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Abstract

Under test-based accountability, side-effects —including practices to inflate 

test results, often seen as cheating—are usually associated to so-called 

high-stakes policies. However, the influence of different types of stakes in 

the generation of this type of practices has been overlooked in education 

research. Based on a survey experiment, our results indicate that the type and 

level of stakes of accountability systems (e.g., high- vs. low-stakes, material 

vs. symbolic) do not differ in triggering side-effects. Counterintuitively, 

individual symbolic consequences trigger similar reactions among teachers 

than material incentives. In-depth interviews give insights into the social 

mechanisms that lead to symbolic effects having such an influence in 

understanding teachers’ reactivity to accountability.
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Introduction

In the last two decades, test-based accountability (TBA) policies have 
acquired much centrality in the governance of educational systems all over 
the world. This form of accountability consists on the evaluation of student 
performance in different areas of knowledge through large-scale assessments 
and standardized tests. In countries with TBA in place, school actors, includ-
ing teachers and school principals, face consequences of a different nature 
according to their level of adhesion to centrally defined learning standards 
and academic achievement of their students (Amrein-Beardsley & Holloway, 
2019; Lingard et al., 2013).

TBA has generated passionate educational debates for different reasons, 
which include its uncertain and inconclusive effects on quality and equity. A 
recent OECD Education working paper on TBA and student achievement 
suggests that in some countries (especially low- and middle-income) TBA 
could have positive effects on students’ performance and detrimental impact 
on equity due to the increase of the learning gap (Torres, 2021). In a similar 
vein, some investigations consider that, in certain contexts, TBA can improve 
learning outcomes (Chiang, 2009), while others point out that these policies 
rather act as triggers of undesired responses at the school and/or classroom 
level that jeopardize educational inclusion and the breadth of the curriculum 
(Berliner, 2011; Booher-Jennings, 2005; Ohemeng & McCall-Thomas, 
2013). By undesired responses we refer to a wide range of actions and reac-
tions performed by educational actors in an attempt of raising test scores, 
without this necessarily entailing a substantive improvement in educational 
quality (Murnane & Cohen, 1986). Examples of teacher undesired responses 
range from the intensive practice of teaching to the item and narrowing the 
curriculum to more illicit actions, such as cheating during the test administra-
tion by suggesting or directly modifying students’ responses to test items 
(Jacob & Levitt, 2003) or altering the pool of the students tested through the 
exclusion of underperforming students (Hamilton et al., 2002; Hofflinger & 
von Hippel, 2020).

Undesired responses to external testing, especially those involving illicit 
actions, have been usually reported in countries with high-stakes accountabil-
ity systems, such as the US, England, Australia, and Chile (Jones et al., 2003; 
Koretz, 2017; Martinelli et al., 2018; Nichols & Berliner, 2005). These are 
systems that involve formal material consequences (including teachers’ pro-
motion and income decisions, or school intervention in case of poor perfor-
mance) that educational authorities put in place to sanction or reward account 
givers (Au, 2007). In countries with high-stakes TBA, cases of school cheat-
ing have even transcended academic circles and attracted media attention 
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(Amrein-Beardsley & Berliner, 2002; El Mercurio, 2004; Hofflinger & von 
Hippel, 2020; Nichols & Berliner, 2005).

In contrast, in so-called low-stakes educational accountability regimes 
(e.g., France, Germany, and Norway), the consequences of TBA are consid-
ered “softer” or of a more “symbolic” nature (Maroy & Voisin, 2017; Thiel & 
Bellmann, 2017). Consequences are symbolic in the sense that are normally 
associated with the visibility given to test results, but not with material 
rewards and/or sanctions for account givers (Maroy & Pons, 2019). 
Nonetheless, as we develop below, recent research argues that low-stakes 
accountability also has the potential to generate performance pressure on 
schools and teachers as well (Figueiredo et al., 2016; Hammersley-Fletcher 
et al., 2021; Maaranen & Wågsås Afdal, 2020). This seems to be linked to the 
implications the public diffusion of test results may have for the definition of 
what a “good teacher” and a “good school” are (Camphuijsen, 2020; Maroy 
& Pons, 2019). It is also acknowledged that, in marketized educational con-
texts, that is, where there is school choice freedom and school funding 
depends on the number of enrolled students, symbolic consequences may 
also be perceived as “harder” to the extent they can influence future school 
demand and, accordingly, school resources (Maroy & Voisin, 2017). Indeed, 
the complex interaction between accountability and other types of educa-
tional policies—such as school choice, school browsers, and/or enrollment 
policies—is something that, in real education settings, contributes to prob-
lematize “low-stakes” and “high-stakes” as watertight categories.

Given that undesired responses corrupt the relationship between perfor-
mance indicators and actual performance (Van Thiel & Leeuw, 2002), which 
is at the basis of the whole TBA idea, it is important to deepen our under-
standing of whether the different types of consequences of test results have 
the potential to generate these kinds of responses. Finding out about the 
effects of different TBA policy options presents, however, a number of chal-
lenges for the researcher. Different consequences often coexist within the 
same accountability system and, when comparing different policy options, 
many contextual factors can act as confounders. This hampers the possibility 
to estimate the isolated effect of a given consequence at stake by using obser-
vational data.

Existing academic literature on undesired effects of TBA has mainly 
focused on the investigation of different types of strategic practices to “game 
the system” (e.g., Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2010; Booher-Jennings, 2005) 
and on the detection of cheating practices with the aim of estimating their 
widespread adoption and exploring their contextual determinants (e.g., Ehren 
& Swanborn, 2012; Ferrer-Esteban, 2013; Hibel & Penn, 2020; Jacob & 
Levitt, 2003). Some recent cross-country comparative analyses on TBA have 



4 Educational Policy 00(0)

investigated broader accountability effects on teachers’ practices and deci-
sions, but without delving into the relationship between different account-
ability policy options and undesired responses (Houtsonen et al., 2010; 
Lennert da Silva & Mølstad, 2020; Osborn, 2006). Furthermore, existing 
studies normally rely on self-reported data through survey or interview tech-
niques. These techniques are not only insufficient to estimate the isolated 
effect of different forms of consequences in TBA systems, but are also sub-
ject to social desirability bias in the reporting of actors’ own undesired behav-
ior (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2010). To our knowledge, no study has explored 
yet the extent to which social desirability bias can be at stake when asking 
school actors about these kinds of practices.

In this study, we apply first a randomized survey experiment conducted 
among a sample of 1,130 Chilean teachers, where we ask them to rate the 
likelihood of a third person and of themselves cheating after having presented 
a situation where we alter the consequence at stake. The goals of the experi-
ment are (1) to estimate the effects that policy options (in our case, different 
types of consequences attached to TBA) may have on teachers’ responses and 
(2) to explore whether self-reporting on undesired behavior may be subject to 
social desirability bias. After analyzing the experimental results, we conduct 
a qualitative analysis of 22 interviews among teachers focused on the perfor-
mance pressure they feel, with the aim of (3) deepening the understanding 
about the social motives of the experimental results obtained.

The research has been carried out in Chile since this country has under-
gone structural educational reforms since the 1980s that have promoted, 
among other changes, accountability policies based on external evaluations 
and a liberalized school choice system (Bellei, 2015). Nowadays, Chile is 
one of the countries in the world that, for a longer period of time, has experi-
enced an accountability policy based on external evaluations. This system 
has been indeed viewed as a mean to (1) promote school competition via the 
publication of test results in a totally open school choice system (Bellei, 
2015) where schools receive funding according to the number of students 
enrolled; (2) assure educational quality and (3) held schools, principals, and 
teachers accountable via a Quality Assurance System and merit-based pay 
policies that aim to incentivize school improvement and control schools 
(Falabella, 2020; Mizala & Schneider, 2014). In the Chilean context, the 
problem of the undesired effects of TBA is currently the subject of public, 
political, and academic debate, something that makes the generation of new 
evidence about the causal mechanisms behind school responses to account-
ability policy more pressing (e.g., Falabella, 2020; Hofflinger & von Hippel, 
2020; Pino et al., 2016).
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Our research does not aim to estimate to what extent cheating is wide-
spread among Chilean teachers, but rather, to estimate to what extent differ-
ent kinds of accountability policies are viewed by teachers as more likely to 
induce an illicit behavior, complementing this analysis with the exploration 
of how teachers experience TBA performance pressures.

In the paper, before presenting our findings and discussing them, we first 
revise the main theoretical explanations that could enlighten the emergence 
of side-effects in TBA contexts and, second, present our methodological 
approach.

The Undesired Effects of TBA Policy: Theoretical 

Underpinnings

TBA policies strongly rely on goal-setting theories, according to which the 
setting up of specific objectives and the association of the achievement of 
such objectives to incentive schemes positively impact on employees’ perfor-
mance (Locke, 1968). In particular, setting clear at the same time that chal-
lenging objectives would lead “to even higher performance than [simply] 
urging people to do their best” (Latham & Locke, 2007, p. 291).

The translation of goal-setting premises in educational policy is not 
straightforward. Research has shown that, while for simple tasks, incentives 
can be effective and increase productivity, for more complex processes that 
involve multiple tasks, the worker might narrow focus and energy on the 
specific tasks that are incentivized, and neglect the others (Gibbons, 1998). 
Experimental studies have also demonstrated that, when confronted by chal-
lenging performance goals, subjects tend to overstate their productivity more 
than when confronted with the “do your best” stimulus (Welsh & Ordóñez, 
2014). Furthermore, the achievement of too ambitious goals and/or exces-
sively high stakes may conduce to opportunistic behavior (Madaus & Clarke, 
2001; Patrick et al., 2018).

The corruption of performance indicators was predicted many years ago, 
when Lindquist (1951, pp. 152–153) pointed out that:

Because of the nature and potency of rewards and penalties associated in actual 
practice with high and low achievement test score of students, the behavior 
measured by a widely used test tends in itself to become the real objective of 
instruction, to the neglect of the (different) behavior with which the ultimate 
objective is concerned.

Later, the well-known Campbell’s law similarly suggested that “the more any 
quantitative social indicator is used for social decision-making, the more 
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subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to distort 
and corrupt the social processes it is intended to monitor” (Campbell, 1979, 
p. 85). TBA policies are based on the theoretical assumption that sanctions 
and/or rewards will increase school actors’ motivation to perform well. 
Nonetheless, as noted by Amrein-Beardsley et al. (2010, p. 5), a high pressure 
to perform might induce a person “to engage in practices that ordinarily are 
not typical of that person.” As performance pressure tends to be conceived as 
the main driver of cheating in public accountability systems (Patrick et al., 
2018), it has been generally assumed that the higher the stakes, the higher the 
likelihood that school actors will engage in non-desired behaviors such as 
cheating (e.g., Ferrer-Esteban, 2013; Nichols & Berliner, 2005). According to 
Nichols and Berliner (2005), cheating would be even “inevitable” when the 
stakes are high.

From this it derives that the nature of the stakes is an important feature in 
the definition of TBA policies. The literature on accountability in education 
tends to distinguish between high- and low-stakes TBA, depending on the 
type and the intensity of the consequences attached to the test results (Verger 
& Parcerisa, 2017; Maroy & Voisin, 2017). For a long time, it has been 
implicitly assumed that material consequences (e.g., economic rewards, 
school intervention, teachers’ tenure and promotion decisions, etc.) are 
mainly present in high-stakes TBA systems, whereas low-stakes account-
ability involves mainly symbolic consequences, that is, making test results 
visible to different actors (including authorities public, families, other col-
leagues, the media, etc.). Nonetheless, it has been argued that symbolic con-
sequences can also raise the stakes, especially where the educational context 
is marketized (Maroy & Voisin, 2017). Making test scores public can have 
tangible repercussion on school demand and enrollment and, accordingly, 
shape the organizational and educational actions of schools (Figlio & Loeb, 
2011). Not coincidentally, the undesired responses of school actors is often 
reported in contexts where market dynamics and high-stakes testing com-
bine (Amrein-Beardsley et al., 2010; Au, 2011; Jones et al., 2003; Koretz, 
2017). However, the assumption that material consequences is what induce 
undesired behaviour cannot be taken for granted. High-stakes TBA normally 
involve both material and symbolic consequences, and it is almost impossi-
ble to disentangle which type of consequence is a major driver of this type 
of behavior.

In fact, emerging research conducted in lower-stakes accountability policy 
environments has also documented TBA exerting pressure on schools and 
teachers, and altering their decisions and practices (Feniger et al., 2015). 
These findings highlight the weight symbolic consequences can have in driv-
ing school actors’ decisions, even where no market dynamics are in place. 
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Actually, as both high- and low-stakes TBA systems share the existence of 
symbolic consequences, evidence of non-desired effects in both types of pol-
icy settings can lead one to hypothesize that concerns attached to the visibil-
ity of test results might actually be a prominent source of performance 
pressure with the potential of leading to undesired responses as well. The 
mechanism of commensuration, that is, the fact that the qualities of good 
education and good teaching are equalized to learning metrics and related 
performance indicators (see Espeland, 2013), would play a key explanatory 
role.

Existing educational research has shown that TBA policies are related to 
the emergence of side effects, and even to cheating. In the news, as well as 
occasionally in academic research, teachers’ cheating is usually conceptual-
ized as a “moral failure” and teachers incurring in these practices are por-
trayed as “rotten apples” (Jacob & Levitt, 2003), instead of trying to 
understand whether and how certain policy features and institutional charac-
teristics are inducing people to behave this way. The harsh denouncement of 
this kind of practices in the public sphere make it plausible to consider that 
self-reporting is subject to social desirability bias, so that people directly 
asked about their involvement in cheating practices by an external observer 
might tend to underreport it.

In summary, conducting research on the side effects of TBA is challenging 
for at least three main reasons. First, in high-stakes accountability systems, 
both material and symbolic consequences coexist; it is not thus possible to 
disentangle the role played by the different incentives in affecting actors’ 
responses and, in fact, many contextual factors can act as confounders. 
Second, in accountability systems where only symbolic consequences exist, 
it is not possible to know whether undesired behavior would be more perva-
sive if material consequences were also at stake. Third, certain responses to 
accountability pressure such as those involving cheating tend to be under-
reported. To overcome these methodological challenges, we have designed a 
randomized survey experiment that tries to isolate the effect that conse-
quences attached to TBA may have on teachers’ responses. By means of in-
depth qualitative interviews, we then deepen on what lies behind the results 
obtained with the experimental approach.

Methodology

The methodology of this study is made up of multiple components. First, we 
use a factorial survey experiment (1) to assess the isolated effect that policy 
design options (in our case, different types of consequences attached to TBA) 
may have on teachers’ reactivity, and (2) to explore the extent social 
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desirability bias can be at stake when individuals are directly asked to report 
about illicit behavior in response to performance pressure. It is important to 
underline that, to pursue this goal, we use the estimated likelihood that, 
according to the respondents, a given policy option could derive in an unde-
sired behavior. We consider it as a good proxy of the pressure a policy option 
exerts over teachers. Afterward, we use 22 in-depth qualitative interviews 
conducted among teachers (3) to deepen our understanding of the experimen-
tal results and explore teachers’ experienced pressure related to performance 
and standardized tests.

The Experiment

Design of the vignettes. The experiment used is a vignette, a factorial survey 
experiment where each participant is treated with a hypothetical situation that 
randomly presents different characteristics (cf. Auspurg & Hinz, 2015), that 
is, experiment conditions/treatments (Atzmüller & Steiner, 2010); in our 
case, the consequences attached to test scores. The use of an experimental 
approach presents several advantages for the achievement of our research 
goals. In contrast with observational studies, because of the absence of cor-
relations between the different manipulated treatments, as well as between 
the treatments and the respondents’ characteristics, experiments allow the 
unbiased estimation of the isolated causal effects of each manipulated treat-
ment (Druckman & Leeper, 2012; Leeper, 2018). In addition, due to the com-
plexity of the facts presented and their presentation as hypothetical situations 
in a vignette, it is less likely that the answers will be subject to a social desir-
ability bias (Steiner et al., 2016).

In the framework of our experiment, each participant, randomly assigned 
to one of five groups, reads a vignette that describes the situation of a teacher 
whom a colleague advises to cheat in the context of a new national assess-
ment to obtain better results in the test. Specifically, the colleague advises 
the teacher to send the underperforming students to the school library to do 
an alternative activity on the day of the test. Aimed at altering the pool of 
tested students, this behavior constitutes what is often seen as an illicit prac-
tice. The vignette is manipulated with regard to the possible consequences 
that the test may have if students obtain poor results. As can be seen in Table 
1, apart from the control group that read a vignette where no consequence is 
mentioned, we designed the treatments according to two dimensions: the 
type of the consequences (material or symbolic) and the locus of account-
ability (the school or the individual teacher). Every treatment occurred with 
the same frequency.
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The gender of the protagonist of the vignette and the social composition of 
the neighborhood of the school where the teacher teaches (middle class or 
vulnerable) are also randomly manipulated. This ensures that these elements 
are not left to the imagination of the respondent and prevents the results from 
being influenced by these factors. At the end of the vignette, the respondent 
rates from 1 (Not at all likely) to 7 (Extremely likely) both the likelihood of 
the protagonist of the vignette cheating and the likelihood of doing so if the 
respondent personally were in the same situation.1

In a first step, to verify whether social desirability plays a role, we com-
pare the answers to the question asked in third person (“likelihood of the 
protagonist of the vignette engaging in the behavior”) with those given to 
the question made in first person (“likelihood of the respondent engaging in 
the behavior if she/he were in the same situation”). To check whether differ-
ences are statistically significant, as the variables of interest are ordinal, we 
perform a Wilcoxon Signed Rank test (Wilcoxon, 1945). This is a nonpara-
metric test used to compare two paired samples when assumptions of the 
paired t-test are not satisfied or when the variable of interest is ordinal. In a 
second step, we estimate the effects of our treatments on the likelihood of 
the protagonist of the vignette engaging in the described illicit practice. 
Given that the dependent variable has seven categories placed in an order, to 
determine to what extent the experimental conditions are predictors of the 
dependent variable, we carry out ordinal logistic regressions. To facilitate 
the interpretation of the results, we show proportional odds ratios. For the 
sake of robustness, we also conduct a Kruskal-Wallis test to determine if the 
reported likelihood was different for the five groups. A post-hoc Dunn test 
with Holm p-adjustments is then conducted to identify pairwise differences 
between groups.

Table 1. Experiment Treatments.

Group
Type of 

consequence
Locus of 

accountability Treatment

Baseline condition 
(Control group)

— — —

Treatment 1 Material School School funding reduction

Treatment 2 Material Teacher Salary bonus for individual 
teachers

Treatment 3 Symbolic School School reputation affected

Treatment 4 Symbolic Teacher Teacher reputation affected
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External validity. One of the main criticisms to studies based on vignettes 
concerns the fact that both the situations presented and the follow-up ques-
tions merely concern hypothetical scenarios, and that actual behavior is not 
observed. Nonetheless, studies conducted to contrast vignette judgments with 
actual behavior bolster confidence in the use of this method by showing how 
at least the direction of the effect, as well as the strengths of the treatments, 
usually match (e.g., Hainmueller et al., 2015). In our experiment, we estimate 
the isolated effect that each accountability consequence has on the extent to 
which teachers perceive a given illicit behavior more or less likely to occur. 
This constitutes an important proxy of the performance pressure leading to 
actual cheating that each of the consequences exerts on teachers.

To enhance the experiment’s external validity, we apply the experiment to 
real teachers (cf. Auspurg & Hinz, 2015). The underlying data were collected 
through a survey conducted among 1,130 teachers from a sample of 81 
schools in the three largest urban areas of Chile during school years 2018/2019 
and 2019/2020.2 We chose to conduct the research in Chile because it consti-
tutes a high-stakes TBA system and, as underlined above, in such systems, 
both types of consequences (material and symbolic) exist. We can therefore 
be assured that the experiment treatments were perceived as plausible and 
realistic by the participants.

The participants were selected through a two-step stratified sampling 
strategy. In the first step, 200 schools were selected through a systematic 
probability proportional to size sampling strategy. All the schools in the sam-
ple impart primary or lower secondary education (Basic Education).3 The 
explicit strata were constructed according to the type of ownership, while 
within each stratum, schools were sorted by the implicit variables: province, 
municipality, and school size.4 Within each selected school, a sample of 24 
teachers was drawn from two sampling strata according to whether or not the 
teacher was currently teaching a subject tested in the national standardized 
test (SIMCE). The average number of teachers who responded per school 
was almost 15.5 The questionnaire was self-administered through the 
Qualtrics online platform. Table 2 shows the characteristics of the respon-
dents and of the schools where they are working.

In our sample, public schools are overrepresented (+8.2 percentage points), 
whereas independent private schools are underrepresented (–8.6). The percentage 
of subsidized private schools in the dataset is in line with the initial sample. 
Regarding the school location, all the Santiago provinces except North Santiago are 
underrepresented. In contrast, schools in Concepción, Valparaiso and North 
Santiago are overrepresented. The average size of schools in our data is slightly 
below the levels of the initial sample (26.3 vs. 30.4). Not all the schools in the initial 
sample participated in the study; therefore we cannot consider the obtained sample 
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a probability sample. However, a representative sample is not needed to test the 
causal effects of the experiment in an accurate way (cf. Auspurg & Hinz, 2015; 
Mullinix et al., 2015). The use of inferential statistics with experimental design 
where respondents are recruited from a non-probability sample is well established. 
In experimental research, the aim is to detect the probability that the effect seen in 
the specific subjects participating in the experiment was due to the treatment and 
not to any other confounding variable (Lang, 1996). Mullinix et al. (2015) have 
recently compared results obtained from convenience samples and population-
based samples. The substantial similarities found further strengthen confidence in 
the usefulness of non-representative samples for experimental research.

Table 2. Respondent and School Characteristics.

M (SD)/% Range

Respondent characteristics (n. 1,130)

 Gender 1–3

  Female 74.58  

  Male 25.24  

  Other gender 0.18  

 Ever prepared students for SIMCE 1–4

  Currently preparing 62.53  

  Not currently preparing, but prepared less than 
3 years ago

14.17  

  Not currently preparing, but prepared more than 
3 years ago

13.20  

  Never prepared 10.10  

School characteristics (n. 81)

 School ownership 1–3

  Public 43.21  

  Subsidized private 51.85  

  Independent private 4.94  

 School SES quartile* 1–4

  First 33.33  

  Second 29.63  

  Third 22.22  

  Fourth 14.81  

 School location 1–3

  Concepción 33.33  

  Metropolitan Region of Santiago 49.50  

  Valparaíso 17.28  

*The quartiles have been calculated by inverting the School Vulnerability Index (IVE).
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Internal validity checks. In experiments, the unbiased treatment effects’ esti-
mation is enabled by two characteristics of the experimental design, the max-
imum zero-correlation of the vignette dimensions (orthogonality) and the 
maximum variance of the levels (balance), which guarantee internal validity 
(cf. Kuhfeld et al., 1994). To check for successful randomization and varia-
tion, and assess the quality of the experimental data, we calculate bivariate 
Pearson’s correlations between the treatments and respondents’ characteris-
tics and between all the treatments (Table 3). The correlations are all near 
zero, demonstrating that the core principles of experiments have been suc-
cessfully applied.

Qualitative Interviews

The qualitative phase is based on semi-structured interviews (Wengraf, 2001) 
with a total of 22 Chilean teachers (see Table 4). Our aim is to delve 
(Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018) into teachers’ rationalities and subjectivities in 
order to better understand how they live and experience TBA pressures. We 
consider this research technique crucial to better understand the reasons why 
teachers would see illicit behavior more likely to occur under specific TBA 
policy options. The interview script has different modules, such as teachers’ 
biographical information, opinions and perceptions about TBA and market 
pressures, data use, teaching practices and professional autonomy. In this 
study, we focus on the part of the interviews centered on teachers’ general 
perceptions of TBA pressures and their daily lived pressures. During the 
interviews, the teachers typically spontaneously linked their experiences of 
pressure with the stakes attached to the test, without being explicitly asked by 
the interviewer.

The analysis aims at deepening our understanding of the results of the 
experiment, with particular regard to individual reputational concerns and the 
reasons behind them. The analysis followed an iterative process and com-
bined deductive and emergent codes. After coding the entire interviews, we 
extracted all the quotes about teachers’ perceptions and experiences of TBA 
pressures. Once the quotes were organized, the three authors read the tran-
scripts and added analytic memos (Saldaña, 2021).

The selection of the participants followed a purposive and heterogeneous 
strategy (Schreier, 2018). Given the focus of the study, we selected teachers 
who work in primary or lower secondary education (Basic Education) and 
teach (or have recently taught) in grades and subjects assessed in the SIMCE 
test. The sample is heterogeneous in terms of the characteristics of the partici-
pants (years of experience, age, gender) and of the school where they are 
working (school ownership, socioeconomic composition, performance 
category).
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Table 3. Correlation Matrixes (Internal Validity Checks).

Correlation between vignette dimensions and respondents’ characteristics

 Respondents’ characteristics Characteristics of respondents’ schools

Vignette  
dimensions Age Gender

Ever 
prepared 

students for 
SIMCE Ownership

Average  
SIMCE 

performance
SES  

quartile Location
School 

identifier

Consequences .0231 –.0440 –.0176 –.0138 –.0192 .0233 –.0420 –.0115

Gender .0045 .0157 –.0375 .0240 .0267 –.0188 .0022 .0454

Social composition –.0116 –.0066 –.0182 .0130 .0050 .0177 –.0303 –.0285

Correlations between vignette dimensions

 Consequences Gender Social composition

Consequences 1.000  

Gender –.0006 1.000  

Social composition –.0019 .0018 1.000
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Findings

Results of the Experiment

In order to analyze whether self-reporting on what we call undesired responses 
might be subject to social desirability bias, we check for differences in the 
answers obtained to the question on the likelihood of the protagonist of the 
vignette aiming to alter test results by avoiding underperforming students 
taking the test, and those obtained when asking directly to the respondents. 
Figure 1 displays the frequencies of the answers given to the questions asked 
in third person with those of the question in first person. It shows how, for the 
question asked about the protagonist of the vignette, answers spread across 
the categories (median = 4; mean = 3.58; SD: 1.96), but for the direct ques-
tion, there was a clear polarization of a large number of responses in the cat-
egory “Not at all” (median = 1; mean = 2.09; SD: 1.64).

A more detailed look at the individual differences between the answers 
referring to the protagonist of the vignette and to the direct question (self-
reporting) reveals that 35.93% of the respondents gave the same answer to 
the two questions, 58.58% reported a higher likelihood of the protagonist of 
the vignette cheating compared with their own likelihood of doing the same, 
and only 5.49% reported a higher personal likelihood of engaging in the illicit 
practice described in the vignette. The results of the Wilcoxon Signed Rank 

Table 4. Sample of Participants in the Qualitative Scrutiny.

School Ownership

School 
composition 

(SES)
Performance 

category
No. of teachers 

interviewed

1 Public Low SES Low-Medium 1

2 Private High SES High 2

3 Private—subsidized High SES Medium 2

4 Public Med-high SES High 3

5 Public Low SES Insufficient 2

6 Private—subsidized Med-high SES Low-Medium 2

7 Private—subsidized Med-high SES Low-Medium 2

8 Private High SES High 1

9 Public Med-high SES Medium 1

10 Private—subsidized Low-med SES Low-Medium 2

11 Private—subsidized Low SES Medium 2

12 Public Low-med SES Medium 2

Total 22
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test, statistically significant at the .01% level (–22.358, p-value: .0000), 
clearly indicate that respondents tend to rate higher the likelihood of unde-
sired behavior when they are referring to a third person than when referring 
to themselves. This suggests that social desirability can be a serious issue that 
can alter the results of research based on direct questioning and/or self-
reporting. Thus, research based on conventional data-gathering techniques 
may suffer from the social desirability effect and underestimate the spread of 
non-desired behavior.

In order to analyze the effects of the treatments on the likelihood of cheat-
ing, in the vignette, we use as a dependent variable the answers referring to 
the protagonist of the vignette, as they appear to be less subject to social 
desirability bias. Four models have been calculated: Model 1 contains only 
the experimental treatments whereas Models 2 and 3, respectively, also 
include, as controls, variables concerning respondents’ school characteristics 
and individual characteristics. In Model 4, variables of both levels are 
included, while in Model 5 school dummies are also added. Tabular presenta-
tion of results can be found in Table 5.6 For the sake of transparency, when 
discussing the results, we also report 95% confidence intervals (CI) to also 

Figure 1. Reported likelihood of performing the illicit behavior (comparison: 
vignette protagonist vs. respondent).
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give information about the uncertainty of the estimations (Hinkle et al., 2003; 
Zientek et al., 2012).

The results of Model 4 show how, compared to the reference category, 
having some consequences associated with the test increases the probability 
of teachers rating the likelihood of cheating higher. Interestingly, the results 
remain inconclusive for the consequence “school funding reduction,” a mate-
rial consequence normally considered high stake. The results for the other 
three consequences are clearer regarding the direction of the effect, but 

Table 5. Effects of the Treatments on the Likelihood of Vignette Protagonist 
Engaging in the Illicit Practice (Odds Ratios).

1 2 3 4 5

Treatments

 Consequence (ref. No consequences)

  School funding reduction 1.355  
(0.22)

1.328  
(0.22)

1.189* 
(0.26)

1.363  
(0.22)

1.403* 
(0.24)

  Individual salary bonus 1.522** 
(0.25)

1.546** 
(0.26)

1.570** 
(0.26)

1.596** 
(0.27)

1.730** 
(0.30)

  School reputation 
affected

1.563** 
(0.26)

1.577** 
(0.26)

1.609** 
(0.26)

1.626** 
(0.27)

1.687** 
(0.29)

  Individual reputation 
affected

1.701*** 
(0.28)

1.732*** 
(0.29)

1.757*** 
(0.29)

1.790*** 
(0.30)

1.842*** 
(0.32)

 Gender of the vignette protagonist (ref. Male)

  Female 0.836  
(0.09)

0.836  
(0.09)

0.852  
(0.09)

0.939  
(0.10)

0.862  
(0.09

 Social composition vignette protagonist’s school (ref. Vulnerable)

  Middle class 0.929  
(0.10)

0.941  
(0.10)

0.927  
(0.10)

0.939  
(0.10)

0.968  
(0.11)

 Controls

  Gender of the 
respondent

NO NO YES YES YES

  Respondent has ever 
prepared students for SIMCE

NO NO YES YES YES

  Respondent’s school 
ownership

NO YES NO YES YES

  Respondent’s school SES 
quartile

NO YES NO YES YES

  Respondent’s school 
location

NO YES NO YES YES

 School dummies NO NO NO NO YES

  N. obs. 1,130 1,130 1,128 1,128 1,128

Note. Standard-errors in parentheses.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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uncertain regarding its strength. The effect of the treatment regarding indi-
vidual reputation displays the highest values and is statistically significant at 
the .01% level (est. 1.842; IC: 1.316–2.579; p-value: .000), compared with 
those regarding individual salary bonus (est. 1.730; IC: 1.231–2.431; p-value: 
.002) and school reputation (est. 1.687; IC: 1.207–2.357; p-value: .002).7 A 
Kruskal-Wallis test, conducted for the sake of robustness, confirms these 
results. It shows that there is a statistically significant difference in the vari-
able “likelihood of the protagonist of the vignette to cheat” between the five 
groups (χ2(4) = 13.267, p = .01). Nevertheless, a pairwise post-hoc Dunn test 
with Holm p-adjustments is only significant for the differences concerning 
the pairs: “individual salary bonus” versus the control group (p = .037), 
“school reputation affected” versus the control group (p = .023), and “indi-
vidual reputation affected” versus the control group (p = .005). These results 
challenge the common assumption that accountability instruments are more 
likely to generate undesired effects when attached to material consequences. 
It is true that, in a marketized school context such as the Chilean one, school 
reputation can be also considered high stakes for its (material) impact on 
school demand and enrollment (Figlio & Loeb, 2011; Maroy & Voisin, 2017). 
Nonetheless, compared to the other treatments, it is individual reputation the 
consequence whose results are the ones that show a higher statistical signifi-
cance. This is interesting considering that this is the consequence that can be 
considered a “pure” symbolic one (cf. Maroy & Pons, 2019). It is therefore 
relevant to explore more in depth teachers’ rationalities and experiences with 
TBA, with a focus on why individual reputation seems to matter so 
remarkably.

Teachers Under Accountability Pressure: Why Reputational 

Consequences Matter

From the interviews, it appears that the visibility of test results generates a 
performative environment in schools that increases the lived pressure of 
teachers. References to individual reputational consequences emerged very 
frequently during the interviews, and were often associated to the perfor-
mance pressure teachers experience:

Teacher: Yes, I may feel under pressure. I may think of the results. I would like 
that the results would be good.
Interviewer: And, why?
Teacher: I think that, above all, for the work you do: you commit, you plan, 
you work so that the children learn. So, you feel that, if the results are good, 
your name also stays up. [Laugh]. (Vanny, language teacher).
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The response of this language teacher, specializing in one the subjects that 
the national assessment covers, reflects how crucial it is to obtain good results 
for individual teachers. Prominent performance metrics allow teachers to 
build and consolidate a positive reputation as a good professional among 
their peers and regulate good impressions of themselves. Obtaining good 
scores on external assessments plays an important role for receiving recogni-
tion from their “significant others,” including the school staff and the man-
agement team.

Nonetheless, in line with what Booher-Jennings (2005, p. 252) argues, the 
preoccupation with test results seems to go beyond a “hedonist” willingness 
to impress. Rather, TBA is a source of affliction and preoccupation, in which 
the subjective effects of test results’ visibility cannot be disentangled from 
the material conditions of teachers’ work. In a context like the Chilean one, 
where early career teachers often do not hold a permanent contract and 
teacher turnover is high, reputational concerns can be occasionally related to 
the probability of renewing their contract or even losing their job, as explained 
by this math teacher:

This year I do not have SIMCE, thank God. The other teacher has it. But it is 
so stressful! Apart that it is a whole process that. . . I have a temporary contract 
here, so you can realize, it is my fourth year working in this school and I still 
have a temporary contract. Next year they can fire me, they can go without my 
services. . . (Victor, math teacher).

Furthermore, the publication of test results leads to a situation where stu-
dents’ level of achievement is informally used to question teachers’ work and 
commitment, as a language teacher points out:

I think it [the publication of results] is an issue because, after that, comes the 
questioning of the teacher, for instance, to the teacher who prepares [the 
students for the] test. And I believe that. . .there, they [public educational 
authorities] do not take the time to see these other factors that intervene in a test 
of this nature, so, well, you have - as a good Chilean says - to ‘bite the bullet8’: 
Yes, I receive all the criticism, but deep down I highly value my work, so, then, 
if a good or bad job was done, I commit because, no matter how my students 
did it, I will support them anyway, no matter of what will happen with me. . . 
(Fernanda, language teacher).

In line with previous studies (e.g., Camphuijsen, 2020; Harris & Graham, 
2019), our qualitative data show that TBA instruments have the power to 
transform and redefine existing shared understandings of “good teaching.” 
Specifically, students’ performance on standardized tests becomes a widely 
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accepted proxy of teacher and school quality, which is something that exac-
erbates test-related pressures over teachers. The following two quotations 
reflect this idea well.

I think [the pressure and questioning over teachers work] comes from the fact 
that there is also this other part that a good result is a good teacher, and it makes 
us start to judge the others for the work they do, for their [teaching] practices. 
(Fernanda, language teacher).

Here or in other schools where I have been working, it has been like having a 
‘stone in the chest’ or a ‘gun pointed at the head’, like it is said, ‘Results must 
be increased, results must be increased’; but clearly, it is because they measure 
us, so you cannot afford to decrease these results. Always, as parents (including 
myself as a mother, as an empowered actor), one asks as the first thing: ‘What 
results do you have at SIMCE?’, so it [test results] is something that one always 
analyzes, that is always present in your mind. (Mónica, math teacher).

Expressions like the ones used by these interviewees illustrate the negative 
emotions that many teachers experience when exposed to the risk of “receiv-
ing all the criticism.” These expressions give an accurate description of the 
feelings of blameworthiness that account-giving actors experience when 
exposed to blame in their professional context. As another teacher states:

Even though it [getting good test results] is not something that keeps me awake, 
to say it in some way, they [test results] are issues that are discussed with 
parents, issues that are also addressed within the groups, or inside me, by the 
people with whom I share, they talk about SIMCE. (Teresa, math teacher).

In TBA frameworks, symbolic consequences act as “solidary incentives” (see 
Clark & Wilson, 1961), as they are related to the desire of the individuals to 
hold membership in a community. To the extent the exposure to blame can be 
experienced as a threat to the membership to the “significant” community, it 
might enhance a need for self-protection and self-preservation, as well as a 
greater disposition toward illicit practices (Mitchell et al., 2018). Falabella 
(2020, pp. 12–13) points out that TBA policies involve a “sticky web of mul-
tidirectional surveillance and pressure to make them [teachers] feel account-
able, motivated, and committed,” as well as “to share responsibility, blame, 
and feelings of guilt.” TBA policies are complex because they trigger “mul-
tiple accountability pressures” (Aleksovska & Schillemans, 2020, p. 2) that 
not only come from formal educational authorities, but also from other rele-
vant audiences such as school principals, owners, and/or families. This lan-
guage teacher highlights this idea:
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And yes, it generates pressure. It generates pressure to work for SIMCE. 
Having said that, it also will depend on how you focus your work as a teacher 
and take SIMCE in hand, but, yes, it implies more work, you have to give 
account to the UTP [pedagogical coordinator, in English] you have to give 
account to the coordinator, you have to give account to the students themselves, 
to your peers, to this external evaluator. . . (Gustavo, language teacher).

The pressures generated by TBA policies can be perceived as both external 
and internal to the individual. On the one hand, performance metrics appear 
as an objective indicator or benchmark, which allows the public administra-
tion, the school management, and parents to judge teachers’ work and project 
performance expectations. On the other hand, these new policy technologies 
re-culturalize the teaching profession in such a way that teachers internalize 
entrepreneurial values and beliefs associated with the culture of performativ-
ity (Ball, 2003). This way, teachers may conceive performance pressure as 
endogenously generated or as triggered by their own professional ethos, as 
this quotation suggests:

In some way, you also feel that one is also being evaluated. So, if it [the test] 
went bad for them (the students), it went also bad for me. It is not only their [the 
students’] results. It is not a matter of dignity, it is not that, all in all, one wants 
that it [the test] goes well. So, I feel, that one self-stresses oneself, that one self-
imposes pressure on oneself. (Natalia, language teacher).

In the following quote, a math teacher illustrates the so-called “terrors” and 
“pleasures” of performativity, which previous research has associated with 
TBA policies as well (see Ball, 2003; Holloway & Brass, 2018).

Interviewer: Ok and how did you experience all this [referring to the TBA 
policy]?
Teacher: Badly. . .Regardless of whether one is for or against the standardized 
test, everyone likes [to obtain good results] and that students learn and take a 
decent test, right?
Interviewer: Well, you were saying [that] you lived it badly. Why?
Teacher: Because. . .they are also measuring teachers’ work, this is the first 
part, and second, it is not funny to see bad results, it is not something that gives 
happiness, because in a certain way, it [the test] measures what the students can 
get to know. So, if the students are well evaluated, one comes out with [higher] 
professional job satisfaction, and the school also does well, and I also feel that 
students are doing even better. (Gabriel, math teacher).

These words also point out the extent to which school actors internalize that 
performance metrics are becoming synonym with teachers’ and schools’ 
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quality (Sullivan et al., 2020). In the same way that excessive performance 
pressure can affect teachers’ experience negatively, obtaining good results in 
the standardized test can lead to both individual and collective satisfaction. 
Thus, beyond material incentives, “purposive incentives,” that is, incentives 
centered on the pleasure coming from the achievement of valued goals (Clark 
& Wilson, 1961), have also a motivating effect for teachers.

However, despite performance metrics re-signify the notion of “teacher 
quality,” internally, teachers also retain their own beliefs about what it means 
to be a good teacher. This creates a tension between conceptions of teacher 
quality that derive from, on the one hand, managerial approaches to out-
comes-based education and, on the other, the pedagogic discourse. As a lan-
guage teacher notes:

But the relevance given to the SIMCE. . .I think it categorizes you as a teacher, 
as a good teacher, actually, do you understand me. . .? But to be a good teacher, 
you do not only have to have good results in SIMCE, but you have to, I say it 
again. . .you have to listen, you have to advise, you have to design other 
things. . . (Mario, language teacher).

This qualitative analysis illustrates the primary role of individual reputation 
in TBA frameworks that the survey experiment highlighted. The reputa-
tional effects of TBA need to be understood in the context of the centrality 
acquired by these tests in the governance of education, but also as the result 
of complex phenomena such as educational quality being commensurate 
with standardized tests results. Performance metrics simplify and, in turn, 
make visible, comparable, and legible teaching work and quality for multi-
ple audiences (Holloway & Brass, 2018, p. 379). Regardless of the material 
incentives and sanctions attached to test results, and beyond the concerns 
that a non-consolidated professional status can generate among early-career 
teachers, the very visibility of test results entails high performative pressure 
for teachers on its own. In many cases, TBA exposes teachers to a situation 
in which they feel permanently scrutinized and judged by a wide range of 
actors and audiences. The judgment and questioning coming from col-
leagues and peers becomes a particular matter of concern, since teachers 
conceive test results as a device that can alter their status within their profes-
sional community.

Conclusions

TBA policies have become central in the governance of educational systems. 
These policies are increasingly used to monitor schools’ outcomes, evaluate 
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teachers’ work, and promote instructional improvement. However, at the 
same time, multiple investigations have documented the emergence of 
adverse or side effects of TBA, and how these can undermine the quality and 
equity of education. One of the effects that have aroused an intense academic 
and, in some contexts, public debate has been the spread of test cheating 
practices among school actors as a shortcut to increase test results (Ferrer-
Esteban, 2013; Jacob & Levitt, 2003). Existing literature tends to link the 
emergence of such practices to high-stakes accountability. However, these 
dynamics have recently been documented in lower-stakes TBA policy envi-
ronments as well (Feniger et al., 2015).

By means of a survey experiment, the present study has analyzed first the 
contentious relationship between accountability policies and teachers’ 
responses by paying attention to the changing effect of different policy 
options. Specifically, the experiment has allowed us to understand to what 
extent certain accountability policy stimuli dispose teachers to (over-)react 
by avoiding underperforming students taking the test. Our results show how 
large-scale assessments with consequences associated to the results dispose 
teachers to inflate test results, but that the nature of the stakes do not signifi-
cantly differ in triggering this type of practices. In fact, and counterintui-
tively, according to our findings, individual reputational consequences, which 
are normally considered as purely symbolic and “low-stakes,” constitute the 
consequence whose effect shows the highest coefficient and statistical 
significance.

In a second stage, by means of qualitative interviews, we have deepened 
the understanding of the mechanisms that make individual reputational con-
cerns increase the likelihood of engaging in illicit practices. We interviewed 
teachers of tested subjects and asked them about their lived experiences of 
pressure coming from TBA. In line with the findings of our experiment, in 
the interviews, reputational concerns emerged frequently, and with more assi-
duity than concerns with material or economic consequences. Our qualitative 
evidence indicates the centrality of the mechanism of commensuration in 
explaining the role of reputational consequences of TBA. To a great extent, 
performance metrics put pressure on teachers indirectly by redefining teach-
ing quality and professionalism. Furthermore, the very fact of being moni-
tored through external assessments predisposes teachers to aim to control the 
image they portray, even if this involves some levels of “inauthentic fabrica-
tion” of assessment results (see Webb, 2006).

Our study reveals that, more than driven by a mere desire to appear or 
improve the own position, reputational concerns are often accompanied by 
affliction, preoccupation, and fear of losing membership and/or credibility 
within the professional community. Symbolic consequences act as solidary 



Levatino et al. 23

incentives (see Clark & Wilson, 1961), as they are related to the desire of the 
individuals to hold membership in a community and reputation vis-à-vis 
significant others (Finnigan & Gross, 2007). It should be added that, particu-
larly in an educational context like the Chilean one—where teachers’ work-
ing conditions are often precarious and the percentage of teachers with 
permanent contracts is relatively low (see Toledo Figueroa & Wittemberg, 
2015)—material and symbolic consequences are not sealed compartments. 
Teachers concerns with the impact of low-test results on their credibility and 
reputation are difficult to disentangle from professional career concerns, 
including job continuity issues, in a market-oriented educational system 
where dynamics of school and teacher competition are widespread.

In sum, our results confirm that professional reputation plays a central role 
in the trajectory and impact of TBA policies. Our research indeed shows that 
the effects of accountability policies on teachers’ practices are not only 
explained by formal consequences but also, and especially, by informal and 
symbolic ones. Reputational concerns might instill a sense of threat in teach-
ers and the need for self-protection and self-preservation which is something 
that, as has been found by behavioral scientists (e.g., Mitchell et al., 2018), 
can lead to practices that oversize work achievements. Our findings highlight 
that the symbolic consequences of accountability, far from harmless, “low-
stakes” or “soft,” are experienced as meaningful by teachers. This finding 
challenges the common assumption that TBA policies predominantly gener-
ate undesired effects when attached to material consequences. The results 
thus encourage future scholarship to critically scrutinize the strict differentia-
tion between high- and low-stakes categories in explaining the varying effects 
of accountability policy in educational practice. Rather, we suggest that it 
would be more appropriate to understand the stakes as a continuum in which 
different types of consequences interact and feedback each other.

Additionally, TBA policies create new power dynamics in education and 
engender a dense network of hybrid accountability relationships (horizontal 
and vertical) made up of multiple audiences that could put pressure on teach-
ers, beyond official account holders (see Benish & Mattei, 2020). Our study 
suggests the need to further disentangle these relationships to elucidate the 
sources of performative pressures that affect teachers’ daily lives. A policy 
implication deriving from our findings is that assessment frameworks, to be 
meaningful as a formative instrument, cannot give so much centrality to test 
data in the way they assess teachers’ work. Whereas at the level of research, 
our findings suggest that studies on accountability, assessment and education 
need to go beyond the analysis of formal consequences and take into account 
how school actors “live” external evaluations and its related stakes—includ-
ing the reputational and symbolic ones.
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At a more methodological level, the experiment results confirm that 
reporting illicit behavior is subject to a social desirability bias, as respondents 
reported a greater likelihood of occurrence of this type of behavior when 
referring to a third person than when answering about themselves. This has 
important research implications, because although other studies have found 
that some people report having cheated when directly asked (Amrein-
Beardsley et al., 2010), due to social desirability, these types of practices 
might have been underestimated in previous studies. Our study confirms that 
an experimental approach can contribute to investigate socially sensitive phe-
nomena in education (such as cheating in external evaluations, but also issues 
of student discrimination and exclusion by some school providers), which are 
difficult to capture using conventional research designs.

This research is not exempt from shortcomings and future research is 
needed to address them. First, even though the experimental results give 
information about the direction of the isolated effects of three of the conse-
quences explored, because of sample size limits they do not allow us to deter-
mine in a precise way the strength of these effects. Second, even though our 
qualitative analysis gives clear insights into the importance of individual 
reputation, it could be that the precariousness of the Chilean teacher working 
force overstates the importance of individual reputational effects, for the rea-
sons stated above. Future investigation replicating this mixed-methods 
approach with a larger sample of teachers and in different country settings is 
therefore urgently needed. This research could unravel, among other things, 
how teachers who operate in educational systems with less-prevalent market 
competition experience and react to TBA stakes, and analyze to what extent 
their responses differ to those observed in Chile.
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Notes

1. The vignette text and the two follow-up questions can be consulted in Levatino 
(2021).

2. More information on the survey content can be found in Levatino (2021).
3. According to the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED), 

in Chile, Basic Education includes ISCED 1 and 2. For this reason, we selected 
teachers who work in both primary (from grades 1 to 6 and ages 6 to 11) and 
lower secondary education (grades 7–8 and ages 12–14) (UNESCO, 2012).

4. More information on the school sampling strategy, on data coverage and their 
representativeness can be found in Ferrer-Esteban (2022).

5. In schools with fewer than 24 teachers, the survey was applied to all the teaching 
staff. More information on the teacher sampling strategy, on data coverage and 
representativeness can be found in Ferrer-Esteban (2022).

6. As the variables “gender” and “ever prepared students for SIMCE” have one 
missing value each, results of Models 2, 4, and 5 concern 1,128 observations.

7. An odds ratio of 1.842 means, for example, that respondents who have seen the 
treatment regarding individual reputation have 1.842 times the odds of having 
answered that is extremely likely versus the combined other lower categories, 
compared to the control group.

8. This is the authors’ own translation of the Spanish expression “poner el pecho a 
las balas,” which means to accept and/or to face something unpleasant.
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