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Almost every country in the world uses public
examinations in its education and admissions systems.
This well-informed book examines the international use
of such tests and exams.
They say that an unexamined life is not worth living.
Perhaps a corollary is that if we do not examine well
exams which impact positively and negatively so many
young lives, our society will be worth living in less. This
book is one of the last works by education quantitative
researcher Thomas Kellaghan (he died while writing it);
he and his co-author, Vincent Greaney have produced a
beautifully written and insightful evidence-driven
analysis of examinations round the world, that feels
very much like a labor of love.
The book is available for purchase via the usual channels, but unusually and pleasantly is
also available to e-read for free in the World Bank’s open knowledge repository.

I came to this book to try to help me answer a question I am speaking about at the
forthcoming ATP Innovations in Testing conference: do tests and exams help make a
better world? And in particular do exams help diversity and equity, do they give
opportunity to the disadvantaged?
There was much in the book to help me. As in many areas, the book sits on the fence a bit
– there are good arguments that exams can help equity and diversity, but also a
recognition that they have weaknesses. And that even where exams are equitable, they
cannot on their own change an unequal society.
Public examinations have a large impact on education systems and societies round the
world. Within each country, there is often a big debate on the quality and utility of exams.
But because exams differ so much internationally, there is little cross-border dialog. By
giving a world overview of public examinations, this book has the potential to open
perspectives to improve them everywhere.
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The book crams in a lot in its 330 pages. There are chapters on the history of exams, how
they are constructed and scored, whether and how they are valid, whether and how they
are reliable, material on equity and malpractice and much more.
The authors are impressively informed. The index mentions over 100 countries from
Albania to Zambia and there are examples of good practice and otherwise from a huge
variety of systems. Everything is backed up by references, with several pages after each
chapter of links to academic papers; in some ways this might be the most valuable aspect
of the book.
There are also recommendations and analysis in various areas, for example how to
improve the validity of examinations, and much discussion on the advantages and
disadvantages on exams themselves and different aspects of them.
The book benefits from being published by the World Bank in its authoritativeness but
perhaps because of this is very careful not to argue too forcefully in any direction. Albeit it
does set out many suggestions for good practice. If the book has a weakness, it’s that it
doesn’t look enough at exam technology, which in my view can transform public exam
systems over the next decade or two.

I strongly recommend this book to anyone interested in public examinations. If you are
involved in defining, reviewing or planning public examinations, then I think this is a must
read. If you are interested or involved with assessment, it’s a very desirable read.
To summarize the book’s conclusion, the authors concur with a 1971 observation by Roach
that “examinations had won their place, not because they were popular, but because they
could not be dispensed with. The question … was … not whether they should be retained
or abandoned, but how their efficiency could be improved”. The book suggests that those
in charge of exams should move away from a “We’ve always done in this way” mindset and
consider learning from international experience to put in place the most effective exams to
aid society. If a few people listen and act on this, then the book could justify itself hugely by
improving the lives and life chances of millions.
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