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Abstract

Although the Nordic countries and Estonia share many similarities in their basic education system, student
assessment and evaluation of educational systems in these countries are implemented in many ways. Even
though international assessments such as the OECD's PISA and their results have influenced the
development of the educational systems of these countries, in this review article, we analyze and compare
how national student-level assessments and system-level evaluations are implemented in the Nordic
countries and Estonia. This study is based on a critical analysis of 40 documents. The document analysis has
been used in an abductive-driven manner. Our results show that, in both student- and system-level
assessments, there are significant differences among all the Nordic countries and Estonia in terms of how
many assessments are conducted, in which grades they take place during compulsory education, and for
what purposes the results are used. The results show how system-and student-level assessments are
implemented differently in the Nordic countries and in Estonia. However, our results also show that mother
tongue and mathematics are almost invariably assessed at the system- and student-level. The research
themes and results discussed in this paper are essentially related to the special issue of this journal from

the perspective of how learning outcomes and students’ performance are assessed.
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Introduction

Assessment of learning outcomes has always been an essential part of formal education (Korkeakoski,
2005). The results of these assessments matter not only for students, teachers, and parents, but also for
stakeholders who need reliable information about the functioning of the education system. Although
student assessment and large-scale assessments (LSA) both focus on students’ performance, they serve
different purposes and operate at different levels. Nevertheless, the distinction between these two forms
of assessment has become increasingly blurred, particularly as LSA results are, in some countries, partially
or fully incorporated into students’ course grades for purposes of promotion or graduation (Simon et al.,
2012). This can lead to confusion: although individual students’ knowledge and competences are assessed,
the conclusions drawn often concern schools or even entire education systems. As Kuusela and Hautamaki
(2005) emphasize, it is crucial to understand both the similarities and the differences between student-
based assessment and system-level assessment. A good example is Sweden, where the introduction of
target management aimed to use student-level results to describe quality at the school, municipal, and

national levels (Adolfsson, 2024).

Despite the above example from Sweden, assessing individual students’ learning differs fundamentally
from assessing education systems in terms of objectives, purposes, and methods. Student assessment is
designed to determine prior knowledge (diagnostic assessment), support ongoing learning (formative
assessment), and summative assessment describes the extent to which the objectives have been achieved

(Taras, 2009).

System-level evaluation, by contrast, aims to generate information about the quality, equity, effectiveness,
and developmental needs of education. Chelimsky (1997) characterizes this as evaluation for
accountability, development, and knowledge. Unlike student assessment, system evaluation focuses on the
functioning of curricula, educational structures, and institutional arrangements rather than individuals.
Schools and systems are therefore assessed using group-level indicators that describe populations, with
conclusions intended to reflect average trends across large groups (Olson, 2003). Consequently,
educational evaluation relies on large samples and focuses on aggregated analyses of students’
performance and attitudes (Simon et al., 2012). International LSA studies such as the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA), conducted by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), illustrate this approach: the assessment measures the ability of 15-year-olds to apply
knowledge and skills in reading, mathematics, and science to real-world tasks (OECD, 2023b). Importantly,
PISA results cannot be used to assess individual students, as not all participants complete the same test
items and because proficiency is estimated using statistical techniques such as plausible values (OECD,

2023b; 2024).
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The role of PISA in evaluating education systems became especially visible after the early assessments in
2000 and 2003. In several countries, most notably Germany, unexpectedly weak results triggered intense
public debate and political responses, a phenomenon widely known as the “PISA shock” (Breakspear, 2014;
Tire & Vara, 2022). As illustrated in Figure 1, declining PISA performance has occurred at different times
across the Nordic countries. In Iceland, Norway, and Sweden, decreases appeared earlier, while in Finland
the decline became evident later. Estonia is an exception among the selected comparison countries, which
are discussed in this article. As it can be seen also from figure 1, Estonia has not experienced a so-called
PISA shock, rather the opposite, as its results have remained at a high level or even increased, apart from
science results in 2022. In the 2022 PISA cycle, results reached their lowest recorded levels in all these
countries and in all domains, except for science in Denmark, reading literacy in Estonia, and all areas

assessed in Sweden.

Figure 1. Average performance in PISA reading literacy, mathematics, and science domains in

Nordic countries and Estonia between 2000-2022.
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The downward trend in learning outcomes has prompted extensive discussion in Nordic education policy
about the purposes and practices of student assessment in basic education. Growing demands for
accountability and several national assessment reforms have made this debate particularly visible in
Sweden and Denmark, where international assessment results have revealed a shift in student assessment

towards school-level evaluation and external accountability (Wallenius et al., 2018). A clear example is
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Sweden’s response to declining PISA and TIMSS results in the early 2010s, which led to substantial changes
in student assessment practices, including revisions to the grading scale, the introduction of assessment
criteria for grades 6 and 7, and the expansion of national tests across subjects and grade levels (Skolverket,

2015a).

Although this article focuses on system-level evaluation from a national perspective, it is important to note
that international comparative assessments consistently complement national assessments in all Nordic
countries and Estonia. In some cases, they even form an integral part of the national learning outcomes
assessment system. These international evaluations have also highlighted challenges that may not have

been equally visible in national assessments.

The Nordic countries were chosen for this study because their compulsory education systems (i.e., primary
and lower secondary education, excluding any compulsory pre-primary classes and upper secondary
education) are founded on shared values, most importantly, equal access to education and equal
opportunities for all, and because their systems have influenced one another over time (Telhaug et al.,
2006). Although the aim of this study is not to compare Estonia with the Nordic countries, but rather all the
reference countries with each other, Estonia serves as an interesting reference point for the Nordic
countries, as its national curricula in the late 1990s and early 2000s were largely shaped by the principles of
the Finnish National Core Curriculum (Volmari, 2019). The Estonian education system is also of current
interest because its learning outcomes, especially in PISA, have developed in a different direction during
the 2010s than those of Nordic countries. Despite these similarities, the countries differ substantially in
how system-level assessment and end compulsory education assessment are organized. For example, in
Finland, as part of the comprehensive school reform of the 1970s, it was decided that the final assessment
would be based solely on teachers’ final grades, with no national exit examinations (Wallenius, 2020). On
the other hand, in Sweden, national examinations (nationella prov) were introduced in grades 3, 6, and 9 in
1998 (Skolverket, 2015b), and in Estonia, a system of three mandatory exit examinations was implemented
in 2004 (Oja, 2024). In addition, in Denmark, exit examinations became mandatory for all 9th grade

students in 2006 (Lov om andring av lov om folkeskolen, 2006, § 14).

Surprisingly, little comparative research exists on the educational evaluation systems of the Nordic
countries and Estonia (Hudson, 2011; Wallenius, 2020), or on their assessment guidelines and grading
practices (Lundahl et al., 2016; 2017; Lysne, 2006). For this reason, the purpose of this review article is to
examine how and at which stages of compulsory education national or exit examinations are organized in
the Nordic countries and Estonia, and how the results of these assessments are used during the 2025-2026
academic year. The article concludes with a discussion on how learning outcome information is utilized to

support system functioning and how national learning outcomes have been considered in educational
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policy decision making.

Key Concepts and Related Definitions

The key concepts used in this article include diagnostic, formative, and summative assessments; low-stakes
and high-stakes test; national test and exit examination, and student-, school-, and system-level
assessments. The concepts of educational equality and equity are defined in the following chapter. Since
several of these terms are sometimes used interchangeably, we aim to clarify their meanings and

interrelationships.

Regarding the purpose of information use, assessment systems can be described as diagnostic, formative,
or summative (Jakku-Sihvonen, 2013). Since Scriven (1967) introduced the concepts of formative and
summative assessment, these terms have been widely used to describe assessment tasks at both student
and system levels. Huhta (2010) points out that diagnostic assessment shares many characteristics with
formative assessment, and the two are often treated as nearly synonymous in the literature. Summative
assessment, by contrast, aims to determine the extent to which goals have been achieved and may provide
the basis for grading or feedback to improve goal attainment. Importantly, formative and summative
assessment are not dichotomous; rather, summative assessment is an integral component of formative

processes (Taras, 2009; Wiliam, 2011).

The distinction between high- and low-stakes tests serves to clarify when test consequences are significant
for students, teachers, or institutions, and when more robust quality assurance is therefore required
(Nunnally, 1975). Low-stakes tests typically have minor consequences and are primarily formative, whereas
high-stakes tests carry important implications such as eligibility for graduation or decisions about school

funding. These high-stakes assessments are typically summative in nature (Tannenbaum & Kane, 2019).

Confusion also arises between national tests and exit examinations that are sometimes mistakenly used as
synonyms. Both can serve student-level and system-level assessment purposes, but their core functions
differ. Exit examinations are taken at the end of an educational stage and passing them is required to
complete the education program and obtain a certificate (Jakku-Sihvonen; 2013; Ouakrim-Soivio, 2024).
National tests, on the other hand, may be used to support grading, monitor curriculum implementation, or

inform system-level evaluation, depending on the country.

The purposes for which evaluation information is used also depend on whether the system is organized
around complete age cohorts or sample-based assessments (Mills, 2021). In Finland, for example, both
national and international assessments of learning outcomes in compulsory education are sample based

(Kauko et al., 2022). Such systems primarily aim to support the data-informed development of educational
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quality and equality. Monitoring educational equality includes not only providing feedback for

improvement but also following changes over time (Verger et al., 2019).

Table 1 outlines how assessments of learning outcomes function at student, school, national, and

international levels, and how their purposes differ. For instance, while an exit exam provides an individual

student with information about their attainment of graded learning goals, it also contributes to system-

level evaluation by informing curriculum development and broader educational reforms. This dual role is

reflected in Table 1, which is adapted from Jakku-Sihvonen (2013). National tests and exit examinations

may cover either full age cohorts or representative samples, whereas international comparative

assessments are almost always sample-based.

Table 1. Examples of student assessments, national- and international-level evaluations, and their

tasks.

The purpose of assessment

Diagnostic

Formative

Summative

Students’ assessment

National-level assessment

International comparative
evaluations

A test that maps the student's
starting level or learning
difficulties.

A national exam or other test
that maps the previous
knowledge or starting level of

Task, set of tasks, or tests that
describe progress and current
learning. Can be prepared by a
teacher, a subject of pedagogic
organization, or a provider of
learning materials.

A national exam, other
evidence, or demonstration of
competence that describes the

the students in the age group or current knowledge and progress

sample.

of the students in the age group
or sample.

It can be used to develop the
educational system, for example
in the realization of equality in
education.

At the end of the academic
year, an overall assessment of
the student's current
knowledge, skills, and
competences. May also
include an exit exam for the
entire age group at the end of
the syllabus.
A national exam aimed at the
entire age group or based on a
sample at any time during the
syllabus, or an exit exam
aimed at the entire age group
at the end of the syllabus.

For example, the OECD's PISA
or the IEA's TIMSS that provide
opportunity to obtain reliable
trend information. IEA favors a
decentralized, cooperative
management model of
decision making and
implementation, whereas
OECD members form an
official coalition of participants
that planned long-term
objectives for cyclical testing.

Learning outcomes as an indicator of educational

equality

The Swedish educational psychologist Torsten Husén had a profound influence on the interpretation of

educational equality in the 1970s, particularly in Northern Europe. Husén (1972) defined educational

opportunity as the idea that education is universal and publicly funded and accessible to everyone
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regardless of background. Viewing equal learning opportunities as the core ideal of educational equity
implies that no statistically significant differences should exist between groups such as genders, linguistic
groups, socio-economic backgrounds, or regions (Jakku-Sihvonen, 2013). These background factors often
play a central role when monitoring national or international learning outcomes (see Table 1) and

functionality of the educational system.

The concept of equal opportunity can be understood broadly or narrowly. A broad interpretation
emphasizes the removal of structural barriers, such as unequal access to resources or institutional
arrangements that may restrict participation in education (Masschelein & Simons, 2010; Pelletier, 2009). A
narrow interpretation focuses on the equality of learning outcomes. Within this perspective, individual
differences in achievement are expected, but systematic performance gaps between groups, such as those
based on gender or parental education, signal that the education system is failing to uphold the principle of

equality (Jakku-Sihvonen & Kuusela, 2002; Ouakrim-Soivio et al., 2018).

From the 1970s onward, the narrow definition became dominant: equal opportunity was understood to
mean that pupils should be able to acquire knowledge and skills as equally as possible (Ouakrim-Soivio et
al., 2018). This interpretation rested on a pedagogically optimistic ethos, assuming that all pupils can reach
the same learning goals, albeit at different paces (Ahonen, 2003). Yet, as Lynch and Baker (2005) point out,
no plausible egalitarian theory claims that the outcomes of all social processes should be identical for
everyone. In other words, pursuing educational equality does not imply that all students should achieve the
same results, but rather that systemic or group-based disparities should not be reproduced or reinforced

through schooling.

Research questions

Educational equality is a central value in both the Nordic and Estonian education systems. Because of its
importance, it is essential to examine how student assessment during compulsory education also
contributes to understanding and developing these education systems. In this review article, we therefore
analyze the national assessment practices in the Nordic countries and Estonia through the following
research questions:

1. When are students assessed nationally during compulsory education?

2. For what purposes are students assessed nationally?

Data and methods

This study is based on a critical analysis of existing studies and documents. The data for this study were
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selected from primary sources, namely documents that determine decisions, guidelines, and instructions
for student- and system-level assessment. In practice, the data consist of laws, decrees, regulations,
national curriculum texts, and various guidance documents from the Nordic countries and Estonia. All 40
documents analysed in this study are listed in Annex Table 1. The data include documents in Finnish and
Swedish, as well as English translations of documents originally in Estonian, Norwegian, Icelandic, and
Danish. As official translations were not consistently available, these documents were translated using
machine translation tools (e.g. Microsoft Copilot). The resulting translations were reviewed by the authors
to ensure a sufficient level of accuracy for analysis, particularly for the Nordic languages, based on their
proficiency in English and Swedish. In addition, the content was verified against multiple sources (see Table

1 in the Appendix, Supplementary documents concerning assessment).

In this study we are concentrating on only the subject-specific or basic skill-based cognitive learning
outcome tests, excluding screening tests for reading difficulties, screening for high ability pupils etc. In this
study we focus exclusively on the national tests, and therefore we do not address other parts of the
countries' assessment systems (e.g., Iceland’s Matsferill system; Midst6d menntunar og skélapjénustu,

n.d.).

For analyzing the data collected, document analysis has been used. In this method, which is a form of
content analysis, the object of analysis is previously published material for other purposes, often in text
form (Corbetta, 2003). After systematically delimiting the data, i.e. documents mentioned above, the
analysis was conducted in an abductive or theory driven manner (van Hulst & Visser, 2025). The abductive
analysis was used to analyse the data, and it included multiple iterations between data and theory (van
Maanen et al., 2007). The abductive analysis proceeded in iterative loops, which Yanow (1999) describes as

reiterative.

In this study, the explanations or confirmations from theory were sought to support the interpretations of
the findings made in the documents. We had three main iteration rounds. At the beginning of each round,
the documents were read several times, after which the facts that emerged from them were classified
according to which subject was assessed in which grade and whether they were student-level or system-
level assessments. In the next step, we recorded which subject was tested in which grade in each country.
Subsequently, the findings were refined during the second iteration, where the document contents were
classified according to the specific assessment task (diagnostic, formative, or summative). During the third
round, national assessments addressing student- and system-level factors were further analyzed and
categorized by whether they functioned as exit exams. At the same time, information was also sought from
the documents about whether the tests were low- or high-stakes in their nature. The result of the

abductive (theory-driven) classification of the data can be seen in Table 2, which describes the national
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assessments at the student- and system-level in the Nordic countries and Estonia.

Results

In line with the first research question, the initial phase of the analysis focused on when students are
nationally assessed in compulsory education in the Nordic countries and Estonia. Because some of the
countries have recently reformed their assessment systems or the reforms are currently in the process, the
analysis focused on the situation during the academic year 2025-2026. As shown in Table 2, Finland differs
from the other comparison countries in that it does not have any national examinations or standardized
tests covering the entire age cohort during compulsory education. Instead, the Finnish education system is
monitored through sample-based studies. Thus, from this point onward in the results section, references to
comparison countries exclude Finland unless otherwise noted. In other Nordic countries and in Estonia,
students are assessed with national-level tests multiple times during comprehensive school. In Denmark,
students are assessed at seven different grade levels, which is more frequent than in the other countries.
Moreover, the first assessment in Denmark occurs earlier than elsewhere - already in the second grade. The
latest start of national student assessment is in Iceland, where students participate in national tests for the
first time in fourth grade. Together with students in Sweden, students in Iceland are also assessed less

frequently than in the other comparison countries - three times.
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Table 2. Student- and system-level assessments in Nordic countries and Estonia in 2025-2026.

Country/ 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Grade
Denmark 1248 1288, 1288, 1288, 1288, 1208, 12c,
DA, MA DA DA, MA DA, MA MA DA, MA, DA, MA,
1cx, Joint examination
1 Of the (PH/CHI BI: GE):
following 1 of the following
(HE, CD, VA, (EN, GER/FR, HI,
MU) SS, CS, MA)
Estonia 128C, 128C, 128C, 128C, 128C, 1c,
SS ES/ES2, SS ES/ES2, During ESL/ES2, MA, An
RU, MA, RU, MA, grades 7-9: elective subject
NS NS EN, NS, (RU, BI, CH, PH,
GER, RU, SS GE, HI, SS, EN, FR,
GER, RU)
Finland
Iceland 128c, 128¢, 128¢,
IC, MA IC, MA IC, MA
Norway 128¢, 128c. 128¢, 12¢*,
RE RE (NO/SA), RE (NO/SA), NU 1 of the 3 subjects
(NO/SA), EN, NU (same tests as for (NO/SA, MA, EN)
EN, NU grade 8) 1cx,
Oral examination
in any of the
school subjects
except AC, HE and
PE
Sweden 128c, 128¢, 128¢,
SW/SW2, SW/SW2, SW/SW2,
MA MA, EN MA, EN,

1 of the Social
science subjects
(GE, HI, RS, SS),
1 of the natural
science subjects
(PH, CH, BI)

Note. Italic text = Test is held in autumn, Bold text = Test is held in spring
' Student assessment. 2 National level assessment.
A Diagnostic assessment. 8 Formative assessment. ¢ Summative assessment.

* Exit examination.

AC = Arts and crafts, Bl = Biology, CD = Crafts and design, CH = Chemistry, CS = Christian studies, DA = Danish, EN = English, ES =
Estonian, ES2 = Estonian as a second language, ESL = Estonian language and literature, FR = French, GE = Geography, GER = German,
HE = Home economics, HI = History, IC = Icelandic, MA = Mathematics, MU = Music, NO = Norwegian, NS = Natural science, NU =
Numeracy, PE = Physical Education and sports, PH = Physics, RE = Reading, RS = Religious studies, RU = Russian, SA = Sami, SS =
Social studies, SW = Swedish, SW2 = Swedish as a second language, VA = Visual Arts.

In all the comparison countries, these tests include assessments of mathematics or numeracy and mother

tongue (or official language as a second language) or reading. In addition to these subjects, in grades two to

eight, only English is assessed in Norway and Sweden, and in Estonia, natural science, social studies, and

one of the A2-level languages (English, German or Russian) are assessed. Additionally, in Denmark, students
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are assessed in one of the four artistic and practical subjects in grade eight. In all the countries, students’
skills in mathematics and mother tongue are also assessed in grades nine and ten, but these grade levels
differ in that also a broader set of school subjects are assessed in every country except in Iceland. In most
comparison countries, the number of tests increases as students’ progress toward the end of compulsory
education. Most of the tests assess students’ skills in written format, but in Denmark (grades 8-9), Estonia
(grades 4 and 7-9), Norway (grade 10), and Sweden (grades 6 and 9), some tests are conducted either

entirely or partially in oral and/or practical formats.

In line with the second research question, the next phase of the analysis examined to what purpose
students are tested nationally in Nordic countries and Estonia in compulsory education. In all comparison
countries, there are assessments that can be classified as summative. However, in all the countries except
in Denmark, most of these tests are both summative and formative at the same time. Tests whose results
are used only summatively, are held at the end of compulsory education: Summative national exit
examinations are held in Estonia in grade nine, in Denmark in grade nine, and in Norway in grade ten to
assess students’ level of knowledge and skills after compulsory education. In addition, one of the four
artistic and practical subjects is assessed in a summative way in grade eight in Denmark, and passing it is

required to complete the education program and obtain a certificate.

Tests used for diagnostic or formative purposes are typical in grades two to eight in all the comparison
countries, although there are tests which are used formatively also in ninth grade in Iceland, Norway and
Sweden. Most of these tests are both formative and summative at the same time. Denmark differs from
the other comparison countries with its stronger emphasis on diagnostic and formative assessment in
grades two to eight: all the tests are both diagnostic and formative except the assessment of an artistic and

practical subject.

In most countries, all assessments that are used formatively or diagnostically are held in the autumn term
(first term of the school year) where they serve primarily as tools for teachers to evaluate progress and
adapt their teaching to the students' needs during the school year. Only in Estonia (in grades three and six)
and in Iceland are formative tests held in the spring semester (second term of the school year). In Sweden,
national tests, which are both formative and summative, are typically held in the spring term but in sixth
and ninth grade the oral parts of Swedish, Swedish as a second language, English, and mathematics (only in

ninth grade) examinations are held during the autumn term.

In all the comparison countries, most tests are both student- and national-level assessments, so they give
information about the skills of an individual student but also information about the skills of the entire age

cohort. In some Nordic countries, such as Sweden, Norway and Denmark, it is possible to examine national
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learning outcome results even at the level of individual schools by using Skolverket’s (in Sweden) portal and
Utdannigsdirektoratets’ Skoleporten (in Norway) made for this purpose. In Denmark various indicators of
school performance are collected in an official web portal Skoletal under the Danish Ministry of Children
and Education. Its main function is to provide information on the schools and their performance. Finland,
on the other hand, is an example of the other extreme, where school-specific learning outcomes are only

shared with the sample schools themselves.

Discussion

As the results in table 2 show, there is variation between all the Nordic countries and Estonia in terms of
how often assessments are organized during compulsory education and what their results are used for at
the student level and school system level. According to the assessment plan between the Ministry of
Education and the Finnish Education Evaluation Center (2024), it seems that in Finland the learning
outcome assessments at the system level are carried out using the sample-based assessments which are
implemented on a three- to five-year cycle in subject-specific assessments. In terms of system-level
assessment, Iceland is probably the closest to Finland, as its recent assessment reform has reduced the
number of national tests, currently limiting them to three tests in Icelandic and mathematics during
compulsory education. At the same time, the nature of these national tests has become more formative,
according to the steering documents, which have been the sources of our document analysis (see Appendix

1).

Although national tests are administered several times during compulsory education in Sweden, Norway,
and Denmark, their purpose is not solely summative but also formative and diagnostic. Low-stakes national
tests are intended to inform teachers, students, and their parents, typically at the beginning of the school
year, about what a student or group of students knows. This enables teachers to plan and target instruction
to better meet students’ needs. At the student level, diagnostic tests provide students and their parents
with concrete information about the student’s knowledge at the beginning of the school year. This, in turn,

facilitates the monitoring of students’ progress in specific subjects or basic skills over time.

In Denmark and Estonia, low-stakes tests are also used to determine whether learning goals have been
achieved at both the student and system levels. In addition, Denmark, Estonia, and Norway administer exit
examinations at the end of compulsory education to assess students’ competence nationwide and to

ensure eligibility and equal access to upper secondary education.

In Denmark, a key concern has been that examinations may lead teachers to “teach to the test” or may
demotivate students (Beuchert & Nandrup, 2018). Similarly, in Estonia, the Ministry of Education proposed

in 2019 a draft amendment to abolish exit examinations at the end of compulsory education, citing student
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stress related to exams (Eisenschmidt et al., 2023). The amendment was ultimately not approved due to

strong opposition from various stakeholders, and public debate on the issue continues.

A broader challenge with assessments of learning outcomes, such as those described above, is that they
often treat outcomes as attributable to students or systems in abstraction. This perspective risks
overlooking how institutional arrangements, such as school governance, resource allocation, tracking, and

accountability regimes, shape what becomes measurable in the first place.

However, the situation is the opposite in Finland and Sweden. The subject-specific low-stakes national tests
conducted at the end of compulsory education have shown that there are multiple grade discrepancies in
the grades given by teachers and the competence demonstrated by students (Klapp Lekholm, 2011;
Ouakrim-Soivio, 2013; Ouakrim-Soivio et al., 2018; Skolverket, 2020). The phenomenon has been identified
in the Swedish and Finnish education systems for a decade, and efforts have been made to solve it in
Finland with subject-specific criteria for final grades (Opetushallitus, 2026) and in Sweden with new
regulations introduced in 2025 (Lag om dndring i skollagen, 2025). The problem described above is an
indication of a flaw in the education system, which creates an inequality problem when students apply for
further studies with grades they received from school that are not actually comparable nationally. These
inconsistencies between grades and demonstrated competence at the system level can influence students’
access to further education, encourage risk-averse choices, and reinforce segregated educational paths

(Klapp, 2015; Klapp Lekholm & Cliffordson, 2009).

There are also major differences between countries in how public or confidential the learning results of
national tests are (Wallenius, 2020). For example, in Sweden, Norway and Denmark, a decision in principle
was made years ago that school-specific results are public and can be followed by anyone, for example
through portals created for them. Finland is an exception in this regard: schools have access to their own
sample-based results, which they can publish if they wish, but neither the Finnish Educational Evaluation
Centre, nor any other body publish school-specific results. The idea behind the decision is to follow the
principle of the neighborhood school and prevent school shopping, for example in large cities in Finland,

where the phenomenon has already reared its head (Seppanen et al., 2018).

For the development of the education system, it is important to obtain reliable trend data on, for example,
the impact of parents' socio-economic background on student learning outcomes and thereby to know how
well education can balance out differences due to student backgrounds. As shown in Table 1, national tests
are suitable for this, but not student-level assessments, whose task is to report on the student's learning at
an individual level. In Denmark, the use of national test results diagnostically throughout almost the entire

period of compulsory education from grade 2 to grade 8 clearly differs from the use of learning outcomes in
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other Nordic countries. The Danish example also works well in how national test results are also used in
class and student-level assessment, when the aim is to know the level of students' competence, their
progress during the academic year's studies and to help teachers target their teaching correctly and, if

necessary, with the most suitable teaching methods.

Recent national reforms in assessment in Sweden, Iceland, Denmark, and Estonia have sought to
strengthen the formative dimension of learning-outcome assessment by ensuring that results can be used
not only for summative accountability but also to support instruction. It is therefore important to recall
Taras’ (2009) argument that formative and summative functions should not be viewed as mutually
exclusive; rather, they represent complementary tasks within a coherent assessment design. This shift
toward integrating formative purposes raises broader questions about the overall functioning and evidence
base of Nordic assessment systems. In the Nordic countries and Estonia, education systems have long been
shaped by both national and international assessments (Buli-Holmberg et al., 2022; Corral-Granados et al.,
2023). Yet despite the centrality of assessment to educational governance, there remains surprisingly little
empirical research on how effectively these systems operate. The main exception is exit examinations,
which have generated substantial scholarly work examining their potential benefits and drawbacks

(Hovdhaugen et al., 2025; Lysne, 2006).

The study involves some data-related limitations. First, we used so-called primary sources, which were
available in Finnish and Swedish. For documents from other Nordic countries and Estonia, we had to rely on
English translations. However, the translated content was verified against multiple supplementary
documents to prevent errors or misinterpretations. Second, the research data consists of regulations (acts
and decrees) as well as steering and policy documents concerning student-level and system-level
assessment in Nordic countries and Estonia. The analysis is limited to these 40 documents (see Appendix 1),
with the understanding that they are mainly used to describe how student-level and system-level
assessment is thought to work. Therefore, the documents and their analysis describe what is, rather than

how they work or what challenges are associated with their application.

The same challenge is also related to learning outcomes at the system level. At best, the results can only
describe how things are, and not — what education policymakers would like to know - why this is so. Except
for international and national longitudinal evaluation studies, such as TIMSS longitudinal (von Davier et al.,
2025) or FINEEC assessment in mathematics and in mother tongue and literature (Ukkola et al., 2025),
learning outcome data does not provide much information about cause-and-effect relationships, and they
do not allow for causal inference. This would require wider use of various other data, such as register data,
and their combination with learning outcome assessment data. It seems to be possible that in the future,

evaluation research that combines learning outcome data with, for example, register data will become
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more common, simply because combining data provides better opportunities to answer complex education

policy questions.

As stated in the call for abstracts for this special issue, the paradigm of quantification is highlighted as
having significantly shaped both public and political discourse surrounding international large-scale
assessments (Klieme et al., 2010; Krejsler & Moos, 2023). International assessments have influenced
education systems in the Nordic countries and Estonia, sharpening attention to performance and
accountability, and prompting renewed scrutiny of what equality of educational opportunity entails in
practice. This is particularly evident in Finland, where education providers are responsible for assessing the
quality of their own teaching and where access to assessment data is largely limited to national reporting
and providers’ own publications. Questions have arisen regarding the ethical sustainability of a system in
which assessment data are not publicly available beyond these channels, a model that contrasts sharply
with practices in, for example, Sweden, Denmark, and Norway, where learning outcomes are openly

published (Wallenius, 2020).

In many Nordic countries and Estonia, international assessments such as PISA have also become integrated
into the evaluation of education systems (Kilpi et al., 2025). Although these assessments do not establish
cause-and-effect relationships, they can provide reliable trend data on the functioning of education
systems and issues of equity. This is particularly the case when results are analysed in relation to factors
such as gender and socio-economic background (OECD, 2023a), the geographical location of schools, and
differences between schools across various assessment domains (OECD, 2023b). However, this reliance on
measurable indicators also raises questions about their capacity to capture intersectional inequalities.
While large-scale assessments can disaggregate results by individual variables such as gender or socio-
economic status, they may overlook how these dimensions intersect, thereby risking the reproduction of

inequalities through simplified representations (Bauer et al., 2026).

As highlighted in this special issue of Nordic Journal of Comparative and International Education, current
learning-outcomes frameworks tend to privilege a limited range of measurable competencies like we have
been shown in our results, where basic skills like mathematics and literacy are assessed in almost every
educational system studied in this article. From the perspective of educational policy decision-making, this
underscores the importance of understanding what different assessments measure, what they were
originally intended to inform, and how valid the inferences drawn from them are. Validity encompasses not
only the appropriateness, meaningfulness, and usefulness of assessment results (Messick, 1994), but also
the interpretive practices through which these results are employed (Ouakrim-Soivio, 2024). Also, the latter
perspective on the validity of assessment of learning outcomes links directly to this special issue and the

themes emphasizing more holistic and context-sensitive approaches in shaping the use of learning
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outcomes.

Across the Nordic countries and Estonia, the configuration of student-level assessments, national-level
evaluations, and exit exams provide multiple lenses for understanding the functioning of compulsory
education. Yet these mechanisms are most effective when their results are used in a manner consistent
with their purposes: diagnostic information to identify needs, formative feedback to support learning, and
summative or exit exam data to ensure fairness and transparency. Purpose-aligned use of assessment
information will remain central to safeguarding high-quality and equitable education systems. For these
reasons, it remains essential to clearly distinguish between student-level and system-level assessments,

and to consider carefully what their respective results can, and cannot tell us.
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