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Introduction

This book is about understanding the politics of quality in education. Under-
standing this politics is our goal because the question of quality has become 
one of the most important framing factors in education policy and practice. It 
has been of growing interest to international organisations and national poli-
cies since at least the 1990s (Leeuw 2002; Power 1994; Smith 1990). We are 
interested in how the emphasis on quality has changed the basic conditions in 
which education takes place.

Before it is operationally defined, “quality in education” remains abstract and 
elusive. Like “choice” or “standards”, it may have rhetorical appeal as a gener-
ally desirable idea, but it is not until it is put into practice, or “operationalised”, 
that it becomes definable (Kauko et al. 2016; Dahler-Larsen 2015). The same is 
true for the evaluation of quality. There is little consensus currently even among 
evaluators as to what constitutes sound evaluation, with some adopting nearly 
opposite methodological and theoretical stances. (Dahler-Larsen 2012; Grek 
et al. 2009; Karlsson Vestman & Segerholm 2009).

Our research seeks to investigate how quality is operationalised and the 
repercussions this has for the room for action for the different actors involved 
in education. By actors, we mean the teachers, students, parents, politicians, and 
civil servants and the organisations they represent who have different room for 
action, from the local to the global.

We focus on what we call quality assurance and evaluation, QAE (see Ozga 
et al. 2011). “Quality assurance” implies the need to demonstrate quality (of 
education) to outsiders (Harvey 2004–17); “evaluation” refers to the general 
aim of learning and changing current practices, providing “retrospective assess-
ment of public-sector interventions, their organisation, content, implementa-
tion and outputs or outcomes, which is intended to play a role in future practical 
situations” (Vedung 2010). Our definition of QAE is intentionally wide, and 
it encompasses an array of activities used to evaluate and assure quality, such as 
student assessment and testing, programme and policy evaluation, school per-
sonnel and institutional evaluation, accreditation, curriculum evaluation, self-
evaluation, inspection, and auditing (Kellaghan, Stufflebeam, & Wingate 2003). 
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The most common instance of QAE under scrutiny in this book is represented 
by national large-scale assessments of student achievement.

The importance of understanding QAE is that it is a tool to exercise power 
(Dahler-Larsen 2015: pp. 29–31), regardless of whether we take a classical view 
of power as related to resources, attributes, and formal positions (Mills 1956; 
Dahl 1961; see Bachrach & Baratz 1962; Lukes 1974) or see it as more relational 
and structural (e.g., Foucault 2003; Heiskala 2001). Indeed, QAE is a govern-
ance tool, which means that procedures intended to enhance quality in educa-
tion with the help of evaluation are used to achieve political aims, and they 
shape the power situation of the actors involved.

If one accepts our definition of QAE as a tool of power, it is no surprise that 
QAE has been embraced in policymaking. For example, international organisa-
tions and national governments are greatly optimistic in their use of QAE as 
a tool of governance. In the field of comparative education, there is vast and 
growing research into the international and transnational formation of educa-
tion policy agendas and their influence on policymaking in individual coun-
tries (e.g., Chabbott 2002; Mundy 2007; Steiner-Khamsi and Waldow 2012; 
Verger, Novelli, & Altinyelken 2012). The concepts of the international and 
the transnational are even sometimes used interchangeably, but by the former, 
we mean the actions which happen between national actors or with the help 
of international organisations, while by the latter, we mean the unofficial and 
official networks of action and ideas which exist without a restrictive relation-
ship with national borders. Much of the literature mentioned focuses on how 
international organisations may guide or condition national education policy 
decisions. They do this by framing policy discussions and providing related 
technical advice and by prioritising the promise of external funding for projects 
and sector programmes (e.g., Beech 2006; King 1991).

Rational planning with the help of QAE contrasts with the long tradition 
of research literature claiming that policymaking never has the grassroots result 
politicians expect. Studies of the policy process (e.g.,  Jenkins-Smith & Sabatier 
1993; Baumgartner & Jones 2009) have pointed out the institutional limitations 
created by history (Pierson 2000) or norms (March & Olsen 1989) and drawn on 
chaotic-sounding notions, such as organised anarchy or “garbage can” (Cohen, 
March, & Olsen 1972; Kingdon 2003). In education, there are also many gener-
alising analyses of how reforms fail (e.g., Ball 2001). As Tyack and Cuban (1995) 
note, it is important to understand how schools act to change intended reforms.

This book is a result of the research project “Transnational Dynamics of 
Quality Assurance and Evaluation Policies in Brazil, China, and Russia”, 
funded by the Academy of Finland between 2014 and 2017 (grant numbers 
307310, 273871, 274218, 273874). During these four years, we conducted 200 
interviews with 278 people from different levels of action, conducted observa-
tions, and analysed documents. The work was undertaken in three sub-projects, 
which were responsible for data collection in each country. Crucially, research-
ers were fluent in the respective national languages of our case countries.
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Our ontological assumptions

The challenge of policy planning is linked to the book’s ontological  assumptions –  
the complexity and contingency of the world. We understand them as coher-
ent and overlapping descriptions of the same thing from the perspectives of 
complexity theory (complexity) and social sciences (contingency). Complex-
ity theories share ideas of systemic behaviour through the interaction of its 
parts (e.g., emergence and positive and negative feedback), non-linear causa-
tion (e.g., partial determination, probabilistic event progression), and different 
kinds of branching effects (e.g., path dependencies, irreversibility, or punctuated 
equilibria) (Wimmer 2006; Cairney & Geyer 2015; Kauko 2014; Room 2015; 
Biesta & Osberg 2010). In the social sciences, contingency means that change 
trajectories are possible but not necessary ( Joas 2004; Medd 2002; see Kauko & 
Wermke 2018). Politics is thus essentially the organisation and reorganisation 
of contingency (Kauko 2014; Palonen 1993, 2003, 2006): it is a game in which 
the basic conditions and constraints for action are defined.

QAE is a good example of the attempt to take political control of complex-
ity. These attempts to channel and control contingency take different shapes. 
Classically, in political science and complexity theory, a basic limitation is pre-
sented by institutions and their formation:

Institutions constrain and channel agent interactions; however, they can 
also be subverted from below or reformed from above, as actors lift their 
gaze, reflect upon the overall socio-economic system in which they live 
and reinforce or reshape the rules and architectures of those systems. This is 
the stuff of politics and political choice . . . It accepts the potential value of 
modelling social dynamics as a self-organizing system, analogous to those 
in the natural sciences. On the other hand, it insists that social science must 
also be centrally interested in the socio-political processes by which these 
dynamics are re-shaped.

(Room 2015: p. 20)

We attempt to build an understanding of these socio-political processes and 
their enabling or restriction of the dynamics possible in the discussed setting. 
This also requires an understanding of history in observing path dependencies 
(Capano 2009). They indicate how past solutions create a dynamic of increas-
ing returns (Pierson 2000) in which the costs of reversal due to institutional 
reorganisations grow continually (Levi 1997). These events in history shape the 
room for political action.

In short, our premises seek to understand the contingent and almost fragile 
context of political action and how it is always tied to longer-term socio- 
historical developments, constrained or enabled by institutional rearrange-
ments, and how actors are both entangled in and empowered by the dynamics 
which develop in these conditions.
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We have discussed how the ideas of complexity and contingency provide a 
good basis for not expecting an ideal of a conscious implementation process 
and have also questioned the ease with which QAE can be used as a govern-
ance tool. So, how is it possible to study this phenomenon?

Unpacking policy transfer

In terms of disciplinary traditions and boundaries, our book could be placed in 
the fields of comparative education, political science, or even international rela-
tions. In some cases, there may be more variance within a discipline than between 
disciplines. However, our main discussion is largely concerned with the field of 
comparative education, which influences our discussion across disciplines.

We agree with Rappleye (2012), who argues for a complex understanding of 
policy transfer and that in a globalising world, the question is crucial. He criti-
cally examines the prominent debate which circulates around a large body of 
system theories like the borrowing and lending theories, which especially ana-
lyse the influence of globalisation from the local perspective, and world culture 
theories, which see convergence in the structures of education systems glob-
ally (Rappleye 2012). Borrowing and lending theories study policy diffusion 
(Steiner-Khamsi 2004: p. 213), ranging from cross-cultural attraction to policy 
tourism (Steiner-Khamsi 2012). The leading idea of world culture theory is 
that educational systems around the world are developing in a similar direction 
structurally mainly as a result of communication amongst international organi-
sations as they diffuse policy blueprints (Meyer, Boli, Thomas & Ramirez 1997; 
Ramirez 2012). Disagreement between these views relates to the epistemologi-
cal understanding of change (Kauko & Wermke 2018) and the degrees of local 
and global influence (Rappleye 2012). According to Rappleye (2012: p. 49), the 
entrenched debate between these two perspectives has led to a “theoretical and 
conceptual fatigue”.

Our research is interested in the effects of what is generally called policy 
transfer, but we would like to be more specific concerning the causality this 
implies for these traditions. Waldow (2012) sums up borrowing and lending 
theories as sharing the ideas of standardisation and legitimation. Standardisation 
refers to intentional and unintentional movement in a common direction and 
production of legitimacy to how external references are used to make internal 
changes or how policies are borrowed from a reference society. World culture 
theories do not, at least explicitly, consider reference societies but instead look 
at how nations influenced by world culture start consensually changing their 
systems towards a common structure (Meyer & Ramirez 2003). Put simply, 
in both cases, diffusion bears the idea of a policy moving from one place to 
another, connoting three things: there must be a “source” (a reference society, 
international organisation, or “world culture”), there needs to be a recipient, 
and there needs to be an observable policy (or a “blueprint”).

Our premise differs from these usual views of policy transfer. The analytical 
framework we endorse in this book leads to a disagreement with the notion 
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of policy transfer, which in our view cannot cope with a sufficient degree of 
complexity for a thorough analysis of the process. Instead of discussing questions 
regarding source and target, global and local, and convergence and divergence, 
we believe that source and recipient become blurred in networks and flows and 
understanding the effects of policy transfer, embedded as it is in complex causa-
tion, requires theoretical tools to deal with contingencies, path dependencies, and 
probabilities. Ideas like these have been recognised, for example, under the label 
of post-structuralist theories (e.g., Larsen & Beech 2014; Carney 2009) or when 
Schriewer (2003: p. 20) seeks to understand the “complexity of causal networks”.

In analysing interactions between actors, we arrive at an understanding of 
dynamics as contingent. In the context of policy transfer, complex causation 
refocuses our analysis from the attempt to understand a policy’s source, recipi-
ent, and enactment to an attempt to understand the web of factors which 
exist in a socio-historical situation and sustain a certain dynamic of change. 
We argue that central questions for analysing quality in education globally are 
1) how quality is connected to transnational flows of knowledge and 2) how 
it offers a powerful governance tool for shaping education for several actors, 
including for some we would not usually consider.

The transnational agenda of QAE

Given our starting points, QAE in education offers a fruitful point for analysis, 
because it brings to the fore the theoretical aspects in which we are interested. 
QAE is a gateway to understanding transnational flows, because international 
and national actors use it as a tool of governance: measurement in education 
facilitates the creation of categories for the performance of individuals or 
organisations and for making decisions (Fenwick, Mangez, & Ozga 2014).

The increased role of knowledge and data management in the making of edu-
cation policy has been analysed as a recent development in the modes of gov-
ernance (Carvalho 2013; Fenwick, Mangez, & Ozga 2014; Lawn & Segerholm 
2011). As part of this change policy, advice has increasingly conveyed messages 
of “international best practice”. Organisations such as the World Bank and the 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) have had 
an important role in the dissemination of these policies. These international 
organisations can be characterised as “epistemic communities” drawing on the 
knowledge dependency created by the increasing requirements for decision-
makers to deal with a broader range of issues in the expanding global economy 
and the consequent need for external advice (Armingeon & Beyeler 2004; Haas 
1992; Hasenclever, Mayer, & Rittberger 2002; Kallo 2009: p. 357).

Our analysis of QAE is restricted to general school education (i.e., it excludes 
vocational and tertiary education). The transnational agenda around QAE is 
constructed within a network of actors which have no clear boundaries or 
identifiable centre of power or thought from which the agenda emanates. 
The network shares a common belief in the necessity of measuring learning 
outcomes as a key precondition for improving education quality worldwide 
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(e.g., UNESCO Institute of Statistics 2013: pp. 14–16; World Bank 2013: p. 4; 
Center for Global Development 2013). Actors within the network consist of 
a wide range of multilateral organisations, for example, the World Bank; the 
OECD; the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO); regional networks, such as the Latin American Laboratory for the 
Assessment of Quality in Education (LLECE) and the Southern African Con-
sortium for the Measurement of Education Quality (SACMEQ); private profes-
sional bodies (the Brookings Institute, Educational Testing Services); academic 
experts; and consultants.

The policies of the three principal education-related international organisa-
tions relevant to QAE – the World Bank, UNESCO, and the OECD – vary in 
how their assistance is tied to money flows and the extent to which national and 
local actors are able to set the agenda. Whereas the World Bank is perceived as 
leaning towards a harder policy line, with leverage provided by its lending opera-
tions, the OECD has authority without financial clout, and UNESCO has been 
reduced to a relatively weak policy actor (Henry et al. 2001: pp. 17–18; Rinne & 
Ozga 2011). While these organisations have different agendas, especially the 
World Bank and the OECD, and to an extent UNESCO, they share a similar 
toolkit: “a range of instruments that can be targeted at national policies: they can 
promote, develop and disseminate policies, coordinate, set standards, supply tech-
nical assistance and offer financial inducements” (Rinne & Ozga 2013: p. 98).

The improvement of education quality can of course be justified by refer-
ence to any objective set for the education system. In contrast, the typical jus-
tification expressed for the transnational assessment agenda is notably narrow 
and even monotonous: reference is made in numerous sources to the finding 
that cognitive learning achievement – rather than years of schooling per se – has 
a positive impact on economic growth (original research paper by Hanushek & 
Woessmann 2007; references, e.g., World Bank 2011: p. 24; Center for Global 
Development 2013: pp. 3–4). The corollary is that a well-functioning system of 
assessing learning outcomes is “a key driver of economic growth and poverty 
reduction” (READ 2010: p. 36).

The “problematisation” and overall policy advice on QAE in general school 
education found in the global World Bank documents in the past two decades 
illustrates the substance of the transnational agenda:

1) The principal goal of education is seen as contributing to economic growth 
and poverty reduction.

2) This contribution is crucially dependent on the quality of education.
3) There is mounting evidence from international assessments that the quality 

of education is low in many countries.
4) Information on learning achievement is needed both for monitoring edu-

cation quality as a basis for policy decisions and for increased accountability 
of schools towards parents, communities, and donor agencies; such infor-
mation should then provide incentives for improving quality.

5) The case is then made for the establishment of national assessment systems 
and wider participation in international assessments and related capacity 
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building; to these, the World Bank and other agencies should provide sup-
port (World Bank 1995: pp. 1–3, 9, 15; 1999: pp. iii, vii–ix; 2005: pp. 12, 
67–69; 2011: pp. 6–8).

The role of the OECD derives from its knowledge-production capacity. It is 
thought to have a central role in the flow of international educational ideas and 
in the governance of education (Rinne & Ozga 2011), and the market-liberal 
ideological undercurrents in knowledge-making have also been noted (Dale 
1999: pp. 1–4; Dale & Robertson 2002: p. 11). The OECD’s central role in set-
ting international benchmarks makes it a broker of the main currency in the 
global education setting, which national policymakers usually see as a global 
competition (Lauder et al. 2006: p. 41; Robertson, Bonal Dale. 2002; Rinne, 
Kallo & Hokka. 2004; Rinne & Ozga 2011). The OECD’s annual compen-
dium, “Education at a Glance”, has become a statistical “doxa”, just as the PISA 
survey (Programme for International Student Assessment) and its indicators, 
rankings, and league tables are often taken as objective indicators which point 
the way to the improvement of results and placings in rankings in national edu-
cational policy (Rinne et al. 2004; Rinne & Ozga 2011). Initially confined to 
OECD member countries, the PISA programme has been gradually expanded 
to non-member countries – including Brazil, China, and Russia – which share 
a history of having been clients of the World Bank. For such countries, this 
represents a significant symbolic upgrading of their international status.

The research on global agendas in education is nuanced and complex and 
deals with many of the basic problematics in the comparative education field 
(Verger, Novelli, & Altinyelken 2012), which tend to emphasise the importance 
of international and transnational changes and their reshaping of the role of 
the state (Werner & Zimmermann 2006; Robertson, Bonal, & Dale 2002). 
Structurally, research seems to indicate the state’s diminishing role as an educa-
tion actor in the face of globalisation. The state is, on one hand, riddled with 
transnational influences, while, on the other, the global QAE agenda allows 
less independence. Where action is concerned, the content of the transnational 
QAE agenda seems to ignore the political undercurrents of QAE – the nego-
tiations, interpretations, and difficulties highlighted in the above-mentioned 
research tradition concerning policymaking and governance. Using our analyti-
cal framework, we would expect to find more contingency and room for action 
in how transnational QAE data are used. We also analyse Russia and China, in 
which the state is heavily involved, thus critically examining the discussion of 
the state’s diminishing importance.

Comparing dynamics in education politics  
in Brazil, China, and Russia

The case countries in our research are Brazil, China, and Russia. Their histori-
cal trajectories are described in more detail in Chapter 3. Here it is sufficient 
to mention that they present a clear set of common features which justify 
their selection for a comparative study. The term BRICS, coined in the new 
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millennium (O’Neill 2001; Hurrel 2006) and applied to these three “emerging 
economies”, along with India and South Africa, has been adopted by the case 
countries themselves, suggesting their global ambitions are somewhat similar. 
Brazil, China, and Russia aspire to regional leadership and leverage their eco-
nomic and political positions through social policies, including education. Like 
other countries, they have increasingly focused on QAE in education (Chin 
2012; Hurrel 2006; Lima 2012; Piattoeva & Takala 2014; Rowlands 2012). In 
these three contexts, we analyse how QAE works in transnational networks, 
how data circulate, how QAE functions as a governance tool, and how all this 
affects the room for action available to different actors.

The terms “framework”, “theory”, and “model” are sometimes used inter-
changeably, but we follow Elinor Ostrom (2005: pp. 27–28), who understands 
them as nested. With the help of a framework, it is possible to loosely identify 
the essential elements for analysis: “They attempt to identify the universal ele-
ments that any relevant theory would need to include . . . [E]lements con-
tained in a framework help the analyst generate the questions that need to be 
addressed when first conducting an analysis” (Ostrom 2005: p. 28). Theory 
helps to focus the view further in making more specific assumptions: “a scholar 
needs to select one or more theories to use in generating predictions about 
expected patterns of relationships” (Ostrom 2005: p. 28). Models make more 
precise assumptions concerning a theory’s sub-section. However, this is beyond 
the focus of our research. To understand QAE in education in the transnational 
context, we start our analysis with an analytical framework called Comparative 
Analytics of Dynamics in Education Politics (CADEP) (see Kauko et al. 2015; 
Simola et al. 2017). This idea is further refined with compatible theories in the 
subsequent chapters.

Using CADEP, we hope to tease out comparable and related patterns of 
action. Our framework’s first word, “comparative”, indicates that we analyse 
homologies between the different contexts. The second word, “analytics”, indi-
cates that we are interested in understanding actors’ room for action. By focus-
ing on “dynamics in education politics”, we stress the importance of analysing 
the actual movement of the education system rather than focusing on actors’ 
attributes. We thus shed light on the limits and possibilities for action on dif-
ferent levels. Simola et al. (2017) describe the dynamics in education politics 
as follows:

In many cases it [dynamics in education] is a result of contingencies in his-
tory, and is currently sustained by political action on different levels or that 
is constantly subjected to transnational flows. The action itself, regardless 
of whether or not it is considered political, derives from societal thought 
structures, is questioned or unquestioned, happens in the course of time, is 
connected to resources and past events, passes, and creates room for future 
action. What is called equality, trust, or progress is manifested through 
action, described here in terms of relational and contingent dynamics.

(Simola et al. 2017)
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To sum up, in attempting to grasp the multifaceted nature of both QAE and 
transnational flows, we share many of the ontological and epistemological 
premises of complexity theories. We emphasise the contingent nature of the 
world, the fact that events and change are possible but not necessary. Described 
in more detail in the next chapter, the three dimensions of the CADEP frame-
work are derived from a vast conceptual-historical project (Palonen 2003, 
2006) and analysis of the policy process (Kingdon 2003; Baumgartner & Jones 
2009; Sabatier & Jenkins-Smith 1993).

• Political situation relates to the changing political constellations of actors associ-
ated with education quality and their effect on what is structurally possible 
on different scales of action.

• Analysis of political possibilities happens through the dominant discourses: what 
the relevant actors consider possible or what they consider to be the problem.

• The third dimension is the use of the political space. It relates to how the 
actors use the room for action created by the first two dimensions.

With the help of these three dimensions, our aim is to analyse how QAE as a 
transnational flow and governance tool changes the role of state, expertise, and 
governance and the room for action which exists for politicians, teachers, and 
other actors in varying contexts.

The structure of the book

Chapter 2 discusses the theoretical and analytical premises of our research and 
aims to increase its validity through methodological transparency. It draws 
on the idea of reflective research and discusses the questions of case selection 
and comparability, as well as the concrete work of data collection and analysis. 
Research journey narratives are used to consider field access and ethical issues 
and to produce another layer of research data about the manifestations of QAE. 
The chapter also reflects on the differences in data availability in the three 
countries and the limitations this poses for comparative analysis. To compare 
the dynamics which emerge in QAE policies in the different contexts, the 
chapter introduces the CADEP analytical framework in more depth and dis-
cusses the abductive research design, in which theoretical and empirical work 
are complementary.

Chapter 3 analyses the socio-historical background necessary for an under-
standing of the development of QAE policies in the three countries and for an 
analysis of the problematics in the following chapters. It outlines the historical 
paths of the development of QAE policies in each context during the post–
World War II period. First, it presents a case-by-case chronological account 
of these trajectories, based on document analysis and literature review; then it 
proceeds to a comparative analysis.

Chapter 4 is the first to use data from our fieldwork. Following the analyti-
cal framework, it analyses the changing national political arena in the Brazilian, 
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Chinese, and Russian contexts. In this chapter, we ask how QAE has changed 
the roles of national and international actors in policymaking. We analyse 
interviews with representatives of international and national organisations and 
with individual actors and use document analysis as background material. We 
demonstrate that enhanced data infrastructure and expertise, along with other 
resources, have made national governments less dependent on international 
organisations, while remaining more interested in and interlinked with inter-
national trends.

Chapter 5 describes and analyses the changing roles of and relationship 
between the state and expertise in Brazil, China, and Russia. National policies 
aim to determine the development and application of QAE instruments as 
they empower state governance. However, the data generated are also strongly 
dependent on experts. In analysing interview data from experts, civil servants, 
politicians, and other stakeholders, we aim to discover who is considered a 
legitimate collector and analyst of QAE data. We find that a growing number 
of state-controlled systems allow experts some room for action but that state 
approval continues to serve as the main source of legitimation.

Chapter 6 discusses the concept of governance at a distance as a new form 
of governance in relation to the book’s analytical framework. The expanding 
practices of QAE produce quantitative data about education which is said to 
allow the nation-state to extend its capacity to govern across territory and into 
the classroom. Governance at a distance relies on the production and circula-
tion of data. This chapter focuses on the tensions and paradoxes which appear 
to make the process of governance at a distance through data less smooth than 
is generally depicted in both academic literature and political rhetoric. We first 
analyse official policy statements concerning where data are presumed to circu-
late and for what purpose. We then use interview data to explore the paradoxes 
emerging from the political objectives of data circulation and use and from the 
paradoxical nature of quantitative data about education itself.

Chapter 7 investigates the ways in which local authorities utilise QAE poli-
cies to govern schools and the effects this has on their room for action. The 
analysis draws on a combination of governance theories and on the political 
frame of organisational analysis. The fieldwork data were collected in selected 
localities in Brazil, China, and Russia by means of document analysis, interviews, 
and observations. We demonstrate that the QAE instruments are reinterpreted 
locally in accordance with the pre-existing practices of quality control and 
school governance and are biased towards local actors’ political interests. High-
performing schools can thus utilise QAE policies to draw power from sources 
such as expertise, access to agenda setting, or building networks and coalitions, 
while low performers are increasingly disadvantaged. Schools’ reputations act 
as a key to the virtuous or vicious cycles in which schools find themselves 
ensnared in the implementation of performance evaluation. Our findings also 
indicate that the room for action for those schools opposing new QAE policies 
is somewhat restricted. However, schools can practise hidden resistance and to a 
certain extent avoid the penetration of QAE tools into their internal processes.
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Chapter 8 analyses alternative futures of QAE as expressed by Brazilian, 
Chinese, and Russian actors. We use official policy documents and our inter-
view data to investigate how national officials and experts see the future of 
QAE in their respective contexts and the trends they perceive as preferable or 
undesirable. Our findings are set against the backdrop of the case countries’ 
socio-cultural history. We also compare the views expressed in interviews to a 
typology of future scenarios for societies and education. In addition to the envi-
sioned “new” futures, we also find views of alternative futures which are rooted 
in domestic pedagogical traditions, including QAE practices, and express the 
desire to retain what the interviewees see as valuable in these traditions.

Chapter 9 draws together the main findings of our research and reflects on 
their theoretical significance. We conclude that there are three dynamics in the 
politics of quality in Brazil, China, and Russia. Self-reinforcing and shared goal-
setting reflect how QAE has overtaken quality as a goal of education policy. 
Authorising but diverted governance describes how QAE enables a parallel trend 
of authorising more governance methods, while creating increasingly complex 
systems. Destabilising and reorganising role-setting indicates how the mechanisms 
of QAE create new actors in the field, which at the same time brings instability 
to the political system because of the potential of QAE data to provoke change.

About our research and writing

Many of the questions covered by this book have been dealt with extensively 
in the project’s previously published or submitted articles. Reference to these is 
made in the chapters where relevant, and the respective bibliographical infor-
mation is found in the chapters’ reference lists.

The project consortium, led by Associate Professor Jaakko Kauko, consisted 
of three sub-projects, each responsible for investigating one of the case coun-
tries. The leaders of the sub-projects, who are also editors of this book, were 
Jaakko Kauko for the Brazil sub-project, Professor Risto Rinne for China, and 
Professor Tuomas Takala for Russia. The individual chapters’ author teams 
worked in the sub-projects in varying roles (document analysis, interviews at 
different levels, fieldwork at the local level) and with varying total workloads. 
The researchers in the three sub-projects were

• Brazil: Dr Vera Gorodski Centeno, Dr Helena Hinke Dobrochinski Can-
dido, Íris Santos

• China: Dr Johanna Kallo, Olli Suominen, Xingguo Zhou
• Russia: Dr Nelli Piattoeva, Galina Gurova, Anna Medvedeva

The project also benefited from valuable advice and support from three col-
laborating professors: Viktor Bolotov (Higher School of Economics, Moscow), 
Liu Min (Beijing Normal University), and Eneida Shiroma (Federal University 
of Santa Catarina). We also invited Professor Romuald Normand (University 
of Strasbourg) to contribute to one of the chapters.
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The project’s work mode was a combination of the individual responsibilities 
first defined in the project plan and subsequently adjusted in the course of its 
implementation and frequent internal communication and intensive periodic 
workshops. Thus, the designation of individual members of the project teams as 
authors of chapters can only express the division of responsibilities in the writ-
ing process: it does not fully reflect all the individual contributions to the intel-
lectual process of our data analysis which underpinned the writing of this book.
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