aspects of education, increased 
competition between schools, schools becoming more selective, decreased 
school autonomy, and an excessive focus on tests: “An obsessive culture of  
figures and data, that doesn’t yet exist in Flanders. And well, I wouldn’t like it to either.” 
(experts, respondent 4, second round interview).
 Despite the apparent consensus on effects and side effects, respondents 
strongly disagreed on whether or not a monitoring system should be 
implemented and how such a system should be conceptualized. This 
disagreement was based on different values attached to the (side) effects: 
while some respondents thought that positive effects outweighed negative 
side effects, other respondents had the opposite opinion. 
 A total of 21 of 24 respondents thought that the Flemish education system 
would benefit from some kind of monitoring system. For 20 respondents, 
the potential contribution to schools’ self-evaluation was one of the major 
reasons, although 18 of these 20 respondents thought that goals at the micro 
level (individual teachers and students) should also be put forward. A further 
8 respondents added purposes at the macro level (for the benefit of policy 
makers), but no one felt that this should be the primary aim. 
 In the view of 20 respondents, the implementation of a monitoring system 
fits into a trust-based perspective, whereas it was only 1 respondent’s view 
that the monitoring system should serve (mainly) the purpose to control 
quality in schools. A total of 10 respondents added some accountability 
purposes to the development goals, but the latter took a more central place 
in their view. Consequently, a monitoring system was seen rather as  
a mechanism for strengthening trust in schools than as a tool to exercise 
control. One of the respondents asked:
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“How do we inspire teachers to improve their own professionalism? In my 
experience, (…) not by getting tough with them about unachieved results. You 
need to convey the message one way or another, but it works well primarily by 
supporting them in their development.” (policy makers, respondent 3, 
second round interview)

Asked about how to obtain these development-oriented effects, 16 respondents 
stated that a monitoring system should provide information on students’ 
learning progress throughout their study career. Learning progress is a term 
used to describe how much a student has learned in a given amount of time. 
Typically two or more tests are taken from students at different times in  
order to track their progress. A respondent claimed that, “There is no benefit  
for me when my students are compared with the rest of Flanders. (…) It’s not interesting 
for me. I’d rather to know: ‘Hey, this student has made great progress.’” (schools, 
respondent 6, second round interview). In addition, 17 respondents noted 
that a monitoring system should deliver added-value information at the school 
level by comparing the average student results (or progress) within a school 
with the results of students in schools with a comparable student intake.  
It was important to these respondents that both student progress and added-
value information be considered from a development-oriented perspective, 
and not as the basis for making (summative) assessments of students or 
schools. Once again, the trust perspective is preferred over the control 
perspective.
 We need to stress that most of the 21 respondents in favor of implementing 
a standardized monitoring system gave their personal approval only in the 
case of several conditions holding true. In addition to the aforementioned 
possibility to provide a view of student progress, such conditions included 
broad assessment (a monitoring system not limited to those areas that are 
easy to test), curriculum-based tests, tests that provide rapid feedback to 
teachers, results not being made available to the public (as well as other 
measures that prevent use for accountability purposes), major investments  
in schools’ capacity to interpret and use the results of standardized tests,  
and a dramatic change in the mindsets of teachers, principals, and policy 
makers (to output-based thinking).
 Finally, 3 out of 24 respondents thought that there is no need to implement 
such a system. These three respondents (all in the education providers 
category) thought that the side effects outweighed any potential benefits,  
as they argued that standardized tests are not in line with the principle of 
freedom of education and the tradition of school autonomy. These three 
respondents also feared that—even if it started for development-oriented 
purposes—any standardized monitoring system would eventually be used to 
increase authorities’ control over schools.
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Building scenarios
Several key elements could be deduced from the data collection in the first 
two research rounds. We discerned two primary key elements: a) the aim of 
the monitoring system (either trust- or control-based; and oriented at either 
the meso or micro level), and b) the obligation for schools to use the 
monitoring system. 
 Figure 1 presents the eight scenarios discerned based on these primary 
key elements. Scenario 8 is not included in this figure, as it describes a situation 
in which no monitoring system would be developed. There is no scenario 
with a control-oriented monitoring system in combination with optional use, 
as the nature of control and accountability makes the use of a monitoring 
system obligatory.

Figure 1. Scenarios 1 to 7

Other key elements included frequency of testing, public availability of results, 
the possibility to retrieve information about student progress and/or added 
value for schools, test format (e.g., written, online, adaptive), links with the 
curriculum, content, and the method of development and correction.  
The way the primary key elements are conceptualized has an impact on the 
interpretation of these secondary key elements. We maximized the variation 
of these elements throughout scenarios 1 to 7. A number of other secondary 
key elements were identical in all scenarios, as there was already a consensus 
about them after the first research round, such as the required need for 
investments into the professional development of schools and teachers. 
 We added an estimate of the financial cost to each scenario. We provide 
additional explanation regarding each scenario in the next section in discussing 
the assessment of each scenario by the panel of respondents. A summary of 
each scenario is added as Appendix 1 to this article.
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Evaluating desirability
This final round consisted of a score given by each respondent regarding the 
desirability of each scenario. We first calculated the mean score per respondent 
category. Table 2 lists the means of these category means as well as the standard 
deviations for respondent categories.

Table 2
Scores for scenario desirability (ranging from 1 [minimum] to 5 [maximum])

Scenario Mean Sd 
1 Exit exams 2.22 0.99
2 Adaptive learning progress monitoring 3.83 0.52
3 Test bank for students 3.56 0.34
4 Exit exams with school rankings 1.53 0.48
5 Public evaluation of school quality 1.71 0.30
6 Non-public evaluation of school quality 3.43 0.62
7 Test bank for schools 3.51 0.61
8 Status quo 2.98 1.18

The four scenarios with a mean score above 3 (neutral) on desirability each 
describe a monitoring system with a trust-oriented perspective. Generally, 
the expert panel feared that control-oriented elements would lead to undesirable 
strategic behavior among teachers, such as teaching to the test. The other 
primary key elements (micro/meso; obligation) were not deciding factors in 
judgments regarding desirability.
 The two scenarios that included student progress measurements from  
a development perspective (Scenario 2 and 6) were evaluated as the most 
desirable, often based mainly on the opportunity to draw conclusions on 
student progress. As discussed below, in particular the adaptive computer 
system described in Scenario 2 gave rise to enthusiastic responses. 
 Scenario 1 included the development of high-stakes exit exams at four key 
stages during students’ school careers: the level of stakes increased at each 
key stage from 0% to 50% of the decision regarding a student’s success. 
Subsequent scores would also enable measuring students’ learning progress. 
Scenario 4 differs from Scenario 1 as the stakes are high not only at the 
student level, but also at the school level: in Scenario 4 information about  
the proportion of students meeting attainment targets is publicly available, 
paving the way for school rankings. Although respondents were generally in 
favor of the idea of more objective student assessment, the overall assessment 
of the desirability of Scenario 1 was negative for 14 out of 24 respondents, 
due to the risk of teaching to the test and the perceived threat to school 
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autonomy. Scenario 4 was even less desirable; 2 respondents were in favor of 
this scenario as it would provide parents with a transparent view of educational 
quality at different schools, but there were generally strong protests against 
the idea of public rankings of schools. One of the respondents objected 
against:

“Particularly that public aspect. For me, that’s the culmination of an achievement-
oriented society and competition and targeting and stress and pressure, and  
I really don’t want that in a primary school. Not for teachers, nor for the 
children.” (schools, respondent 4, third round interview)

Scenario 2 consisted of an adaptive computer system to monitor student 
progress in a number of essential skills. At least once per year, every student 
would be tested on numeracy, literacy, and writing skills. This scenario was 
assessed by 17 respondents as (very) desirable, and by only 3 respondents as 
not desirable. Such positive assessments are due to the scenario’s focus on 
progress, which may be beneficial for both individual students and schools. 
The adaptive nature of this monitoring system was also praised. Such an 
adaptive system ensures that the test fits neatly with the student’s level of 
competence. Criticism related to the lack of explicit links between the skills 
assessed and the official curriculum (attainment targets).
 In both Scenario 3 and Scenario 7, the authorities developed a test bank 
containing several reliable tests. In Scenario 3, these tests focused on detailed 
parts of the curriculum (e.g., fractions) to support teachers’ assessment of 
students. The test bank in Scenario 7 contained tests with a broader scope, 
so that schools would get a general view of the quality of their education in 
one of the main areas of education (e.g., mathematics). About half of the 
respondents judged these scenarios as desirable (13 and 12 respondents for 
scenarios 3 and 7, respectively, while only 1 and 4 respondents, respectively, 
assessed these scenarios as not desirable). Such positive assessments are based 
on the idea that these scenarios provide teachers and schools with reliable 
information supporting their instruction/internal quality assurance: it is 
believed that teacher-made assessments often lack reliability or validity.  
The absence of progress monitoring and teachers’ autonomy to use or neglect 
the tests (and test results) were issues mentioned by opponents of these 
scenarios. Several respondents also critically reflected on the question of 
whether or not it is the governments’ role to develop a test bank. 
 The idea behind scenarios 5 and 6 was to support schools’ internal quality 
assurance by providing valid and reliable tests to be taken at regular intervals 
in order to get a view of students’ learning progress throughout their school 
careers. This idea received broad support from respondents. Scenario 6 was 
assessed as desirable by 14 respondents, as learning progress has become  
a central theme in schools’ internal quality assurance, and disfavored by only 
3 respondents. In contrast, Scenario 5 was unacceptable for 20 respondents, 
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due to the control-oriented purpose that was added to it: while in Scenario 
6 the information on learning output and progress was available only to the 
school and the students, in Scenario 5 the average student learning progress 
per school was open to the public.
 The average desirability of Scenario 8 (no monitoring system but increased 
investments into professional development) is harder to interpret, as there 
was a great deal of variation in respondent opinions. Primarily policy makers 
and respondents from the schools category thought that maintaining the 
current system was not sufficient to prepare schools for the future, while 
education providers were in favor of the status quo. Respondents from the 
latter category were convinced that negative side effects would outweigh  
the positive impact.

Conclusion and discussion

The implementation of a system that monitors student learning outcomes 
would have a major impact on different aspects of any education system.  
A monitoring system with standardized tests is often considered to be a tool 
for strengthening authorities’ control over schools, but can also be regarded 
as a trust-based mechanism to support schools and teachers in providing 
quality education. Whether, and under what conditions, to implement such 
a monitoring system is a current policy discussion in Flanders. In this study, 
we have identified a number of key issues that need to be taken into account 
if Flemish education policy is to consider implementing such a monitoring 
system. The study has revealed that the focus on strengthening trust should 
be stronger than the focus on control. 
 In order for a monitoring system with standardized tests to be effective, 
a broad base of social support is required among teachers, principals, education 
providers, and even students (Saunders, 2000); we encountered a strong belief 
also in Flanders that when a monitoring system is perceived as merely serving 
policy makers’ aims, it is unlikely that its results will be used effectively by 
teachers. 
 This study identified several key conditions to allow this basis of support 
to grow. First, it is important to properly set the goal of the monitoring system. 
The assessment of policy scenarios shows that a monitoring system should 
have as its primary aim strengthening trust in schools (even when this would 
restrict schools’ autonomy). Stakeholders think that the education system would 
not benefit from a high-stakes monitoring system, such as those that are in 
common use in England and several US states. These high-stakes monitoring 
systems mainly flourish in contexts with a large degree of competition  
between schools (Sahlberg, 2011), which is not the case in Flanders. 
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 Earlier studies have shown that teachers value having their assessments 
confirmed by standardized test results (Beaver & Weinbaum, 2015; Wikeley, 
1998). In contrast, the results of this study indicate that this kind of 
confirmation is not considered to be a sufficient outcome. A monitoring 
system should lead to greater insight into students’ abilities, an expectation 
that can be addressed by providing teachers with a reliable view of students’ 
learning progress. This entails having several tests taken at different times 
and the results being linked to one another rather than merely providing 
one-off measurements. Therefore, the second condition to obtain the  
required social support is to ensure that the monitoring system enables 
conclusions to be drawn on the progress that students are making throughout 
their study career. Although progress monitoring is not commonly used  
in all monitoring systems, this recommendation has been discussed in earlier 
debates (Loeb, 2013; Popham, 2005).
 Insight into added value for schools was also considered useful by most 
respondents, but the impact from this factor on the desirability scores of  
the different scenarios was lower than the impact of monitoring student 
learning progress. For both learning progress and added value, the results 
indicate that the ease of drawing practical conclusions was considered to be 
more important than the technical accuracy of the measurement.
 Public availability of standardized test outcomes at the school level has 
the benefit of being transparent and may increase schools’ efforts to provide 
quality education (Burgess, Propper, & Wilson, 2002; Hoxby, 2003; Jürges  
& Richter, et al., 2005). However, one potential drawback is that the inevitable 
school rankings lead to teaching to the test, increased negative stress, and 
increased segregation between schools (Elstad, 2009; Horn, 2005; Perryman 
et al., 2011). The high stakes attached to these standardized tests make teachers 
and principals vulnerable to strategic undesirable behavior and may even 
induce them to downright cheating during the tests (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 
2010). According to Flemish stakeholders, public availability needs to be 
avoided in order to make any monitoring system generally acceptable.  
This third condition is required to allay fears about the side effects of 
publication. 
 A fourth condition relates to the concern that schools’ policy making 
capacities are currently not yet sufficiently developed to ensure that the 
implementation of a monitoring system will strengthen the processes of 
internal quality assurance in schools, which corroborates findings from  
earlier studies (Onderwijsinspectie, 2013; Vanhoof, Van Petegem, Verhoeven, 
& Buvens, 2009). There is a need for long-term professional development 
and coaching of schools with regard to data literacy, which is in line with 
advice provided by international research on the effectiveness of standardized 
monitoring systems (Tymms, 1997; Wiliam, 2010). 
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 This Delphi study showed that the issue of monitoring students’ learning 
outcomes and progress is not unambiguous. All too often, the discussion is 
limited by references to extreme side effects, as observed in some countries 
with high-stakes testing. From an academic perspective, simple responses  
to a complex issue should be avoided. The results of this study are an appeal 
to policy makers and stakeholders for a profound and open discussion on 
what kind of (trust-based) monitoring system would be most effective for  
the Flemish education context. 
 The nature and purpose of monitoring systems varies across educations 
systems, reflecting values and national traditions with regard to the tension 
between trust and control (OECD, 2013). Notwithstanding the fact that  
the results are embedded within the Flemish educational context, the 
arguments mentioned by stakeholders, as well as the issues that have been 
identified, may also apply to several other educational contexts. This does 
not mean that an overall “best practice’” for monitoring systems in order  
to find the optimal balance between school autonomy and control can be 
deduced from this study. As we have shown, the value attached to each of 
the effects and side effects is by nature context-specific and may differ  
in each education context with its own traditions and aims. 
 Finally, in our opinion a finding at least as important as the aforementioned 
conclusions is the experience about the value of the Delphi method for  
these kinds of policy issues regarding control versus trust in education.  
This method has proven to be valuable in cases where diverse opinions need 
to be explored in order to come to a policy decision with the utmost possible 
consensus. 
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Appendix 1
Description of the eight scenarios

This overview is only a short summary of the scenarios. The full version of 
the scenarios evaluated by the respondents was 3–4 pages long. 
 Scenario 1. Exit exams. Written standardized exams in different courses are 
taken at the end of primary education and at the end of every second year in 
secondary education. The tests are taken by all students at the same time. 
The tests are renewed each year. In primary education, the exam results may 
affect decisions on students’ final grades; in secondary education, the exams 
results have an increasing weight on students’ final grades (15%/30%/50% 
in the second, fourth, and final grades, respectively; impacts may be positive 
or negative). Students’ learning progress can be calculated based on results 
from consecutive tests. Information on the results is not made public.
 Scenario 2. Adaptive learning progress monitoring. A set of consecutive tests is 
developed and offered to schools aiming to provide teachers with reliable 
insight into the development of each student’s learning progress with regard 
to numeracy, literacy, and writing skills at primary schools and numeracy 
skills, reading and writing skills in Dutch/French/English, and scientific 
literacy at secondary schools. Tests are adaptive: based on whether their 
answers are correct or wrong, students get a more difficult or easier set of 
follow-up items. Tests are taken at least once per year by each student, but 
schools may decide to give them more often. The results are only used for 
schools’ internal purposes.
 Scenario 3. Test bank for students. In this scenario, a test bank is developed. 
Schools can extract tests (both written and digital) as a support tool to evaluate 
the extent to which a group of students (or an individual student) has mastered 
a specific set of attainment targets. Tests are available for a wide array of 
courses. The tests are therefore very detailed. The test bank also includes 
tests for socio-emotional aspects as well as diagnostic tests (e.g., for dyslexia). 
Schools are not obliged to use these tests. The results are only used for schools’ 
internal purposes. 
 Scenario 4. Exit exams with school rankings. Standardized exams in different 
courses are taken at the end of primary education and at the end of secondary 
education. The tests are taken by each student at the same time. The tests are 
renewed each year. In primary education, exam results determine 50% of 
students’ final grades; in secondary education, the exams result in a binding 
decision for each student on whether or not a diploma is awarded. Information 
made public at the school level includes the proportion of students that 
obtained the attainment targets for every course tested in a school. 
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 Scenario 5. Public evaluation of school quality. Every second year of primary and 
secondary education, students take written tests in different courses. The 
tests are obligatory and are taken by all students at the same time. The tests 
are renewed each year. Individual students’ learning progress is calculated 
based on the results of consecutive tests. The numbers of students with 
strong/average/poor progress lead to a categorization of schools, which is 
made public. 
 Scenario 6. Non-public evaluation of school quality. Digital tests in different 
courses are obligatory for each student (every second year in secondary 
education). The results of the standardized tests aim to contribute to schools’ 
internal quality assurance. Different tests are interrelated, enabling mapping 
of individual students’ learning progress as well as the added value for schools 
based on learning progress. The results are not made public.  
 Scenario 7. Test bank for schools. In this scenario, a test bank is developed. 
Schools can extract tests (both written and digital) as a support tool to evaluate 
the extent to which their education is leading students to effectively meet 
attainment targets. The test bask includes tests in such areas as social 
competences and well-being. Schools are not obliged to use these tests. The 
results are only used for schools’ internal purposes. 
 Scenario 8. No monitoring system. This scenario is limited to increased 
investment into professional development aimed at strengthening schools to 
make better use of the data currently available.

Appendix 2
Examples from written questionnaire (round 1) and both interviews (rounds 2 and 3)

Benefits and disadvantages at the micro level
“Students could use these results to obtain a more objective view of their learning results and 
progress and use this as extra information in addition to other kinds of evaluations. It is 
independent from the evaluations made by the school. It may help them, for example regarding 
their decisions regarding higher education tracks. Although it may have benefits, on the other 
hand there is a risk that this information will be used by the school committee that decides on 
students’ careers (and retention) as students will challenge the committee’s decisions with this 
information in mind. It would also strengthen a kind of ‘distrust’ in schools’ ability to evaluate.” 
(education providers, respondent 4, written questionnaire)
 “I think that there are hardly any advantages from standardized tests for students. (…) 
Children experience an atrocious amount of stress and they often do much worse on 
standardized tests than their actual capacity would allow them to in regular circumstances. 
Questions are formulated in a different way than what students are familiar with and the 
layout is different (e.g., small boxes for doing calculations).” (schools, respondent 6, 
written questionnaire)
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  “I like very much that [Scenario 2] fits with the essence of education, the questions 
that teachers and schools should deal with, namely: how are my students progressing? About 
the strong students, are we challenging them enough? And about the weaker students, can 
we help them make more progress?” (education providers, respondent 4, third round 
interview)
 “I think it is enormously interesting for a student to know: how am I doing compared 
to all these other students? That might be motivating as well!” (education provider, 
respondent 4, second round interview)
 “The main advantage [of Scenario 1] is that one can evaluate all students equally.” 
(policy makers, respondent 1, third round interview)

Benefits and disadvantages at the meso level
“Teachers and schools receive a more transparent and to-the-point view of their own 
functioning through the view of learning progress that results from the tests. This leads to 
teachers taking a more differentiated approach in their education processes. It puts student 
results into perspective through the benchmark that is provided by the standardized tests. 
It is a meaning ful addition to evaluation data that schools already have available regarding 
output-oriented functioning.” (schools, respondent 3, written questionnaire)
 “It may result in strategic behavior by schools, for example by focusing on tests, or by 
tending towards low scores in prior measurements ( for example, for student progress 
monitoring). It may even further increase competition between schools (which is currently 
already very high).” (policy makers, respondent 1, written questionnaire)
 “I see it primarily in light of schools’ internal quality assurance and student counseling. 
Those two aspects. As for the internal quality assurance, I think it is good that a school 
gets different views of its own quality. Standardized tests may be a tool to provide such a 
view, on the condition that there are benchmarks, that schools can mirror themselves to 
certain benchmarks.” (education provider, respondent 1, second round interview)
 “What I like about [Scenario 6] is that learning progress says something about the 
school level, and not about the student level.” (education provider, respondent 3, 
third round interview)
 “So I asked myself, as a principal would I be inclined in this situation [in Scenario 6] 
to cheat? To me, teaching to the test is cheating. Justified cheating, as everyone does it. But 
in this situation, am I inclined to cheat? No!” (schools, respondent 1, third round 
interview)

Benefits and disadvantages at the macro level
“It will lead to comparisons and rankings (good and bad schools, good and bad teachers, 
students with great or small potential for progress potential, etc.) – and strengthen the 
‘achievement mentality’ in education rather than taking a critical stance towards it.” 
(education provider 6, written questionnaire)
 “The most important asset is that policy makers and other stakeholders will get a ‘report 
on the quality of education’ on several occasions, and they will be able to see whether learning 
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outcomes and learning progress are increasing or decreasing. In other words, it will function 
as a barometer. It will say something about the quality of Flemish education in general. 
And it will also enable monitoring of who is best or least served by the education system. 
Another asset is that many well-intended claims about the quality of education, ones that 
have sometimes heated the debate in the public arena, will be evaluated effectively, and so 
the entire debate about this quality will be based on more objective data.” (experts, 
respondent 6, written questionnaire)
 “[Scenario 1] says that the results won’t be made public. I would love to believe that, 
but I’ve got my doubts about it, about whether schools that receive good scores will keep it 
to themselves. I think that schools will feel they need to use their scores to show their strengths, 
which increases the pressure on other schools to make their results public as well.” (policy 
makers, respondent 3, third round interview) 
 “But regarding this public reporting [in Scenario 4], I think that particularly at the 
in-between level the factor between publication and the public, namely the journalists and 
newspapers, will never make a correct interpretation of these data.” (experts, respondent 
1, third round interview)
 “I am charmed by [Scenario 6] as it gets right in between on the one hand being  
a powerful instrument related to quality assurance and on the other hand leaving schools 
with sufficient responsibility, sufficient autonomy, and sufficient pedagogical liberty.” 
(policy makers, respondent 3, third round interview)
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