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Introduction

Education quality represents a key discursive justification for diverse ongoing 
education reforms. Using data as a tool of governance (Rose & Miller 1992), 
quality assurance and evaluation (QAE) is a tool for attempting to reinforce 
central control at a distance while allocating more autonomy to local actors 
and simultaneously creating a need for and reliance on new experts and data 
infrastructures (Lawn & Segerholm 2011). Governance at a distance relies on 
the provision and translation of information about subjects, objects, and pro-
cesses to the centres of calculation and power (Hansen & Flyverbom 2014). In 
this form, the new architecture of governance relies on data production and 
circulation (Ball 2016).

This chapter starts from the premise that contemporary education govern-
ance increasingly depends on and utilises quantitative data. However, paraphras-
ing Beer (2016), our assumption is that it is in the circulation of the outputs 
of measurement systems that we may see the unevenness and adaptability of 
governance at a distance through data, revealing something about the variations 
and messiness of the realities of the broader political orders to which data may 
belong. As Beer (2016) writes, frictionless data circulation is an ideal which 
often remains unfulfilled because of context-specific blockages and frustrations. 
In this chapter, we investigate what we term “the intended political project 
of data”, that is, how education policy documents and statements by officials 
depict where data is supposed to circulate, for what purposes, and how. We then 
look at whether data circulation meets its claimed goals and aspiration by ana-
lysing data production, data availability, and data use as distinct but very inter-
twined phases of overall data circulation. In following the scholarly appeal to 
study actual rather than assumed processes of governance by data (e.g., Selwyn 
2016), this orientation advances one of the main issues raised in Chapter 1 and 
elaborated throughout the book, namely, the difficulty of policy-planning and 
the unrealistic promises made in the name of QAE instruments. In doing this, 
we follow the book’s abductive methodological premises to assist in teasing 
out the complex web of possibilities and limitations which exist in conducting 
(new forms of ) governance. We thus treat governance attempts as potentially 
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incomplete and riddled with tensions and unfulfilled expectations and seek to 
understand existing governance at a distance better and in greater detail.

Brazil, China, and Russia have entered the era of education governance by 
data differently and at different moments, bearing somewhat different lega-
cies of the link between knowledge and decision-making (see Chapter 3). We 
focus our analysis on data produced through one type of National Large-Scale 
Assessment (NLSA) in each country: the SAEB (the Evaluation System of Basic 
Education) in Brazil, the assessments conducted by the NAEQ (the National 
Assessment of Education Quality) in China, and the USE (the Unified State 
Exam) in Russia. Despite differences in the formats of these three assessments 
(see Chapter 7), their comparative analysis is compelling because they share 
three important criteria. First, they represent crucial sources of information for 
national policymaking; second, they are produced and used as quality evaluation 
tools; and third, they aim to make data comparable across space (among self-
governing sub-national units in Brazil, semi-autonomous sub-national units in 
Russia, and regions with limited autonomy in China) and time (to determine 
changes in learning outcomes). The chapter opens with a theoretical note to 
problematise data circulation as a tool of governance. We utilise the term “data 
circulation” to argue that circulation unfolds through distinct but interlinked 
phases of data production, availability, and use. We see all these phases playing 
a role in the prospects of governance at a distance by data. The chapter then 
moves to our research’s empirical findings, which first address the intended 
political project of data and then the production, availability, and use of data 
explored under the respective sub-titles. The section on the intended political 
project of data uses official policy documents and interviews as empirical evi-
dence, while the three subsequent sections rely mostly on individual interviews 
with officials and assessment experts.

Governance at a distance through data circulation

Scholars use the concept of governance at a distance to refer to modes of 
governance in which formal prescription is complexly absent, indirect, or 
enmeshed with more or less voluntary commitment to accountability, that is, 
to the submission of organisations and individuals to external performance 
measurement, which is often combined with (self )-evaluation (Rinne & Ozga 
2011: p. 66). It relies on those at the centre having information about distant 
persons and events (Miller  & Rose 1990). The concept of governance at a 
distance thus emphasises how the behaviour of governed actors is directed by 
the processes of collection and use of information by the authorities, who seek 
to direct the actions and behaviour of those targeted by these data. However, 
this form of governance does not replace but complements what might be 
seen as traditional governance, which has primarily relied on direct prescrip-
tion (legislation and hierarchical principles absorbed in rules and procedures; 
see Maroy 2009). Various governance styles can therefore be integrated within 
the governance continuum. Researchers thus see governance at a distance as 
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reconciling “decentralized action (subsidiarity, self-responsibility) with central-
ized assessment (standardization) to facilitate exchange and valuation in vast 
spaces and to make long distance control something the actors aim to achieve 
by pursuing their interests” (Rottenburg & Engle Merry 2015: p. 22).

Effective governance at a distance necessitates calculations in one place to be 
linked to actions in another not through direct imposition but through assem-
bling and connecting different actors and agencies in a functioning network. 
These actors, however, may often evince diverse, if not opposite, perceptions of 
and interests in data, reflecting the heterogeneous background networks which 
constitute them. These heterogeneous actors can represent both “producers” 
and “users” of data. To name a few, they comprise the commercial industry 
which produces software and hardware; the highly complex scientific expertise 
which enables the construction of test items and data analysis; policymakers 
who shape the demand for data and its application and set the necessary leg-
islation which frames data collection, analysis, and use; and the multiple data 
audiences expected to use but which often also need to produce data (for 
example, teachers or officials who first collect data and then use its interpreta-
tions for various purposes). Government agencies, consultants, auditors, NGOs, 
and ICT personnel, among others, thus need to both supply and apply data 
to generate and consolidate networks as the means and channels of education 
governance (see also Hansen & Mühlen-Schulte 2012; Piattoeva 2015, 2016; 
Hartong 2016).

We use the notion of circulation to describe how data such as the NLSA 
needs to become integrated in practices, decisions, and processes (Beer 2016). 
Otherwise, data cannot govern (Grek et al. 2011). In other words, the power of 
measurements is located “not just in what they record or calculate, but in what 
then happens to those numbers, how they are used and by whom” (Beer 2016: 
p. 78). Three elements are thus of major importance in data circulation analysis: 
data production, data availability, and data use. Those who order and produce 
data contribute to defining policy problems and solutions; they frame the com-
plex production chains and the horizon of policy interpretation when data 
are transformed into knowledge. However, researchers emphasise the role of 
the actual availability of data (Souto-Otero & Beneito-Montagut 2016). Data 
should be made accessible to and used by policymakers for evidence‐based 
policy and as “a political strategy to make the policy process seem less political 
and more rational” (Steiner-Khamsi 2016: p. 585). Data also need to circulate 
widely across governmental-administrative levels and among different state and 
non-state actors to direct action (Piattoeva 2015). Specifically, they need to 
be employed by local governments and in schools to influence curricula and 
pedagogy through teachers’ and the local administration’s data usage (for this 
aspect see Chapter 8).

The circulation of numbers can enhance their legitimacy and power if 
they move and accumulate new networks of constituents, technologies, and 
things (Espeland & Sauder 2012: p. 86). The importance of data circulation has 
led researchers to call for a new sociology of numbers and quantification of 
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education which considers how numbers are “mobilized, circulated, consumed 
and contested” (Gorur 2015: p. 13). The flexibility, stability, and combinability 
of numbers, in contrast to the written or spoken word, are said to enable them 
to transcend contexts and find governmental roles in new institutions and often 
for other than their original purposes (see Rose & Miller 1992; Lascoumes & 
Le Galès 2007; Hansen & Mühlen-Schulte 2012). By examining the professed 
political project of data circulation and then looking at the actual produc-
tion, availability, and use of NLSA data across the three national contexts, this 
chapter contributes to such a sociology of numbers in education, especially the 
debates about actual governance at a distance through data and the realities of 
evidence-based policy and QAE tools.

The political project of data circulation  
in Brazil, China, and Russia

Brazilian politics has historically favoured political decentralisation in educa-
tion, while constantly projecting the construction of a coherent nationwide 
education system (see Chapter 3). The 1990s reforms deepened administrative, 
financial, and pedagogical decentralisation and motivated and justified numeri-
cal data as the main instrument for obtaining a national perspective of a dispa-
rate education system (see Kauko et al. 2016). According to the main national 
data expert body, the National Institute for Educational Studies and Research 
(INEP), NLSA data are intended to support policymaking and enable the mon-
itoring of public policies at the three levels of government (municipal/state/
federal), with the main goal of “contributing to the improvement of education 
quality, equity and efficiency. Besides, [NLSAs] seek to offer data and indicators 
about [the] factors [which] influence pupils’ achievements” (INEP, n.d.c).

NLSA data are assumed to circulate freely and widely in Brazil. They 
are considered public data: information which should be disclosed by the 
national provider and which may be freely used and reused, redistributed and 
re-appropriated without legal restriction. As an official from INEP put it,  
“[I]t is not reasonable here in Brazil, with our tradition, to say that you are not 
going to disclose that data” (BR-N-03). NLSA data are designed to “intro-
duce information to the society” (BR-N-01) and “to produce clear and trust-
worthy information to managers, researchers, educators and the general public” 
(INEP, n.d.b). Besides this broad public aim, NLSA data are intended to circu-
late among policymakers working in both the executive and legislative federal 
branches, with the aim of informing education policies (INEP, n.d.b). NLSA 
data should also travel to sub-national units such as state and municipal govern-
ments, local councils, and schools (INEP, n.d.b). Interviewed policymakers and 
officials stated that NLSA data can and should trigger a vertical chain of reaction, 
resulting in improved teaching practices and education quality. As an official said,

[The INEP has] the task of collecting the information, and to handle 
that information and to render that information clear to the society. The 
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ministry has the task of taking that information and orienting policies and 
handling policies . . . The results that are produced here are often handled 
by teachers on television [the open broadcast TV School] . . . and that helps 
teacher training, helps to work in the classroom . . . There is an attempt to 
ensure that the teachers and directors should be able to use the results that 
come from these evaluations, that they are able to use [them] to change the 
teaching practice and the practice within the schools.

(BR-N-02)

Having closely followed international trends since the late 1970s, Chinese 
scholars started to raise concerns about the shortage of coherent and trust-
worthy data on the education system’s performance. Against this backdrop, the 
Chinese NLSA, the assessments conducted by the National Assessment of Edu-
cation Quality (NAEQ), was born. An interviewee explained,

[The NAEQ assessments were established] because there is no data. 
Because the data in Chinese education is largely a mess and there are many 
discrepancies. So, we need data from a place that we can trust. We need to 
get first-hand data.

(CN-E-02)

Although the system is still under development, the initial testing phase, which 
officially began in 2007, was phased out in 2015. Documents such as the Out-
line of China’s National Plan for Medium and Long-term Education Reform 
and Development 2010–2020 (State Council of the People’s Republic of 
China 2010) have elevated assessments to serve as the core element of the edu-
cation system. The purpose of assessments is to understand the system better to 
implement evidence-based policy, which leads to qualitative improvements in 
education (Zhou et al. forthcoming). The previously mentioned reform plan 
for 2010–2020 (State Council 2010) also suggests that it is necessary to establish 
a national information database to develop the quality of education on the local 
level (see also Fan & Liao 2013; Rasmussen & Zou 2014; Zhang & Wan 2017). 
Assessment reforms take place amidst broader attempts to diversify evaluation 
approaches and consequently reduce the number of exam and score-oriented 
practices. Although in the initial experimental phase, NLSA results have been 
distributed only within the government, the plan is to release all the results (but 
not the original data obtained through assessments, a difference which will be 
elaborated on later) to the general public to increase accountability (as of 2017 
no fixed time frame has been set). As one of our interviewees asserted, “I think 
it [releasing the results to the public] serves a purpose. You shouldn’t keep 
data a secret, but it should be published. Only in this manner can we have true 
accountability. Only then can it produce a marked effect” (CN-E-02).

The Russian USE (Unified State Examination) started as an obligatory grad-
uation exam for upper secondary schools in 2009, but with growing political 
concern about the unsatisfactory quality of education, a variety of other uses 
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were attached to it, including informing pedagogy, ensuring accountability, and 
monitoring education quality through the production of quantitative perfor-
mance measurement data based on exam scores (see Luk’yanova 2012; Tyume-
neva 2013; Piattoeva 2015). Because these developments transformed the USE 
into a very high-stakes examination for many stakeholders, Russian ministerial 
authorities have recently started to diversify national assessments to relieve pres-
sure on USE results. However, at the time of the study, the USE remained the 
most important, as well as the longest existing, tool for education quality assess-
ment, and it is entrenched in the Russian Law on Education.

The Russian state’s education project is targeted at the unification and stand-
ardisation of the content and results of national school education. The discourse 
of “putting the state back in”, meaning that the central authorities should have 
more say in the content of school education, is strong and widely supported by 
the authorities and public. National authorities also seek to establish an “effec-
tive state” system to increase the efficiency of federal regulation and local self-
governance and bridge the gap between national policy and its implementation. 
However, as the implementation of national school policy is the responsibility 
of the municipalities and depends on their funding, disposition, and expertise, 
assessment data are expected to incentivise local policymakers, school admin-
istrations, and teachers to understand and target problems in learning achieve-
ments and introduce changes in line with national priorities. In this respect, the 
initiation of standardised testing runs in tandem with another central policy, the 
introduction of a more standardised, output-based curriculum model in Russia 
(Piattoeva 2015).

Government programmes for various public sectors, including education, 
embrace detailed, quantitatively articulated objectives and a system of numeri-
cal performance indicators to monitor the accomplishment of results annually. 
Following this, the results of the USE can be employed as objective perfor-
mance and quality indicators, for example, in monitoring the quality of higher 
education or the efficiency of local authorities (Piattoeva 2015). Objectivity is 
defined as using standardised, expert-developed evaluation tools as sources of 
impartial information on the functioning of education. Alongside objectivity, 
the ideal of comparability is an underlying value and political goal of the ini-
tiatives linked with the USE. Comparability is expected to function on differ-
ent levels: teachers compare their students’ results and simultaneously examine 
the results of other teachers and students in their city, region, or country, and 
the regional comparability sought at the national level (by Rosobrnadzor – the 
National Agency for Control and Supervision in Education, for example). 
Teachers are held accountable for learning outcomes measured by standard-
ised assessments, and the recent introduction of bonuses and “effective con-
tracts” has intensified this trend. Teachers’ informed professional judgement 
is highly mistrusted because, it is argued, it is either arbitrary or biased and 
incommensurable beyond its context, and “those who produce the results 
should not be put in a position to evaluate them” (Civic Chamber of the Rus-
sian Federation 2014).
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In this section, we have explored the justifications and objectives for the 
NLSA in the three contexts, which illuminate, in CADEP’s terminology, the 
discursive context (political possibilities) within which NLSA data emerge and 
circulate as a tool of governance at a distance. Our analysis makes clear that the 
countries share a discursive space, and all aspire for NLSA data to play a sig-
nificant role in achieving: 1) the production of evidence for better policy and 
better understanding of the state of education in the country; 2) the closing 
of the policy implementation gap – a goal mainly linked to the vastness and 
internal heterogeneity of the countries and, in the cases of Brazil and Russia, 
to their nature as federal states with substantial autonomies delegated to the 
sub-national level; and 3) the management of education quality (with quality 
bearing a slightly different connotation in each case: see Minina et al. 2018). 
This analysis affords an important background to our exploration by charac-
terising the discursive context and the national policies to which NLSA data 
are expected to contribute in the three country contexts. In what follows, we 
explore the actual NLSA data circulation.

The uncertainties of data production

In Russia, the production of the USE is centralised, being tightly controlled 
by Rosobrnadzor and the technical and analytical units functioning under it 
(for example, the Federal Institute of Pedagogical Measurement in charge of 
developing test items and analysing test scores, and the Federal Testing Centre 
responsible for infrastructure  – the distribution and collection of test pack-
ages). However, local actors like regional information centres are responsible 
for the enactment of exams in strict accordance with national legislation, and 
non-multiple-choice tests are marked by groups of subject specialists usually 
composed of teachers. The national authorities seek to standardise and control 
data collection procedures to the greatest possible extent (through strict and 
detailed legislation and observation, training, and harsh penalties for rule viola-
tion), while still failing to ensure maximum compliance (see Piattoeva 2016). 
Thus, the quality of the NLSA is a constant focus of political and academic 
discussion, largely because data are inevitably produced by and rely on multiple 
actors with different stakes, and data are therefore expected to play too many 
essentially incompatible roles.

Problems are caused by the conflicting demands for the USE to become 
a nationwide standardised examination, a tool of accountability, and a source 
of impartial policy – relevant knowledge. In the general climate of increased 
control of the functioning and results of school education in general and assess-
ments in particular (Piattoeva 2016; Gurova & Piattoeva forthcoming), even 
attempts to produce information on the exigencies of the education system are 
reinterpreted and diverted to the discourse of control:

There are no groups, except for external experts, who would be interested 
in objective results. For instance, I would be interested in looking at them. 
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But for that we need to refrain from using them for evaluation because 
now the USE carries too many burdens, that is, it is the graduation certifi-
cate, entrance examination to higher education, and in addition it assesses 
everything possible starting from the teacher.

(RU-E-03)

In China, the NAEQ assessments are only starting to take root, and the people 
involved still have little experience of their implementation. Our evidence on 
the topic is therefore limited, especially concerning the actual use of assessment 
data. Nevertheless, our limited research material communicates that there is 
a strong perception of assessment data’s fragility. Assessments are expected to 
counter the practice of using school examination results as the primary indica-
tor of quality in education (Rasmussen & Zou 2014), stressing the importance 
of providing timely feedback to different stakeholders based on assessment data. 
However, there is a substantial fear among scholars and politicians that new 
assessments may become another high-stakes examination because of China’s 
century-long history of defining education quality in terms of examination 
excellence. The fear is that results will no longer capture the reality, that is, the 
measured and assessed variables. An interviewee explained,

We don’t want like the schools or students [to] take it as another examina-
tion. . . . [I]f they think . . . they will rank us, then they will do some reac-
tions, yeah. You know that . . . right now . . . we get the true answers from 
students. Like I don’t have one hour for my outdoor activities . . . but later 
if you take it as high-stake, I am not quite sure they will answer no. Maybe 
the teachers will teach them only to answer yes.

(CN-E-01)

The Brazilian academic community frequently contests the methodological 
and political choices underlying the design of the Evaluation System of Basic 
Education (SAEB), maintaining that the SAEB does not enable the identifica-
tion of schools’ impact on pupils’ learning achievements (for a review of the 
literature see Candido et al. submitted). However, our interview material reveals 
that the INEP’s technical capacity to produce data is rarely contested. It is rather 
the capacity of the SAEB to account for the reality of Brazilian education and 
influence education planning at different levels which is challenged. Whereas 
policymakers, civil servants, evaluation experts, and technicians at the three lev-
els of government generally stress the necessity of a national standardised evalu-
ation to achieve education quality, many scholars and practitioners question the 
suitability of quantitative national standardised approaches to assess or make 
sense of educational realities. They consider the Brazilian education system too 
complex to be measured by quantitative indicators, which they characterise as 
superficial. For example, some interviewees raised questions about the signifi-
cance and method of evaluation by contending its irrelevance either for daily 
school life or Brazilian education as a whole:
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[T]he pertinence between what is required in these assessments or evalu-
ation systems, as is the case with the SAEB, and the relationship they have 
with what in fact takes place in the daily life of Brazilian education class-
rooms, that’s a question that still needs to be better explored in the country.

(BR-E-02)

While views diverge concerning the content the SAEB should measure and the 
SAEB itself as an evaluation tool, there is agreement on the inherent logistical 
challenges of data production in such a large and diverse country. The produc-
tion of SAEB data is centralised. The INEP is responsible for the design of the 
SAEB, although scholars, experts, and teachers are engaged to work on content. 
The INEP hires private companies to collect data and provide certain analyses, 
the results of which are crosschecked with the INEP’s to confirm data valid-
ity. The INEP works directly with one key person in each State Secretariat for 
Education, whose perceptions about the SAEB and degree of involvement in 
the process seem to affect the smoothness of data collection and the subsequent 
application of results. However, data production remains challenging in a coun-
try where the main NLSA covers 58,000 public schools and 4,000,000 pupils 
(INEP 2016). The time lapse between data collection, analysis, and dissemina-
tion does not allow for an in-depth treatment of data because, as an INEP offi-
cial puts it, “[W]hen you [have] to publish the result, many times you are already 
engaged in another process on another [assessment] to start again” (BR-N-07).

Quantification relies on a series of interpretative decisions about what to 
quantify and how to categorise and label it (see e.g., Desrosières 1998). Pre-
vious research argues that antithetical attitudes towards data usually emanate 
from high degrees of negotiation of validity and reliability and the tensions 
and dynamics which may be created by methods of data collection (Landahl & 
Lundahl 2013: pp. 57–58). In our cases, these issues also easily conflict with data 
production and explain why actors do not always treat the NLSA as entirely 
objective, precise, or accurate, even when the technical side of producing quan-
titative assessments is little contested. In Brazil, criticisms of validity are espe-
cially tangible. In Russia and China, criticism of produced data focuses mainly 
on its reliability and emanates from a mistrust of data production processes. This 
mistrust is linked to political contexts in which data carry high stakes and there 
are historically specific assumptions about the meaning and role of external 
evaluation.

The ambiguities of data availability

In China, data generated directly by assessments are only available to the rel-
evant NAEQ staff and to the highest levels of the Ministry of Education. Out-
side this circle of trust, the lower government units, the media, the public, and 
even external researchers  – as our research team discovered as a result of a 
small misunderstanding in the project’s early stages – are not allowed access to 
data. There is an evident fear that if such unfiltered data spread too far, control 
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of them may be lost and the media will focus on naming and shaming, again 
reviving the high-stakes image of assessments which the government is trying 
to counteract. An interviewee explained,

In China there is this problem. That is, there is this peculiarity that if you 
publish [assessment] data, they [whoever has access to data] will start mak-
ing mutual comparisons . . . It might be that the consequence is that there 
will be rewards and punishments. But this will cause the objective of the 
evaluation to stray out of line.

(CN-E-06)

However, there are some minor exceptions to this rule. As mentioned, the 
assessment system has been developed by relying on foreign expertise. Thus, 
scholars and experts working at the NAEQ have sometimes consulted external 
experts to collaborate on assessment tools. In these cases, national experts can 
choose to provide outsiders with data. During our meeting, an interviewee 
reflected, “For example, I could use our data as an example for you today, but 
it’s absolutely not fine for others to see it” (CN-E-02).

Despite restrictions of the availability of assessment data, the NAEQ provides 
ready feedback in the form of information or results to sub-national units. An 
interviewee working for the NAEQ stated, “[A]nother division [in the NAEQ] 
is our reporting . . . division. They use our data to write reports for the govern-
ments” (CN-E-01). In practice, this means that the scores of a single school or 
the questionnaire answers of a single teacher cannot be extracted from results 
distributed to the sub-national governments. Instead, a county-level govern-
ment, for example, will only receive information about average performances 
and results in their county and about the national average. They can therefore 
only make comparisons between their own performance and the national aver-
age or on a time axis by comparing their current and previous performances. 
However, there is some ambiguity concerning whether local governments 
will be allowed to distribute these results to whomever they wish. Moreover, 
in the currently available source material (publicly accessible documents, our 
interviews, and existing research), there is conflicting information regarding 
whether the school level receives any feedback. What is known is that indi-
vidual students or teachers participating in assessments do not receive it. Again, 
the fear is that assessments will be treated as a high-stakes test. The Chinese 
authorities thus face a situation in which they seek a delicate balance concern-
ing which assessment data and results are distributed and how. They fear that if 
they are spread too extensively, assessments will become a high-stakes test. An 
interviewee explained,

So, it [the feedback] is not for the individual. And we don’t want them 
[the students] to get nervous about their individual score. . . . [W]e don’t 
want [the assessment to be] taken as a high-stakes test  .  .  . If you report 
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individuals, maybe . . . the students will get nervous thinking how they are 
going to perform.

(CN-E-01)

In Russia, individual test scores of the results and participants of the USE 
are stored in the federal database. The users of the database are said to be all 
the interested federal and local authorities, educational institutions, and other 
organisations involved in the USE. The establishment of the databank, there-
fore, constitutes an unprecedented achievement – never has the federal state 
possessed comparative data of such geographical scope and detail (see Bakker 
1999). However, evaluation experts argue that the data accessible for research 
are insufficient; the average scores available for public attention, for example, are 
far from being the research data they want or can work with analytically. Thus, 
actors who can perform a scientific analysis of assessment data as a precondition 
for informed political decisions are largely unable to complete the task because 
their access to data is limited:

The ministry and Rosobrnadzor are keen to accumulate all the information 
for themselves, which they receive from the [regional] centres of quality 
evaluation, from the regional departments and ministries, and it is very dif-
ficult for society to receive this information. For example, Russia took part 
in TALIS [the OECD’s Teaching and Learning International Survey], you 
know . . . So now in order to productively analyse TALIS data, we need 
the USE results of the schools that took part in TALIS. These are only two 
hundred from fourteen or fifteen regions. We cannot obtain this informa-
tion. Can you imagine? We are the national coordinator, our institute is 
the operator of the project, we don’t need this information for the purpose 
of publicising it in the newspapers . . . We need to implement a compre-
hensive analysis of an international study. Big money was invested. Who is 
interested in the analysis? Who ordered the study? The ministry.

(RU-E-04)

Uncertainties concerning data availability surface as a struggle between the 
necessity to collect data for governance and the management of education 
quality and simultaneous realisation that production of performance data 
can easily weaken decision-makers’ immunity and lead to calls for reverse 
accountability. As one Russian respondent eloquently commented, “No one is 
interested in receiving objective information.” He continued that the ministry 
did not wish to see poor results because if poor performance data surfaced, 
the next question would be “What do we need the Ministry of Education 
for?” (RU-E-03). Yet assessment data are widely available in the form of crude 
average scores (of schools, regions, in a particular subject, and so on) as perfor-
mance indicators employed by officials at different levels of education admin-
istration and in league tables supported by private and public actors. While 
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authorities frequently state that schools or teachers should not be compared 
or ranked based on testing scores – at least not crudely, with no consideration 
of diverse contextual factors – no strong efforts are undertaken to deal with 
the practice. The national ministry’s general message concerning this topic 
remains controversial, as the ministry itself has ordered and refers to league 
tables.

In Brazil, the situation is the reverse of that in China and Russia. Data dis-
semination is encouraged by the fact that the INEP produces a large amount 
of varied data, which scholars use extensively. The INEP provides a research 
service and space for consultants, teachers, and researchers to access INEP data-
bases, the only criteria being that data are used for research or study and ethical 
principles are met. The INEP has also supported several initiatives to meet with 
other education actors to discuss the NLSA and other monitoring tools in the 
context of the National Educational Plan (e.g., INEP 2015). Furthermore, it 
recently created an online platform for teachers to provide them with direct 
and almost individualised pedagogical feedback (data are presented by schools 
and localities, pupils’ proficiency levels, comparisons with similar schools in the 
region, and NLSA items and their pedagogical explanation; see INEP n.d.a).

Besides initiatives targeting the educational community and relevant politi-
cal actors, the INEP makes data available to the wider public. It publicly dis-
seminates the results of the SAEB, which consist of the mean mathematics and 
Portuguese literacy scores combined with several other variables. The INEP’s 
website design and performance has recently been improved, and data are 
extensively available in several formats. Despite these recent developments, all 
the INEP interviewees acknowledged that data dissemination was the INEP’s 
main challenge. Interviewees described INEP reports and databases as provid-
ing “arid” information which was difficult to understand and recognised that 
civil society organisations were the most important actors in helping with data 
availability and visibility. Even if these organisations frequently draw on data 
to push their own agendas (sometimes their policy proposals are aligned with 
the government’s, sometimes not), their contribution to data dissemination is 
crucial. They are seen to have better communication strategies and display 
results in easily accessible, user-friendly ways. Indeed, local-level interviewees 
frequently referred to the QEdu platform, which is administered by a privately 
funded civil society organisation and extensively and interactively displays 
NLSA data.

In Brazil, data dissemination is vulnerable to pressure from every sector of 
society, including policymakers, the media, civil society organisations, and even 
school principals, wanting to advertise their place in the rankings (e.g., BR-N-02).  
The media diffuses them extensively. Whenever NLSAs take place, assessment 
processes are scrutinised, technical or procedural mistakes identified, and results 
used to support arguments, usually according to the speaker’s political and edu-
cation stances. Freely drawing on these results, various parallel polemical rank-
ings are constructed. Politicians clearly try to channel dissemination according 
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to the political agenda, and professional associations’ and unions’ engagement 
with data greatly contributes to their circulation.

Despite the shared discourse on rational decision-making and making data 
a prime tool of education governance at various levels, our cases demonstrate 
considerable differences in data availability, that is, who has access to assessment 
data, of what kind, and for what purpose. Here, as in the previous section, we 
see a pattern in which the realisation of shared policy is embedded in the case-
specific institutional and discursive arrangements and particularities of socio-
historical dependencies, which can both enable and constrain actual data access.

Too much or too little data, and  
who knows how to use them?

All Brazilian interviewees acting nationally, and therefore involved – though 
differently – in national education politics, expressed the view that NLSA data 
have fuelled the debate on education quality. As a representative of a civil soci-
ety organisation stated,

[B]y putting the discussion of the metrics based on a large-scale assessment 
you visualise within the education system the inequality [provided by the 
lack of quality] and therefore you make more tangible the talks and the 
formulations and actions about equality.

(BR-NNGO-05)

Despite this, the effects of NLSA data on national education policy are dis-
puted. Several interviewees suggested, as is aptly systematised by a senior civil 
servant working at the Federal Senate, “the consolidation of the evaluation sys-
tem [i.e., of the SAEB] has been an important driving force of public policies 
in education” (BR-N-11). Other interviewees suggested that the impact is still 
far from what it could and should be. NLSAs collect information which is not 
comprehensively used to formulate concrete education polices which might 
target the improvement of the school as a whole. For many, there is enough 
information to understand which aspects need to be improved in each school, 
but there is no consequential national political use of collected data.

Several INEP interviewees mentioned that at the state level many govern-
ments use data carefully in education planning. However, other national, state, 
and municipal interviewees mentioned that most state and municipal adminis-
trators had little capacity to use data: they were either unqualified to do this or 
they lacked resources. Even in the richer states data use seems to be in its early 
stages. An interviewee from the state level, for example, related that they were 
still trying to “create a culture of data usage”, and that in most states NLSA 
data is still “less used than [. . .] it should be because there are no established 
competencies among the secretaries [of education] to know what to do with 
these results” (BR-S-01).
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Nevertheless, some richer states and municipalities have chosen to create 
their own assessments in the guise of preparation for NLSAs and local monitor-
ing and only rhetorically react to national results. It is argued that NLSAs do 
not fully meet the needs or particularities of the states. However, many states 
and municipalities acknowledge severe financial implications and given the 
existence of the national system, mention only the need to complement it. This 
partial disengagement with NLSAs seems connected to an attempt to ensure 
that education responsibilities are not appropriated by the national government, 
which has used central control in steering certain education aspects, such as the 
establishment of a common curriculum. Although these initiatives are generally 
welcome, it is obvious that states and municipalities see their own assessments as 
a strategy to retain political authority over education issues.

While NLSA data met their target in informing education debates and, partly, 
at least, policymaking, they seemed to fail in influencing school practice as the 
political project foresaw. Historically, governmental actions, regardless of level, 
are the object of the education community’s public mistrust. More specifically, 
mistrust of NLSAs emanates from accountability policies. Although neither the 
INEP nor the Ministry of Education supports data use for accountability pur-
poses (interviewees were unanimous here), some states and municipalities use 
NLSA data to make schools accountable. Furthermore, teachers do not under-
stand results and do not know how to engage with them. This has triggered 
the construction of the online platforms mentioned in the previous section, 
which aim to inform teachers by explaining NLSAs and translating data into 
classroom reality. However, because of the great number of teachers in Brazil 
and their diverse educational backgrounds, the link between data and classroom 
activities remains a major challenge. NLSA results are still far from being used 
to improve teaching and learning in Brazilian schools.

In China, utilisation of gathered data is considered a major problem, as prac-
titioners do not always know how to interpret NLSA data and how to employ 
them in practical solutions. In this opaque context, policymakers sometimes 
choose the feedback that best supports their political agenda, and policy surfing 
means feedback is used to justify a predetermined policy choice rather than 
to identify problems for which policy solutions might then be sought. Once 
the NAEQ has analysed scores and the final assessment results are released, 
the NAEQ staff holds meetings with education officers, inspectors, and school 
principals from different provinces and municipalities. NAEQ experts suggest 
how to tackle problems identified by assessments. These meetings’ empha-
sis is on cooperative action. An interviewee explained, “The key is in find-
ing the problems and then helping schools by solving the problems together”  
(CN-E-07). Evaluation experts thus gain in power and become indispensable 
in helping to translate data into potential policy solutions and pedagogical tools. 
However, this also has its limits: feedback does not oblige the recipient to make 
any changes.

As previous research (Zhang & Wan 2017) and our interviewees point out, 
the assessment system is a somewhat recent innovation. Data use is considered 
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a major problem, the feedback system remains incomplete, and follow-ups 
are rare. Moreover, as our interviews frequently indicated, these new assess-
ment practices and ideas are still largely emphasised only in official documents, 
whereas in practice, examinations still reign supreme as the primary quality 
indicator. Local practitioners do not always know how to produce solutions 
based on results of a new assessment, even when provided with suggestions. 
A scholar reflected on the general situation:

I think the challenge is . . . how we can use the data well . . . the results. 
So, I mean, we can do the national assessment. We can easily do all these 
things . . . But most important [is] how we can use it . . . We want to find 
a way to use results.

(CN-E-05)

Sometimes, there is almost an atmosphere of apathy and disinterest concern-
ing assessments, because they are not always seen as helpful in solving local 
problems:

For example, tens of counties in Shandong and Henan provinces and in 
Jiangsu province each year receive national-level basic education quality 
monitoring [i.e., they take part in assessments], but they are ignorant of the 
results, and just take care of organising them.

(CN-E-13)

Interestingly, the fact that assessments are not used for ranking is partly to blame. 
An interviewee sarcastically noted,

Some people take it [the feedback] very seriously, but most people don’t. 
Because in our education system they care about things that have to do 
with selection, and they are not too concerned about these things that have 
to do with quality monitoring. When would they care? If you used these 
results to compare, they would take notice!”

(CN-E-06)

A further challenge is that assessments reveal a significant amount of detailed 
information (teachers’ work burden in one school was an example given by 
an interviewee) beyond levels to which feedback extends; feedback does not 
target the levels at which data were collected in the first place. It appears a 
compromise of sorts has been struck, whereby school principals are informed 
of a problem at a general level so they can attempt to address it themselves. An 
interviewee elaborated,

So they [the school principals] need to find the causes. But we usually we 
cannot go that deep for them. But we . . . will . . . say: ‘Okay, this is the phe-
nomenon we’ve discovered. Okay, this information we’ve got.’ . . . We kind 
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of give them a kind of a direction: ‘Okay, this is the way you should go to 
try to find out the problem’.

(CN-E-01)

In Russia, interviewees often mentioned a conflict between the demand for 
evidence-based decisions on the one hand and the fast pace of performance 
evaluation on the other. National-level civil servants criticised local administra-
tions for their lack of intellectual investment in the decisions that would bear 
fruit, and their preference for quick fixes (such as dismissal of personnel).

There are two negative aspects in managerial competences. First, non-
intellectual reaction, when a head sees a ranking position and says “punish 
the bad ones and reward the good ones”  .  .  . And second, making deci-
sions without analysing the causes of problems, or without the adequate 
resources.

(RU-O-04)

At the same time, the support provided at the national level to improve mana-
gerial resources was often limited to simply channelling more data, especially 
comparisons between different regions’ achievements. Analytical support was 
thus supplanted by an increase in the volumes of data distributed during internal 
meetings between the national ministry and regional authorities, for example.

National experts questioned officials’ capacity to work with data and whether 
data were used for rational decision-making instead of heavy control or one-
sided reporting.

The civil servants have no time to pause and think. They work at a very 
fast pace. And if [s/he] didn’t have the required competences to start with, 
it is pointless to hope they will develop.

(RU-E-03)

Russian interviewees often complained about the expansion of reporting at 
different governance levels, meaning that, in addition to NLSAs, schools and 
regional authorities spent progressively more time on collecting and channel-
ling different types of statistical and other information requested and processed 
by higher levels. Interviewees expressed a somewhat contradictory position 
about the simultaneous abundance and shortage of data. Many mentioned that 
data were of the wrong kind. As we discussed earlier, high-stakes data cannot 
be trusted fully even when they are available because data lack the contextual 
information needed for a deeper academic analysis. The difficulty and high cost 
of data collection were also mentioned. In this respect, experts compared Rus-
sian NLSA data to international large-scale assessments and praised the latter for 
their richness, openness, and depth.

Concrete understanding of management and data use is still in the mak-
ing. Some policymakers admit that data cannot be used on their own and that 
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common sense is still needed in decision-making processes, acknowledging the 
limitations of data such as the problems caused by high stakes and the complexity 
of learning outcomes on which the NLSA is intended to reflect (e.g., RU-O-05).  
However, some individual and still rare examples of concrete data use in the 
decision-making process were reported, for example, targeted training in Rus-
sian language teaching for regions where Russian is the second language, as 
well as the decision to divide the USE mathematics test into basic and advanced 
levels, reflecting the status of the USE as a graduation exam and its recogni-
tion of the different needs of students in further education (e.g., RU-O-05).  
Surprisingly, despite the frequently cited lack of resources, time, or possibility 
to analyse available data and use it meaningfully for evidence-based policy, the 
motivation to produce more data has remained strong:

When we receive a set of information on the state of affairs, then in a good 
sense we always have requests for further development. For example, when 
we get a snapshot, we want to see dynamics. When we receive dynamics, 
we want to see the added growth, individual progress. When we know 
the individual progress in maths, for example, we want to have an idea 
about the individual progress in thinking  .  .  . And second, [data] should 
be used for decision-making. I want to emphasise again that between data 
and decisions there is a space in the form of the manager’s head, which is 
regularly missing.

(RU-O-04)

The idea behind evidence-based policy is that the more information poli-
cymakers collect, and the faster they collect it, the more informed decisions 
they will be able to make and, thus, the more effective the management of 
social problems will be (Tsoukas 1997). However, this section problematises 
this image of evidence-based policy and points to the complexities of putting 
quantified education data to work in education realities, whether at the policy-
making level or in regions, schools, and classrooms.

Conclusion

Our comparative analysis of the three national cases has explored the diverse 
ways by which data are intended, but often fail or only partly succeed, to be 
integrated in education governance practices at a distance. The political project 
of QAE in general and the NLSA in particular in Brazil, China, and Russia 
envisions NLSA data providing a better general view of the education systems 
of these enormous and heterogeneous countries and a more nuanced view of 
learning achievement at the student, teacher, and school levels, thus optimisti-
cally and at least rhetorically incorporating very diverse stakeholders in the data 
project. In reality, data are not easily integrated in these actors’ practices, limiting 
their capacity to govern at a distance. Echoing our other chapters, the varia-
tion and friction the chapter describes reflect the specific political situations 
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and possibilities embedded in the socio-political and historical contexts of 
these countries, such as the various country-specific reforms in education and 
beyond. In Brazil, for example, the strongly democratic open and multi-vocal 
policymaking agenda provides a platform to make performance data fully avail-
able – a discursive feature absent in China and Russia. Restrictions on data avail-
ability in China and Russia reflect different contextual factors. They emanate 
from synoptic data possibilities, because in one case governance at a distance 
afforded by data comes at the potential cost of making people in political power 
visible (see Landahl & Lundahl 2013). In another case, there is a fear that pub-
licly available data may cease to reflect educational reality ‘objectively’. Thus,  
in contrast to Brazil, NLSA data in China and Russia are guarded and used 
exclusively by national officials. Our interviews with civil servants and evalu-
ation experts often signalled ambiguity and scepticism regarding data analysis 
and use even within official circles. Moreover, restricting data to official usage 
has negative consequences for the overall project of evidence-based policymak-
ing, as academic experts may also be excluded from the data sources necessary 
for a scientifically sound analysis.

In all cases, we have detected concern about data objectivity, especially the 
reliability of data collection, which is inevitably performed by actors who are 
more or less external to the evaluation agencies. Data production is problem-
atic either because it is conducted by locals with varying degrees of profes-
sional interest in and commitment to the process or because it is generated 
by actors who are then evaluated based on these data. Fragility of trust in 
the processes of data collection is compounded by mistrust of the officials 
and experts involved in administering and interpreting assessments and the 
tensions between experts and officials at different levels of governance and 
between representatives of national and sub-national education administra-
tion. These complications weaken data, paving the way for further mistrust 
and criticism. Quantification thus highlights the important role of trust 
between civil servants and assessment experts because of the civil servants’ 
reliance on the technical and analytical capacity of the experts (see the case of 
Russia especially). Our analysis equally points to the importance of a work-
ing relationship between the national and sub-national administration levels, 
especially because of the national level’s reliance on the willingness and pos-
sibilities of local actors to engage with the NLSA. This relationship seems 
deeply distrustful, rooted in controversies concerning NLSA use as data for 
both evidence-based policy and accountability, as well as attempts to partly 
recentralise certain features of the education system by means of NLSA data 
(especially in Brazil).

While smooth governance at a distance through data is envisaged because 
of the assumed easy circulation of numerical data, circulation is contingent on 
the successful abstraction and de-contextualisation which allow new mean-
ings to be attached to data when they are produced for a delimited purpose 
(Porter 1994). Complete or partial failure to achieve an accepted abstraction 
and de-contextualisation impairs or alters the proliferation of networked actors 
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and constellations of new relationships, undermining successful governance by 
data. The simplification of complexity presents an argument against NLSA data 
which is difficult to refute, and various actor segments may make accusations 
of reductionism at any time. As the case of Brazil shows, this kind of criticism 
is made more easily the more data are made publicly available to diverse groups 
of actors. Thus, paradoxically, while data should be made accessible if they are 
to be integrated in diverse practices to influence others’ conduct, wider avail-
ability increases the possibility of questioning data and the diversion of original 
governance intention. In summary, whereas NLSA data are frequently argued 
to offer solid evidence, our study shows that NLSA data can be easily dismissed 
even for mutually controversial reasons. It is either described as too rigid to 
capture complex realities or as too subjective and unreliable to be trusted as an 
accurate and detached description.

These frictions occur during different data circulation stages and give rise to 
a situation which is characterised not by more data use and reflexivity but by 
the intensification of data production, thus ultimately accentuating a particular 
phase of data circulation. Contrary to David Beer (2016), quoted in this chap-
ter’s introduction, Anna Tsing (2005) describes friction as essential for motion: 
friction is productive and enabling. Inspired by this alternative perspective, we 
conclude that while data circulation and thus governance by data do not func-
tion as a well-oiled machine, friction does not slow processes down but instead 
bears a productive power to retune them in new ways. However, as friction 
emanates from historical trajectories and the particularities of political and dis-
cursive contexts, unexpected directions are neither random nor open to any 
possibility. In our cases, we especially emphasise the politically and historically 
charged dynamics of trust and mistrust in the possibilities of NLSA data, linked 
to the complicated relationships of trust and mistrust between and among dif-
ferent actors. This situation occurs both nationally and locally and between 
levels and leads to the intensification of data production. For example, in Brazil, 
local actors produce new data to both prepare for the NLSA and generate data 
more suited to local needs. In Russia and China, data production is stimulated 
by problems of data reliability and objectivity.
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