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This study aims to synthesize findings on the variables that explain the results of government
standardized tests at the secondary education level in educational institutions. A scoping review
methodology was applied, following the PRISMA protocol, to identify and analyze 33 relevant academic
articles retrieved from major scientific databases. A bibliometric analysis showed a steady increase in
publications on the topic since 2019. A keyword co-occurrence analysis grouped the literature into four
thematic clusters: educational policies, assessment strategies, institutional factors, and social equity.
The findings reveal that standardized test outcomes are shaped by factors endogenous to students
(e.g., family and social background), to educational institutions (e.g., pedagogical models, resources,
organizational strategies), and to national and international policy environments. The discussion
highlights the limitations of traditional approaches that emphasize test scores in isolation and
advocates for formative, inclusive evaluation practices that are sensitive to local contexts. A systemic
and integrated perspective is necessary to use standardized test results as meaningful tools for
improving educational quality and guiding equitable public policy decisions in education.

Key words: Pedagogical evaluation, educational quality, standardized tests, public policy, educational
indicators.

INTRODUCTION

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) (2020) defines education as the
process of facilitating learning and the acquisition of
knowledge, skills, values, beliefs, and habits. Education,
in the context of this study, is understood as a
transformative and socially embedded process that
fosters the development of cognitive, emotional, and

ethical capacities in individuals, enabling them to
participate meaningfully in society. It is essential to refer
to key performance indicators to monitor and enhance
the quality of education across all levels of educational
institutions (Vinajera-Zamora et al., 2023). Consequently,
a significant body of research has concentrated on higher
education quality, including programme accreditation
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(Bougherira and Mayada, 2023), learning outcomes
(Araujo et al.,, 2021; Alyasin et al., 2023), financial
sustainability (Asociaciéon Colombiana de Universidades
[Colombian Association of Universities], 2022; Cosenz,
2022), student dropout (National Ministry of Education,
2009), academic productivity and results in standardized
tests (Bogoya, 2022; Bogoya et al., 2014). In contrast,
quality indicators for primary and secondary
education(including upper secondary education) tend to
focus on school performance (Henning et al., 2021; Diaz,
2019), academic progress (ECLAC, 2022; Cabrera et al.,
2014), efficiency (Lozano, 2022), inclusion (Correa,
2016), student dropout (Herrera, 2021; Ramirez and
Carcausto, 2024), institutional leadership (Goedert and
Forcellini, 2023), teaching quality (Brutti and Sanchez,
2022; Onosko, 2011), and outcomes in standardized
assessments (OECD, 2019; Sharif et al., 2022;
Fernandez et al., 2019).

Government-standardized tests results have emerged
as key indicators for assessing education quality,
particularly at the upper secondary level. These results
not only contribute to the analysis of teaching but also
inform the evaluation of public education policies.
According to the World Bank (2010), a strong correlation
exists between test outcomes and the factors influencing
educational quality, which are crucial to bridging social
inequalities. Standardized testing has been implemented
globally, with numerous reports documenting their
characteristics and assessment methodologies. A
notable example is the Technical Report of the PISA
Programme (PISA, 2006), which outlines the conceptual
foundations and measurement procedures used with
nearly 400,000 students across 57 countries. Similarly,
the TIMSS & PIRLS (2009) technical report examined the
evaluation of mathematical and scientific competencies in
students in grades 4 and 8, involving 67 participants (59
countries and 8 benchmarking entities) (Mullis et al.,
2015). In the Latin American context, Ramos et al. (2023)
analyzed how learning evaluations have been
investigated through online learning platforms as tools for
standardized tests.

Given the triad of educational purposes, goals, and
governmental priorities (as well as the outcomes of
national and international standardized assessment) a
gap in literature becomes apparent. This underscores the
need to gain a deeper understanding of the various
variables that influence student performance in such
tests. It is widely acknowledged that individual
characteristics, socioeconomic background, institutional
factors, and student-specific dynamics play crucial roles.
Although prior studies have explored the variables that
impact standardized tests results (Logan and Burdick,
2016; Barragan and Marcelo, 2022; Abadia et al., 2023;
Smith et al.,, 2023), there remains a need for a
comprehensive synthesis that captures and analyzes
these dimensions holistically. This would allow for a more
complete portrayal of the current educational landscape.

Equally important is the examination of strategies that
have been proposed or implemented to enhance
performance in standardized tests. Such analysis must
be firmly grounded in empirical evidence related to the
explanatory variables under investigation. Therefore, this
article aims to synthesize findings on the variables that
explain outcomes in government-standardized tests at
the upper secondary education level in educational
institutions. To guide this synthesis, the study was
structured around the following research questions:

RQ1: What is the bibliometric evolution of publications
addressing the outcomes of government-standardized
tests applied at the end of upper secondary education as
indicators of educational quality?

RQ2: Which individual, academic, socioeconomic, and
institutional variables influence the results of government-
standardized tests applied at the end of upper secondary
education in educational institutions?

RQ3: What alternatives have been considered to improve
the level of academic performance in government
standardized tests applied at the end of high school
education?

To address these questions, the article was organized
into five parts. The first discusses the foundational
components of educational quality, including its
multidimensional indicators, the role of assessment
practices in learning practices in monitoring learning, and
the theoretical underpinnings of standardized testing as a
policy and pedagogical tool. The second details the
research methodology, emphasizing the use of a scoping
review framework aligned with PRISMA-SCR guidelines.
The third section presents the main findings, the
explanatory variables influencing test outcomes, and the
strategies identified for performance improvement. The
fourth section offers a critical discussion of these findings
based on current debates with a synthesis of the key
contributions, practical implications, and identified gaps
for future research.

Despite  numerous studies addressing educational
quality and assessment reforms independently, a
significant gap remains in understanding how various
educational factors—from students’ socioeconomic
backgrounds to institutional practices and national
policies—interact with shape standardized assessment
outcomes. This study seeks to bridge that gap by
conducting a systematic scoping review and bibliometric
analysis to identify key explanatory variables, as well as
the reforms, transformations, and changes proposed in
the literature. Anchoring this research into the persistent
challenges of equity, curricular coherence, and effective
assessment systems provides a strong rationale for
synthesizing and visualizing the current state of
knowledge. The findings aim to inform the development
of more integrated and evidence-based education
policies.



Table 1. Factors influencing the quality of education.
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Factor Characterization
Social

Endogenous to

students Family

Partner level economic

Educational models
frameworks.

Human
Technical
Physical

Resources

Endogenous to

Organizational
El 9

schedules.

Assessment outcomes
assessment.

Equity and support
Supplementary plans
Service characteristics
School facilities

Endogenous to

the nation State policies

education plans.

International
participation

Exogenous to
the nation

Demographic context, housing conditions, social stratification, environment,
commuting times, transport methods.

Household composition, parental educational levels, parental occupations.
Household income, availability of resources.

Pedagogical approaches, teaching strategies, academic planning, assessment

Teachers, school leaders, administrative staff, institutional partnerships.
Technological infrastructure, teaching materials.
Classrooms, learning environments.

Strategic planning, school improvement plans, community engagement, school
Results from internal and external standardized tests, including international

Budget allocation, contract schemes, social support programs.

School meals, transport, extracurricular activities.

Coverage, inclusiveness, infrastructure.

Provision of technological, physical, structural and pedagogical resources.

Public policies, national development plans, Ten-Year Education Plans, regional

Multinational agreements, alignment with global educational strategies.

Source: Elaborated by the authors based on UNESCO (2005), UNICEF (2020), Barba (2018), OCDE (2019) and Castafieda (2021).

LITERATURE REVIEW

To synthesize the relevant aspects of standardized
testing, it is essential to examine three core dimensions
in which such assessments are embedded: the quality of
education, the quality of assessment, and the
conceptualization of evaluation in the context of
standardized tests.

Quality of education

Educational quality is framed within a broad spectrum of
approaches, theories, and perspectives, underpinned by
diverse ideologies that shape contemporary educational
development (UNESCO, 2005). UNICEF (2020) links
educational quality to both internal (endogenous) and
external (exogenous) factors associated with the student,
educational institutions, and the broader national context.
Yao and Lin (2023) suggest that educational quality
hinges on the alignment between state policies, the
characteristics of the educational provision, and user
needs. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) (2019), meanwhile, associates
educational quality with the population’s academic
attainment, economic development, and national income

level. Table 1 presents the principal factors influencing
educational quality, based on the literature reviewed.
Table 1 highlights the multidimensional nature of
educational quality, showing how student, institutional,
national, and international factors interact. Social and
economic conditions, educational models, resource
availability, and policy frameworks all contribute to
learning outcomes. Notably, institutional variables (such
as teaching practices, infrastructure, and assessment
systems) play a key role in mediating the impact of
external and personal factors. This integrated perspective
reinforces the importance of coordinated strategies
across all levels to improve educational performance and
equity. Castro and Ruiz (2019) affirm that standardized
tests are valuable tools for characterizing student
populations. Furthermore, the OECD (2019) and the
World Bank (2008) have highlighted how the
dissemination of test results, disaggregated by
demographic and contextual variables, supports country
rankings and provides a strategic basis for designing
national and international education policies.

Quality of assessment

Assessment in education is understood as a continuous
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and personalized process within the teaching-learning
dynamic (Merke et al., 2021). Its purpose is to monitor
student progress and implement remedial or
compensation measures, when necessary (Castafieda,
2021), thereby ensuring the achievement of learning
objectives (Gardner, 2019; Meeter, 2022).

Effective assessment requires well-defined criteria,
components, and standards for design and
implementation. Logan and Burdick (2016) argue that
assessment frameworks incorporating diverse strategies
and methodologies foster greater educational equity.
Thus, assessment practices should aim to transform
teaching processes, including complementary activities
that facilitate timely student progress (Jurist et al., 2016).
Araujo et al. (2021) suggest that a quality assessment
system should be qualitative in nature, incorporating clear
goals, objectives, methodologies, and pedagogical
environments to support effective teaching and learning
(Barragan and Marcelo, 2023).

Barragan and Marcelo (2022) highlight the importance
of collaborative and interdisciplinary approaches in the
evolution assessment. This includes curricular alignment
across school levels, early and ongoing exposure to
assessment practices and the integration of technology to
support students’ cognitive development. Likewise,
Araujo et al. (2021) point out that improvements in
assessment quality require greater inclusion and
progressive implementation.

Yao and Lin (2023) further contend that quality must be
built on coherent concepts, principles, and norms aligned
with the educational system’s overarching goals.

Ultimately, assessment outcomes are reflected in
students’ competencies in interpretation, argumentation,
and problem-solving (McCulloch et al.,, 2013). The
evaluation process also entails formative and contextual
dimensions  fostering  meaningful  teacher-student
interactions and supporting the construction of knowledge
(Beartman et al., 2007; Jiménez, 2016). In this vein,
Bogoya (2006) conceptualizes assessment as the
recognition and development of intellectual abilities, while
Castafieda (2021) asserts that evaluation extends
beyond the acquisition of knowledge to include cognitive
and metacognitive growth.

Conceptualization of evaluation through standardized
tests

Standardized tests are widely employed as evaluative
tools by various countries to gauge educational outcomes
(OECD, 2019). Each country defines the areas to be
assessed, test duration, item types, and scoring methods
based on its own curricular framework (Barragan and
Marcelo, 2022). According to Baker (2001), this
evaluative model enables the monitoring of student
performance and core competencies through observable
indicators, often guided by the Item Response Theory
(IRT).

The results of standardized assessments serve as
reference  points for benchmarking educational
institutions on national scales (Meeter, 2022). These
outcomes also provide a more objective indicator of
educational quality (Bogoya et al., 2014). In the
international arena, test results from PISA, TIMSS,
SERCE, and LLECE enable cross-country comparisons
of student competencies, both general and subject-
specific (IEA & PIRLS, 2021; ICFES, 2020).

Fernandez et al. (2019) note that such assessments
shape global education policy discourses and influence
national systems. However, the World Bank (2008)
cautions that standardized tests should not be regarded
as the sole measure of educational quality. Internal
school processes and pedagogical practices must also
be considered.

METHODOLOGY

In alignment with the objective of this article, a scoping review was
conducted as the principal methodological approach, following the
typology proposed by Grant and Booth (2009). Given the
complexity of the educational phenomena under study and the
diversity of variables involved, a scoping review was deemed
appropriate to map the breadth of existing research. This review
focused on research related to outcomes from government-
standardized tests at the level of upper secondary education within
educational institutions. The scoping review adhered to the
Preferred Reporting Items for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR)
framework, ensuring transparent documentation from
conceptualization, methodology, process, and results (PRISMA,
2020).

Scoping reviews are particularly suited to mapping key concepts
across a broad topic by offering comprehensive coverage of the
literature (Chambergo et al., 2021). This methodology supports a
rigorous and inclusive synthesis process and is applicable to both
published and emerging studies. It permits qualitative synthesis,
which  may include narrative summaries and tabular
representations. Beyond documenting the volume of available
literature, scoping reviews also assess the quality and the key
characteristics of the included studies (Grant and Booth, 2009). As
noted by Campell et al. (2023), this type of review compiles findings
from a wide range of methodologies and variables, offering a
holistic perspective on the research landscape.

Protocol and registration

The review protocol was developed and registered in accordance
with the parameters and specifications for scoping reviews outlined
by the International Platform of Registered Systematic Review and
Meta-analysis Protocols (Inplasy, 2023). The registration was
assigned to the code INPLASY2023120017 and the DOI
10.37766/inplasy2023.12.0017.

Eligibility and exclusion criteria

The eligibility criteria for the review were as follows: Peer-reviewed
academic journal articles; Written in either English or Spanish;
Published between 2013 and 2023; Focused on the outcomes of
government standardized-tests administered at the end of upper
secondary education; and national or state-level studies. Studies
were excluded if they: Did not explicitly link standardized tests



Table 2. Documents excluded at the screened stage.

Escalante et al. 105

Exclusion criterion Document Percentage of total
Not academic journal articles 11 2
Published before 2013 41 9
Not related to student outcomes in upper secondary education. 175 39
Not of national or state-wide scope 89 20
Did not address standardized test results as indicators of educational quality. 53 11
Did not analyze influencing variables 35 8

Source: Elaborated by the authors.

outcomes with indicators of educational quality; Failed to analyze
how individual, socioeconomic, academic, or institutional variables
influenced; Were not peer-reviewed journal articles; Were published
before 2023: Focused on levels of education other than upper
secondary; Had a local or institutional scope.

Information sources

Two electronic databases were selected to ensure both breadth
and relevance: SCOPUS, due to its interdisciplinary reach and
extensive coverage of scholarly journals across disciplines (Baquee
et al., 2023), and Education Resources Information Center (ERIC),
as a discipline-specific database focused on educational research
(Ahmadi et al., 2023).

Search strategy

The search was conducted on October 2, 2023, using a Boolean
logic-based search equation incorporating truncation symbols to
capture terms variations (Southern Adventist University McKee
Library, 2023):

("Standardized test$" OR "national exam$" OR "public exam$" OR
"standard assessment test$") AND ("middle school$" OR "Upper
secondary education” OR "high school$") AND NOT ("higher
education" OR "university$" OR “tertiary education" OR "college$"
OR "Parent education®” OR "Parenting education” OR "Family
education” OR "Special school$" OR "home school$").

This equation was tailored to the search functionalities of each
database. The terms were derived from previously published
literature (Sanchez et al., 2023), ensuring theoretical relevance and
terminological accuracy The initial search yielded 205 records in
ERIC and 240 in SCOPUS, totaling 445 documents (n; = 445).

Selection of evidence sources

Duplicate entries (n = 8) were removed using Zotero reference
management software. The remaining 437 documents (n, = 437)
were screened by title, abstract, and keywords to determine
alignment with the study’s research questions. Table 2 summarizes
the exclusion criteria applied at the screening stage.

Table 2 summarizes the reasons for excluding documents during
the screening phase of the scoping review. A total of 402 records
(90%) were discarded based on predefined criteria, including
publication type, date, scope, and relevance to the research
questions. The most common exclusion reason was the lack of
focus on students’ outcomes at the end of upper secondary
education, followed by studies without a national state-level scope,
or those not addressing standardized test as indicators of

educational quality. After applying these criteria, 33 documents
(n; = 33) were retained for full-text review and included in the
bibliometric and thematic analyses.

Selection of evidence and data extraction

The selected articles were reviewed in full by the research team,
who

independently extracted data into a structured spreadsheet. The
extracted elements included: Reference code, title, authors, year of
publication, name of the journal, methodology, individual,
socioeconomic, academic, and institutional variables (drawn from
findings, not theoretical frameworks or introductions), and proposed
alternatives for improving student performance in standardized
tests. A PRISMA flow diagram was developed to provide a visual
summary of the selection process (Figure 1).

Figure 1 presents the PRISMA flow diagram, outlining the
selection process of the documents included in the scoping review.
It details each phase (from identification and screening to eligibility
and final inclusion) ensuring transparency in the methodological
process. Out of 445 records initially retrieved, 33 studies met all
inclusion criteria and were analyzed in full.

Synthesis of information

To address RQ1, a co-occurrence analysis of keywords appearing
in at least five articles was performed (threshold) (Al Husaeni,
2023). This allowed for the identification of semantic clusters and
thematic groupings within the literature. For RQ2, a qualitative
synthesis of the explanatory variables identified in the selected
articles was conducted, and the results were summarized in Figure
4. In relation to RQ3, the alternative strategies for improving
outcomes in standardized test were analyzed and categorized, as
presented in Figure 5.

RESULTS

RQ1: What is the bibliometric evolution of
publications  addressing the outcomes of
government-standardized tests applied at the end of
upper secondary education as indicators of
educational quality?

To address this question, a bibliometric analysis was
performed on the final sample of 33 academic articles.
Figure 2 presents the overlay visualization that was
developed, identifying a total of 52 items (keywords)
grouped into four thematic clusters, comprising 15, 14,
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Figure 2. Co-occurrence visualization network.

Figure 3. Heat map for years of publication and topics analyzed.

and 9 items, respectively. The ten most frequently
appearing terms in article titles were: High School
(100%), School (75%), Test (62.5%), followed by Math,
Teachers, Student, Science, Performance, Standardized,
English (each with 37.5%). This frequency underscores a
pronounced scholarly focus on performance in
educational settings, particularly within core subject
domains among specific student groups. Publications

trends by year revealed two peak periods: 2016 and
2023, each featuring six articles. These peaks suggest
periodic increases in interest related to educational
policy, assessment reform, or international comparison
metrics.

Figure 3 presents a heat map outlining topic frequency
across the publication years. This visualization enables
the identification of five dominant thematic categories: 1)



Figure 4. Explanatory variables of the results.

School education and examinations; 2) Evaluation and
cognitive skills; 3) Subject-specific education and
classroom dynamics; 4) National education systems and
specialized topics (e.g. forestry, American education);
and 5) Mathematics and cognitive educational constructs.
These clusters reveal both consistency and evolution in
the academic discourse on standardized testing,
reflecting a dynamic and interdisciplinary research
landscape.

RQ2: Which individual, academic, socioeconomic,
and institutional variables influence the results of
government-standardized tests applied at the end of
upper secondary education in educational
institutions?

The analysis of the selected articles identified a diverse
range of explanatory variables, grouped into four main
categories (Figure 4).

Individual variables

Several studies noted that students frequently
demonstrate underdeveloped analytical and
representational skills, with low levels of concentration
and observation (Wiyarsi et al., 2019). Deficits in
attention have also been flagged as a critical barrier to
performance (Huang et al., 2022). Other works highlight
the role of non-cognitive skills, such as motivation, which
significantly influence student outcomes, particularly
when intrinsic and extrinsic motivational factors are
diminished (Smith et al., 2023; Egalite et al., 2015). Eren
et al. (2017) stress that demographic attributes such as
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ethnicity, sex, date of birth, year they took the test,
immigrant status, socioeconomic classification (e.g. Free
and Reduced-Price Lunch eligibility) and prior
achievement are often overlooked in policy but crucial in
explaining variation in test performance.

Socioeconomic variables

Social conditions, immigration, mobility, and broader
socioeconomic inequalities were consistently associated
with performance outcomes. Franklin and Trouard (2016)
identified age, poverty, attendance, gender, and prior test
scores as key predictors. Similarly, Iglesias et al. (2023)
emphasized the significance of gender, ethnicity
(particularly Latino English-language learners), and
school nutrition programs. Uretsky and Henneberger
(2023) included drop out history, and disciplinary status
(e.g. suspension, expulsion) as contributing factors.
Notably, Eren et al. (2017) critiqued policies that rely
solely on standardized scores for promoting decisions, as
these may neglect important background information.

Academic variables

Analytical thinking, critical reading, and science-literacy
integration emerged as core academic variables (Smith,
2018). Wiyarsi et al. (2019) linked higher order thinking
skills to improve outcomes, while Levine et al. (2023)
noted a problematic emphasis on decontextualized text
interpretation. Uretsky and Henneberger (2023) found
that decoding isolated or pseudowords led to lower
comprehension scores. Marlatt (2018) and Deanna
(2016) further indicated that student disengagement with
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Figure 5. Alternatives for improving results in standardized tests.

reading tasks and classroom experiences negatively
impacted outcomes.

STEM-related competencies were highlights as key
performance indicators (Lee and Shibley, 2015; Chiua et
al.,, 2013), as was the importance of timely educational
progression (Uretsky and Henneberger, 2023). Teacher
quality also featured prominently: Deanna (2016)
underscored the need for educators to understand
students’ learning histories, while Egalite et al. (2015)
observed a deficit in tools for assessing students’ non-
cognitive development. Purnomo et al. (2022) linked
underperformance to inadequate teacher training in test
construction and numeracy. Pollio and Hochbein (2015)
suggested evolving from traditional grading practices to
meeting the variety of stakeholder expectations.

Institutional variables

These variables were categorized into main areas: social
climate and compliance with national standards. Bravo et
al. (2020) identified interpersonal violence among
adolescent’s pervasive issue affecting student focus and
performance.

Harris et al. (2015) and Patton and Cherng (2018) drew
attention to the intersectionality of race, social class,
neighborhood, and school quality, asserting that
discrimination and social isolation can foster academic
disengagement and dropout. From a policy perspective,
Ramadhana et al. (2021) advocated for institutional
alignment with accreditation standards and national
competencies as a driver of improved performance in
standardized testing.

RQ3: What alternatives have been considered to
improve the level of academic performance in
government standardized tests applied at the end of
high school education?

Based on the synthesis of the reviewed literature, four
broad categories of intervention emerged (Figure 5).

Evaluation reform

The analysis revealed that multiple studies emphasized
the value of diversified assessment formats to better
capture students’ learning process. Patton and Cherng
(2018) reported positive outcomes from the use of
portfolios and mixed-method evaluations. Bravo et al.
(2020) noted that standardized test results, when used
diagnostically, supported curriculum adjustments and
targeted interventions. Davis (2016) found that reducing
the weight of standardized test in advancement decisions
contributed to decreased stress and promote fairness.

Learning strategies

Findings from the review studies suggest that students-
centered and concept-driven instructional approaches are
associated with improved performance in standardized
tests. Pefiaranda et al. (2014) and Purnomo et al. (2022)
reported that analytical reasoning and competence-based
methodologies fostered deeper understanding. Deanna
(2016) highlighted the benefits of contextualized reading
strategies, while Martinez and Esquivel (2017)



documented improved reading comprehension through
the integration of multimedia learning tools.

Motivation enhancement

Several studies underscored the impact of motivation
on test performance. Smith et al. (2023) and Huang et
al. (2022) identified both intrinsic and extrinsic
motivators as key factors including physical activity to
enhance attention and emotional regulation and eye-
tracking technologies to support engagement.
Alternative assessment formats, such as those
reflecting students’ thought processes (Smith, 2018)
and competency-based grading systems (Pollio and
Hochbein, 2015), were also linked to higher motivation
and achievement. Calder6n et al. (2020) further
emphasized the importance of formative and culturally
responsive evaluation practices.

Conceptual and cognitive development

The review identified that several studies reported
positive outcomes from shifting away from traditional
teaching models toward approaches that promote
conceptual flexibility and critical thinking (Wiyarsi et al.,
2019; Iglesias et al., 2023).

Additionally, Bravo et al. (2020) highlighted the
effectiveness of construct-specific diagnostic assessment
in guiding curriculum management and informing
targeted educational interventions.

DISCUSSION

Numerous countries (including Colombia, the United
States, Chile, Argentina, Mexico, Indonesia, Ecuador,
Peru, Spain, and Japan) administer national standardized
tests. These assessments are developed in accordance
with national competency standards and evaluation
criteria, as well as transnational benchmarks for countries
that participate in initiatives led by organizations such as
the OECD. Over time, these tests have evolved under the
influence of both national and international educational
public policies (OECD, 2019).

However, the outcomes of such standardized tests do
not always reflect the efforts undertaken by educational
institutions, educators, or governments, nor do they fully
account for the impact of public funding and targeted
interventions. This discrepancy has been acknowledged
and analyzed by several scholar and policy observers
(Abadia et al., 2023; Barragan and Marcelo, 2022).

The explanatory variables associated with student
performance on standardized assessment (spanning
individual, academic, socioeconomic, and institutional
dimensions) highlight the diverse realities within

Escalante et al. 109

educational institutions.

These variables reveal misalignments between
educational goals, curriculum content, institutional
practices, and the design of standardized assessment.
Such incongruities can negatively influence outcomes
and mask underlying challenges in the teaching-learning

process.
The alternatives implemented across various
international contexts to improve performance on

standard assessment can be categorized into four key
areas: learning strategies, conceptual and cognitive
development, motivation, and evaluation reform. These
strategies demonstrate an attempt to respond to
students’ academic and socio-emotional needs, although
inconsistencies remain between pedagogical and
institutional practices and the demands placed on
students during high-stakes assessment periods.

The findings of this scoping review highlight the
multifactorial nature of performance in standardized
government tests at the upper secondary level, pointing
to the interplay between individual, academic,
socioeconomic, and institutional variables. This
complexity suggests that educational outcomes cannot
be solely attributed to student effort or teacher quality but
are deeply embedded within broader structural and
contextual factors. For instance, institutional practices
such as pedagogical models, access to resources, and
diagnostic use assessment data have a critical role in
shaping test results. Similarly, the socioeconomic
environment influences not only students’ academic
preparation but also their capacity to engage meaningfully
with standardized evaluations. These insights underscore
the need for equity focused educational strategies that
move beyond one-size-fits-all approaches and instead
respond to the diverse realities faced by students and
schools.

The implications of these findings extend to educational
policy and assessment reform. The international
evidence reviewed supports the redefinition of evaluation
practices shifting from high stakes testing models to more
holistic, formative, and culturally responsive frameworks.
Implementing diversified assessment and contextualized
pedagogical strategies can enhance academic outcomes,
student motivation and well-being. Furthermore,
positioning standardized test results as one element
within a broader quality assurance system (rather than as
the sole indicator of performance) could promote more
balanced accountability policies. For education systems,
particularly in Latin America, these findings call for a
critical reexamination of how standardized tests are
integrated into policy agendas, urging greater alignment
between assessment, curriculum, and support
mechanism tailored to institutional and community needs.

While standardized tests results are often interpreted
as proxies for educational quality, this perspective is not
universally accepted. Eren et al. (2017) argue that
policies which promote students solely based on their
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performance in standardized tests neglect the individual
variability among learners and the contextual factors that
affect their outcomes. Similarly, Ross et al. (2023)
contend that relying on standardized assessments as the
primary metric of school quality fails to acknowledge the
multifaceted efforts made by teachers (particularly in
disadvantaged context) when results do not meet
expectations.

Considering this, Barragan and Marcelo (2023)
recommended strengthening institutional leadership in
curriculum implementation and emphasizing knowledge
construction across diverse educational settings, rather
than relying exclusively on numerical test scores.
Echoing this perspective, Ramirez and Carcausto (2024)
caution against using average scores as the sole basis
for positioning educational institutions in rankings, as
such metrics may conceal nuanced variations in
educational quality and equity.

Conclusions

The participation and results of countries in international
standardized testing initiatives have become a focal point
for educational policy and research, particularly for
organizations such as the OECD and the World Bank.
Standardized tests have evolved to reflect not only
conceptual and cognitive dimensions but also policy,
regulatory, and developmental aspects of educational
systems. They have transformed the way learning is
assessed, shifting from traditional memorization-based
models to frameworks that emphasize analytical and
critical thinking. This scoping review revealed that student
performance in government-standardized tests at the
upper secondary level is shaped by a complex interplay
of individual, academic, socioeconomic, and institutional
factors. Rather than viewing test outcomes in isolation,
the findings support a more holistic understanding of
educational quality that integrates context-sensitive
variables. The review also identified key areas, such as
assessment practices, motivation, and curriculum design,
where improvements can significantly enhance students'
outcomes. Participation of nations in international
standardized tests has enabled cross-country
comparisons, strengthened educational governance, and
facilitated the exchange of successful methodologies.
However, it has also revealed inconsistencies between
the design of assessments and the contextual realities of
students and institutions, particularly in settings with
inequality or limited resources.

Based on the evidence analyzed, it is recommended
that educational institutions prioritize diagnostic and
formative  assessment approaches that inform
instructional planning and address students' diverse
needs. Teachers should be supported in developing
competence-based and student-centered methodologies
that promote critical thinking. Future research should

explore the impact of these strategies longitudinally and
across different educational systems to strengthen
evidence-based interventions. The scoping review
identified that strategies for improvement, such as
differentiated assessments, motivation-enhancing
practices, and conceptual development tools, have
proven effective in multiple contexts, but their
implementation remains uneven. Therefore, it is crucial to
adapt these strategies to local needs and ensure
equitable access to quality teaching and learning
conditions. The results of this review underscore the
need for public policies that go beyond test-based
accountability frameworks and instead promote equity,
inclusiveness, and institutional strengthening.
Standardized test results should be interpreted as part of
a broader set of indicators that reflect educational quality
in context. Policymakers are encouraged to align
evaluation systems with curricular objectives and
institutional capacities, ensuring that assessments serve
both educational improvement and social justice goals.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the findings of this study, several
recommendations are proposed to guide future

educational policies and institutional practices: First, it is
essential to utilize standardized test results diagnostically
to inform curricular planning and identify specific areas
requiring pedagogical support. This approach enables
targeted interventions aligned with students' learning
needs.

Second, diversifying assessment formats through the
inclusion of mixed methods, portfolios, and contextualized
evaluations can provide a more comprehensive and
equitable  understanding of students’ academic
performance, especially in heterogeneous learning
environments.

Third, it is advisable to reconsider the weight assigned
to standardized assessments in student progression
decisions. Reducing their influence may help mitigate
stress and avoid reinforcing structural inequalities,
particularly among disadvantaged populations.

Fourth, the transition from traditional knowledge
transmission  models to  student-centered and
competence-based instruction should be prioritized.
Educational strategies that emphasize critical thinking,
analytical reasoning, and conceptual flexibility can
contribute more effectively to long-term learning
outcomes.

Fifth, educational policies should be designed as
integrated and evidence-based frameworks that reflect
the interplay  between institutional practices,
socioeconomic  contexts, and national evaluation
systems. This systemic perspective is crucial to enhance
the effectiveness, equity, and coherence of educational
reforms.



Finally, addressing persistent challenges such as
curricular fragmentation and limited equity requires
strengthening institutional capacities and aligning reforms
with inclusive, data-informed, and context-sensitive
educational goals.
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