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Abstract

External assessment of learning has been the subject of very different perspectives, conceptions, and
assumptions. Considering the pressure that the existence of external assessments can generate over the
functioning of education systems, some recognize benefits, and others point out negative and perverse
effects of this pressure. In 2020, in most countries, the COVID-19 lockdowns involved the cancelation of
large-scale external assessments in favour of teacher-built assessments. In 2023, a full reintroduction of
external assessment of learning was discussed in Portugal, and the role of external assessments in the
Portuguese education system was a hot topic of discussion in educational communities. In this post-
pandemic context, where the pressure of external assessments has been temporarily relieved, we sought
to know the point of view of Portuguese head teachers about the impact of this temporary external
assessment suspension in schools. Moreover, we wanted to know, from the head teachers’ point of view,
which should be the external assessment model to be implemented for the future. To do this, a series of
32 interviews were conducted with head teachers from all over the country. Results show that the
pandemic has challenged the purposes and format of external assessments, highlighting different po-
sitions of value regarding its reintroduction in the Portuguese context.
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Introduction

Worldwide, in 2020, the COVID-19 lockdowns led to the sudden implementation of emergency
remote teaching across education systems (Hodges et al., 2020), posing significant challenges for
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school leaders (Wharton-Beck et al., 2024). In many countries, this new context of emergency also
involved a shift from large-scale external assessments to teacher-built assessments, placing more
responsibility on schools, head teachers, and teachers to leverage classroom assessment as the source
for information about student growth and achievement (Babbar and Gupta, 2022; Cooper et al.,
2022; NAE, 2021; Nisbet and Shaw, 2022; Panadero et al., 2022).

In Portugal, considering the massive disruption experienced by students during this period (e.g.
CNE, 2021; Flores and Gago, 2020; Malet Calvo et al., 2022), the Portuguese government also
decided to approve extraordinary legislation for the conclusion of the 2019/2020 school year (see
Decree-Law No. 14-G/2020). This new legal framework cancelled most of the pre-existing external
assessment of learning moments, and very similar decisions were then pursued in the following
years, with the approval of Decree-Law No. 22-D/2021 in 2021; the approval of Decree-Law No.
27-B/2022 in 2022, and the approval of Decree-Law No. 22/2023 in 2023.

In 2023, in a post-pandemic context, a full reintroduction of external assessment of learning was
again discussed in Portugal; and the public debate about the role of external assessment in the
Portuguese education system was a hot topic of discussion in schools and academic communities. A
careful reflection regarding external assessment models beyond the COVID-19 pandemic era should
consider what schools are today and what we want for/from schools in the future. Furthermore, such
reflection involves an important discussion around the purposes of external assessment of learning,
considering various positions of values, perspectives, and ideologies regarding learning, schools,
and, ultimately, the society in which we intend to live (Fernandes, 2014).

It is important to note that assessment of learning, in the Portuguese school system, operates at
four key levels: education system, school, teacher, and student. Schools benefit from some autonomy
in the organization of the various components of assessment, at the student, teacher, and school
levels (Santiago et al., 2012). Moreover, since 2008, with the approval of Decree-Law No. 75/2008,
a one-person leadership model (head teacher) was reintroduced in the Portuguese public schools’
management, in place of collegiate management. Consequently, head teachers became a key link to
implement and adjust governmental assessment policies to internal contexts and practices. Note too
that, worldwide, it is becoming increasingly common for schools to incorporate student test scores in
large-scale assessments for accountability purposes (Smith and Holloway, 2020), and in Portugal
there is already a centrality of students’ academic results in the daily management and accountability
of Portuguese schools (Torres et al., 2019). Therefore, head teachers are an important actor to hold
this reflection about the impact of external assessment of learning suspension during the COVID-19
pandemic, and the model to come in a post-pandemic context.

To contribute to this reflection, we have decided to collect head teachers’ points of view regarding the
impacts of external assessments of learning on Portuguese schools, the impacts of its temporary sus-
pension during the COVID-19 pandemic, and which model of external assessment of learning should be
implemented for the future. It should be noted that washback and impact studies, such as this one, require
researchers not only to understand, but also to consider local educational context, as well as the larger
social, political, and economic factors governing teaching and learning in relation to a test/examination or
a testing system (Tsagari and Cheng, 2017). Consequently, to allow the emergence of these contextual
factors during the research, we have decided to implement a qualitative approach to collect the data.

To report our research in this article, in the following section, a literature review was made
regarding external assessment of learning purposes and consequences. The subsequent section
outlines the methodological framework, making explicit the methods used to collect data, pro-
cedures, participants, database characteristics, and data analysis. The next section presents the main
results in relation to the research questions formulated earlier, followed by a discussion. Finally, the
article concludes by summarising the main findings and implications of the study.
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Literature review

Consequences of external assessment tests in education systems

External assessment of learning usually involves the application of a common test, based on prescribed
syllabi in the curriculum, with emphasis on written tasks, serving a variety of functions, and it is set
and/or controlled by an agency external to the schools from which candidates come, at a state or
national level (Kellagham and Madaus, 2003). External assessment tests, such as examinations, have
been employed for a variety of reasons and purposes, for instance, as a means for policymakers to
influence instruction and learning in schools, and as a form of accountability (Madaus and Russell,
2010). With a strong ideological orientation shaped by certain representations of schooling, edu-
cational stakeholders have, over the years, and alongside the development of school systems
worldwide, held different perspectives, conceptions, and assumptions regarding external assessment
tests (Machado et al., 2022). Nowadays, in most countries, such tests continue to play a significant role
in education systems. Although their real pedagogical value can be questioned, policymakers continue
to insist on their use for reasons that are often associated with the idea that they are a credible measure
for quality of teaching, quality of learning and, in general, quality of education (Fernandes, 2019).

Quite often, literature refers to external assessment tests considering their associated stakes,
referring to them as low-stakes assessments or high-stakes assessments (cf. Rozenwajn & Dumay,
2014; Stobart and Eggen, 2012). On the one hand, low-stakes assessments aim to influence
pedagogical practices toward the improvement of teaching and learning quality, providing feedback
to stakeholders. Results from low-stakes assessments do not have formal consequences for schools,
teachers, or pupils. Yet, the reflexive logic promoted by the external assessment tests’ results should
be sufficient to produce a process of change (see, e.g. Kim and Choi, 2025). On the other hand, with
high-stakes assessments, results are associated with quite important consequences for schools,
teachers, or pupils. In this case, it may involve a risk of dismissal of head teachers in the event of
recurring unsatisfactory results; it may involve sanctions and/or financial rewards for teachers
depending on achieved results; and it may involve grade repetition or the refusal to access higher
education for students depending on their final grades. Here, the driving force behind the peda-
gogical change is the motivation of individuals to avoid sanctions or to obtain rewards (cf.
Rozenwajn & Dumay, 2014; Stobart and Eggen, 2012).

According to Alderson and Wall (1993), large-scale tests are powerful determiners of what happens
in classrooms, and the decisions about the use and format of external assessment tests are indelibly
linked to the political and ideological choices of those responsible for putting them into practice
(Fernandes, 2019). High-stakes testing, when used as a policy tool, can promote a variety of values that
include utilitarianism, economic competitiveness, technological optimism, objectivity, bureaucratic
control, accountability, administrative convenience, numerical precision, efficiency, standardization,
and conformity (Madaus and Russell, 2010). However, it seems that high-stakes testing can also
provoke negative reactions from educational actors, leading to the development of perverse effects that
negatively affect learning processes. Negative effects of high-stakes testing include narrowing the
curriculum, decreasing attention on non-tested subjects, narrow test preparation, corruption of test
results, cheating, retaining students in a grade, increased dropout rates, and increasing student stress
and anxiety (Kellagham and Madaus, 2003; Madaus and Russell, 2010; Mons, 2009; Muskin, 2017).

In educational assessment, this phenomenon is referred to as washback, which occurs when testing
(often large-scale and high-stakes), and, in particular, the uses of test scores and the decisions made on
their basis, influence the stakeholders involved and, potentially, their teaching and learning (Tsagari
and Cheng, 2017). It is important to note that the washback phenomenon and its negative effects are
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not caused by the test itself. Negative impacts do not arise from typical sources of test invalidity, such
as construct under-representation or construct-irrelevant variance (Messick, 1996). Instead, test
impacts are more directly associated with the ways in which test scores are used, rather than with their
interpretation (Gipps, 2011). The stakes attached to test scores often drive teachers, students, and other
stakeholders toward behaviours that result in many unintended outcomes (Madaus and Russell, 2010).
As Fernandes (2019) further emphasizes, the higher the consequences attached to test scores, the
greater the tendency to narrow the curriculum, which, in turn, exacerbates these negative effects.

External assessment tests in the Portuguese education system up to the COVID-19
pandemic

In Portugal, schooling is compulsory for children aged from 6 to 18 years old (Decree-law No. 85/
2009). Basic education lasts 9 years divided into 3 cycles of studies. Secondary education lasts
3 years and there is a general path and a professional path that students can choose to finish
compulsory education, as shown in Figure 1.

External assessment tests are under the responsibility of the Instituto de Avaliagdo Educativa
(IAVE) [National Institute of Educational Assessment] and are compulsory for all students. Until the
COVID-19 pandemic (see Figure 1), students took Provas de Aferi¢do (PA) in the 2nd, 5th, and 8th
grades, which served as national gauging tests without impact on final grades. At the end of basic
education (9th grade), students sat for the compulsory Provas Finais de Ciclo (PFC) in Portuguese
and Mathematics, which accounted for 30% of the final grade in these subjects and certified the
completion of basic education. In secondary education, students in the scientific-humanistic track
completed four Exames Nacionais (EN) in the 11th and 12th grades. These exams certified the
completion of secondary education and could also be used for university admission (Decree-Law
No. 17/2016; Decree-Law No. 55/2018). Students in the professional track were not required to take
the EN and instead completed the Provas de Aptiddo Profissional (PAP), which are school-based
vocational aptitude tests (Decree-Law No. 55/2018).

Consequences of external assessment tests in Portugal

Fernandes (2019) states that PA can be considered very low-stakes assessments; PFC can be
considered low-stakes assessments; and EN, in secondary education, can be considered medium-
stakes assessments, as they can have a significant weight in accessing higher education. Formally,

Age 6 ‘ 7 ‘ 8 ‘ 9 10 11 ‘ 12 ‘ 13 ‘ 14 15 ‘ 16 ‘ 17
Basic education
Level/Cycle Secondary education
15t cycle 2nd cycle 31 cycle
Grade 1st nd 31‘d 4th 5th 6th 7th gth gth 10t 11th lzth
External tests PA PA PA PFC EN EN

Figure |. External assessment in the Portuguese compulsory school system.
PA — Provas de Afericdo; PFC — Provas Finais de Ciclo; EN — Exames Nacionais. Sources: Decree-law No. 85/2009; Decree-law
No. 55/2018.
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medium or high consequences exist only for students at the end of secondary education, who may
have to repeat a school year, who may be unable to access higher education, or who may be unable to
choose the course they want to do in higher education. For all the other educational agents, the
results of PA, PFC, and EN do not imply formal consequences. In extreme cases, inspection services
can start disciplinary proceedings; but even that is quite rare.

Regardless of the low-, medium-, or high-stakes label that might be given to external assessment
tests in policies, it should be noted that a same test can have different stakes depending on the
stakeholders’ corporative and/or personal goals. Thus, the same test results can have different
consequences for educational actors at the same level. For example, for students, the EN carry
different stakes depending on their intention to enrol (or not) in higher education, and the admission
score required for the specific course they wish to pursue. At a school administration level, Torres
etal. (2019) highlighted that the adoption of mechanisms to promote academic distinction of the best
students based on students’ results, and the centrality of EN at the end of secondary education, have
redirected everyday teaching in schools towards the achievement of academic performance goals by
students (Torres et al., 2019), with different stakes associated considering head teachers corporative
and/or personal goals.

Moreover, as consequences of external assessment tests in Portugal, Machado et al. (2022) reveal
that the aspects that raise most criticism about EN among Portuguese head teachers are their re-
lationship with access to higher education, their reliability and ‘fairness’, and their role in generating
school rankings based on students’ test results. Nevertheless, while the rationale of PFC and EN is
the object of consensus among head teachers, namely, the necessity of their existence, their cer-
tifying function, and their function as an element for decision-making concerning students’ approval
and selection; the rationale of PA, on the contrary, is not the object of appropriation and oper-
ationalization. Some head teachers even consider PA a waste of time. Accordingly, Cipriano &
Martins (2021) also reported that at a teaching level, teachers in Portugal tend to reject the existence
of PA, and they tend to approve the existence of PFC and EN, especially EN in secondary education.
Not only do they agree more with the existence of PFC and EN, but they also consider that these are
more important than PA.

Considering the effects of external assessment tests and their implications for the functioning of
the education system, the Portuguese National Council of Education (CNE) had already noted, prior
to the pandemic, that the weight assigned to EN for access to higher education created pressures with
negative effects on the objectives of secondary education (Lourtie, 2020). This recommendation was
made in the light of the ‘Students profile by the end of compulsory education’ (see PASEO, 2017),
which is a humanistic basis profile, focused on the person and human dignity, designed to serve as a
guiding framework for all compulsory schooling. But suddenly, the COVID-19 pandemic broke out.

Portuguese external assessment model in the COVID-19 pandemic era

In 2020, to respond to the COVID pandemic emergency, all PA and PFC were cancelled. Moreover,
the conclusion of all grade levels in basic and secondary education, including o 11" and 12
grades, depended only on teacher-constructed assessments. EN at the end of the 11™ and 12™ grades
were still performed, only, for higher education access in subject areas that students choose as
admission tests (Decree-Law No. 14-G/2020). In this school year (2019/2020), the absence of PFC
and EN to conclude basic and secondary education reinforced a trend towards an increasing
percentage of students finishing basic education and secondary education (97.9% and 84.6%,
respectively — source: DGEEC, 2023), and increased the number of students gaining access to higher
education in 2020/2021 (133,322 students — source: DGE, 2023). In fact, all these figures recorded
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the highest value ever recorded in Portugal (Cipriano and Martins, 2023). As a result, the solutions
found in 2020 seem to have been the subject of a fairly consensual acceptance, and, for that reason,
in 2021, 2022 and 2023, unlike some other countries like the UK (see, e.g. Nisbet and Shaw, 2022),
the solutions put in place by the Portuguese government remained the same as those of 2020.
However, little is yet known of what consequences this temporary suspension had on schools.

Research opportunities and questions

With our research, we wanted to find out the perspectives of Portuguese head teachers regarding (a)
this minimum model of external assessment implemented during the COVID-19 pandemic and its
impacts on schools functioning, (b) the impacts of external assessments in internal practices, and (c)
what the external assessment model should look like in the post-pandemic context. Consequently,
two research questions were formulated:

RQ1: Was the cancelation of external assessment of learning during the COVID-19 pandemic a
good decision? Why?

RQ2: Should external assessment of learning be reintroduced for the conclusion of basic and
secondary education? Why?

Methods

To account for the local educational context, as well as the broader social, political, and economic
factors influencing teaching and learning in relation to a test, examination or a testing system as
proposed by Tsagari and Cheng (2017), a qualitative research approach was designed, with semi-
structured interviews, to be conducted by videoconference calls with head teachers from different
types of school and regions in Portugal. The interview script had 16 open-ended questions about the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on assessment practices, intending to elicit views and opinions
from the participants with regard to this topic (Creswell, 2009).

Sampling, procedures, and data analysis

Given the aims of this research to capture local educational contexts, as well as the larger social and
administrative factors, a sampling process close to the theoretical sampling process (Bryman, 2012)
was implemented, considering different i) School cluster type, ii) School administrative and
governance characteristics, and iii) Regions by Nomenclature of Territorial Units II (NUT II). As
potential participants for this study, we decided to exclude head teachers from the autonomous
regions of Azores and Madeira due to their autonomous administrative characteristics when
compared with the Portuguese central government. These two regions have dedicated quotas for
higher education access, meaning that the effects of the EN are likely different there. Although
examining the effects of EN in these two regions could be interesting for a future study, these
schools’ head teachers were excluded from the present research. In mainland Portugal, head teachers
from private schools were also excluded due to their private administrative characteristics in relation
to the Ministry of Education policy. As the mission and objectives of private schools do not
necessarily align with those of public schools, research suggests that they face greater pressure
regarding access to higher education, with evidence of higher grade inflation in internal assessments
compared to public schools (see, e.g. DGEEC, 2025). Although it could be interesting to examine
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how pandemic-related cancellations affected the functioning of private schools, the present study
focuses exclusively on the public school system; and therefore, private schools were not included in
the present research. In addition, from the list of all public school clusters and non-clustered schools
in mainland Portugal (N = 812; Source: DGAE, 2019), head teachers from schools that are just
professional schools were also excluded, as for this type of school there are no external assessments
tests, relying only on aptitude vocational tests (Provas de Aptidagdo Profissional) performed at a
school level to conclude compulsory education.

Following this, to gather participants for the interviews, an e-mail was sent to all the other head
teachers in mainland Portugal (n = 781) promoting this study. Head teachers who voluntarily agreed
to participate were interviewed via videoconference from mid-October 2022 until the end of
February 2023. As interviews were conducted and recorded, a content analysis was performed
(Bardin, 2014) through an open coding process (Rédiker and Kuckartz, 2020; Strauss and Corbin,
1990) using MAXQDA 2022 software. To ensure consistency and rigour, all interviews were
conducted, transcribed, and coded by the first author under the supervision of the second author.
Coding followed an open coding approach (Strauss and Corbin, 1990), in which data were examined
without pre-imposed categories. Throughout the process, the authors held ongoing discussions
about emerging categories, collaboratively resolving uncertainties or ambiguities. This approach
allowed the identification of local educational contexts as well as broader social, political, and
economic factors influencing teaching and learning in relation to the Portuguese large-scale testing
system (Tsagari and Cheng, 2017), while remaining open to new insights and capturing the richness
of participants’ perspectives.

Figure 2 shows the total number of analytical categories created and used in MAXQDA (n=265),
as the number of performed and analysed interviews grew. Considering that no new nor relevant data
was emerging regarding analytical categories on the latest analysed interviews, and considering that
the existing categories were already well developed in terms of their properties and dimensions,
demonstrating variation with well-established relationships among the categories (Bryman, 2012:
241); it was considered that the theoretical saturation had been achieved after conducting 32 in-
terviews, with a total of 24 hours and 46 minutes length.

Participants

Table 1 shows the characteristics of the schools from which the interviewed head teachers came.
Head teachers from Basic + Secondary school clusters, with regular administration in the Centre
Region of Portugal are predominant in the sample.

It should be noted that most schools in Portugal are organized in Basic + Secondary school
clusters (from the 1*' grade until the 12™ grade). In a smaller number, there also exist school clusters
with basic education only (from the 1°' until the 9™ grade) and schools with secondary education
only (from the 10" until the 12 grade).

Regarding Administrative and governance characteristics, most public schools in Portugal are
regular schools, but some schools have celebrated an autonomy contract with the Ministry of
Education for the development of their own educational project (see Decree-Law No. 75/2008).
Furthermore, the creation of Territorios Educativos de Intervengdo Prioritaria (TEIP) [Educational
Territories of Priority Intervention] is a government initiative, currently implemented in 146 school
clusters or non-clustered schools, to better support schools that are in economically and socially
disadvantaged areas (DGE, 2023).

Geographically, mainland Portugal is organized into five Regions when considering No-
menclature of Territorial Units II (NUT II). North region has the highest number of resident
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Figure 2. Number of analytical categories by analysed interview number. Source: Primary data, 2023.

population; and Algarve, in the south, has the smallest number of resident population (Source:
INE, 2023).

Results
Preliminary analysis

A preliminary analysis was conducted considering the three documents’ variables: i) School
cluster type, i1) Administrative and governance characteristics, and iii) Region by Nomenclature
of Territorial Units. Although content variations are very similar regardless of these three
variables, in the discourse of head teachers from schools with just basic education, it was
possible to observe a prevalence of segments regarding the need to restructure PA, when
compared with other schools’ head teachers. In addition, among head teachers from TEIP
schools, there was a greater prevalence of segments highlighting views that external assessment
devalues students’ paths in school and devalues the work that is done by teachers, compared
with head teachers from other schools. No relevant content variations were found when
considering NUTS II.

Cancelation of external assessment during the COVID-19 pandemic

Regarding RQ1, there is almost a consensus among head teachers that cancelling PA, PFC, and EN
for basic and secondary education conclusion during the pandemic was a good and inevitable
decision. Public health, physical space in schools, human resources for surveillance, and students’
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Table 1. School characteristics by cluster, administrative and governance characteristics, and region.

Sample Population
n % N %
Type of school cluster
Basic education only 9 28.1 204 258
Basic + secondary education 19 59.4 519 65.5
Secondary education only 4 12.5 69 8.7
Administrative and governance characteristics
Regular 22 68.8 495 62.5
TEIP — [Educational Territories of Priority Intervention] 4 12.5 1357 17.0°
Autonomy contract 6 18.8 208" 26.3°
Region by Nomenclature of Territorial Units Il
North 6 18.8 282 35.6
Centre 10 31.3 145 18.3
Lisbon metropolitan area 6 18.8 258 326
Alentejo 6 18.8 67 85
Algarve 4 12.5 40 5.0

?In the population, 46 schools (5.8%) are TEIP schools with an autonomy contract.
Sources: DGEEC, 2023; DGAE, 2019; GesEdu, 2023; Primary data, 2023 (Own calculations).

emotional well-being conditions were not met to make it viable to perform PA, PFC, and EN with all
students. So, cancelation was inevitable and, hence, a good decision:

I would say that the difficulties were so obvious that it was impossible for it to be otherwise (HT 21).

At the time, as much as possible, we had to avoid gatherings and the presence of people in physical spaces
where the virus could potentially spread most easily. Therefore, from that point of view, I think it was a good
decision (HT 22).

Moreover, having EN just to access higher education has worked, and it was appropriate for the
circumstances. Eventually, even EN might have been completely cancelled, but that would have
created a major problem for higher education access:

The goal of external assessment is to have a standardized assessment applied to all. But with the pandemic,
the responses that were given to students by schools were not the same for everyone. It did not make sense to
have a standardized test for the conclusion of basic and secondary education (HT 23).

Eventually, EN might not have been performed at all (HT 1).

In addition, some head teachers consider that the cancelation of PFC and EN for basic and
secondary education conclusion, in the following years, had positive consequences on schools:

The pandemic years have freed students from the strain of final summative assessment. I am talking mainly
about secondary education. The tension that secondary education students have regarding their final grade
mark (HT 5).
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I think it made assessment lighter. It does not mean it is less demanding, okay? But it has made assessment a
lighter process, a less unhealthy process (HT 32).

Nevertheless, some head teachers consider that there is lost information that should have been
gathered sooner through external assessments, namely, PA, and that would have been important to
schools.

Reintroduction of external assessment

Regarding the reintroduction of external assessment in the post-pandemic period (RQ2), the
previous consensus is lost. Selecting the most developed categories in the content analysis
(categories with n > 14 segments) to have a significant dimension to demonstrate variation with
well-established relationships among the categories (Bryman, 2012: 241), and performing a
relation of codes mapping by the occurrence of codes in the same document in MAXQDA, it was
possible to identify three head teachers’ profiles, shown in Figure 3. The Code Map displays the
similarities among categories in a two-dimensional visualization and is based on the tabular
representation in the Code Relations Browser. Codes that co-occur more frequently — meaning
they are used similarly across the data — are positioned closer together on the map. The positions of
the codes are calculated using classical multidimensional scaling, a multivariate statistical method,
while hierarchical cluster analysis with an unweighted average linkage is performed to identify
groups of related codes. The symbols (circles) on the map represent the frequency of each code,
and the colours correspond to the cluster assignments derived from the analysis (Radiker and
Kuckartz, 2020, pp. 94-96).

Below, on the left side of Figure 3, the dark blue area represents head teachers who favour the
reintroduction of PFC and EN, as they consider external assessment to be important primarily for
accountability purposes. Hence, they tend to reject the existence of PA because, having no stakes for
students, it offers them no meaningful consequence. For these head teachers, they view PFC and EN
as crucial for maintaining high standards in schools and as a means of guaranteeing the quality of
learning. Moreover, PFC and EN are important for students’ and schools’ accountability, and they
are the fairest instrument for the conclusion of basic education, the conclusion of secondary
education and access to higher education, as they put all students at the same level at a national level.
As for PA, these head teachers argue that there must be stakes attached for students. Otherwise,
students and teachers do not care about these external assessment tests and, therefore, their results
have low reliability:

The 9™ grade PFC, in Portuguese and Mathematics subject areas, are fundamental. (...) [They] are important
as they give seriousness to that school grade, which we no longer had with the pandemic model and PFC
cancelation. In secondary education, with EN, the same happens (HT 16).

I think that PA should have some weight for classification purposes — it does not have to be a very big weight,
but having some weight would give some responsibility to those who perform them — I think that would be
important (HT 15).

With EN for the secondary education conclusion, students know that part of their final grade will depend on
that EN. Therefore, they commit and engage to the test, and we have greater reliability in these results. And
that is also a very important issue: the reliability of EN results to draw conclusions regarding schools and the
education system. In my opinion, we are not able to draw the same conclusions, with the same reliability,
with PA results (HT 28).
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Figure 3. Head teachers’ profiles regarding external assessment reintroduction. Source: Primary data, 2023.

In green, at the top right of Figure 3, are represented head teachers who are favourable to PA
reintroduction and against PFC and EN reintroduction as, for them, the sole purpose of external
assessment should be improvement. They consider that PA can promote change and can give
relevant and important information to improve students’ learning, schools’ practices, and the
system’s performance. They also consider that PFC and EN give primacy to certain disciplines, such

as Portuguese and Mathematics, increasing parents’ pressure for their children to perform well in
PFC and EN:

For a long time, we have lived in a school system in which only Portuguese and Mathematics were important,
as a consequence of PFC in these disciplines at the 4%, 6%, and 9 grade. When 4™ and 6™ grade PFC were
banned, and PA were introduced in disciplines such as Music, Arts, and Sports in the ond grade, what we have
noticed is that teachers, nowadays, are concerned with the full curricular matrix. (...) As there was no type of
external measurement or assessment for Music, Arts, and Sports, they were practically non-existent at schools.
If you take a look at 1% cycle school buildings, most of them do not even have a sports hall. (...) With the PA
introduction in disciplines such as Music, Arts, and Sports, along with other educational policies but essentially
with PA introduction, teachers and society began to value these disciplines (HT 24).

For these head teachers, PFC and EN do not make it possible to manage the curriculum in schools
and classrooms, and it promotes a culture of tests instead of a diversification of assessment
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instruments, widening the social inequalities among students. In addition, these head teachers
consider that it would be important to change the way access to higher education is carried out, and
higher education institutions should create their own access model, ending PFC and EN in the
Portuguese school system:

It causes me some discomfort that we are always under stress because of EN and access to higher education.
We should be concerned about the quality of basic and secondary education, and students’ success by the end
of the 12" grade. (...) We should not be concerned about higher education access. I wish universities and
polytechnical schools had another perspective about this, but... (HT 20).

Nowadays, secondary education is mostly focused on EN performance to access higher education. It turns
out to be, almost, a pre-stage of higher education (...). Since secondary education is compulsory, as school is
compulsory up to the age of 18 years old, I think that EN should not be compulsory, (...) without this
examination weight to finish secondary education (HT 27).

Below, on the right side of Figure 3, in light blue, are identified head teachers who consider that
PA needs improvements, and PFC and EN should not have been put back in place for basic and
secondary education conclusion. These head teachers recognize that the existence of external
assessments is important, and their existence should be mainly for improvement and gauging
purposes. Although PA present a number of problems of different orders, they consider that PA
should continue to exist, but should be restructured:

It is important to review the PA model. Perhaps, the Ministry of Education has already recognized that, and
has realized that socio-economic contexts are also fundamental to take into consideration. PA, as they stand,
are not enough (HT 10).

For the 2, 5™ and 8™ grade’ PA, I do not see the need to perform them with all students. I think it could be
done by sampling, and from there we could draw conclusions about what is happening in the education
system (HT 21).

These head teachers also consider that PFC and EN should not be reintroduced for the conclusion
of basic and secondary education because they negatively influence internal pedagogical and as-
sessment practices, reflected in what is taught in schools, in internal assessment practices and tests’
structure. These negative effects are stronger in secondary education with EN than in the 9™ grade
with PFC, as EN have higher stakes than PFC. Moreover, EN also negatively influence the PASEO
objectives, increasing stress for all the educational community. EN promote a school ranking based
only on EN results, which is unfair to students and schools’ accountability. Hence, they consider that
the pandemic model could be kept, with EN being performed just to access higher education, as this
would be a less harmful model:

PFC in the 9" grade, teachers know it may jeopardise, in rare cases, a grade transition situation, and they
know that PFC will have little consequences for the student. Therefore, external tests’ effects, in the gt
grade, do not get as noticed as in secondary education. In secondary education, we teachers feel that our
students can jeopardise 2 or 3 years of their work and their future lives in those 90 minutes that last an EN
(HT 4).

[Within a discipline with EN in secondary education], no teacher will dare to perform only one written test
during a semester and use other internal assessment instruments to assess their students. On the following
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day, I would have emails dropping in from the parents — Why only one test? Will my child be under-
assessed? — The test use as a privileged instrument to assess students is also supported by parents (...) and the
influence of EN on internal assessment practices will continue to exist as long as EN tests are used to access
higher education (HT 30).

EN are unfair to schools because of school rankings. (...) Although the Ministry of Education does not
promote these rankings, letting them to be produced by the Media, and letting everyone to do whatever they
want with it, it is almost as criminal as making them available (HT 2).

Discussion

As key ideas from these 32 interviews, along with previously identified profiles in the Results
section, it is important to highlight that all head teachers considered that the existence of external
assessment is important. Hence, it was possible to note that head teachers’ conceptions regarding
external assessment have an intrinsic and contrasting association between PA and EN, as showed by
Machado et al. (2022). Moreover, this association is relevant for the interpretation of head teachers’
perceptions, since EN are generally the standard through which PA are assessed (Machado et al.,
2022).

Irrespective of profiles, most head teachers consider that PA have none or very little negative
effects on stakeholders’ practices, and secondary education EN create more dysfunctions than basic
education PFC. Regarding EN and PFC, head teachers reported that it is not the test weight that
creates dysfunctions (they have the same weight of 30% in basic and secondary education), but it is
the additional use that EN have in secondary education to access higher education that creates the
dysfunctions. Moreover, most of these dysfunctions occur within a school subject, across subject
areas, and across grades. This is in line with previous research stating that it is the stakes associated
with test scores that drive teachers, pupils, and other stakeholders into behaviour that results in the
many unintended outcomes (Gipps, 2011; Madaus and Russell, 2010); and that the greater the
consequences given to test scores, the greater the dysfunctions (Fernandes, 2019).

Many head teachers, particularly those in the light blue profile of Figure 3, reported that the
additional use of EN for higher education admission makes them high-stakes tests. Consequently,
EN in secondary education become the driving force behind educational action, rather than
PASEO - the students’ profile at the end of compulsory school that should be the beacon of the
whole education system. This fact is in line with the recommendation made by the National Council
of Education (Lourtie, 2020), stating that EN create a pressure to prepare students as candidates for
higher education, with negative effects on the broader objectives of secondary education set out in
PASEO.

For many head teachers in the green profile of Figure 3, EN centrality to access higher education
and consequent dysfunctions in compulsory education functioning constitute a problem that should
be solved by higher education institutions (selection and access). In addition, this is a problem that is
highly unfair for students who do not want to go to higher education. Thus, when it comes to
understanding who suffers greatest harm from these negative effects, they say that EN are most
harmful to low-achievement students who just want to finish secondary education and cannot
because they fail at the EN. In all likelihood, they will be unable to finish secondary education, or
they will finish it later, in the recurrent education system (2™ chance education for adults), attending
school in the evening (after work), no longer with EN, and this is more expensive for everyone. The
COVID-19 pandemic may have offered an opportunity to reconsider the distribution of respon-
sibility between secondary and higher education (Sa et al., 2021). Consequently, various head



14 Policy Futures in Education 0(0)

teachers consider that the pandemic model of external assessment could usefully remain, as it was
less harmful, especially for low-achievement students.

Some head teachers also reported what they consider to be a great policy contradiction: Although
it was approved, in recent years, important policies to change assessment cultures and practices
towards learning improvement — such as (a) the PASEO (2017), a humanistic basis profile for the
compulsory school conclusion; (b) the Decree-Law No. 55/2018 (from 2018), a legal framework that
puts formative assessment and curricular flexibility as the core of the Portuguese compulsory school
system; (c) the Decree-Law No. 54/2018 (from 2018), another legal framework seeking to promote
inclusion of all students in the education system; and (d) the MAIA project (since 2019), a teacher
training program to improve teachers assessment literacy and practices (DGE, 2023); PFC and EN
were reintroduced in a post-pandemic context, in 2024, for the conclusion of basic and secondary
education. This reintroduction will keep promoting a testing culture in schools, knowing that PFC
and EN are based on aims such as controlling, monitoring, certification, and selection, which are not
exactly focused on learning improvement (Kellaghan and Madaus, 2003). Note that if the primary
purpose of assessment is to support the learning goals of education, discussions on the relationship
between learning and assessment need to be advanced further and positioned at the forefront of high-
stakes and large-scale testing. Moreover, theories of learning and assessment for learning should be
developed in closer connection. Despite this, assessment and learning theories remain largely
separate fields, with significant potential for greater integration (Baird et al., 2017).

Yet, for head teachers in the dark blue profile of Figure 3, the reintroduction of PFC and EN is
viewed as essential for maintaining educational quality and accountability. They emphasize that
these tests with stakes are the most reliable mechanism to ensure comparability across schools and to
safeguard national standards, both for student achievement and institutional accountability. It should
also be noted that the existing PA, PFC, and EN, like other large-scale tests, have as a prime
requirement measurement properties amenable to statistical analysis; and reliability and norm-
referencing are prime concerns, as they are tests based on psychometric theory (Gipps and Stobart,
2003). In this framework, PFC and EN are perceived as fostering student commitment and teacher
responsibility by attaching tangible consequences to performance, unlike PA, which are regarded as
less reliable for not having stakes (Machado et al., 2022). From these head teachers’ perspective,
without such stakes, external assessments risk being disregarded by stakeholders, undermining both
their validity and reliability as tools for monitoring learning outcomes.

Summoning, in some way, the Stufflebeam CIPP model (Context, Inputs, Process, and
Products — See, e.g. Stufflebeam, 2003:35-36), in PA, PFC, and EN, learning contexts are mostly
ignored (accommodations can be made for SEND students), inputs and process are highly controlled
and standardized by IAVE; and a major focus is made on products: students test results. This fact was
also highlighted by some head teachers from the light blue profile of Figure 3, stating that learning
contexts are not considered when designing external assessment tests, not even contexts are
considered in the interpretation of test scores. Thus, external assessment tests promote a school
ranking based, mainly, on pure external test results (Torres et al., 2019), which can be highly unfair
for TEIP schools and other schools placed in less favourable socio-economic contexts that do
excellent work within their community (Verdasca, 2013). In many ways, for different reasons, the
COVID-19 pandemic brought to the forefront the importance of understanding and documenting the
contexts of learning and the need to account for them in the design and interpretation of assessments
(NAE, 2021); and we must not neglect them for the future.

For some head teachers, namely, the ones in the green profile of Figure 3, the inexistence of PFC
and EN for the conclusion of basic and secondary education would allow higher education in-
stitutions to develop their own access model. External assessment in compulsory school, at all grade
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levels, should become low-stakes, like PA, in line with Fernandes’s (2019) considerations, adding
that we should evolve towards another generation of external assessments, based on socially
constructed principles, focused on student learning and improvement. Possibly, for some head
teachers in the green profile of Figure 3, a completely new alternative external assessment model
should be developed, without standardized testing. However, it should be noted that large-scale
testing seeks to provide a relatively simple and reliable summary of what a student has learned.
Alternative large-scale assessments, such as performance assessments, are time and resources
consuming, with multidimensional information, where standardization is not possible or even
desirable and, as a consequence, reliability, in the traditional sense, is not high (Gipps and Stobart,
2003).

At the end of this discussion, beyond the different perspectives and profiles analysed, it is
important to emphasize that head teachers broadly agree on the reintroduction of external assessment
in the future. The key divergence lies in its intended purposes and format.

Conclusion

The lockdowns caused by the COVID-19 pandemic led to the replacement of many large-scale
summative assessments with teacher-designed assessments (Cooper et al., 2022). Such crisis periods
may serve as windows of opportunity to implement reform packages that would be unimaginable
during normal times (Boin and Hart, 2003), and the cancellation of external assessments for the
conclusion of basic and secondary education appears to have been one such unprecedented event.

During the pandemic, the cancellation of most external assessments affected the organization of
internal assessments in schools. This research shows that the shift in this paradigm, even if
temporary, sparked a constructive discussion about the purposes of external assessments. It also
demonstrates how external assessments significantly influence the daily management of Portuguese
schools (Machado et al., 2022; Torres et al., 2019) and prompted a questioning of the role of EN in
the compulsory education system and their role in students’ transition to higher education.
Therefore, the changes observed during the pandemic provide a valuable starting point for re-
thinking and evaluating the division of responsibilities between secondary and tertiary education (Sa
et al., 2021). Furthermore, from the perspective of many interviewed head teachers, external as-
sessments in Portugal, particularly EN, affect low-achieving and socio-economically disadvantaged
students and have negative consequences for the functioning of the education system, while their
cancellation had positive effects by mitigating some of these impacts. These experiences highlight
the need to critically evaluate the effectiveness and fairness of current higher education access
mechanisms, particularly in terms of equity and inclusivity, as high-stakes assessment policies can
exacerbate existing inequalities and raise important questions about balancing standardization with
social justice in both the completion of secondary education and higher education admissions (Sa
et al., 2021). Such adaptations during the pandemic also illustrate the potential to decouple these
responsibilities, enabling secondary education to prioritize broader educational outcomes while
encouraging higher education institutions to adopt more flexible and context-sensitive admission
mechanisms.

These findings resonate with broader ethical concerns raised by Buchanan et al. (2021) and
international reflections on educational transformations prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic
(Jandric¢ et al., 2022). Both works highlight how the pandemic stimulated educators worldwide to
reconsider the foundations of meaningful learning and assessment. Buchanan et al. (2021) argue that
educational ethics must address systemic dilemmas such as standardization, accountability, and the
marginalization of diverse learners. Their call for a relational and context-sensitive approach to
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ethics in education supports the need to rethink large-scale testing models. As this study shows, the
stakes attached to EN in Portugal disproportionately affect vulnerable students, raising questions
about fairness and the ethical responsibilities of educational institutions. Future assessment reforms
should be guided not only by psychometric principles but also by a collective ethical commitment to
equity, inclusion, and human dignity, aligning with the PASEO.

It should be noted that the actors’ reactions involved in the education system (head teachers,
teachers, pupils, and parents) appear to be strongly conditioned by the context in which standardized
assessment systems are developed (Mons, 2009). This contextual influence was particularly evident
in our research, which revealed a striking consensus among interviewed head teachers regarding the
cancellation of external assessments during the COVID-19 pandemic, followed by complete discord
afterwards. However, this initial consensus may have arisen because teachers often adjust their
positions on assessment when confronted with changing circumstances (Cipriano and Martins,
2025; Xu and Brown, 2016). This became especially clear in the post-pandemic period, when the
earlier consensus fractured, giving rise to a landscape of divergent views on the reintroduction of
standardized assessments. Such discord highlights that standardized assessment systems are not
merely technical instruments but are embedded within complex socio-political and institutional
narratives. Thus, the pandemic served as a wake-up call, exposing latent tensions within education
systems and prompting a critical re-evaluation of the role and legitimacy of external assessments.

It is also important to acknowledge that this study excluded private schools and schools from the
autonomous regions of Azores and Madeira. This limitation should be considered when interpreting
the previous findings, as the experiences and perspectives of these schools’ head teachers may differ
from those included in the research. Consequently, the generalizability of the results to all Por-
tuguese schools may be constrained, and future studies should aim to include these contexts to
provide a more comprehensive understanding of assessment practices and their implications. Yet,
the findings of this study suggest several important implications for policy:

First, policymakers should recognize the significant influence that external assessments exert on
the daily functioning of schools and the teaching-learning process. Any reform or reintroduction of
standardized assessments, such as EN, must consider their impact on both teachers’ practices and
students’ experiences, particularly for those who are low-achieving or socio-economically
disadvantaged.

Second, policymakers should remain attentive to the potential for change, and crisis periods, such
as the COVID-19 pandemic, provide valuable insights into the flexibility of high-stakes assessment
systems. Evidence from New Zealand, for example, located exactly on the opposite side of the world
relative to Portugal, shows that high-stakes assessments operate within dynamically evolving
systems, where compromises can be made among competing tensions, national policies, and
community expectations. Opportunities for transformation are constrained by existing systems of
knowledge, power, and practice. However, where there is collective will and coordinated action,
meaningful change can occur (Poskitt, 2022).

Third, the questioning of the role of EN in students’ transition to higher education underscores the
need for a coordinated approach between secondary and tertiary education systems. Hence, this
discussion should take place across both systems, considering the extent to which large-scale
assessments can effectively serve multiple purposes, including monitoring the education system,
improving learning outcomes, promoting inclusion and equity, supporting the certification function
of compulsory schooling in line with PASEO principles, and ensuring that external assessments also
fulfil selection functions for higher education.

Finally, it should be highlighted that there is an almost natural predisposition to associate ex-
aminations with high standards, rigour, and a means of guaranteeing quality in education systems
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(Fernandes, 2014, 2019). Moreover, for many head teachers in Portugal, assessment is still perceived
as an instrument for holding stakeholders accountable and exerting ‘control’ (Santiago et al., 2012).
The growing influence of neoliberal and neoconservative agendas in Portugal, along with the public
promotion of school excellence based on students’ academic performance in the Exames Nacionais
(EN) (Torres et al., 2019), has created additional pressure to maintain external assessment tests as
tools of accountability for teachers, head teachers, and schools. As a result, there has been strong
resistance to changing the purposes and formats of external assessments, especially in high-stakes
contexts (Cipriano and Martins, 2024). That said, in 2024, within the post-pandemic context and
with a new government in charge, the PA were replaced by a new model of computer-based low-
stakes assessments with no stakes for students, the PFC were reintroduced without changes to their
number or weighting but were moved to a computer-based format, and the EN were reinstated in
paper format with minor adjustments to their number and weighting, aimed at reducing unintended
consequences (see Decree-Law No. 62/2023). There is evidence that policies aimed at reducing the
weighting of exit exams have some merit as a way to mitigate their negative washback on teaching
and assessment practices. Nevertheless, there is also evidence suggesting that simply reducing the
weighting is insufficient to achieve this goal (Slomp et al., 2020). Future studies in Portugal, beyond
2025, will likely confirm this.
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