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The study examines the persistence of outdated assessment practices in the
education systems of Jordan, Malaysia, and Australia, utilizing the Dead
Horse Theory as an interpretive lens. Despite ongoing educational reforms
advocating for authentic, student-centered assessment models, traditional
high-stakes and summative evaluations continue to dominate. The research
adopts a qualitative multi-site case study approach, drawing data from
semi-structured interviews, document analysis, and classroom observations.
The 30 participants, including teachers, administrators, faculty, and policy
analysts, were purposively selected across the three countries. Findings
reveal three interconnected themes contributing to assessment stagnation:
institutional inertia, cultural attachment to standardized metrics, and
inadequate professional development. In Australia, systemic accountability
pressures, such as National Assessment Program—Literacy and Numeracy
(NAPLAN) and Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) rankings,
limit the innovation in assessment. In Jordan, the Jordanian High School
General Examination (7awjihi) exam significantly influences pedagogy and
curriculum. In contrast, a dual reality prevails in Malaysia, with reform
attempts often overshadowed by entrenched examination cultures. Teachers
across all contexts expressed frustration with superficial policy changes and
limited practical support, frequently engaging in performative compliance
rather than genuine transformation. Applying the Dead Horse Theory
highlights how education systems adopt symbolic or cosmetic reforms,
‘buying a stronger whip’ or ‘changing the rider’, instead of abandoning
dysfunctional practices. The study concludes that meaningful reform
requires structural and policy change, cultural shifts, and sustained teacher
empowerment. The Dead Horse Theory thus serves as a powerful metaphor
and diagnostic tool for identifying the illusion of progress and advocating for
truly transformative educational assessment.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In the ever-evolving landscape of education, where innovation and evidence-based practices are
touted as essential to progress, it is paradoxical that many educational institutions continue to rely on
outdated and ineffective assessment methods [1]. Despite significant advancements in pedagogical research,
many modern education systems continue to rely on traditional assessment tools, such as standardized tests,
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multiple-choice exams, and rigid grading schemes. This phenomenon is aptly captured by the ‘Dead Horse
Theory’, a satirical metaphor suggesting that when one realizes the horse is dead, the logical action would be
to dismount rather than keep beating it [2]. However, in education, the proverbial dead horse is beaten,
dressed in new harnesses, renamed, and rebranded, while the foundational problems remain unaddressed.

The ‘Dead Horse Theory’, often used humorously in organizational and institutional critique,
illustrates the futility and absurdity of persisting in failed efforts [3]. Within educational contexts,
it highlights how systemic inertia, resistance to change, and institutional tradition often outweigh reason and
evidence. This theory underscores a critical and persistent issue in contemporary education: the unwavering
reliance on assessment methods that no longer effectively serve students or educators. Many practices hinder
learning, marginalize diverse learners, and promote a culture of high-stakes anxiety and superficial
achievement.

Assessment, by definition, should be a tool to support learning, provide feedback, and inform
instruction [4]. It should offer insights into student understanding, skill development, and educational
progress. However, in many schools and universities worldwide, assessment has become an instrument of
judgment rather than a tool for growth. The emphasis on scores, ranks, and test performance has
overshadowed the need for meaningful feedback, critical thinking, and creativity [5]. In such systems,
teaching is often reduced to ‘teaching to the test’, and students are trained to perform rather than to learn.
This shift from learning-oriented assessment to performance-based evaluation reflects a fundamental
misalignment between educational goals and assessment practices [6].

The continued use of ineffective assessments is not merely a pedagogical issue but a cultural and
structural problem. Standardized testing, for example, was initially introduced to ensure equity and
accountability. However, decades of use have revealed its limitations. These tests often fail to capture
complex cognitive abilities, ignore socio-economic disparities, and disproportionately disadvantage students
from marginalized communities [7]; nevertheless, they persist. Policymakers, educators, and institutions
often justify their use with appeals to tradition, simplicity, and scalability, while ignoring the wealth of
research highlighting their shortcomings.

Like multiple-choice tests and traditional exams, these assessment practices continue to dominate
despite criticism for promoting surface-level learning [8]. These formats encourage students to memorize
facts and select the correct option rather than engage in higher-order thinking or problem-solving. Although
easier to administer and grade, they do little to reflect a student’s accurate understanding or potential [9].
However, they remain the default method in many classrooms, especially in high-stakes environments such
as national exams and university entrance tests.

Several factors contribute to the persistence of these outdated practices. First, there is institutional
resistance to change. Educational systems are complex and slow-moving, often governed by bureaucracies
that prioritize stability over innovation. Changing assessment practices requires systemic shifts in curriculum
design, teacher training, policy formulation, and resource allocation—an undertaking many systems are
ill-equipped or unwilling to make [10].

Second, there is a deep-rooted culture of tradition in education [11]. Many educators, having gone
through traditional assessment systems, are inclined to replicate familiar methods. This cultural continuity,
while comforting, can be detrimental when it perpetuates ineffective practices. Additionally, the fear of the
unknown, uncertainty about new assessment methods, the potential for failure, or a loss of control
discourages experimentation and adaptation. Third, accountability pressures play a significant role.
Governments and educational authorities rely on standardized test scores to evaluate schools, allocate
funding, and determine teacher effectiveness [12]. This creates a high-stakes environment where test
performance becomes the primary indicator of success, prompting schools to adopt practices that ‘work’ in a
narrowly defined sense, even if they are pedagogically unsound.

There is no professional development and support for alternative assessment practices [13]. While
many educators recognize the limitations of traditional assessments, they may lack the training, tools,
or institutional support to implement more effective alternatives, such as project-based learning, formative
assessments, peer evaluations, and reflective portfolios. Teachers may feel unequipped to move away from
the familiar without adequate professional learning opportunities.

Despite these challenges, a growing body of research and practical evidence supports the need for
change. Educators, researchers, and reformers worldwide are advocating for assessment methods that are
holistic, inclusive, and aligned with 21st-century learning objectives [14]-[16]. These include formative
assessments that guide instruction, performance-based assessments that simulate real-world tasks, and
self-assessments that foster metacognition and learner autonomy. Such methods provide a more accurate
picture of student learning and empower students to take ownership of their education.

Furthermore, educational technologies are offering new possibilities for assessment [17]. Digital
tools can facilitate personalized assessments, track learning progress in real time, and provide immediate
feedback. Adaptive learning platforms, online simulations, and e-portfolios are being used innovatively to
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assess a broader range of competencies. However, integrating these technologies effectively requires careful
planning, pedagogical insight, and systemic support.

This article critically examines why ineffective assessment practices persist in modern education
systems, despite widespread recognition of their limitations. Drawing on the Dead Horse Theory as
a conceptual lens, it explores the cultural, institutional, and structural barriers that prevent meaningful
change. It also highlights successful examples of innovative assessment practices and offers practical
recommendations for moving beyond the “dead horse” of traditional evaluation. Ultimately, this inquiry
seeks to contribute to a more reflective and progressive discourse on assessment in education, prioritizing
learning over legacy and impact over inertia.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Assessment has long been the backbone of educational systems, guiding instruction, informing
policy, and evaluating student progress. Historically, standardized testing was introduced in the early
20th century to promote objectivity and comparability in measuring student achievement [18], [19].
Originally intended to close learning gaps and support equity, these assessments have since evolved into
high-stakes tools that significantly influence curriculum, instruction, and educational policy [20], [21]. Over
time, critics have argued that these tests have deviated from their intended purpose, often reducing learning to
a narrow range of skills and fostering a culture of compliance and performance rather than genuine
understanding [22], [23].

A key critique of standardized testing lies in its limited ability to assess a broad range of cognitive
and affective abilities. Numerous studies have documented that standardized tests primarily measure
lower-order thinking skills, such as recall and recognition, and are ill-suited for evaluating critical thinking,
creativity, and collaborative competencies [24], [25]. Moreover, these assessments often contain cultural and
linguistic biases that disadvantage students from minority, low-income, or multilingual backgrounds [26].
The resulting achievement gaps are frequently misinterpreted as deficiencies in student ability rather than
systemic inequities inherent in assessment design [27], [28].

Equally concerning is the effect of traditional assessments on teaching practices. The “teaching to
the test” phenomenon has become a widespread consequence of high-stakes testing regimes, particularly in
countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom, and China [29], [30]. Under pressure to boost test
scores, teachers often narrow their instruction to focus solely on tested content and formats, marginalizing
non-tested subjects such as the arts, social studies, and physical education [31]. This environment limits
students’ exposure to a well-rounded education and contributes to teacher burnout and professional
dissatisfaction [32].

The implications of these practices extend to issues of equity and access. High-stakes assessments
can deepen disparities by disproportionately affecting students from under-resourced schools who may lack
access to preparatory materials and support systems [33]. These assessments can also produce adverse
psychological effects, including test anxiety, lowered self-esteem, and disengagement from school,
particularly among students labelled as ‘low-performing’ [34]. Using test scores in school funding and
teacher evaluations can encourage unethical practices such as data manipulation or excluding low-performing
students from testing altogether [35].

In contrast to these traditional approaches, alternative assessment methods have gained increasing
support in recent years. Formative assessments involving ongoing feedback to inform instruction and
learning have significantly improved student achievement and motivation [36]. Rather than judging student
performance with a final score, formative assessment emphasizes the process of learning and supports
a growth mindset [37]. Performance-based assessments, such as projects, portfolios, and presentations, offer
a more authentic evaluation of student abilities by requiring them to apply knowledge in real-world contexts
[38]. These assessments encourage higher-order thinking, creativity, and interdisciplinary learning skills
increasingly demanded in the 21st-century workforce. Moreover, culturally responsive assessment practices
have become essential for promoting educational equity. These practices consider students’ cultural
backgrounds, values, and experiences in designing and interpreting assessment tasks [39]. Research suggests
that culturally relevant assessments can increase student engagement, validate identity, and improve
academic outcomes, particularly for historically marginalized populations [40]-[42].

Despite growing evidence supporting alternative assessment methods, several barriers hinder
widespread adoption. One major obstacle is the policy landscape, which often mandates standardized testing
as the primary mechanism of accountability [43]. Many teachers lack the autonomy, time, or training
to implement more student-centered assessments [44]. Institutional inertia and fear of the unknown
further contribute to the persistence of outdated practices, even when they no longer serve pedagogical
purposes [45].
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Several theoretical frameworks support the shift toward more effective and inclusive assessment
models. Constructivist theory, for instance, emphasizes learners’ active engagement in constructing
knowledge and supports formative, process-oriented assessments that reflect individual learning paths [46].
Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences also challenges the narrow scope of standardized assessments,
arguing for a broader evaluation of human capabilities [47]. Similarly, self-determination theory highlights
the role of autonomy, competence, and relatedness in motivation, suggesting that assessments should
empower students and support their psychological needs [48].

Empirical research supports the efficacy of these alternative approaches. For example, schools
integrating portfolio assessments have reported increased student agency, deeper reflection, and improved
learning outcomes [49]. Likewise, formative assessment strategies have demonstrated consistent gains across
grade levels and subject areas [50]. When implemented effectively, culturally responsive assessments have
been linked to enhanced classroom participation and academic achievement, particularly among Indigenous
and multilingual students [51].

Researchers and educators advocate for systemic reforms to move beyond ineffective assessment
models [52]. These include policy changes that support diverse forms of assessment, investment in teacher
professional development, and greater collaboration among stakeholders to design assessments that reflect
the needs of 21st-century learners [53]. As long as educational systems continue to “beat the dead horse” of
traditional, ineffective assessment, meaningful learning will remain constrained by outdated measures of
success.

3. METHOD

This study employs a qualitative, multi-site case study approach to investigate the persistent use of
outdated assessment practices in educational institutions. The investigation is framed through the lens of the
Dead Horse Theory, which serves as a metaphor for how systems continue ineffective behaviors despite
evidence of their failure. The study focuses on three national contexts: Australia, Jordan, and Malaysia,
offering insights from different educational systems—Western, Middle Eastern, and Southeast Asian.

3.1. Research design

A qualitative case study design was carefully chosen. This was to provide a comprehensive and in-
depth understanding of how institutional cultures and systemic norms contribute to the persistence of
outdated assessment practices within educational systems. This design is particularly beneficial as it
facilitates a nuanced exploration across three distinct educational contexts, thereby capturing both common
patterns that may emerge and country-specific dynamics that illustrate the unique challenges and
opportunities present in each locale.

To ensure a rich and diverse understanding of the multifaceted issues at play within the education
sector, participants for the study were selected using a purposive sampling method. This strategic approach
was specifically employed to guarantee that various voices and perspectives were represented, encompassing
key stakeholders who play vital roles in education. Consequently, a diverse group of educators, school
administrators, and policy actors, all directly involved in the design, implementation, or reform of
educational assessments, was carefully invited to participate in the study, as shown in Table 1. This
deliberate and thoughtful selection process is instrumental in enriching the data collected, resulting in more
comprehensive and accurate overall study findings. By including such a diverse group of participants, the
research can capture broader insights regarding the factors influencing assessment practices. This depth of
understanding is critical, as it enables the study to reflect the complexities of the educational landscape and
the diverse experiences and viewpoints of those directly engaged in the assessment process. The findings
from this research can provide valuable implications for future policies and practices within the education
system, ultimately contributing to the continuous improvement of assessment methods and their alignment
with educational goals.

Table 1. Participant demographics by country
Nationality  Teachers Administrators  Faculty  Policy analysts  Total

Australia 5 2 2 1 10
Jordan 6 2 1 1 10
Malaysia 4 1 2 3 10
Total 15 5 5 5 30
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The participants involved in the study were carefully selected to encompass a diverse range of
public and private institutions. This selection process involved individuals from various educational settings,
including primary schools, secondary schools, and numerous entities within the higher education sector, such
as community colleges, universities, and vocational training centers. By incorporating various educational
institutions, the study aimed to capture a comprehensive representation of perspectives, opinions, and
experiences, enriching the research findings and providing valuable insights into the academic landscape.
This diversity among participants enhances the research’s validity and ensures that a wide range of voices are
heard and represented in the study’s outcomes.

3.2. Data collection methods

In the research process, three distinct qualitative data collection strategies were strategically
employed to enhance data triangulation and the findings’ reliability. These strategies included in-depth
interviews, focus group discussions, and participant observations, each chosen for its unique strengths in
extracting detailed and contextual insights from participants, as shown in Table 2. By employing these
diverse approaches, the study aimed to gather comprehensive insights and corroborate the findings, ensuring
a more nuanced understanding of the subject matter under investigation. The incorporation of varied
qualitative methods not only strengthens the validity of the research but also provides a richer context for
analysis and interpretation. This multifaceted approach is particularly beneficial in qualitative research, as it
enables the exploration of complex social phenomena and accommodates participants’ diverse perspectives.
Additionally, through triangulation, the researchers could assess the consistency of findings across different
methods, further reinforcing the trustworthiness of the data collected and the conclusions drawn. Thus, the
study contributes valuable knowledge to the field and exemplifies best practices in qualitative research
design, demonstrating how the strategic selection of diverse data collection techniques can yield a more
robust and comprehensive understanding of the research topic.

In-person data collection efforts were diligently carried out in two notably diverse countries, Jordan
and Australia. This strategic choice allowed researchers to gather firsthand insights and personal experiences
from participants in these unique locations. By engaging directly with individuals in their environments,
the researchers could foster a deeper understanding of the cultural and contextual factors that influence the
participants’ responses. In Malaysia, a more innovative hybrid approach was implemented, skillfully
combining online and in-person data collection methods. This dual strategy not only facilitated a broader
reach but also provided enhanced flexibility in data collection. It ensured that participants could engage in the
study through their preferred means of interaction, whether they chose to participate face-to-face or digitally.
This inclusivity was particularly beneficial in accommodating varying comfort levels and accessibility needs,
ultimately enriching the data gathered by capturing a wider range of perspectives and experiences.

Table 2. Data collection methods

Method Purpose
Semi-structured interviews  Explore beliefs, attitudes, and narratives related to assessment.
Document analysis Review national education policies, curriculum frameworks, and reports.
Classroom observations Observe the implementation of assessment strategies in real-time contexts.

3.3. Data analysis

Thematic analysis, a method for analyzing qualitative data, was conducted following the
comprehensive six-phase model proposed by Braun et al. [54]. This model provides a structured approach to
ensure a thorough analysis and interpretation of the qualitative data collected throughout the study.

The phases involved in the thematic analysis are as:

i) Familiarization with the data: the first step involves immersing oneself in the collected data to gain an
in-depth understanding and insight into its diverse content. Researchers often read, reread, and note any
initial impressions during this phase, ensuring they are well-acquainted with the information before
proceeding to the next stage. This step not only aids in comprehending the breadth of the data but also
helps researchers identify potential areas of interest or concern that may warrant further exploration.

ii) Generating initial codes: in this phase, researchers identify and label significant data that seem relevant
to the research questions. This coding process is crucial as it organizes the data into meaningful
segments, allowing researchers to highlight essential elements and themes. Researchers typically use
inductive and deductive approaches to create a comprehensive set of codes aligning with the research
objectives. The initial codes can be the foundational building blocks for the subsequent theme generation
process.
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iii) Searching for themes: the next step is to identify broader patterns or themes within the generated codes
after coding the data. Researchers assess how different codes may combine to form overarching themes
and begin to see connections between various aspects of the data. During this phase, it may be beneficial
for the research team to engage in discussions to collectively analyze the connections and implications of
the codes, facilitating a richer understanding of the emerging themes.

iv) Reviewing themes: once potential themes are identified, they are reviewed against the dataset to ensure
they accurately represent the data. This phase may involve refining the themes based on additional
insights gained from further examination of the data. It requires critical evaluation to determine whether
the themes effectively convey the essence of the data, ensuring clarity and coherence in their portrayal.

v) Defining and naming themes: in this phase, researchers articulate what each theme represents about the
research question, providing a detailed definition for each theme that encapsulates its significance and
relevance. This step also involves naming the themes to reflect their core message, making them
accessible and understandable for audiences and stakeholders.

vi) Producing the final report: the final stage involves compiling a detailed report that conveys the findings
of the thematic analysis, illustrating the key themes with supporting evidence from the data. This report
is a communication tool synthesizing the analysis process and conclusions, providing comprehensive
insights supported by data-driven evidence.

NVivo software was employed as a critical component in the research process to facilitate the
coding and organization of qualitative data. This innovative tool significantly enhances the efficiency of the
analysis process, enabling researchers to systematically approach significant volumes of data with ease and
precision. By enabling intuitive management and quick retrieval of information, NVivo streamlines the
workflow and supports the rigorous nature of thematic analysis. Researchers can categorize and synthesize
diverse data types, fostering a more comprehensive understanding of complex themes and patterns that
emerge from the research, ultimately leading to more robust findings and insights.

Thematic analysis was first applied within each country to identify unique themes. This initial
analysis phase allowed researchers to develop a rich understanding of the individual cultural contexts and
variations present within each dataset. Subsequently, a comparative study across countries was conducted to
uncover shared themes and differing perspectives. This two-step approach highlights the individual cultural
contexts. It emphasizes the broader patterns that emerge during cross-country comparisons, offering valuable
insights into the research questions and contributing to a more nuanced understanding of the overall findings.

3.4. Emergent themes
3.4.1. Policy rigidity and administrative overload

Respondents from Australia highlighted the challenges of standardized testing mandates, notably the
National Assessment Program—Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). This system often imposes rigid
structures on educational practices, leading to concerns about the administrative burden on teachers and
schools. In contrast, educators from Jordan and Malaysia discussed the implications of centralized
examination systems, which are often accompanied by top-down directives that limit flexibility in
administering and developing assessments. This highlights a broader educational policy issue that can stifle
innovation and responsiveness to local context.

3.4.2. Cultural perceptions of assessment

The cultural context in which assessments are viewed significantly influences educational priorities
in various countries. In Australia, schools are under considerable community pressure to improve their
rankings, which can lead to a narrow focus on high-stakes testing results. Meanwhile, in Jordan and
Malaysia, the societal perception of education is intricately linked to the status conferred by grades. In these
countries, academic achievement is often regarded as a measure of personal and family prestige, which can
result in an intense focus on examinations and outcomes.

3.4.3. Professional development gaps

Across all three countries, educators expressed frustration regarding the limited scope of
professional development. Many teachers reported feeling ill-equipped to design and implement alternative
assessments that better serve students’ diverse needs and learning styles. This gap in training highlights the
need for more comprehensive professional development opportunities that focus on innovative assessment
strategies and align with current educational trends and demands.

3.5. Use of Dead Horse Theory
The Dead Horse Theory provides a compelling framework for analyzing certain institutional
behaviors and practices. It categorizes these behaviors into three specific approaches:
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— Changing the rider: this approach involves altering the leadership within an institution while maintaining
the underlying structure. This can often lead to a cycle of old problems, as the new leadership may not
address the root causes of inefficiencies.

— Beating harder: this behavior indicates a tendency to persist with outdated methods, even when clear
evidence demonstrates that these strategies are ineffective. Despite mounting evidence, institutions may
resist change, believing that increased effort or persistence will yield better outcomes.

— Buying a stronger whip: the institution invests in high-stakes assessments or tools to improve
performance without addressing the core issues that hinder success. This notion reflects a misconception
that throwing resources at the problem can rectify fundamental flaws in processes or systems.

The Dead Horse Theory, ultimately, serves as a critical reminder of the need to recognize and
actively reassess long-standing behaviors and practices within various institutions. This theory highlights
how deeply ingrained habits can hinder progress and adaptation in a rapidly changing world. By fostering an
environment that encourages reflection on these entrenched behaviors, institutions can pave the way for
meaningful reform and transformation. The process involves questioning traditional methods, considering
alternative approaches, and being open to change to ensure that organizational practices remain relevant and
effective in achieving their goals.

3.6. Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was obtained thoroughly from each participating country’s relevant university
research boards. This process ensures that all research adheres to established ethical guidelines and standards
aimed at protecting the rights and welfare of the study participants. Before their involvement in the study,
participants were comprehensively informed about several key aspects:

— The purpose and scope of the study, which detailed the research objectives, methodology, and anticipated
outcomes.

— Their rights as participants, including the assurance of voluntary participation, the right to withdraw from
the study at any point without any implications or penalties.

— Confidentiality and data security measures were explicitly explained, assuring participants that their
personal information would be treated with the utmost care, safeguarded against unauthorized access, and
used solely for research purposes.

Additionally, it is essential to note that written informed consent was obtained from all participants
involved in the study. This process demonstrates their understanding of the research and signifies their
voluntary agreement to participate. By obtaining this consent, the researchers reinforce their ethical
commitment to upholding transparency and respect for all study participants. The informed consent process
is crucial for several reasons: it ensures compliance with legal and regulatory requirements governing
research involving human subjects. It is vital in fostering trust and transparency between researchers and
participants. Trust is essential in research settings, as it encourages open communication and cooperation,
ultimately leading to more accurate and reliable data collection. Moreover, transparency regarding the
study’s objectives, procedures, potential risks, and benefits empowers participants, enabling them to make
informed decisions about their involvement in the research.

3.7. Ensuring trustworthiness

Table 3 provides the strategies that were implemented to ensure research quality and credibility.
Despite the political rhetoric that often advocates for educational reform, a comprehensive and robust
methodological framework has substantially contributed to a detailed and nuanced exploration of the various
ways outdated assessment practices continue to be upheld across three distinct countries: Australia, Jordan,
and Malaysia. This framework facilitates a thorough examination of the educational systems in these nations,
enabling a deeper understanding of the structural and cultural factors at play.

Table 3. Trustworthiness strategies
Criterion Strategy
Credibility Triangulation of data sources and methods
Transferability — Thick description of contexts and practices
Dependability  Audit trails and documentation
Confirmability  Researcher reflexivity and peer checks

Through this comparative analysis, we gain invaluable insights into the persistence of these
antiquated practices, shedding light on the historical contexts and systemic challenges that contribute to their
ongoing maintenance within these educational systems. It highlights the similarities and differences in how
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these practices are implemented and the socio-political influences that shape educational policies and reforms
in each country. This exploration can inform future discussions and strategic actions to foster meaningful
educational change and improvement across diverse contexts.

4. RESULTS

This section provides an in-depth exploration of the findings derived from a comprehensive
comparative analysis of educational assessment practices in three distinct countries: Australia, Jordan, and
Malaysia. This analysis is fundamentally informed by the Dead Horse Theory, which serves as a conceptual
framework for understanding the nuances and implications of these practices. Throughout the examination,
three significant themes surfaced consistently across all analyzed contexts. The first theme, institutional
inertia, refers to the resistance to change within educational institutions, impacting their ability to adapt to
new assessment methods. The second theme highlights the cultural attachment to metrics, illustrating how
various societies prioritize quantitative measures of educational success, often at the expense of more holistic
approaches. Finally, the third theme, professional capacity gaps, points to the discrepancies in skills and
knowledge among educational professionals, which can hinder the effective implementation of assessment
practices. These themes are thoroughly supported by detailed analysis and supplemented with data tables that
illustrate the findings, thereby providing a clear and comprehensive understanding of the comparative
assessment practices in these diverse educational landscapes.

4.1. Institutional inertia and bureaucratic constraints

Educators across all three countries- Australia, Jordan, and Malaysia- reported experiencing
persistent institutional constraints that significantly restrict their ability to innovate in the realm of assessment
as shown in Table 4. Specifically, in Australia, participants highlighted the impact of national mandates, such
as NAPLAN, which establishes standardized assessment measures that educators must adhere to. Meanwhile,
educators in Jordan and Malaysia highlighted the significant influence of central examinations, such as the
Jordanian High School General Examination (7awjihi) in Jordan and the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) and
Pentaksiran Tingkatan 3 (PT3) in Malaysia. These examinations are crucial in shaping educational policies
and practices, ultimately determining how assessments are designed and implemented within schools. The
dominance of these standardized testing systems presents challenges for educators who seek to adopt more
flexible and innovative assessment strategies that cater to the diverse needs of their students.

Table 4. Institutional features hindering assessment reform

Feature Australia Jordan Malaysia
Centralized assessments NAPLAN, ATAR Tawjihi (national exam) SPM, PT3
Curriculum flexibility =~ Moderate (state-dependent) Very low Moderate in the private sector
Teacher autonomy Limited to the public sector Extremely limited Variable
Reform implementation Partial, fragmented Top-down, exam-driven Slow and uneven

In Australia, many respondents have underscored a primary concern within the educational
framework that has been attracting increasing attention. Despite progressive policies to enhance student
learning experiences and broaden educational opportunities, a relentless emphasis on standardized
performance metrics persists. This situation is primarily fueled by government reporting systems, which
compel schools to prioritize these metrics above other potentially more enriching educational approaches that
could better serve student development. A secondary school principal clearly expressed this concern, stating,
“NAPLAN data shapes school reputation. Even when we try formative methods, the pressure to lift scores
pulls us back.” This poignant quote emphasizes the pressure educators face and highlights the tangible and
often detrimental impact of standardized testing on school identity. It reflects how the relentless focus on
performance metrics can create an environment that hinders innovation in teaching and impacts the overall
culture within educational institutions. Furthermore, it illustrates how overemphasizing these standardized
measures can stifle pedagogical innovation and inhibit the adoption of a more holistic and student-centered
approach to education, which values diverse learning methodologies and individual student needs above mere
numerical performance indicators. Schools, caught in this cycle, may struggle to implement practices that
foster more profound understanding and critical thinking among students, resulting in a potential disconnect
between the prescribed curriculum and the actual learning experiences in the classroom.

In Jordan, the challenges faced within the educational system are particularly pronounced, echoing
sentiments expressed by educators regarding a rigid and often inflexible framework. These educators have
shared their experiences, shedding light on how the existing structure stifles innovation and adaptability in
teaching. A central component of this system is the 7awjihi exam. This standardized test plays a crucial role in
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shaping the curriculum and the methods employed in classrooms across the nation. The Tawjihi exam has
far-reaching consequences, as it dictates the subjects that must be taught and the specific ways in which they
are delivered to students. Consequently, this creates a uniform approach to education that fails to cater to
different students’ diverse needs and learning styles. This one-size-fits-all assessment model is detrimental on
multiple levels. It curtails the creative potential of educators, who often feel constrained by the need to focus
on test preparation rather than engaging with their students through innovative and stimulating teaching
practices.

Furthermore, the pressure on students is immense; they find themselves in an educational
environment that prioritizes rote memorization above all else. Such an approach inadequately prepares them
for real-world challenges, as it undervalues critical thinking, analytical skills, and a deep, meaningful
understanding of the subject matter. As a result, students are frequently left navigating a system that rewards
surface-level knowledge rather than inspiring them to explore ideas, ask questions, and develop a passion for
learning that extends beyond the classroom. In essence, the combination of a rigid educational framework and
an overwhelming focus on standardized testing fosters an atmosphere that is counterproductive to promoting
genuine intellectual curiosity and growth, with significant implications for the future of education in Jordan.

In Malaysia, a noticeable distinction exists between public and private educational institutions,
particularly regarding the flexible teaching approaches employed within these settings. Educators working in
public schools often express concerns about the considerable pressure they face due to the rigid standardized
expectations imposed upon them. This challenge resonates with the sentiments expressed by their
counterparts in countries such as Australia and Jordan, where teachers similarly navigate the constraints of
uniformity in their curricula and assessments. On the other hand, private schools in Malaysia present
a contrasting scenario. These institutions tend to offer educators greater autonomy and flexibility, allowing
them to employ a broader range of instructional strategies. This flexibility empowers teachers to tailor their
approaches, thereby better accommodating their students’ diverse learning needs and individual strengths.
Consequently, educators in private settings can often create more personalized learning experiences that
enhance student engagement and understanding more effectively.

The concept of Dead Horse Theory offers a pertinent framework through which to interpret these
systemic challenges. This theory articulates the behaviors frequently seen in bureaucratic systems, such as
metaphorically ‘appointing a committee to study the dead horse’—illustrating the futile attempts to analyze
or reform ineffective policies without addressing the core underlying issues. Furthermore, this theory evokes
practices such as ‘changing the rider’, wherein administrators may merely shuffle responsibilities and roles
without fundamentally challenging or altering the entrenched logic of assessment that dictates educational
outcomes. This reality highlights a significant observation: while discussions about educational reform are
prevalent, actual, meaningful change often remains elusive, as the fundamental issues inherent in assessment
and accountability frameworks continue to be overlooked and unaddressed, thereby preventing the creation
of an educational environment conducive to genuine learning and growth.

4.2. Cultural attachment to traditional metrics

In all three countries, cultural values surrounding grades and test scores perpetuate outdated
assessment practices. This societal emphasis is a powerful barrier to reform, as shown in Table 5.
An Australian teacher provided insight into the effects of standardized testing, specifically mentioning that,
“parents compare NAPLAN results across schools. That creates fear and competition, so teachers play it
safe.” This statement highlights the detrimental impact that parental pressure and comparisons can have on
educators, leading them to refrain from innovative teaching methods in favor of ensuring high test scores.
In Jordan, participants emphasized the significant weight of academic performance in their society, revealing
that grades are intrinsically linked to family honor and future career prospects. One administrator said,
“a child with low Tawjihi scores is seen as a failure. It is not just academic; it is personal and social.” This
perspective highlights the intense societal pressure that students and their families face, where academic
assessments can significantly impact one’s social standing and sense of personal worth.

In Malaysia, the educational landscape presents a varied picture. Urban parents are increasingly
advocating for a more holistic approach to education, recognizing the importance of developing the whole
child rather than solely focusing on examination performance. However, despite this progressive view
gaining traction, the traditional exam culture continues to dominate within public schools, reflecting a
lingering preference for standardized assessment as the primary measure of academic success. Dead Horse
Theory interpretation: cultural factors mirror ‘buying a stronger whip’ or ‘doubling the feed’—exerting more
effort into an ineffective system to maintain appearances.
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Table 5. Cultural drivers of exam-centric practices

Factor Australia Jordan Malaysia
Parental expectations High (ranking and comparisons)  Extremely high High (university and scholarship)
(status, identity)
Community trust in exams Strong (especially NAPLAN) Deep-rooted Strong in the public system
Student identity and pressure  Increasingly exam-driven Dominated by final ~Heavily grade-focused

exam results

4.3. Lack of training and resources

A comprehensive analysis of the educational systems in the three countries revealed a notable and
concerning disparity in the preparation of teachers, particularly in response to the demands of contemporary
assessment methodologies, as shown in Table 6. Participants in the study, encompassing a diverse range of
educators and stakeholders, articulated their varied experiences regarding the training they received. Many
indicated that the training was predominantly theoretical, often touching on basic concepts related to
assessment techniques without delving into the practical applications necessary for real-world classroom
situations. In many instances, the training sessions were described as too brief to leave a lasting impact on the
educators’ skills and confidence or, in some unfortunate cases, completely nonexistent. Such a glaring lack of
adequate preparation not only raises concerns regarding the individual effectiveness of educators but also
casts doubt on their ability to proficiently adapt to and implement modern assessment techniques within
educational settings. This situation underscores a pressing need for systemic changes in teacher training
programs to ensure that educators are adequately prepared to meet the evolving demands of teaching and
assessment in today’s educational landscape.

Table 6. Assessment, training, and resource access

Criteria Australia Jordan Malaysia
Frequency of PD workshops Moderate Low Inconsistent
Focus of training Mixed (some practical tools)  Mostly theoretical ~ Varied by region/school type
Resource availability Moderate in metro areas Poor Limited to the public sector
Teacher confidence in assessment reform  Low to moderate Very low Moderate in select schools

Australian educators have raised significant concerns about the current approach to assessment
reform within the education system, noting that it frequently falls upon individual schools to implement
changes without a cohesive national strategy. One secondary school teacher highlighted assessment methods’
confusion, stating, “we are told to assess for learning, but no one shows us how. We Google rubrics or share
templates informally.” This indicates a disconnect between policy and practice, where teachers are expected
to adapt to new assessment strategies without proper training or resources. In comparison, educators from
Jordan and Malaysia reported even fewer support systems, particularly within rural and public schooling
environments. In Malaysia, many teachers voiced their eagerness for reform and improvement in assessment
techniques; however, they are hindered by a significant absence of practical resources and limited time to
dedicate to such initiatives. The challenges these educators face underscore a critical need for improved
infrastructure and support in educational assessment, particularly in areas that have traditionally been
underserved or under-resourced. Dead Horse Theory interpretation: this reflects strategies like ‘changing the
saddle’ or ‘repainting the horse’ cosmetic changes that fail to address the root of the problem.

4.4. Comparative summary

The cross-national comparison reveals intriguing insights, as it indicates that, despite the contextual
differences in each of the three countries, they exhibit remarkably similar behaviors that align with the Dead
Horse Theory. This theory suggests a stubborn adherence to outdated practices, an observation that holds
across diverse cultural backdrops. In these nations, institutions persistently enforce and rely on assessment
systems that are no longer effective or relevant. This continuation occurs due to several interrelated factors:
first, institutional inertia plays a significant role, as organizations often resist change and prefer to maintain
the status quo. Second, prevailing cultural expectations within each society encourage adherence to
traditional methods, discouraging innovation. Finally, a notable lack of professional development
opportunities further hampers the adoption of more progressive and effective assessment strategies.
Consequently, combining these elements creates a landscape where outdated practices thrive, hindering
advancement and adaptation.

In Australia, Jordan, and Malaysia, outdated assessment practices remain a significant challenge,
entrenched by systemic, cultural, and institutional inertia, as shown in Table 7. This persistence reveals
a reluctance or inability to move beyond established methods, hindering the potential for educational and
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professional growth in these regions. The Dead Horse Theory is a poignant metaphor for the symbolic efforts
to ‘fix’ these outdated systems. Despite the good intentions behind these initiatives, they often lack the depth
and scope required for meaningful transformation. As a result, while stakeholders may engage in various
activities aimed at reform, they frequently fail to achieve genuine progress, perpetuating a cycle of
insufficient change and disappointment. It raises an important question about effectively addressing the
inertia and catalyzing real reform that impacts educators and learners alike.

Table 7. Summary of challenges by country (1=low, 3=high)

Challenge Australia _Jordan  Malaysia
Bureaucratic rigidity 2 3 2
Cultural attachment to exams 2 3 2
Lack of practical teacher training 2 3 2
Pressure from standardized testing 3 3 3
Readiness for alternative assessment 2 1 2

5. DISCUSSION

The findings of this comprehensive study reveal the deeply entrenched nature of assessment
practices that persist across diverse educational systems within Australia, Jordan, and Malaysia. This is
particularly striking given the prevailing policy narratives that emphasize the importance of innovation and
student-centered learning approaches. Through the Dead Horse Theory lens, the study thoroughly unpacks
the reasons behind the education systems’ clinging to dysfunctional tools and outdated practices. Rather than
engaging in systemic reform, these systems pursue symbolic or superficial changes that do not address
underlying issues.

All three countries have a significant institutional and societal preference for high-stakes,
standardized testing, which continues to dominate educational practices. In Australia, for instance, the
NAPLAN and the Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) are critical benchmarks for measuring school
and student performance. Meanwhile, in Jordan and Malaysia, national examinations such as the Tawyjihi, the
SPM, and the PT3 are central to the educational landscape. These testing instruments have become
institutional ‘dead horses’, representing structures that, while no longer meeting the needs of contemporary
education, are retained mainly for their symbolic significance rather than their functional contributions.

This concerning phenomenon aligns with findings from earlier studies, specifically Clare et al. [7],
which argue that standardization often replaces genuine accountability with superficial quality metrics.
Additionally, critiques of Australia’s test-driven accountability culture, as noted by Lingard et al. [55],
highlight how such practices are mirrored in Jordan and Malaysia, where limited decentralization coupled
with entrenched examination ideologies contribute to the issues at hand [56], [57]. The metaphorical ‘beating
of the dead horse’ is evident in the increased frequency of testing, the emergence of new performance
metrics, and superficial tweaks to curricula, all of which fail to address the fundamental inefficiencies of
existing assessment models.

Cultural context is essential in shaping attitudes toward assessment across these nations. In both
Jordan and Malaysia, academic grades are frequently viewed as a proxy for social status, a measure of family
honor, and a determinant of economic opportunities. This deep cultural attachment to grades fosters
a substantial resistance to alternative assessment forms, such as portfolio assessment, peer reviews, or
diagnostic feedback. In Australia, despite a facade of progressive rhetoric around education, parental and
media focus on rankings and school comparisons reinforces a reliance on numerical outcomes [58], further
entrenching the issues related to standardized assessment.

The Dead Horse Theory offers valuable insights into how educational systems rationalize the
continued use of outdated assessment practices to meet cultural expectations. An illustrative example is the
notion of ‘buying a stronger whip’, which illustrates policies aimed at raising scores through stricter
enforcement or expanded testing measures, rather than exploring innovative alternative assessments that may
offer more meaningful insights into student learning. Such strategies are often politically safer and more
quantifiable, appealing to policymakers even if they misalign with pedagogical best practices.

A notable and consistent finding across all three examined countries is the persistent disconnect
between assessment policies and teachers’ preparedness to implement them effectively in the classroom.
Many educators face inadequate training, a glaring lack of continuous support, and significant resource
shortages, all of which leave them ill-equipped to adopt alternative assessment methods. As a result, this
gives rise to performative compliance, where teachers adopt the language of ‘formative’ or ‘authentic’
assessment without making meaningful changes to their teaching practices [53], [59]. In the Dead Horse
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Theory context, this scenario aligns with actions such as ‘repainting the horse’ or ‘changing the saddle’—
superficial gestures that fail to confront and challenge the entrenched educational norms.

For instance, teachers in Jordan have reported attending workshops that present theoretical concepts
without offering practical applications for their classrooms. Similarly, educators in Australia have expressed
frustration at being instructed to innovate without being provided the time, tools, or clarity to do so
effectively. While the core issues identified across these educational systems are shared, their manifestations
vary significantly from one context to another. Australia, for example, exhibits more structural potential for
educational reform, particularly through innovations at the state level and initiatives driven by the private
sector. However, this potential is often neutralized by the strong influence of performance rankings and the
public discourse surrounding test results, which detracts from genuine educational flexibility.

In contrast, Jordan’s deeply centralized and exam-centric system is entrenched both institutionally
and culturally. Reform efforts in this context are frequently more symbolic than substantive, often propelled
by international benchmarks rather than a focus on grassroots needs [60]. Malaysia, on the other hand,
appears to occupy a middle ground, with signs of change emerging particularly in urban areas and private
schools; however, inconsistencies persist in implementing these reforms within the public sector and in
securing community buy-in for them. This comparative analysis reveals an important insight: no educational
system is immune to the ‘dead horse’ dilemma, where efforts to reform fail not due to a lack of awareness or
understanding, but rather because of the complex interdependencies between policy, cultural attitudes, and
system capacity.

5.1. Implications for policy and practice
Based on the outcome of this study, there are list of implications for policy and practice:

i) Rethinking accountability: systems must shift from test-based accountability to holistic models
incorporating multiple student learning measures. Countries like Finland and Singapore have
demonstrated how broader conceptions of learning can coexist with high performance [61].

ii) Cultural reframing: policymakers must engage communities in dialogues that reframe success beyond
exam scores. Without a cultural shift, even well-designed reforms will fail to take root.

iii) Sustained professional development: short-term workshops are insufficient. Teachers need ongoing,
practice-based professional learning communities (PLCs) that support reflective assessment design and
evaluation.

iv) Systemic coherence: reform must be vertically aligned, from policy to practice, and horizontally
supported across curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment; piecemeal interventions (changing the rider)
risk reinforcing dysfunction rather than eliminating it.

v) Political courage and narrative change: transitioning away from legacy assessment systems requires a
strong commitment to change. Leaders must be prepared to face public backlash, navigate uncertainty,
and communicate a clear vision of meaningful learning.

5.2. Dead Horse Theory as a diagnostic framework

One of the most significant contributions of this study lies in its innovative application of the Dead
Horse Theory, which serves as a valuable heuristic for diagnosing the stagnation of reform efforts within
various institutions. This theory, presented with humor, effectively highlights the absurdity and inefficiency
of investing resources in broken systems that yield no significant improvement or progress. Moreover,
it sheds light on the various coping mechanisms institutions adopt in the face of such stagnation. These
coping strategies range widely, encompassing denial, where stakeholders refuse to acknowledge the issues at
hand, distraction, where focus is shifted to less critical problems instead of addressing the root causes, and
symbolic overcompensation, where superficial changes are made to create an illusion of progress.

By creatively labeling these behaviors, such as “buying a stronger whip”, “changing riders”, or even
“rebranding the horse”, the Dead Horse Theory not only provides a satirical commentary on ineffective
practices but also equips educators and policymakers with a nuanced vocabulary. This vocabulary is
instrumental in recognizing these performative changes that do not lead to substantial improvement.
Ultimately, the theory advocates a shift towards transformative actions, urging stakeholders to move beyond
surface-level reforms and engage in more profound and meaningful change.

6. CONCLUSION

The study has examined how outdated and ineffective assessment practices persist in the educational
systems of Australia, Jordan, and Malaysia, despite decades of reform rhetoric and innovation initiatives.
Using the Dead Horse Theory as an analytical lens, the research identified core patterns of institutional
behavior that sustain these legacy systems. These include bureaucratic rigidity, cultural fixation on
examination results, and inadequate professional development infrastructure, all of which contribute to the
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maintenance of assessment methods that no longer serve learners effectively. The metaphor of ‘beating
a dead horse’ vividly illustrates how education systems often react to systemic failure with surface-level
solutions: renaming policies, increasing test frequency, or rotating leadership, all while leaving the
underlying structure untouched. These behaviors manifested differently in each country, shaped by national
context, cultural values, and policy histories. However, the common denominator was a reluctance or
inability to fundamentally question the logic of high-stakes, summative assessment as the primary indicator
of student success.

In Australia, the education system experiences considerable pressure on schools due to
standardization and league tables. Despite this, there remains some flexibility and policy space available for
innovation within schools, allowing for creative teaching and learning approaches. In Jordan, the centralized
control of the education sector and the deeply rooted social expectations surrounding examination scores are
significant barriers to change. These societal norms make it difficult for schools and policymakers to
implement reforms that deviate from traditional assessment methods. Although reform efforts have been
initiated in Malaysia to introduce alternative approaches to education in specific contexts, the entire system
still faces challenges such as uneven implementation across regions and resource disparities. Teachers in all
three countries find themselves caught in a difficult position, balancing the pressure to adopt innovative
pedagogical practices with the ongoing influence of traditional, culturally reinforced metrics emphasizing
exam performance. This tension highlights the complex dynamics educators face in striving to promote
meaningful educational change amidst existing constraints.

The findings underscore the critical need for a systemic paradigm shift in educational assessment
that moves beyond symbolic gestures and embraces truly transformative approaches. This requires policy
reform, cultural change, professional empowerment, and reimagining how we define and measure learning.
Teachers must have conceptual frameworks and practical tools to implement authentic, learner-centered
assessments. Policymakers must be willing to disrupt legacy systems and withstand the political and societal
challenges. Ultimately, the Dead Horse Theory is more than a humorous metaphor; it is a cautionary
framework. It warns against the comfort of routine and the illusion of progress. It challenges educators and
decision-makers to ask the difficult questions. To create meaningful change, education systems must not only
stop ‘beating the dead horse’ but also dare to dismount entirely, letting go of what no longer serves, and co-
create new assessment models that are inclusive, responsive, and aligned with the complex realities of 21st-
century learning.
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