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In the Welsh Government document,  Education in Wales: Our National Mission, Kirsty Williams AM Cabinet Secretary for Education states: 
“On the one hand, there is no hiding our collective disappointment with the recent Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) results. While we acknowledge that PISA cannot measure everything, there is widespread agreement that what it does measure is important. PISA reflects the skills needed to equip our young people properly for the complex, connected and exciting world in which we live. It asks the questions that employers demand we answer.” (Welsh Government, 2017)

Introduction
The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is a worldwide study by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2010). This study has been evaluating educational systems by measuring 15-year-old school pupils' academic performance in reading, science and mathematical literacy, on a triennial cycle, since 2000. The tests are taken by around 540,000 15-year-old pupils in around 72 countries.

Results
In Coughlan’s article (2016), Andreas Schleicher, The OECD's education director, described the UK's 2015 PISA results as "flat in a changing world" (OECD, 2016). The UK is still behind leading countries at education and has made little progress in international PISA rankings. The UK is behind top performers such as Singapore and Finland, but is also behind Vietnam, Poland and Estonia (NNEM, 2017).
Unfortunately, Wales’ results  paint an even bleaker picture.  Since taking part in PISA in 2006, Wales has constantly underachieved compared to the rest of the UK and international countries. The most recent scores from PISA (2015: results published December 2016) were shockingly lower in each domain than 2006. These results are very important in the development of Welsh Education Policy as they are the only main assessment comparison internationally and especially now nationally, following the recent reforms of GCSEs in Wales and England (NNEM, 2017)   


Welsh Government perspective
Wales’ disappointing results in the 2009 PISA cycle came as a shock to all, including the then Education Minister, Leighton Andrews, who described the 2009 results as ‘a wake up call to a complacent system’ and a ‘shock to the system’(February, 2011).
Plaid Cymru’s Education spokesman Simon Thomas, said of the PISA 2012 results, “As a father whose child took these tests, I sympathise with the disappointment and frustration many parents will feel at these extremely poor outcomes.” In addition to this, Huw Lewis, Education minister at the time, said about the 2012 results  "Our previous PISA results were not good enough. The 2012 results confirm my view and that of my predecessor that standards in Wales are not high enough and must improve.”  
First Minister Carwyn Jones admitted that the PISA 2015 results make for "uncomfortable reading" . Concurring with this Education Secretary Kirsty Williams said Wales could do better,  "We can all agree we are not yet where we want to be" 
These statements portray a sad state of affairs when it comes to the actual results but do not give any solutions as such. However, the Welsh Government places considerable importance on PISA. The programme and particularly the body that runs it, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), have had a big influence on education policy in Wales and the Welsh Government’s reforms to raise standards. The OECD carried out a review of Wales’ education system in 2014, with the Welsh Government addressing its findings in its 2014-2020 education improvement plan, Qualified for Life.

Media Perspective
However, it’s not only the political perspective on the PISA results that we should be concerned with . The media paint a harsh picture of Wales’ performance in the PISA tests. This can be more frightening as this is what the teachers, parents, governors and even the pupils themselves read and hear about, and consequently, believe. 

Of the 2009 PISA results there were headlines such as “Pisa tests show pupils in Wales falling behind” (7 December 2010) with the Welsh Education minister, Leighton Andrews,  saying schools "are simply not delivering well enough" after results of worldwide tests on reading, maths and science.
Following on from the 2009 results the headlines about the 2012 PISA results also included the build-up to the results. BBC Wales political reporter Adrian Browne reported “The build-up to the release of this set of Pisa rankings has felt a bit like waiting for examination results, when you know you've answered the questions incorrectly” and BBC news reported ‘ Wales braced for education rankings’ (December 2013). And of the actual 2012 results, "The Pisa results are stark, and the message is very clear, we must improve educational attainment and standards right across the board." (Education correspondent , Arwyn Jones, December 3rd 2013) A very bleak BBC News headline (December 2013) of “Pisa ranks Wales' education the worst in the UK” together with a Wales online headline of “Pisa results: Wales going backwards in all core subjects
Wales has seen an alarming decline in maths and science and remains the lowest of the Home Nations in all subject areas”  (Evans, 2013) seemed to be the final nail in the coffin for PISA results in Wales in 2013.
The 2015 PISA results were not portrayed much better with headlines such as “Pisa: Wales still worst in UK in world education tests” (Hume, 2016) and “Scotland and Wales fared particularly poorly in maths, sciences and literacy skills in the latest international school performance rankings” (Pells, 2016)
All of the above are not positive.

Academic perspective
PISA results and Wales PISA results have also been scrutinised in the academic world. Ko and Sammons  (2013) link poor results to educational reforms. They emphasise the important part PISA plays in stimulating  major reform initiatives which, in turn, should  increase the quality of teaching and education to enhance student attainment levels. An in-depth analysis of the PISA results in Wales by Jerrim and Shure (2016) shows that simply saying Wales have done badly in PISA is not enough. There are many areas and factors to look at.
However, Dylan Wiliam, Emeritus Professor of Educational Assessment at University College London, argues that some interpretations of the results are likely to be "useless" and that we "already know" what is needed to improve education in Wales saying, 'Little will be learned' (2016). 

Is it all what it seems?
Wiliam (2016) goes on to say that the results themselves are hard to interpret. PISA supposedly selects a sample which is representative of all 15 - year olds in the participating countries. However how representative is this in certain countries? Are the samples taken for the most educated regions or are the students selected receiving private tuition? We cannot be certain that the results are down to schools alone. The cultural context also needs to be considered “Educational systems have to be understood in the context of the societies in which they operate” (Wiliam, 2016). 
In agreement with this, in Evan’s article (2013), Professor Alma Harris, former adviser to the Welsh Government warned that “not everything is as rosy as it might seem” in some of the world’s top-ranked education systems and Wales should be cautious about emulating policy from overseas and there is a need to look at PISA performance ‘critically and in context” 
The Future
OECD in its bid to improve schools in Wales believes  that addressing the quality and equity of a country’s education system can help shape its future. They outline the following main areas for Wales to concentrate on to ensure an effective education system. They are: supporting equity and quality in Welsh schools, building the professional capital for schools to deliver successful change, strengthening assessment and evaluation, and defining and implementing policy with a long-term perspective. However, this needs support in terms of funding, capacity and time.
Only time will tell
Wiliam (2016) explains that the results we see are, in most countries, the result of 10 or more years of education, and so what countries are doing now is almost irrelevant. There is a need to look at what was happening in schools when the students who were tested in 2015 began their education and what was happening in schools 10 years ago is likely to be the result of policy measures implemented 20 years ago.

New education reforms will take time to impact on the PISA results in Wales, as Evan’s article (2013) shows. “This result is very disappointing, but it was hardly to be expected that a decade of denial, drift, and dither could be turned round in just two years. Schools had been denied resources, policy had drifted, and the Government had dithered until the wakeup call of the last Pisa.” (Dr. Philip Dixon, Director of teachers’ union ATL Cymru, 2013). Robin Hughes (2013), Secretary of school leaders’ union ASCL Cymru, also in Evan’s (2013) article, agrees, warning that improvement would take time
Huw Lewis also said as much in 2013 ; "The policies we have developed are not quick wins; they are designed to bring about education reform and long-term, sustained improvement. We are aspiring for excellence in every aspect of the education system and working with schools, local authorities and consortia to achieve high performance. This will not happen overnight.”

Back to Education in Wales: Our National Mission Action plan 2017-21
Wales’ target is now to reform education practices in light of the PISA results.
“In classrooms and schools across Wales, we are building on strong foundations to deliver an education system that is a source of national pride and public confidence. Together, we are all responsible for ensuring every young person has an equal opportunity to reach the highest standards……Improve the proportion of top-performing learners in PISA, by addressing the relatively low proportion reaching the highest levels; this will be crucial in reaching our long-term aim of scoring 500 in each domain in PISA 2021.” (Williams, 2017)

Concluding remarks.
On balance, I think PISA is for better and not for worse. Wales’ dire results could be a blessing in disguise as it seems to have ‘forced Education stakeholders’ in Wales’ hands’ to reflect upon, evaluate and reform their current education systems. The new curriculum based on Donaldson’s Successful Future’s document (2015) is already in the making and hopefully going to be rolled out to schools in 2022. This is not based on any one particular country’s curriculum, instead selecting the best practice which could work in Wales, which is good news. However, this new curriculum will take time to embed and, as a result, it might be a while for our PISA results to show improvement. And it is this, which should be portrayed in the media. 
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