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How to mess with PISA: Learning from Japanese kokugo
curriculum experts

Keita Takayama

University of New England, NSW, Australia

ABSTRACT
To remove cultural bias is critical for the legitimacy of Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA) as an internationally
reliable academic assessment. Since its inception, PISA has made
extensive effort to address this issue by putting in place a range of
methodological and procedural measures to ensure its test fairness.
This study attempts to disrupt the clean and reassuring accounts of
PISA’s technical solutions to cultural bias and exposes the
irrationalities, tensions and messes that get muted in the rational
and scientific discourse of test fairness. To this end, this article turns
to Japanese kokugo (national language) curriculum experts as a
source of critical insights. In particular, it looks at the way they
responded to PISA’s notion of reading literacy and then how those
who were tasked to develop test items for reading literacy in PISA
2009 made sense of their item development experience. Their
experience highlights the inherent cultural bias in the PISA’s
framework for reading literacy itself as well as the highly messy and
coercive processes of PISA item development. In conclusion, I call
for broadening the sources of critical insights beyond Anglo-
American and select European countries to denaturalize the
underpinning premises of PISA that remain unproblematized by
Anglo-European critical education policy scholars.

KEYWORDS
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PISA’s Cultural Bias

One of the key legitimizing premises of Organization for Economic Development and
Cooperation’s (OECD) Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is its scien-
tific rationality (Gorur, 2011, 2016; Kamens, 2013; Meyer, 2017; Meyer & Benavot, 2013).
Through its sophisticated statistical work, PISA has achieved its reputation as an objective,
detached advisor on education removed from the mess and irrationality that characterize
national policymaking. The scientific validity of international data set becomes central to
PISA’s self-image of global empiricism; it powerfully cuts through the irrationalities of
national convention and tradition that cloud the “truth” about the state of education.
Hence, PISA’s global legitimacy sits entirely on the clear separation between a rational
and representational “science” on the one hand and messy, irrational world of tradition
and politics on the other (Gorur, 2011, 2016; Law, 2004).
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One of the potential threats to PISA’s global empiricism is the problem of cultural bias,
as it undermines the premise of international commensurability upon which PISA’s legiti-
macy hinges. Indeed, over the past two decades, many quantitative researchers have
raised concerns over PISA’s cultural bias issues (e.g. Bonnet, 2002; Bracey, 2004, 2009;
Goldstein, 2004; Nardi, 2008). Bonnet (2002), for instance, points out that “it is extremely
difficult to devise and translate instruments to test people’s skills that are not culturally
biased, in particular in the case of reading tests” (p. 394). Then she goes on to suggest
that to overcome linguistic and cultural bias, PISA use “original indigenous material in
each country’s instrument, rather than the same translated items in all countries, while still
making comparison possible” (p. 394; see also Nardi, 2008 for a similar suggestion). In Bon-
net’s view, hence, cultural bias is inherent in international testing such as PISA but can be
adequately managed by making the testing instruments more culturally and linguistically
sensitive.

While such a methodological criticism is important, the problem is that it is easily
absorbed into PISA’s rational, scientific discourse; it simply invites a promise of more
refined and rigorous technical measures to minimize cultural bias to a statistically negligi-
ble level (see McGaw, 2008). Here, the distinction between fairness and justice in testing
further clarifies the limits of the existing methodological critiques as well as the need for a
different line of critique. According to McNamara and Ryan (2011), the discussion of fair-
ness in testing has thus far focused on the psychometric shortcomings of the tests used.
Hence, fairness is defined in terms of the validity of test constructs and procedures. The
technical and procedural concerns for test fairness are addressed through the increasingly
sophisticated statistical techniques to rule out any systematic bias against particular cate-
gories of test-takers. In contrast, the notion of justice concerns the social and political val-
ues that are implicit in the test constructs and test uses. McNamara and Ryan (2011) view
fairness and justice as contradictory; the technical solution to fairness often clouds issues
of justice in testing.

Taking cues from this discussion, this study aims to explore the problem of cultural bias
in PISA from the perspective of justice, that is, to examine it from outside its technical,
methodological discourse. Inspired partly by Law’s (2004) discussion of mess in social sci-
ence research, I “look behind the official accounts of method (which are often clean and
reassuring) to try to understand the often ragged ways” (Law, 2004, p. 18) in which PISA
manages its problem of cultural bias. To situate the discussion of cultural bias back in the
arena of messy politics, I start with the premise that the discourse of scientific rationality
obscures how uneven power relations operate to sanctify a particular conception and
form of learning, knowledge and assessment. PISA’s scientific rationality naturalizes how
coercive relations operate in the production and circulation of “best practice” in education
policy, imposing a particularly Western conception of literacy and associated pedagogical
practices as the “global standard.”

As Ball (2003) argues, who controls the field of judgement is of critical importance
when a new mode of governance – characterized by the proliferation of various perfor-
mance indicators – is changing what counts as educationally important and how it gets
determined. As more and more quantitative benchmarks and indicators are introduced to
monitor the performance of students, teachers and school systems as a whole, those who
design and develop statistical instruments are gaining increasing control over the field of
judgement in education. As Gorur (2016) argues, what dictates the design of testing
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instruments are not just pedagogical but technical considerations; that is, tests do not sim-
ply measure what is educationally valued but rather what is measurable from a technical
point of view. As the tests gain more normative influence, however, the technical expedi-
ency comes to reconstitute what is educationally valuable.

This tension plays out in schools where teachers and schools are pressured to engage
in the plasticity of performativity; the need to meet the performance indicators overrides
what their professional judgements deem educationally important for their students (Ball,
2003). Hence, under the output-driven education governance, or governance by numbers
(Ozga & Lingard, 2007), the question of who controls what is to be measured and how it is
measured has come to assume considerable implications for politics of education reform.
Focusing on PISA’s notion of reading literacy, this study reassesses cultural bias in PISA in
terms of who controls the global field of judgement over what counts as good literacy
teaching and what tensions it has generated among literacy experts and teachers in an
East Asian country.

To this end, my discussion turns to Japanese kokugo (national language) curriculum
experts as a source of critical insights. In particular, I look at the way they responded to
PISA’s notion of reading literacy and then how those who were tasked to develop test
items for PISA 2009 – the first PISA that focused on reading literacy as its focus area –
made sense of their item development experiences. For the former, I review Japanese-lan-
guage journal articles and books published since December 2004 addressing the chal-
lenges of PISA for Japanese kokugo curriculum and teaching. I have chosen December
2004 as the starting point of my literature review, because it was when PISA 2003 results
were released and caused the so-called “PISA shock” with the ranking of Japanese 15 years
old in reading literacy plummeting from the 8th to the 14th (Takayama, 2008). In the sub-
sequent years, a large volume of articles and special issues were published in the Japanese
kokugo curriculum scholarly/professional outlets.

For the Japanese curriculum scholars and educators’ experiences with PISA item devel-
opment, I draw upon the semi-structured interview data with four literacy experts who
were part of the working group tasked to develop test items for reading literacy in PISA
2009. In November 2013, I undertook face-to-face interviews with three of the working
group members in Tokyo and the fourth via Skype. One of the interviewees was the chair
of the working group who oversaw the whole process, including the selection of the
group members. The interview questions focused on understanding the exact processes
of item development as well as the participants’ subjective reflection on the experiences. I
examine these within the larger discursive context of Japanese kokugo curriculum experts’
responses to PISA reading literacy illuminated through the aforementioned review. Fur-
thermore, this part of the study draws on semi-structured interviews with three research-
ers at the National Institute for Educational Policy Research (NIER), the National Project
Manager (NPM) for PISA in Japan and one of the five international institutions that formed
the PISA 2009 Consortium. As the NPM in Japan, they were directly involved in the admin-
istration of PISA as well as in the external liaison work with other PISA administrating insti-
tutions, including Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), which was
contracted to develop and coordinate PISA 2009 in reading literacy. I interviewed them in
Tokyo separately in December 2015 and January 2016. Pseudonyms are used in the subse-
quent text to protect the identity of the interviewees.

222 KEITA TAKAYAMA



My discussion unfolds as follows. First, I start by critically assessing the technical dis-
course within which PISA articulates and attempts to manage the problem of cultural
bias. Through a close reading of various PISA reports, I raise questions about PISA’s claim
for cultural inclusiveness in the constitution of the Consortium and various expert groups
as well as in the process of item development. I also point out how PISA has used the
inclusion of Japan (to be exact NIER) in various leadership roles as evidence of cultural
inclusiveness and demonstrate how problematic this is. Second, I turn to Japanese kokugo
curriculum experts and present the review of Japanese-language articles responding to
PISA reading literacy. The review suggests that many Japanese kokugo experts recognize
a considerable qualitative gap between how literacy teaching had been conceptualized
and practiced in Japanese schools on the one hand and PISA’s notion of reading literacy
on the other. Third, I draw upon the in-depth interviews with the four literacy experts who
were part of the working group tasked to develop PISA items. The interviews reveal the
dysfunctionalities of the working group as well as the highly skewed nature of its mem-
bership. The discussion highlights the irrational, messy and coercive processes of PISA
item development wherein those in the working group were forced to engage in the plas-
ticity of performativity.

In conclusion, I articulate what this study, drawing on the Japanese case, suggests to
the critical education policy scholarship on PISA and its curricular and policy implications.
I argue that the Japanese case suggests the need to broaden the sources of experiences
and insights for the critical engagement with PISA, hence the globalization of the ongoing
PISA debate which has hitherto focused on experiences in select Anglo-European coun-
tries. In particular, East Asian experiences with PISA serve as a rich source of critical
insights that help us question the very premises of PISA that remain uncontested by
Anglo-European critical education scholars (Komatsu & Rappleye, 2017).

PISA, Fairness and Japan

Because of the concerns consistently raised about cultural bias issues, PISA has had to put
in place what it claims “an unprecedented effort to achieve comparability of results across
countries, cultures and languages” (OECD, 2001, p. 25). It claims to have put in place “strin-
gent quality assurance mechanism in translation, sampling and data collection” (OECD,
2001, p. 14) to minimize the effect of cultural and linguistic bias on student performance.

One of the key strategies for PISA to achieve its data commensurability is through
decontexutalization. Unlike the previous international assessments such as IEA’s Third
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), PISA claims to be completely
removed from any national curriculum. As OECD (2012) explains, PISA examines “how well
students are prepared to meet the challenges of the future, rather than how well they
master particular curricula” (p. 3), PISA is “forward-looking: rather than focusing on the
extent to which these students have mastered a specific school curriculum, it looks at their
ability to use their knowledge and skills to meet real-life challenges” (OECD, 2012; p. 22;
see also OECD, 2001, p. 14).

It is within this overall orientation towards decontextualization that PISA defines its
notion of reading literacy, one of the three recurring domains. According to OECD (1999),
reading literacy refers to “understanding, using and reflecting on written texts, in order to
achieve one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate in
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society” (p. 12). What is notable in PISA’s definition of reading literacy is that it focuses on
utility of literacy as a tool for social and economic participation. In so doing it disregards
the specific domain knowledge associated with literacy curriculum (Sellar & Lingard,
2015). As Matsushita (2014) rightly points out, PISA attempts to achieve international com-
parability by de-territorializing literacy, by abstracting it from any social, political and cul-
tural roles that literacy curriculum assumes within a nation state.

Furthermore, PISA attempts to ensure the international comparability of its assessment
instruments by making the production process as inclusive as possible. As stressed by
OECD (2012), PISA “draw(s) items from as many participating countries as possible to
ensure wide cultural and contextual diversity” (p. 34). Test items are developed by national
test centres and those test items are peer reviewed by literacy experts from the participat-
ing countries for any possibility of cultural bias and language issues (McGaw, 2008).
This peer review procedure reflects PISA’s commitment to “maximizing item input from
reading experts in participating countries” in order to ensure “a mix of items that best
reflects the diversity of cultural contexts and values seen in PISA countries” (OECD, n.d.,
p. 7).

To achieve the consistency in test item development, PISA prepared the Item Submis-
sion Guidelines for Reading for PISA 2009 (OECD, n.d.). The Guidelines explicitly urges
national test developers to consider decontextualization and cultural bias issues:

To avoid unfairly giving an advantage to students from any particular country, items should
not be directly extracted from textbooks or other common resource materials used by stu-
dents in any country. (p. 11)

Care should be taken to avoid question contexts that would create a cultural bias. Keep in
mind that the test will be administered in a large number of countries with substantial cul-
tural, linguistic and geographical differences. (p. 12)

For PISA 2009 reading literacy, 30 countries submitted test item units of 162 in total. As
a result of further assessment by ACER and at least two other test developing centres
that are unspecified in the PISA 2009 Technical Report, less than 30% of the units were
deemed unsuitable. As a result, only 6 out of the 30 countries failed to have their items
represented in the final pool of items (OECD, 2012, p. 35). The fact that at least 24
countries had their test items included in the final pool (to be tested in Field Trial) is
important in terms of establishing the credibility of PISA as an inclusive international
testing.

Once field-tested in participating countries, the test item data is used for a statistical
procedure called “differential item functioning” (DIF) analysis, which “identifies items that
are unusually easy or difficult for one group of students relative to another” (emphasis
original, OECD, 2002, p. 154). This is a standard psychometric technique to “identify instan-
ces in which a test procedure is the source of group differences rather than true differen-
ces in ability” (Camilli, 2013, p. 108). Through this procedure, any sign of cultural and
national idiosyncrasies are to be removed from the pooled test items, hence ensuring
the cultural neutrality (comparability) of the test items (McGaw, 2008). This elision of
national and cultural specificities is fundamental to the constitution of the globe as a
commensurate space of measurement, the very notion on which PISA is premised (Sellar
& Lingard 2015).
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Despite PISA’s impressive effort to achieve fair and inclusive assessments, a closer look
at these accounts raises questions about its validity, however. First, the geographical
breakdown of the countries and cities that submitted test items is not as diverse as OECD
makes it sound it is: 18 in Europe, 6 in South America, 2 in Asia, 1 in Middle East and the
3 Anglo-American countries, Canada, New Zealand and the United States (OECD, 2012,
p. 35). Second, the Consortium for PISA 2009 consists of the National Institute for Educa-
tional Measurement (Cito) in the Netherlands, the Unite d’analyse des systemes et pratiques
d’enseignement (aSPe) and cApStAn Linguistic Quality Control in Belgium, the Deutches
Institut fur Internationale Padagogische Forschung (DIPF) in Germany, Westat and the Edu-
cational Testing Service (ETS) in the United States, and the NIER in Japan. These institutions
were selected, according to OECD (2012), to “achieve conceptually rigorous material that
has the highest possible levels of cross-cultural and cross-national diversity” (p. 31). How-
ever, given that NIER is the only institution that is based outside North America and West-
ern Europe, the above statement seems unwarranted, to say the least.

Furthermore, all the experts in the PISA Technical Advisory Group were located either in
European or North-American institutions (OECD, 2012, p. 381). Likewise, the composition
of the Subject Matter Expert Groups reflects a similar trend where one researcher from
Japan’s NIER acts as one of few experts located outside North America and Europe. This is
despite the fact that one of the proclaimed roles of the Subject Matter Expert Groups is:

By participating in these expert groups and regularly reviewing outcomes of the groups’ meet-
ings, countries ensured that the instruments were internationally valid, that they took the cul-
tural and educational contexts of the different OECD member countries into account, that the
assessment materials had strong measurement potential, and that the instruments emphasised
authenticity and educational validity. (OECD, 2001, p. 3)

One has to wonder to what extent these goals are achieved when the composition of the
Expert Groups is dominated by experts located in Western Europe and North America.
Lastly and yet not the least important in terms of the subsequent discussion, the Reading
Expert Group (REG) hardly represents cultural diversity, either. It is made up of 10 experts;
all except for one Korean and one Japanese expert are based in North America or Europe
(OECD, 2012, p. 381). In my interviews, the Japanese and Korean reading experts admit
that they are not fluent in English, the language of the expert meetings, and could not
participate in the deliberation as actively as they wished. They were frustrated at the REG
meetings and half-jokingly discussed over drinks the idea of creating an alternative read-
ing assessment in Asia, according to the interviewed Japanese representative.

Furthermore, the experience of Professor N, who participated in the REG meetings
leading up to PISA2009, suggests the highly tokenistic nature of cultural and national
diversity at REG. She was aware that PISA’s notion of reading literacy was unfamiliar to
Japan, that it was something completely different from Japanese dokukai, and that the
structure of PISA test items would confuse Japanese students. However, she refrained
from expressing these concerns at the REG meetings, explaining:

I think that international testing, or the international standard, cannot be fair to everyone. It
cannot help but being more closely reflective of those of some countries over others, more
distanced from some countries than others. It might have something to do with the power
differentials or which notion of literacy has already been in use first.

In her mind, those concerns specific to the Japanese context are too particular, hence irrel-
evant to the discussion of international assessment. This suggests that Professor N was not
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representing concerns and issues that Japanese literacy teaching community had identi-
fied with PISA. In response to my question, she admits that given that she was an expert
of Anglo-American literacy teaching and assessment, actively promoted such literacy prac-
tice in Japanese schools and was critical of the traditional dokukai practice, she did not
necessarily feel the need to raise the concerns.

Furthermore, Professor N’s experience at REG suggests a deeply problematic nature of
its deliberation. At the conclusion of one REG meeting, she recalls, a secretarial member
put together a power point presentation as a way of summarizing the deliberation. Profes-
sor N suspected that the power point slides had been prepared ahead of the meeting,
suggesting that the decisions were made regardless of deliberation. She goes as far as to
say that the Korean representative and herself were included in REG as a tokenistic repre-
sentative of “diversity,” to fulfil what she calls “the Asian quota” (Ajia waku), PISA’s attempt
to increase the cultural diversity of the expert group. She believes that they were included
as the national representatives whose specific expertise is not part of the inclusion criteria,
while others European and Anglo-American members were selected for their specific
expertise relevant to the discussion agenda.

What transpires from the above review of the list of institutions and experts drawn into
PISA 2009 is the fact that the presence of Japan – more specifically, NIER and its research-
ers seems to play an important role in creating the perception of cultural diversity and
inclusivity in PISA. The fact that a senior researcher from NIER (Ryo Watanabe) was the
chair of the PISA Governing Board for PISA 2003 and 2006 served to mitigate against
the criticism of PISA as a European and North-America-driven project. However, some
of the inclusion of NIER researchers in the list of PISA experts is highly questionable. For
instance, Ryo Watanabe was listed as a member of the Reading Function Expert Group in
the PISA 2000 reports (OECD, 2001, p. 321). He was also listed as one of the PISA governing
board members and the NPM, as well (OECD, 2001, p. 320–321). However, he has no
expertise in reading at all. It is relevant to my subsequent discussion that Watanabe was
the only reading expert based outside Europe and North America among the 10 reading
experts when the PISA framework for reading literacy was developed.

It is also relevant to point out that NIER has been a passive participant in the decision
making process, according to the interviewed NIER researchers/PISA NPM members.
Though NIER was part of the PISA 2009 Consortium, it had virtually no input in the early
development of PISA literacy framework, which had guided the development of test items
thereafter. They explain that NIER has been simply doing what they are told to do by PISA
and more powerful consortium institutions such as ACER, which played a leading role in
the initial development of PISA. The tokenistic nature of NIER’s representation in many
leadership roles for PISA becomes even more apparent, when we review how Japanese lit-
eracy experts, including one literacy expert based at NIER, responded to PISA reading liter-
acy, the topic to which I now turn.

PISA “Shock”: Japanese Literacy Experts’ Responses

The results of PISA 2003, in particular the 14th ranking of Japanese 15 years old (a drop
from the 8th in PISA 2000), caused a major shock to Japanese education researchers and
policy makers. Soon after the December 2004 release of PISA 2003 results, improving read-
ing literacy became the top priority in the nation’s education reform discourse. The
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Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) announced a set of
new measures that were intended to boost the literacy competency of Japanese students,
including the promotion of morning reading times (see MEXT, 2005a, 2005b). MEXT
quickly formed a working group of literacy experts to develop reform strategies to boost
Japanese students’ PISA ranking in reading literacy (MEXT, 2005a), while a series of special
sessions were organized in annual conferences and special issues published in the aca-
demic and professional journals regarding the implications of PISA for Japanese literacy
teaching.

The results of PISA 2003 were a wakeup call to many Japanese kokugo (national lan-
guage) curriculum experts. Particularly highlighted in the course of initial responses to
PISA shock was the vastly different nature of PISA’s reading literacy from the conventional
Japanese notion of dokukai (reading and comprehension). In the Reading and Compre-
hension Improvement Program (dokukai ryoku kojo puroguramu), which was published in
December 2005 in direct response to the PISA shock, MEXT (2005a) spells out the key
characteristics of PISA reading literacy and its notable distinctions from the Japanese
notion of dokukai (reading and comprehension). They are as follows: (1) PISA focuses not
only on information retrieval but also understanding and evaluation (interpretation and
reflection), (2) it not only requires reading and comprehension but application, that is, the
appropriation of a text and developing one’s own opinion based on the text, (3) it requires
an assessment of the form and structure of texts, not just their content and (4) it includes
not only continuous texts such as literature and explanatory accounts but discontinuous
texts such as pictures, charts and graphs (MEXT, 2005a). The repeated uses of “not only” in
the MEXT description mark the new aspects of PISA reading literacy that have not been
fully integrated into the conventional Japanese literacy teaching (see Tanaka, 2008). To
mark the distinction, MEXT adopts the term PISA-gata dokukai (PISA-type reading and
comprehension), alerting about the distinctively different nature of “literacy” that PISA
promotes.1

A similar view about the qualitative difference between PISA reading literacy and the
Japanese counterpart was widely shared among Japanese kokugo curriculum experts.
According to Tanaka (2006), the “shock” was particularly strongly felt among Japanese
kokugo teachers, because the field of kokugo curriculum studies has a long, proud history
and there was a sense of confidence among Japanese literacy educators. Many recognize
the “crisis” generated by PISA 2003 as a critical turning point in rethinking the conven-
tional literacy teaching in Japanese education. They commonly note that PISA’s literacy
covers much broader areas than what has been covered in Japanese kokugo curriculum
(Tanaka, 2006; Tsuruta, 2007) as well as much stronger focus on functionality and prag-
matics of literacy in PISA than in Japanese dokukai (Nagata, 2010; Tanaka, 2008; Tsuruta,
2007). Yoshida’s (cited in Machida, 2007, p. 10) contrasting representation of PISA’s read-
ing literacy and Japanese dokukai is illuminating: he explains the former requires an
“active” form of reading that stresses readers’ interpretations of the texts, while the latter
focuses on a “passive” form of reading whose priority is on “reception” (juyo), that is,
understanding the text and what was intended by the authors (see also Ishihara, 2006;
Takagi, 2007 for a similar discussion of the passivity of Japanese literacy teaching).

The underperformance of Japanese students in reading literacy in PISA 2003 was thus
explained primarily by the fact that they were unfamiliar to the type of literacy questions
as appeared in PISA (see Akita, 2006; Arimoto, 2006, 2009, 2010). Kamata’s (2006, p. 45)
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review of the prefectural high school entrance tests suggest that only 2% of test items
reflect what PISA reading literacy focuses on, namely, reflection and evaluation of texts,
the two areas in which Japanese students particularly underperformed. Hence, the “solu-
tion” to the declining ranking of Japanese students was to prepare students for this new
type of literacy assessment. While some are cautious of exclusively using PISA’s reading lit-
eracy as the guide around which to reform the nation’s kokugo curriculum (see Adachi,
2006, 2010; Akita, 2006; Nagata, 2010), the majority of the experts, including those who
are cautious, see a need to align Japanese literacy teaching more closely to the new
notion of reading literacy proffered by PISA. According to one literacy expert interviewed
in this study, the Japanese literacy teaching has been isolated from the global trend and
the PISA crisis has created much needed impetus for change. To such literacy experts,
PISA represents the “global standard” to which Japan has no choice but to conform (Ari-
moto, 2006, 2009, 2010; Ishihara, 2006; Mizuno & Nakagawa, 2006; Tsuruta, 2007).

However, even among those who see PISA as an impetus for reform, some are clearly
aware of the coercive way in which PISA’s notion of reading literacy has been imposed to
Japan. Arimoto (2010), a kokugo curriculum expert at NIER, sees the coming of PISA read-
ing literacy as dramatic as the arrival of the so-called Black Ships (kurofune) in 1854, the
American vessels headed by Commodore Perry demanding the trading relationship with
Japan in the mid nineteenth century. Just as experienced by the Tokugawa Shogunate,
the last feudal military government which had enforced the complete ban on interna-
tional trading for the previous 200 years, Japanese literacy experts now have to accept
the Eurocentric notion of literacy as the global standard in order for the country’s survival.
Now educators, regardless of their subject specializations, are expected to understand the
significance of PISA reading literacy and integrate it in their day-to-day teaching, argues
Arimoto (2010).

The discussion of new aspects of PISA reading literacy quickly turns to the identification
of unique features of the conventional Japanese literacy teaching that are in need of
reform. According to these Japanese literacy experts, the Japanese kokugo curriculum
tends to focus singlehandedly on developing students’ accurate understanding of written
texts. Stressed alongside is developing students’ emphatic appreciation of the texts.
Arimoto (2006) and Ishihara (2006) argue that Japanese kokugo teachers spend many
hours engaging the students in an in-depth analysis of literary texts. In the lessons, a par-
ticular focus is placed on developing students’ emotional identification with main charac-
ters in the literature. It is the emotional state of characters, not the rhetorical conventions
and narrative devices used in the texts, that is the focus of their in-depth exploration. In
the words of Gerbert (1993) who undertook an analysis of kokugo textbooks, they “invite
the child to imagine the feelings of another and to emerge his or her identity with that of
the character, even if that character should happen to be an animal” (p. 181; see also Ari-
moto, 2006; Ishihara, 2006). Hence, the focus of kokugo curriculum is not on teaching the
child to “step away from the story” and to “analyse the situation and the actions of the
characters” (Gerbert, 1993, p. 161) but “to stand within texts” (Katsumi, 2009, p. 50).

Underpinning this literacy teaching approach is the view of texts as “sacred.” Excerpts
of novels and theses written by noted writers, both Japanese and non-Japanese, are
included in the Ministry-approved kokugo textbooks. They are treated as an object of stu-
dents’ and teachers’ respect and appreciation for their elegance, beauty and logical coher-
ence, hence leaving little room for critical engagement with the texts (see Ishihara, 2006,
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2009; Tsuruta, 2007). As one of the most vocal critics of Japanese literacy teaching, Ishihara
(2006) criticizes its failure to encourage students to critically engage with the texts, posi-
tioning students as passive recipients of the texts and the moral lessons explicitly or
implicitly taught through the texts. He argues that what is assessed in Japanese literacy
teaching is not children’s ability to develop their own interpretation of texts but to choose
the “right,”morally loaded, interpretation (Ishihara, 2006).

Missing in the conventional literacy practice in Japanese schools, argue many critics,
are the use of multimodal media (including images and graphs), the use of pedagogic
strategies aiming to facilitate the formation of students’ own opinions and interpretations
drawn from the texts, and critical reading skills (Arimoto, 2006, 2009; Mizuno & Nakagawa,
2006). These skills are identified as central to PISA’s notion of reading literacy (Ishihara,
2006), which Arimoto (2008, 2009, 2010) claims is regularly taught in schools in Western
nations. Even the critics who see merit in the conventional Japanese literacy teaching rec-
ognize the need to transform the Japanese literacy teaching practice and calls for a bal-
anced integration of the two (e.g. Arimoto, 2010; Nonaka, 2007). In these critics’ mind,
therefore, the conventional Japanese literacy teaching is “extremely unique from an inter-
national perspective” (Arimoto, 2008, p. 20; Ishihara, 2009, p. 229). Hamamoto (cited in Ish-
ihara, 2006) goes as far as to argue that there is an inverse correlation between the
conventional Japanese literacy teaching and Japanese students PISA outcomes; the more
strengthened the conventional Japanese literacy teaching is, the worse the performance
of Japanese students will be in PISA (p. 43).

Furthermore, many Japanese literacy experts critique the ideological function of
kokugo curriculum; it has historically served to integrate children as part of the imagined
national community. In the process of learning to read and write in Japanese, the popula-
tion came to share the same language, moral values and common cultural experience,
while cultural, linguistic and ethnic diversities were obliterated (see Kawaguchi & Tsunoda,
2010; Mashiko, 2003). This assimilationist function of kokugo curriculum was also recog-
nized by one Japanese literacy expert interviewed for this study; the conventional Japa-
nese dokukai teaching focuses on “teaching the way of seeing and thinking as a Japanese
person.” Similarly, Ishihara (2009) argues that many of the stories selected in kokugo text-
books are set against the romantic imagery of Japan, often in pre-modern, rural settings.
It is the romantic desire for the “lost” past where cultural and linguistic homogeneity is
assumed that underpins much of classical texts included in Japanese kokugo textbooks
(see also Gerbert, 1993). While such a moralizing and assimilationist kokugo teaching is
seriously questioned by some (Ishihara, 2006; Kawaguchi & Tsunoda, 2010), others view it
as critical for the sustenance of the Japanese cultural identity and practice as well as
deeper engagement with texts (Arimoto, 2010; Nonaka, 2007). It is the latter in particular,
like Arimoto (2010) and Matsuzaki (2010), who see the notion of PISA reading literacy as
premised upon Westerners’ communicative styles, hence warning against the uncritical
acceptance of PISA literacy as the global standards.

The above review of the Japanese-language literature demonstrates a wide range of
views on PISA’s notion of reading literacy and considerable disagreements among Japa-
nese kokugo curriculum experts. Nonetheless, emerging from their divergent responses to
PISA is a shared acknowledgement about the considerable qualitative difference between
the conventional Japanese literacy curriculum and PISA’s reading literacy. The fact that
many of the articles reviewed here detail the key characteristics of PISA reading literacy
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and its considerable distinction from the Japanese notion of dokukai suggests that the for-
mer was hardly understood, nor practiced by Japanese kokugo teachers and curriculum
experts. There is a stark contrast between the unfamiliarity of Japanese literacy profes-
sions about PISA reading literacy on the one hand and the prominent representation that
Japan (NIER) is given in PISA’s various expert groups, the PISA 2009 Consortium and the
governing board. Perhaps, this stark contrast is not so surprising after all, given that the
Japanese reading expert, who was part of the Expert Group (Ryo Watanabe in PISA 2000)
was not even a literacy expert and that the subsequent Japanese representative at REG
(Professor N) did not raise Japanese concerns with PISA as discussed earlier. The tokenistic
inclusion of NIER in the PISA Consortium is further highlighted when Arimoto, the literacy
curriculum expert based at NIER, described the introduction of PISA reading literacy as
dramatic as the historic arrival of the Black Ships and criticizes its Eurocentric conception
of literacy. Clearly, his voice was not taken into consideration in any of the deliberation.

Mess in Item Development Working Group

At NIER, Mr K was tasked to lead the Japanese item preparation for PISA 2009 reading liter-
acy. This was not his first involvement in PISA item development, however. He undertook
the same task for PISA 2000 reading literacy, though back then he did it all by himself. His
previous engagement with PISA item development was largely negative. Particularly, he
was bitter about two facts; ACER circulated one of the items he had prepared as a “poor
sample” among the expert group members; ACER completely altered his submission, all
without his permission. From this experience, he was made aware that ACER plays a pow-
erful gatekeeping role in the process of item development.

For PISA 2009, PISA recommended the formation of a working group as a way to
achieve “a higher rate of acceptance of submitted material” (OECD, n.d., p. 7). Taking on
board this recommendation, Mr K formed a working group in 2006, inviting 16 literacy
experts across the country. They were mostly university-based literacy researchers
selected on the basis of Mr K’s personal connection and their familiarity with the kind of
new literacy theory underpinning PISA. In particular, those who were familiar with and
sympathetic to the new literacy development in Anglo-American countries (Australia,
New Zealand, UK and USA) and OECD’s PISA reading literacy were included. The underly-
ing premise in his selection, according to Mr K, was that PISA reading literacy was under-
pinned by the new literacy development in the Anglo-American countries and that item
development would require those who were familiar with it. Professor N, the aforemen-
tioned REG member, was one of the working group members, and she believes that Mr
K’s nomination of her for REG was due to her expertise with Anglo-American literacy cur-
riculum. All this suggests that none of those who represented the Japanese literacy teach-
ing community for PISA 2009 favoured the conventional dokukai teaching in Japan. As
Professor N testifies, those who were sympathetic to the dokukai teaching would not have
been invited to the working group, as “they would have nothing to offer” for PISA item
development.

After the initial meeting, each of the working group members was tasked to develop
test items in English, one of the languages in which the final item submission had to be
made to ACER (the other official language is French). One committee member was puz-
zled by this request, as he knew that none of the group members, except for a few, were
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competent with English. He thought this was a way to reduce Mr K, the chair’s workload;
“he himself did not want to translate the submitted items in English.” According to Mr K,
none of the items prepared by the group members met PISA’s international standards. To
illustrate the unpreparedness of some of the members, Mr K talked about one member
who developed items on the basis of a classical Japanese text, which would be nearly
impossible to translate in English. According to Professor N, their test items were inade-
quate because they developed them in the same way that they would develop items for
Japanese university entrance examinations whose sole focus is on differentiating candi-
dates. After the initial few meetings, Mr K quickly concluded that the working group was
not going to work.

In the end, Mr K abandoned the idea of working group, which he described as
“completely useless,” and he and his close associate, Mr M, drove the whole process of
item development thereafter. Mr K described Mr M as “half European” due to his long-
term residency in Europe, his English-language fluency and familiarity with multiple Euro-
pean languages. In particular, Mr K valued Mr M for his ability to “think like Westerners.”
Mr M was familiar with the functional approach to literacy and logical and critical thinking
which Mr K saw fundamental to PISA’s notion of reading literacy. Both Mr K and Mr M
thought the challenge for them was to develop items “from the perspective of
Westerners.”

But even they struggled to develop items that would meet PISA’s technical specifica-
tion. In this process, however, they found particularly useful their knowledge of the liter-
acy test items in United States National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).
Previously they were involved in a project – funded by Benesse, one of the leading Japa-
nese edu-business – to study NAEP literacy assessment (see Zushi, 2006). Mr K and Mr M
translated into Japanese and closely analysed all the test items and marking samples
made available by NAEP. Their analysis focused on the structure of test items and applica-
tion of marking rubrics. As part of the project, they also undertook an extensive review of
literacy test items in the US states’ standardized assessments. Mr K and Mr M drew heavily
upon this previous research experience to develop several items that were later submitted
to ACER for international peer review. At every step of item development, they consulted
ACER to ensure that the items they were preparing would meet ACER’s expectation.

The use of NAEP items to develop PISA items makes sense, given that ETS in US devel-
ops items for NAEP and was contracted to develop the framework for PISA 2000 and
2003. Indeed, Japanese literacy experts recognize the notable similarities between PISA
and NAEP literacy frameworks (see Adachi, 2010, p. 152; Horie, 2010, p. 77–8; Zushi, 2005).
What is ironic, however, is that due to dearth of resources useful for PISA item develop-
ment in Japan, Mr K and Mr M had to rely heavily upon the US resource to develop test
items that were supposedly representing Japan. As Mr K admits, there is nothing in the
test items that they prepared that reflected the tradition of Japanese kokugo curriculum
scholarship and practice.

Added to the mix of challenges that they faced was a request from ACER to use Japa-
nese-language texts. Initially, the working group members led by Mr K assumed that they
would have to use English-language texts to prepare test items that were internationally
acceptable. For instance, Professor N initially prepared her sample items using a text taken
from an English-language magazine, which she described as “something that could be
used in an American school textbook.” However, in a series of interactions with ACER, Mr
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K learned that they were expected to develop test items drawing on Japanese texts. Mr M
distinctly remembered how a PISA representative, who was visiting Japan at the time,
stressed the notion of cultural eclecticism (bunka secchuu) as opposed to cultural neutral-
ity as the new direction of PISA item construction. Mr K and Mr M, as well as Professor N,
interpreted this request from ACER as its attempt to create an impression of diverse
national/cultural origins of test items, which were previously criticized for being too
Eurocentric.

However, this request for “diversity” or “things Japanese”meant nothing when the item
developers were required to strictly adhere to the PISA framework for reading literacy,
which in itself was foreign to the majority of Japanese literacy experts and teachers. Mr K
and Mr M struggled to respond to this request and thought it was contradictory to the
PISA’s technical requirement for “international equivalence”; “test items cannot be
grounded in a cultural context that is too specific for others to understand” (OECD, n.d., p.
13). In an effort to respond to this request, they thought about using a Japanese cartoon
(Sazaesan) as a text for item development and consulted ACER. In the words of Mr M, “it
was like ACER made no attempt to appreciate the humour of the cartoon and rejected the
proposal.” Mr K and M were fully aware of the gatekeeping role of ACER and decided not
to pursue the plan, nor to contest its dismissal.

Mr K and M continued to try many texts and images taken from Japanese-language
magazines and newspapers to honour the “real-life literacy” perspective that PISA pro-
motes. However, they found it difficult to identify real-life texts that were sufficiently
removed from the specific Japanese cultural and social context so that they would not
pose any cultural bias and translation issues. They concluded that to have their items
accepted by ACER, none of the Japanese texts (or cartoons) that they would consider ele-
gant, thoughtful and well written could be used and that the texts must be easily under-
stood by English-speakers. In the end, they ended up using Japanese texts which were
originally written in English (hence easy and possible to translate back into English) or
English-language articles about Japan to develop test items. As both Mr K and Mr M admit,
they used texts that could be produced anywhere in the world except for the specific Jap-
anese names and identifiers. The ACER’s request for cultural diversity was meaningless,
according to Mr M, because the expression of cultural diversity is necessarily constrained
by translatability; “only (foreign) concepts that are translatable into English and French
(the two official languages of PISA) could be used for item development, and that speaks
to the limitation of what we call globalization.” In the words of Mr M, “we (Mr K and Mr M)
were just trying to develop test items that would be adoptable as opposed to those that
we would consider an excellent question, and whether or not they represent the Japanese
literacy practice was utterly irrelevant.” The whole experience of item development left Mr
K and Mr M deeply bemused about PISA’s claim for cultural diversity and inclusivity, and
they now call PISA “a form of American imperialism.”

East Asia as a Source of Critical Insights

By highlighting the Japanese kokugo curriculum experts’ responses to PISA reading liter-
acy and the messy process of PISA item development, I have attempted to disrupt the
clean and reassuring account of test fairness in PISA. The Japanese experience has shown
how the procedural measures that PISA has put in place – including the use of DIF
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analysis, the item peer review process by the participating countries, and the formation of
working group of national literacy experts and their inclusion in the process of item devel-
opment – do not necessarily remove cultural bias. This was because none of these proce-
dural attempts address a much more fundamental question of justice in testing, who
controls the field of judgement over what counts as good literacy curriculum and teaching
in a diverse range of national and cultural contexts. That is, they fail to acknowledge that
the very framework for PISA reading literacy in and of itself is not universally accepted
and can be contested by those participating countries that practice a different notion of
literacy in schools. Any attempt for cultural diversity and inclusivity without questioning
how uneven power is exercised to sanctify a particular conception of literacy as the
“global standard” is doomed to be necessarily superficial.

The description of the process of item development in Japan has provided much
needed insights into the mess – irrationality, politics and coercion – behind the scene.
The working party consisted of Japanese literacy experts who specialized in Anglo-Ameri-
can literacy curriculum while excluding those who were sympathetic to the tradition of
kokugo teaching; the working party was a complete failure and Mr K and Mr M decided
to work on their own; they used the US’s NAEP assessment items as the key resource
while trying to develop “Japanese” items as per ACER’s request; and they had their items
used as a poor example or simply dismissed as incomprehensible. Clearly, they were
engaged in the plasticity of performativity; they were trying to develop test items that
ACER, the gatekeeper, would accept rather than those that would reflect their genuine
professional beliefs about literacy teaching and curriculum. These messes in the process
of testing instrument development remain unknown, as long as we are caught up within
the scientific discourse of PISA where the technical jargon such as “DIF” naturalizes the
division between science and politics (Gorur, 2016; Law, 2004; see also Sellar & Lingard,
2015).

Despite the culturally biased nature of PISA literacy, its influence in Japanese literacy
curriculum is more than visible. Now the Japanese literacy textbooks include discontinu-
ous texts and the national curriculum emphases students’ reflection on texts. Teachers are
spending less instructional hours on select classic and contemporary texts and teach less
how to stand within texts, to deeply appreciate the cultural messages and subtle shift in
characters’ emotional state as stories enfold. However, this does not suggest that the con-
ventional dokukai teaching has completely disappeared from the Japanese classroom,
either. While the view of PISA reading literacy as the “global standard” in emerging knowl-
edge economy is gaining more traction, it is also true that MEXT has placed more curricu-
lar emphasis on the use of classic texts that supposedly represent the pristine Japanese
tradition and cultural sensibilities.

Indeed, the introduction of PISA’s notion of literacy is not uncontested, either. Many
kokugo curriculum scholars and educators have started raising concerns about the single-
minded adoption of PISA literacy as the framework for national literacy curriculum (Ada-
chi, 2010; Arimoto, 2010; Matsushita, 2014). These scholars commonly recognize the value
of PISA literacy and yet identify as its limitations the highly functional approach to literacy,
which ignores socio-cultural and political roles of literacy within a nation state. Hence,
what is called for is an attempt to “tame PISA” (Matsushita, 2014), to use part of its new
conceptualization of literacy that pushes the boundaries of conventional Japanese literacy
practice in schools, while at the same time appreciating its limits. The challenge here lies
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in the articulation of Japanese literacy curriculum that resists both the deterritorializing
tendency of PISA and the nationalistic use of literacy teaching for cultural and linguistic
assimilation.

Drawing on such critical insights of Japanese literacy curriculum experts, I have
attempted to broaden the source of critical insights for the ongoing debate over PISA.
Much of the criticism of cultural bias levelled at PISA has thus far focused on the relevance
of test items and translation issues. What is largely ignored is the bias in the very frame-
work of literacy itself; how it reflects the recent development in cognitive psychology and
its application to literacy teaching, which has been more widely accepted and integrated
in school curriculum in select Anglo-American countries. The fact that there has been vir-
tually no criticism of this bias in the English-language research literature, suggests a highly
provincial nature of the ongoing debate over PISA itself. That is, the debate has been
engaged primarily by those in select countries and regions where the similar cultural and
pedagogic premises of literacy have been widely accepted in school curriculum. It is in
this sense that broadening the cultural, geographical and epistemic base of the PISA
debate is much needed. Here, I concur with Komatsu and Rappleye (2017) that the debate
over PISA must expand its sources of critical, epistemic insights and that East Asia has
proven to be the “Other” whose distinctive assumptions about teaching and learning can
allow us to “denaturalise our views of education” (p. 621).

Learning from the critical insights of East Asian scholars and educators helps disclose
the powerful role that PISA plays in naturalizing “particular Western assumptions about
education passed off as objective, ‘good education’” (Komatsu & Rappleye, 2017, p. 621).
Turning to Japan where a distinctive approach to literacy teaching has been developed
out of a well-established tradition of literacy studies and curriculum development, I have
shown how the experience of “Other” places can be deployed to provincialize the
assumed universality of literacy as promoted by PISA so that a different set of critical,
more substantive questions about the problem of cultural bias can be raised. A similar
intervention can be easily replicated in other East Asian countries so that we can begin to
decentre the West in the critical analyses of the constitution of global commensurability
underpinning global metrics such as PISA (Chen, 2010). In a time when cultural and
national idiosyncrasies of education are reduced to a thin form of otherness, that is, differ-
ences expressed through a standardized set of global metrics, East Asia, with its rich tradi-
tion in education, can be a powerful intellectual resource with which to uncover and
resuscitate a more thick of form of otherness in education (Rappleye, in press).

Note

1. Professor N, the interviewed Japanese representative at REG, believes that PISA’s reading liter-
acy and Japanese concept of dokukai (reading and comprehension) are so different that the
use of the term dokukai in the translation of PISA reading literacy (PISA-gata dokukai) is inappro-
priate and misleading.
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