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Abstract

Given the importance of evidence-based educational policymaking and reform in the
GCC, and the contribution that large-scale datasets make to evidence-based decisions in
the Gulf, this workshop’s goal is to definitively describe, synthesize and forecast how
large-scale datasets impact evidence-based policymaking in the Gulf.

The main question this workshop addresses is how and why large-scale educational
datasets impact evidence-based educational policymaking in the Arabian Gulf countries.
As the stakes for education in the Arabian Gulf States have risen, so has the call for more
and improved use of scientific evidence as a basis for educational policymaking (Luke,
2003; Slavin, 2002). In fact, evidence-based decision-making has become a staple of
educational reform and funding requirements worldwide. For example, significant
multinational organizations such as the Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) and the World Bank have made evidence-based policymaking a
priority both in their own work as influential research and policy organizations as well as
for their member or client nations (OECD, 2007).



Educational policymaking around the world has been permeated by a tendency to validate
and legitimize educational processes and products as “evidence-based” (Oakley, 2002).
There is, therefore, a growing prevalence and clear importance of large-scale datasets for
evidence-based educational development, policymaking and reform in the Gulf. Evidence
from averaged scores on international assessments of math and science achievement, in
particular, have become important indicators of national political and economic strength
(LeTendre, Baker, Akiba, & Wiseman, 2001; Wiseman & Baker, 2005). There are many
kinds of large-scale datasets that are relevant to evidence-based educational policymaking
in the Gulf. Several of the internationally-comparative datasets include the Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), Progress in International Reading
and Literacy Study (PIRLS), and the Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA). Of these large-scale assessments, the TIMSS currently includes representatives
from all of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries as well as many from the Arab
community worldwide. For example, in 2011, the number of countries participating in
TIMSS grew to 64 countries and 4 benchmarking communities. Of these 68 countries and
communities, 15 (or 22 percent) were Arab and represented all six of the GCC countries.

A key factor in the approach to evidence-based policymaking is the nature of the
evidence being used. It is increasingly taken-for-granted that policymakers will make
decisions that are evidence-based rather than based on intuition or tradition, and
evidence-based educational decision-making and policy implementation often depend on
assessments of “what works.” These types of approaches to educational policymaking
typically prescribe the type of educational research done to inform policymaking —
namely using empirical, quantitatively-based methodologies (Chatterji, 2004).

Quantitative research evidence is often the most legitimized among Gulf State politicians
and policymakers because it is perceived to be more accurate and trustworthy. In fact, the
phrase “scientific” for international or national educational agencies often means “based
in empirical research” — typically quantitative (Center for Education, 2004; Towne &
Shavelson, 2001). Useful qualitative data is not often considered “scientific” enough for
national or international educational funding in the Gulf or elsewhere (e.g., Ravitch,
2005). The measurability of achievement scores from large-scale datasets, for example, is
perceived by policymakers to be clearer and more direct than that of learning potential or
the transferability of ideas that may be measured with less quantitative instruments or
methods. However, these rich data are not used to their full potential by policymakers
because of the predominant focus on student achievement and rankings systems. While
student achievement data can offer great insight into educational systems, the unique
country-level background data available through large international datasets provide
opportunities for scholars and policymakers to develop greater insight into the social and
cultural factors that influence education systems in the Gulf and worldwide.

Unfortunately, very little research exists on the application of evidence from large-scale
educational datasets and studies on educational policymaking in the Gulf. This workshop
will address this gap in the literature.



Scope and Contribution of Workshop

The workshop will primarily focus on internationally-comparative, large-scale datasets,
such as TIMSS, PIRLS, and PISA. It is also expected that regional and national datasets,
which includes the Saudi National Assessment of Educational Progress (SNAEP), would
be within the scope of this workshop. And, although the workshop directors do not know
of any current large-scale qualitative data efforts in the Gulf countries to examine
education or provide evidence for educational decision-making, papers that discuss the
potential of large-scale qualitative data to impact evidence-based educational
policymaking in the Gulf would be welcome. Finally, it is expected that the scope of the
workshop be particularly focused on comparative studies of the use of large-scale
datasets for educational policymaking that uses evidence from within and between Gulf
States as well as specific Gulf countries’ national educational systems.

The workshop will provide a forum for scholars and policymakers to identify how large-
scale data studies can be used to inform policymaking at all levels of education, and how
these data can be used to better understand specific country- and regional-level
challenges in the Gulf. Since no other published or documented work has done so before,
one contribution of this workshop will be to build a foundation for large-scale data
studies and their systematic impact on evidence-based policy development and
educational reform in each Gulf country and across the Gulf as a whole. It is also
expected that this workshop will contribute to Gulf studies and to the implementation of
actual evidence-based policymaking in the Gulf by developing a draft plan for ways in
which Gulf countries participate in large-scale educational studies and assessments, and
particularly for ways in which Gulf policymakers and educators use evidence from these
large-scale datasets to make policy and implement educational change. As a result, the
workshop not only will contribute to Gulf studies, but it will also make a significant
contribution to the real-world infrastructure, capacity-building and organizational-
sustainability of evidence-based educational policymaking in the Gulf,

Workshop Objectives

1. Identify how large-scale data is being used for evidence-based policymaking in the
Gulf.

This objective will be met by papers that describe the participation of Gulf educational
systems in large-scale educational studies and assessments and link this achievement to
policies and educational change taking place in those educational systems.

2. Identify areas of educational policy interest in order to synthesize large-scale data and
apply it to educational problems in the Gulf.

Papers that compare educational policy development and application to shared
educational problems and challenges either across or between Gulf States will meet this
objective.



3. Develop a draft plan for the further analysis of both large-scale educational data on
the Gulf and the evaluation and investigation of its use for evidence-based
policymaking among Gulf leaders at every level of the educational system.

The larger outcome of the proposed workshop is not just a scholarly discussion of the
impact of large-scale datasets on educational policymaking in the Gulf, but also to
develop a scaffold upon which Gulf leaders and decision-makers can build a sustainable
and contextualized infrastructure and human capacity for evidence-based decision-
making that productively uses the evidence from these large-scale datasets.

Anticipated Paper Submissions

The workshop directors invite papers that address any of the following:

a) Historical overviews of the development of large-scale dataset participation,
administration, analysis and use for policymaking in the Gulf States either
individually or comparatively;

b) Evaluations and analyses of specific changes in large-scale dataset participation,
administration or use in the Gulf States;

c) Research on educational borrowing and adaptation of non-Gulf States’ educational
reforms as a result of participation in large-scale international or regional tests and
how these borrowed reforms were adapted to the unique cultural and economic
contexts in the Gulf;

d) Implications of the participation in large-scale data collection, analysis and
application for evidence-based policymaking and educational reform in the Gulf
States; or

e) Any aspect of large-scale datasets and their impact on evidence-based educational
policymaking and reform in the Gulf States, especially those related to their
formation, mission and purpose, workforce development impact, lifelong learning
impact, and role in the overall development of national educational systems in the
Gulf.

The intent is to have a combination of stakeholder reviews, theory-driven syntheses of
current scholarship, reports of new empirical research, and critical discussions of major
topics around the workshop’s theme. The goal on the final day of the workshop is to
synthesize the areas and papers presented in order to develop a draft plan for the further
analysis and productive use of large-scale datasets in the Gulf States.
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