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Abstract: This conceptual article offers a critical, theoretically grounded reconceptualization of
efficacy, efficiency, and effectiveness in educational administration and assessment. In response to
semantic ambiguity, technocratic appropriations, and the absence of consistent normative criteria, it
develops an epistemological clarification grounded in an interdisciplinary review and an original
interpretive framework, culminating in rigorous, context-sensitive definitions of the Three Es. It
associates efficacy with instrumental rationality and efficiency with technical rationality, while
distinguishing effectiveness, understood as effects produced in real-world contexts, from full
effectiveness, conceived as an ethical-political criterion oriented toward social justice, the common
good, and meaningful change in the lives of members of the educational community. It argues that
the dominance of instrumental and technical rationalities compromises the formative value of
assessment and proposes reversing the technocratic hierarchy of the Three Es by subordinating goal
attainment and resource optimization to the educational value of the effects produced, thereby
recentering school governance on full effectiveness. A critical and operational matrix, illustrated
through a heuristic example, reveals evaluative imbalances and implications for public policy. Full
effectiveness therefore requires educational rigor, ethical deliberation, and contextual sensitivity,
while revaluing pedagogical judgment and public schooling as a site of educational justice.
Keywords: assessment; educational administration; efficacy; efficiency; full effectiveness

Eficacia, eficiencia y efectividad en la educacion publica: Fundamentos criticos para una
nueva racionalidad administrativa

Resumen: Este articulo conceptual propone una reconceptualizacion critica de la eficacia, la
eficiencia y la efectividad en la administraciéon y evaluacion educativas. Ante la ambigiiedad
semantica, las apropiaciones tecnocraticas y la falta de criterios normativos consistentes, desarrolla
una clarificacion epistemoldgica basada en una revision interdisciplinaria y una matriz interpretativa
original, de la que derivan definiciones rigurosas y sensibles al contexto de las tres E. Vincula la
eficacia con la racionalidad instrumental y la eficiencia con la racionalidad técnica, distinguiendo la
efectividad, entendida como efectos reales en contexto, de la efectividad plena, concebida como
criterio ético-politico de justicia social, bien comun y transformacién de la comunidad educativa.
Argumenta que la hegemonia de las racionalidades instrumental y técnica compromete el valor
formativo de la evaluacién y propone invertir la jerarquia de las tres E, subordinando metas y
recursos al valor educativo de los efectos y recentrando la gobernanza escolar en la efectividad plena.
Presenta una matriz critica y operativa, ilustrada con un ejemplo heuristico, que evidencia
desequilibrios evaluativos e implicaciones para la politica publica. Concluye que la efectividad plena
exige rigor formativo, deliberacion ética y sensibilidad contextual, revalorizando el juicio pedagogico
y la escuela publica como espacio de justicia educativa.

Palabras-clave: administracién educativa; evaluacion; efectividad plena; eficacia; eficiencia

Eficacia, eficiéncia e efetividade na educagio publica: Fundamentos criticos para uma nova
racionalidade administrativa

Resumo: Este artigo conceptual propoe uma reconcecao critica e teoricamente fundamentada da
eficacia, da eficiéncia e da efetividade na administracao e avalia¢ao educativas. Perante a ambiguidade
semantica, as apropriagoes tecnocraticas e a auséncia de critérios normativos consistentes,
desenvolve uma clarificagiao epistemoldgica, sustentada numa revisao interdisciplinar e numa matriz
interpretativa original, que culmina em defini¢Ges rigorosas e contextualmente sensiveis dos 3Es.
Associa a eficacia a racionalidade instrumental e a eficiéncia a racionalidade técnica, distinguindo a
efetividade, entendida como efeitos reais produzidos em contexto, da efetividade plena, concebida
como critério ético-politico orientado pela justi¢a social, pelo bem comum e pela transformagao da
vida dos membros da comunidade educativa. Argumenta que a hegemonia das racionalidades
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instrumental e técnica compromete o valor formativo da avaliagdo e propde inverter a hierarquia
tecnocratica dos 3Es, subordinando o cumprimento de metas e a otimizag¢ao de recursos ao valor
educativo dos efeitos e recentrando a governaciao escolar na efetividade plena. Apresenta uma matriz
critica e operativa, ilustrada por um exemplo heuristico, que evidencia desequilibrios avaliativos e
implicagoes para a politica publica. Conclui-se que a efetividade plena exige articular rigor formativo,
deliberacio ética e sensibilidade contextual, revalorizando o juizo pedagogico e a escola publica
como espago de justi¢a educativa.

Palavras-chave: administracao educativa; avaliacao; efetividade plena; eficacia; eficiéncia

Efficacy, Efficiency, and Effectiveness in Public Education: Critical
Foundations for a New Administrative Rationality

Contemporary educational management is permeated by discourses and practices that
emphasize, almost hegemonically, measurable outcomes, the maximization of efficiency, and control
through technical evaluation instruments.

Public policy has extensively incorporated the three concepts referred to here as the “3Es”
(efficacy, efficiency, and effectiveness), rarely accompanied by epistemological or ethical discussion.
For terminological clarity, throughout this English version, efficacy, efficiency, and effectiveness
render the Portuguese ¢ficdcia, eficiéncia, and efetividade, respectively. This is an article-specific analytical
convention and does not imply uniform terminological equivalence across the Anglophone
literature. Their presence in reform discourses, evaluation agendas, and school governance tends to
be naturalized, obscuring the semantic complexity and normative potential they contain.

Appearing neutral, the technical discourse surrounding the 3Es masks their appropriation by
logics of regulation and measurement. This transposition impoverishes the evaluation debate and
obscures its political, ethical, and pedagogical dimensions. Evaluation mechanisms have been
converted into instruments of bureaucratic control, removed from the substantive purposes of
public education (Afonso, 2009).

The dominance of performative logics and managerial frameworks has depoliticized school
management and imposed a technocratic regulatory model centered on indicators, rankings, and the
contractualization of targets (Apple, 2017). This model promotes a culture of accountability based
on the production of rapid results, tending to reduce efficacy to compliance with external standards,
efficiency to cost containment, and effectiveness to the attainment of quantifiable indicators, within
a broader framework of instrumental, flexible, and formally decentralized rationalities (Boltanski &
Chiapello, 2020).

Systematized comparative evidence shows that PISA influences educational reforms through
international comparison, the production of evidence, and the diffusion of frameworks for quality
and equity, without its effects translating linearly or uniformly into substantive improvements (Li et
al., 2025). As Afonso (2012) emphasizes, the consolidation of neoliberal/managerialist accountability
mechanisms has reconfigured educational governance, deepening the evaluative state and inducing
quasi-market and surveillance logics that shift the focus of education toward measurement and
control.

Maroy and Pons (2018) analyze how results-based regulation, inspired by New Public
Management (NPM), reconfigures school action by introducing measurable objectives, monitoring
through indicators, and accountability mechanisms, turning schools into performance-oriented
organizations subject to pressure. The modalities vary: in Francophone contexts, neobureaucratic
accountability based on contractualization and internal indicators predominates, whereas in Anglo-
Saxon contexts “hard” forms prevail, involving public comparison among schools. In the French
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case, the incorporation of NPM took a partial and hybrid form: administrative and financial
mechanisms of accountability, evaluation, and audit coexisted with a persistent bureaucratic
structure and had limited effects on teachers’ work (Derouet, 2017). Mehta (2013a) argues that the
logic of accountability weakens teachers’ professional judgment by subordinating it to external
mechanisms of measurement and control. Research on standardized testing, in turn, documents
adverse effects on teaching and learning, with greater impact on the most vulnerable communities
(McNeil, 2000; Nichols & Berliner, 2007).

In this context, this article proposes a critical reconceptualization of the 3Es through a
matrix that associates them with three rationalities. Instrumental rationality, centered on the
attainment of objective goals, corresponds to efficacy; technical rationality, oriented toward the
optimization of processes and the means-ends relationship, structures efficiency; and ethical
rationality, grounded in justice, equity, and educational transformation, underpins full effectiveness.
These rationalities are not merely operational categories: they express distinct political and
epistemological projects, with direct implications for public policies, evaluation mechanisms, and
school governance.

We propose an ethical inversion of the hierarchy of the 3Es: rather than subordinating
effectiveness to efficacy and efficiency, efficacy and efficiency should be reoriented in light of full
effectiveness, understood as education’s capacity to produce socially relevant, pedagogically
meaningful, and ethically grounded effects. Efficacy and efficiency are necessary; the point is to
recenter them under full effectiveness, which gives them meaning and limits.

This inversion entails a break with performative logic and technocratic models of evaluation
consolidated since the 1980s. Such a break responds to the diffusion of regimes of performativity
(Ball, 2003), the managerial naturalization of the “new spirit of capitalism” (Boltanski & Chiapello,
2020), and the expansion of high-stakes testing and accountability policies (Ravitch, 2010), calling
for a critical reading of educational administration as a political, ethical, and pedagogical field.

In this article, “effectiveness” is used in the descriptive sense of real-world impact, whereas
“full effectiveness” denotes the ethical criterion that guides ends and means and frames judgment
regarding justice, pedagogical meaning, and the durability of effects, reordering the hierarchy of the
3Es by subordinating efficacy and efficiency. Full effectiveness is advanced as a relevant concept
with humanistic scope in educational administration, without negating the relevance of efficacy and
efficiency, but proposing their reconfiguration from an ethical-transformative horizon. The proposal
arises from the need for solid, theoretically grounded definitions of efficacy, efficiency, and
effectiveness within a critical reconfiguration motivated by a research project on school bureaucracy
and its impacts on educational action and is connected to real problems of everyday school life that
give it empirical relevance.

To fulfill this objective, a qualitative, conceptual, and critical theoretical approach was
adopted, grounded in an interdisciplinary review of the literature. The analysis was organized around
three axes: (1) a historical-conceptual reconstruction of the 3Es; (ii) a critique of technocratic
appropriations; and (iii) the formulation of an interpretive matrix oriented toward educational
justice, transformation, and the common good. Without direct empirical data collection, it draws on
conceptual evidence and documented experiences.

Review of Existing Knowledge and Theoretical Foundations
The dimensions discussed here under the labels efficacy, efficiency, and effectiveness stand

out as pillars of contemporary governance (OECD, 2023a; Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017), but their
appropriation in education has proved ambiguous, technocratic, and marked by semantic shifts.
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Disciplinary Origins of the 3Es and Conceptual Transpositions

The three concepts entered the educational field through transposition rather than internal
generation, originating in different disciplines with their own purposes, methods, and values. In the
historical-conceptual reading proposed here, scientific management privileged the standardized
execution of tasks, the rational division of labor, and the maximization of productivity, elements
later associated with operational conceptions of efficacy and efficiency (Taylor, 1911). Their
appropriation in education requires theoretical caution, historical awareness, and epistemological
vigilance, because importing categories without critical adaptation can generate distortions, imprecise
uses, and undesirable normative consequences.

Within the same process through which organizational rationalities were consolidated in the
field of administration, management by objectives gave centrality to the explicit definition of ends as
a guiding criterion for action, as systematized by Drucker (1954).

In education, school effectiveness research gained prominence through seminal studies such
as the Coleman Report (Coleman et al., 1966), which highlighted the impact of socioeconomic
context on outcomes, and the work of Edmonds (1979) and Rutter et al. (1979), which identified
characteristics of “effective schools” capable of mitigating inequalities. In their wake, Jencks et al.
(1972) emphasized the weight of social origins, while the effective schools literature showed real
variation among schools and teachers; even so, methodological advances confirmed that context and
social composition remain decisive (Reynolds et al., 1990). It is important to emphasize that, in its
original formulation, the movement sought to enhance educational effectiveness in contexts of
social vulnerability; however, the rendering of effectiveness in Portuguese as eficdcia, together with its
subsequent technocratic diffusion, obscured this transformative dimension, consolidating a
decontextualized and prescriptive evaluation model. Hence the risk that policies centered only on
efficacy (metrics) and efficiency (costs) may petrify educational action if they are not subordinated to
the ethical criterion of full effectiveness. The distinction between metrics and public value is not
specific to education: in health, the actual usefulness of a substantial amount of clinically
“efficacious” research that is of little relevance to practice has been debated (Ioannidis, 2016).

Critical Transposition to the Educational Field

The uncritical transposition of the 3Es into education favors technocratic approaches that
reduce them to operational metrics, obscuring the political and humanistic purposes of education
(Lima, 2008). Bureaucracy organizes and standardizes school processes, but it also imposes
slowness, formalism, and unjust practices, compromising teacher autonomy and effectiveness
(Balike1, 2024). This matrix was consolidated with the global diffusion of New Public Management
(NPM), based on accountability, results-oriented management, and market mechanisms (Hood,
1991; Verger & Normand, 2015).

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has played a
central role by promoting PISA and TALIS, whose global benchmarks have contributed to
converting the 3Es into normative standards of educational governance (OECD, 2019a, 2023b).
Beyond outcomes, structural equity depends on resources, access, and teacher distribution;
comparative indicators reveal persistent asymmetries in these dimensions, with effects on
educational opportunities (OECD, 2025). Evaluation, in turn, configures power relations in the
definition of criteria, purposes, and uses (Hanberger, 2022).

In classical administration, efficacy is associated with the attainment of previously defined
objectives, taking goal achievement as a criterion of success. In theorizing bounded rationality,
Simon (1947) shows that administrative action involves selecting alternatives consistent with
organizational purposes under conditions of imperfect information, contributing to the
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understanding of efficacy adopted here. Parsons (1956), in turn, frames goal attainment as a central
function of organizations, articulated with system stability and cohesion.

Efficiency, for its part, was shaped by the instrumental logic of scientific management and by
economic rationality. Koontz et al. (2012) emphasize that efficiency concerns optimizing the
relationship between resources used and results obtained, doing more with less. Drucker (1963)
contrasts effectiveness and efficiency through the distinction between “doing the right things” and
“doing things right,” warning that no degree of efficiency compensates for choosing the wrong
objectives. Because effectiveness is Drucker’s original term, it is retained here; this use should not be
conflated with the distinct descriptive sense of effectiveness adopted in the present article for effects
produced under real-world conditions. He states that “There is surely nothing quite so useless as
doing with great efficiency what should not be done at all” (Drucker, 1963, p. 54), anticipating an
ethical critique of technocratic management.

The use of effectiveness in the distinct descriptive sense of real-world impact adopted in this
article emerged later, particularly in the fields of public policy evaluation and public health, although
inconsistent use of the 3Es and the need for common foundations have been documented (Bouza,
2000).

Arretche (1999) distinguishes between efficacy, understood as goal attainment, and
effectiveness, understood as real social impact. Donabedian (1990), a foundational reference in
health, distinguishes among efficacy (results under ideal conditions), effectiveness (impact under
real-world conditions), and efficiency (the cost-benefit relationship). His contribution emphasizes
that efficacious interventions may not be effective if they do not generate relevant transformations
in people’s lives.

In economics, “Pareto efficiency” considers a state efficient when no one can be made better
off without making someone else worse off (Pareto, 1919). However, this criterion does not, by
itself, consider the justice of the initial distribution and may therefore be compatible with profound
inequalities (Samuelson & Nordhaus, 2011). Efficacy in this field tends to be absorbed into the logic
of maximization; effectiveness, in turn, appears only in analyses of macroeconomic impact, generally
dissociated from social justice.

In engineering and in areas of physics and biology, the 3Es appear mainly as operational and
quantitative categories, although they do not constitute a uniform terminological triad. In systems
engineering, measures of effectiveness make it possible to formulate criteria for success and
distinguish overall effectiveness from measures of technical performance (Sproles, 2002). In physics,
photometry distinguishes luminous efficacy, defined as the luminous flux produced per unit of
power, from luminous efficiency, expressed as a dimensionless ratio of energy conversion (Agrawal
et al., 1996); in plant biology, photosynthetic efficiency is analyzed in terms of losses in energy
transduction, from light interception to carbohydrate synthesis and crop yield (Zhu et al., 2010).
These uses reveal a rationality centered on the measurement of objectives, resources, performance,
and effects, but also a semantic heterogeneity that cautions against the direct transposition of these
concepts into education.

In the social sciences, by contrast, effectiveness acquires greater normative density. In light
of Fraser’s (2003) framework of justice, this greater normative density can be articulated with
redistribution, recognition, and parity of participation. Within this framework, effectiveness is not
reduced to impact but incorporates substantive transformation and the redress of multidimensional
injustices. By emphasizing the expansion of real freedoms, Sen (1999) reinforces this ethical
dimension of public action. In Brazilian educational administration, Davok (2007), drawing on the
multidimensional paradigm of educational administration and connecting it with Scriven’s (1991)
distinction between merit and worth, associates efficiency and efficacy with the merit of educational
objects and effectiveness and relevance with their worth. This tradition constitutes a relevant
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antecedent, although it maintains effectiveness and relevance as distinct criteria. In this article, this
normative densification of effectiveness is termed “full effectiveness”: a more demanding criterion
that evaluates the value and real effects of policies from the perspective of the subjects involved.

The disciplinary diversity of the genealogies and uses of the 3Es reveals epistemic disputes.
In their operational meanings, the three concepts can be mobilized to measure objectives, resources,
performance, and effects; in the reconfiguration proposed in this article, full effectiveness also
interrogates the legitimacy and relevance of those objectives and the impacts produced. In
education, this gives rise to a divide between technical-instrumental and ethical rationalities,
particularly decisive when the purpose is not merely to achieve outcomes, but to form subjects,
construct meaning, and promote justice. This divide is also inscribed in the history of the modern
school, whose bureaucratic structures, shaped by Weber’s (2022) model of legal-rational domination,
express a functionalist rationality based on predictability, hierarchy, and procedural obedience. Yet
this complexity is rarely recognized: the 3Es are treated as neutral and operational categories, while
their normative and epistemological roots are ignored. This neglect has favored the colonization of
the educational sphere by instrumental logics, replacing critical reflection with quantification and
pedagogical judgment with technical compliance. Critically reconstructing the meanings and uses of
the 3Es is a condition for repositioning evaluation within a horizon of justice and emancipation.

Semantic Ambiguities, Technocratic Appropriations, and Evaluation Fallacies

The diffusion of efficacy, efficiency, and effectiveness in education has been marked by
uncritical and technocratic appropriation, without epistemological clarification or ethical framing;
indiscriminate use of these terms fosters a false technical neutrality and obscures political and
normative implications. Selectively appropriated from different disciplinary traditions, especially
economics and public administration, the 3Es have often been converted into management and
evaluation instruments detached from the substantive purposes of education. This appropriation
tends to privilege optimization and resource management, shaping educational processes according
to criteria external to their formative nature. In contrast, Brookhart (2024) emphasizes that teachers’
assessment knowledge and skills should be understood as contextual and situated.

This reductionist appropriation is manifested in the terminological confusion generated by
the controversial translation of the English term effectiveness into Portuguese as ¢ficicia in
international documents and public policy reports. Such confusion erases the distinction between
meeting formal goals (eficdcia, rendered in this article as efficacy) and producing real, just, and lasting
impacts (¢fetividade, rendered here as effectiveness). As Sano and Montenegro Filho (2013)
emphasize, conceptual confusion among efficiency, efficacy, and effectiveness, resulting from the
improper overlap of processes, results, and social impacts, tends to favor evaluation models
excessively centered on quantifiable outcomes, with limited capacity to apprehend the social and
contextual impact of public policies, including educational policies. In public policy evaluation, the
3Es are often articulated with different stages of the decision-making cycle, with efficiency and
efficacy mobilized mainly during planning and monitoring, whereas effectiveness tends to be
relegated to ex post impact evaluations. This contributes to reducing effectiveness to a criterion for
final verification of the effects produced and reinforces an instrumental reading of evaluation,
oriented more toward the efficient execution of previously defined decisions than toward critical and
ethical deliberation on policy ends and their substantive social value.

An example of this distortion can be found in the way OECD and World Bank documents
operationalize effectiveness primarily by reference to improvements in outcomes, learning, and the
functioning of systems. In the critical reading proposed here, this operationalization tends to favor
an instrumental meaning of the concept, linked to the attainment of measurable goals and
insufficient to capture the ethical and transformative density that this article associates with full
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effectiveness (OECD, 2013; World Bank, 2018). This functionalist reduction contributes to
legitimizing a technocratic rationality of evaluation at the expense of ethical-political approaches
oriented toward educational justice.

Ravitch’s (2010) critique of the standardized testing system in the United States highlights
the risks of this logic. By promoting a culture of statistical accountability, the accountability model
implemented through No Child Left Behind encouraged curriculum narrowing, the exclusion of
vulnerable students, and the devaluation of the school’s formative dimension. Biesta (2010), in turn,
distinguishes between technical responsibility, centered on goals and indicators, and educational
responsibility, which recognizes the intrinsic value of the formative process and pedagogical
relationships. This distinction is fundamental to understanding that efficacy, when decontextualized,
can subvert the very purposes of education.

The Culture of Performativity and the Crisis of Evaluation

In highly centralized contexts, these dynamics intensify. In Portugal, the centrality accorded
to national examinations, school rankings, and formal targets reinforces a performative logic that
tends to obscure the school’s educational mission. This tension between compliance and innovation
is also evident in external school evaluation, where innovation appears as a marginal dimension with
no significant relationship to the ratings assigned (Serra et al., 2023). In Chile, vouchers targeted at
poorer students have been associated with improvements in performance and equity (Neilson,
2021), while the market-oriented education system has remained marked by very high levels of
socioeconomic segregation (Valenzuela et al., 2014). Such cases show that specific improvements in
outcomes can coexist with systemic problems of justice and equity, converging on more
measurement with visible administrative effects but little translation into substantive educational
value. In the terms proposed here, this pattern can be understood as model fixing, based on
administrative adjustment through incentives and sanctions, rather than model changing, oriented
toward substantive transformation of ends and means (Levatino et al., 2024; Yoon, 2024).

The technocratic rationality that underpins the appropriation of the 3Es is fueled by external
regulation based on numerical targets and audits. Indicators do not merely measure: they produce
realities and institutional “successes” without substantive improvements (Dahler-Larsen, 2014), that
is, administrative gains without clarifying for whom and on what evidence they constitute
educational value. In light of Mehta (2013b), this phenomenon can be interpreted as a form of
supetficial efficacy, in which schools develop adaptive capacities to respond to external demands
without significantly changing pedagogical practice or student outcomes.

Performativity imposes surveillance and public demonstration anchored in metrics, within a
project of control/normalization (Apple, 2004; Ball, 2016; Calderwood, 20206). In this way, efficacy
slips into statistical compliance, efficiency into cost containment, and effectiveness loses normative
content: the school becomes auditable and legitimation is conflated with metrics rather than with the
right to education. Measurable outcomes do not, by themselves, amount to educational value:
metrics describe, but educational value requires justification.

This model affects teacher subjectivity: fear of evaluation promotes defensive practices,
strain, and self-censorship (Conley & Glasman, 2008), while governmentality produces “auditable”
subjects who self-regulate according to external standards even when those standards conflict with
professional purposes (Foucault, 2010).

The Emergence of an Ethical-Political Alternative

Against this logic, Fraser’s (2003) framework of justice supports the argument that the full
effectiveness of a policy requires redistribution, recognition, and parity of participation. Sen (1999)
reinforces this perspective by emphasizing that the value of public policies lies in their capacity to



Efficacy, efficiency, and effectiveness in public education 9

expand subjects’ real freedoms, not merely to achieve aggregate targets. From this perspective, full
effectiveness is established as a substantive normative criterion oriented toward justice, social
transformation, and educational meaning.

As Biesta (2010) warns, to evaluate is ultimately to choose the kind of education one seeks to
build, and that choice is always political, ethical, and formative. It is therefore urgent to free
evaluation from its technocratic framing, placing effectiveness back at the center of the debate as a
guiding criterion for policies intended to be just, transformative, and rooted in the concrete
experience of educational actors.

Performative Governance and the Crisis of Professional Judgment

The advance of results-based evaluation policies has consolidated a governance regime
inspired by NPM that redefines relations among the state, schools, and professionals, translating into
the centrality of performance measurement and the diffusion of managerial models on a global scale
(Ball, 2012). Evaluation ceases to be a situated pedagogical practice and becomes a technology of
governance: externalized, systematic, and hierarchically controlled.

Ball (2016) describes this phenomenon as a culture of performativity: subjects are continually
called upon to demonstrate, quantify, and justify their value through external metrics. This leads to
the internalization of external criteria as a form of professional recognition, naturalizing efficacy and
efficiency as synonyms for quality (Ball, 2003). Performativity is based on individual accountability
and a morality of efficacy, disregards contexts, and empties pedagogical content; it transforms
professional authority, which comes to depend less on pedagogical knowledge and more on
compliance with established evaluation parameters.

Pedagogical judgment, the critical, situated, and ethical capacity to decide in context, is in
crisis. In light of Mehta (2013a), this process can be interpreted as a form of teacher
deprofessionalization: the language of technical excellence legitimizes the loss of autonomy and the
homogenization of practices. This transformation institutionalizes algorithmic control, erodes
professional autonomy, and redirects pedagogical action toward compliance with standardized
targets (Ball, 20106). The critique concerns hegemonic and decontextualized uses of evaluation, not
its existence as a structured and technically grounded practice.

Foucault (2010) provides a theoretical framework for reading this governmental rationality: it
constitutes governable subjects who self-regulate according to external norms and incorporate
control mechanisms as their own will. Performativity is not merely an evaluation system; it is a
technology for producing subjectivities. The teacher deemed efficacious internalizes criteria of
success defined by the administration and reproduces them in professional practice.

This model is widely disseminated through international organizations such as the OECD,
whose PISA and TALIS reports function not only as instruments of comparative analysis but also as
platforms for circulating frameworks concerning quality, performance, and the organization of
education systems (OECD, 2013, 2019a). In the critical reading developed in this article, the
centrality accorded to measurability, comparison, and benchmarking can favor a narrow view of
quality and reduce evaluation to a predominantly technical operation. The continuity and updating
of these instruments, exemplified by PISA 2022 (OECD, 2023b), demonstrate the growing centrality
of comparative measurement in educational governance, whose impacts on national policies are
widely documented (Gorur, 2016; Li et al., 2025).

This rationality is manifested in the proliferation of external evaluation systems and the
instrumental use of data for institutional control. As Saura and Mufioz (2016) obsetve, pressure for
results generates anxiety, competition, and defensive practices. The intensification of technocratic
evaluation contributes to professional strain, weakens pedagogical relationships, and reduces
teaching to repetitive and quantifiable tasks (Saura, 2015).
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In digitized blended-learning contexts, teachers may feel under constant observation even
without formal surveillance mechanisms, with effects on well-being, professional confidence, and
relationships with students (Calderwood, 2026); a culture of fear and blame takes hold, undermining
cooperation and pedagogical creativity.

Digital Bureaucratization and the Erosion of Pedagogical Judgment

There is a growing dependence on platforms and algorithms for collecting, analyzing, and
visualizing performance data. As Lima (2024a) notes, the computerization of evaluation has been
treated as debureaucratization but it deepens bureaucracy in digital forms, reinforcing surveillance
and control. This “digital bureaucracy” widens the distance between the act of educating and
evaluation instruments, turning teachers into system operators rather than pedagogical interpreters
of reality.

Full effectiveness requires a critical reinterpretation of bureaucracy in school administration.
Although conceived as a mechanism of procedural equity, bureaucracy has become an instrument of
technocratic control serving external rationalities. Protocols, reports, and platforms serve
pedagogical improvement less than the production of favorable statistics that support performative
narratives and legitimize cost containment. In Portugal, teachers identify bureaucracy as a central
obstacle to the quality of teaching because it redirects attention toward redundant tasks with no
educational value (Alonso et al., 2022). TALIS 2018 confirms this diagnosis: administrative overload
and pressure from nonteaching tasks affect teachers and school leaders across several education
systems (OECD, 2019a).

In many contexts, teachers are pressured to treat educational objectives as having been
achieved, even if only in statistical terms; this constitutes symbolic violence that subjects teachers to
the logic of results (Saura, 2015) and accentuates the dissociation between educational ends and
administrative means, hollowing out pedagogical substance (Derouet, 2005). The digitization of
monitoring mechanisms tends to reconfigure pedagogical judgment, orienting it toward forms of
algorithmic compliance (Calderwood, 2026); bureaucracy, in turn, far from neutral, conceals
inequalities and contributes to processes of deprofessionalization. Overcoming this framework
requires restoring pedagogical judgment and recentering the school on knowledge, emancipation,
and transformation. The logic of evaluation is inverted: evaluation is conducted not to improve, but
to legitimize decisions, justify policies, and distribute rewards or sanctions; the focus shifts from
understanding processes to quantification, from mediation to verification, and from dialogue to
judgment, compromising the critical and emancipatory function of evaluation and incorporating the
grammar of flexibility, performance, and strategic legitimation characteristic of the “new spirit of
capitalism” (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2020).

As Biesta (2010) concludes, what is at stake in evaluation is not merely measuring what is
learned, but deciding what kind of education we want to build.

Conceptual Foundations and Interpretive Proposal

This section presents the article’s theoretical proposal, critically reconfiguring the concepts
of efficacy, efficiency, and effectiveness through their articulation with three rationalities:
instrumental, technical, and ethical.

Critical Reconfiguration of the Concepts and Their Underlying Rationalities

The apparent familiarity of the terms efficacy, efficiency, and effectiveness in education does
not guarantee a rigorous understanding of their meanings. Consolidating a critical theory of these
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concepts in educational administration requires deconstructing hegemonic technocratic readings and
constructing an alternative framework oriented toward educational justice and the common good.
This proposal is based on an interpretive matrix that distinguishes three rationalities: instrumental,
technical, and ethical, corresponding respectively to efficacy, efficiency, and full effectiveness.

As an ethical-political rationality, full effectiveness constitutes a guiding principle for
educational decisions, expressing institutional commitment to meaningful impacts on subjects’ lives
and to practices guided by justice and meaning,.

The proposed correspondence constitutes a critical reconfiguration of the classical tradition,
in which “technical” and “instrumental” are often merged under the primacy of efficiency,
understood as the optimized choice of means to achieve defined ends, with technical rationality
operating as the procedural and standardizing extension of that logic within a functionalist
organizational framework (Parsons, 1956; Simon, 1947; Weber, 2022). We argue that, in education,
this arrangement has fueled performative mechanisms centered on control and results (Ball, 2003).
By contrast, critical-professional perspectives distinguish technical rationality (procedural, centered
on control and optimization) from instrumental rationality (teleological, with means-ends relations
oriented toward objectives) and reintroduce the ethical axis as a condition for judging the
educational value of what is done (Habermas, 2022; Leitch & Day, 2000; Munby, 1989).

At the level of criteria, the OECD’s English-language terminology uses effectiveness for the
achievement of objectives and results and efficiency for delivering results in an economic and timely
manner (OECD, 2019b). This illustrates the terminological overlap addressed here: in the analytical
vocabulary adopted in this article, goal attainment is designated as efficacy, whereas effectiveness is
reserved for real effects produced in context. In educational practice, these dimensions have been
operationalized through audit procedures, the production of evidence, and document-based
surveillance, formalizing teacher performance (Power, 1997) within an environment of
performativity (Ball, 2003), often oriented by external targets. In this proposal, we rearticulate these
dimensions with the rationalities: efficacy-instrumental; efficiency-technical; full effectiveness-ethical.
Thus, efficacy is governed by an instrumental rationality centered on goal attainment; efficiency by a
technical rationality of procedural optimization and control; and full effectiveness by an ethical
rationality oriented toward social justice, transformation, and pedagogical meaning (Ball, 2003;
Habermas, 2022; OECD, 2019b; Power, 1997).

By instrumental rationality, we mean a means-ends teleology centered on goal attainment
(efficacy) (Habermas, 2022); by technical rationality, procedural optimization (standardization,
reduction of time/cost, control of variability) (efficiency) (OECD, 2019b; Leitch & Day, 2000); and
by ethical rationality, the orientation of ends and means by educational values of justice, well-being,
and public meaning, which makes it possible to judge full effectiveness and critique performative
reductionisms (Ball, 2003; Biesta, 2007).

Within this framework, ethical rationality is ethical-political: it does not hover above politics;
it is co-produced with politics in struggles over the legitimation of ends, the distribution of power,
and the voices that count in evaluation. Full effectiveness therefore subordinates efficacy
(instrumental) and efficiency (technical), orienting them toward justice, meaning, and
transformation.

For a concise reading of the matrix, we adopt three questions: Efficacy: Were the goals
achieved? Efficiency: To obtain the same results, could we have used less time, lower costs, and
fewer resources without degrading the learning experience? Full effectiveness: Did what we did have
just, meaningful, and lasting educational value? For whom and on what evidence? Political question
(cross-cutting): Who defined the goals and with what mandate? Who gains/loses from the criteria?
Is there real participation and contestation?
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We analytically separate efficacy/efficiency (ends achieved vs. economy of means) and
recenter full effectiveness as the normative criterion that subordinates the others: efficacy-
instrumental rationality, efficiency-technical rationality, full effectiveness-ethical rationality. This
reconfiguration responds to the risk of a results-driven logic and indicator-based management and
affirms that, in education, the value of what results cannot be decided solely by goals and costs
(Biesta, 2007; Ball, 2003; OECD, 2019b).

This proposal does not deny the analytical value of classical approaches but configures an
interpretive and propositional matrix oriented toward the normative demands of the educational
field.

The inversion of the hierarchy is conceptually and politically necessary. When evaluation is
reduced to goal attainment or the optimization of means, it can produce positive indicators even in
contexts of exclusion; efficacy and efficiency can thus become technically acceptable but ethically
unacceptable. Recentering evaluation on full effectiveness entails breaking with performative logic
and adopting justice and transformation as guiding criteria.

Critique of Performativity and Technocratic Formalism

Technical rationality is manifested in meticulous planning and the pursuit of compliance,
revealing an obsession with targets. In school management, it is expressed through plans and reports
that privilege measurable performance, consolidating a culture of quantification in which
measurement becomes an end in itself and pedagogical judgment is replaced by algorithms and
protocols, a phenomenon analyzed by Espeland and Stevens (2008). Yet what is easy to measure
does not always correspond to what is most educationally meaningful.

The replacement of pedagogical judgment by algorithms and protocols reinforces the
bureaucratic logic that Mehta (2013b) contrasts with the professionalization of the education sector.
The rhetoric of technical excellence thus legitimizes the loss of teacher autonomy and the
standardization of practices, turning evaluation into an instrument of regulation. Consistent with
this, Saura and Mufioz (2016) describe a culture of blame and self-control that produces “auditable
subjectivities.” This tendency permeates evaluation protocols, which rarely include criteria of full
effectiveness. To evaluate is not merely to verify what was planned; it is to inquire whether what was
done had just, meaningful, and lasting educational value.

This process can be described as a form of performativity emptied of educational value, in
which only what can be counted comes to count, even when it adds nothing to education (Ball,
2003; Biesta, 2010). Ball (20106) revisits this critique by showing how performativity mechanisms
operate as forms of compulsory visibility, internal surveillance, and institutionalized self-control,
undermining pedagogical judgment and professional autonomy.

Technical rationality is grounded in the logic of efficiency. Although organizationally useful,
when mechanically applied to education it tends to obscure education’s formative and emancipatory
values. In light of Fraser (2003) and Sen (1999), efficiency detached from justice, recognition, and
the expansion of real freedoms can deepen inequalities and favor those already privileged. Cost-
benefit logic then becomes an implicit normative criterion, disregarding effects that are not directly
measurable and eclipsing the formative dimension of educational action.

Instrumental rationality is oriented toward the fulfillment of ends (efficacy) and, without
ethical scrutiny, can recenter action on external and short-term goals, producing statistical gains
without educational value.

By contrast, the ethical rationality underpinning full effectiveness proposes recentering
evaluation on substantive purposes. Evaluation entails asking why and for whom we educate.
Donabedian (1990), Biesta (2010), and Fraser (2003) emphasize the importance of evaluating real
impacts, not merely formal results, taking into account justice, meaning, and the transformation of
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subjects’ living conditions. This distinction requires recognizing that goal attainment does not, by
itself, guarantee real effects on students’ learning or development.

Full Effectiveness as a Normative Critetion

Full effectiveness requires considering redistribution, recognition, and participation as
essential criteria of educational action. Within this framework, an interpretive and context-sensitive
approach is required, in which evaluation is built on recognition of subjects and active listening to
educational communities (Gergen & Gill, 2021).

As Donabedian (1990) argues, an intervention can be technically efficacious without being
effective if it does not produce relevant effects in the real lives of its recipients, a distinction that
applies fully to educational evaluation. Full effectiveness requires going beyond the measurement of
outcomes by incorporating ethical judgment concerning the social, cultural, and relational effects of
educational action (Biesta, 2010; Scriven, 1991). Ultimately, it is not technique that determines the
value of education, but ethics that guides its ends; full effectiveness should therefore be the principal
normative criterion (Fraser, 2003; Sen, 1999).

Proposed Definitions and Interpretive Matrix

The 3Es are understood here as distinct expressions of rationality, rooted in specific
assumptions, rather than as merely neutral management instruments. Within effectiveness, a
distinction is made between its descriptive meaning, concerning the real effects produced in context,
and full effectiveness, which adds an ethical-political judgment concerning the value of those effects.
Table 1 presents the definitions proposed for the educational field.

Table 1

Proposed Definitions of Efficacy, Efficiency, Effectiveness, and Full Effectiveness
Concept Integrated definition

Efficacy Capacity to achieve objectives.

Degree to which established goals are achieved, generally through formal
indicators. In education, this may translate into planned outcomes, even when
they do not correspond to real or meaningful improvements.

Efficiency Capacity to optimize human and material resources.
Relationship between the means used and the results obtained, seeking to
maximize results with minimum expenditure. In education, it is associated with
the management of professionals, resources, time, and processes.

Effectiveness Capacity to produce real effects in context.
Considers the effects actually generated, regardless of whether they correspond to
the goals originally set.

Full effectiveness Capacity to create just, positive, and lasting impacts.
Normative criterion that assesses whether those effects are relevant, just,
pedagogically meaningful, and lasting for subjects and the educational community.

Source: Authors’ own elaboration

This reconfiguration is not merely descriptive: it constitutes a theoretical proposal with
normative scope, centered on full effectiveness as a guiding principle for school, pedagogical, and
policy decisions. As Stake (2004) and Biesta (2010) cautioned, value-oriented evaluation requires
resisting the logic of abstract performance and recentering educational judgment on justice,
pedagogical meaning, and real impact on subjects’ lives.
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This matrix does more than classify; it constitutes an interpretive, diagnostic, and normative
device that makes it possible to understand meanings hidden within evaluation decisions and to
guide reconfigurations based on criteria of educational justice. Table 2 synthesizes this proposal,
integrating the conceptual structure of the matrix with the purposes, limits, and possibilities for
reconfiguration associated with each rationality.

Table 2
Critical and Operational Matrix of the 3Es
Dimension Efficacy Efficiency Full effectiveness
Rationality Instrumental Technical Ethical
Guiding Fulfillment of formal ~Optimization of means and  Just, meaningful, and
criterion goals processes lasting impact
Dominant Planned outcomes Resource optimization Justice, transformation,
purpose meaning
Key question Were the goals Could we achieve the same  Did it generate just,
achieved? results with less meaningful, and lasting
(time/cost/resources), value? For whom? With
without loss of quality? what triangulated
evidence?
Typical Success rates / formal Cost-benefit ratio, Testimonies, perceived
indicators objectives hours/tesource, productivity real-life change,
reports appropriation of
knowledge, engagement,
and relationships
Institutional Meet examination Use the same test for Develop projects with local
examples targets; improve class everyone; reduce the number impact; adapt learning
averages of lessons per topic; audits trajectories to students’
pace
Operational Analyze results by Standardize instruments and  Listen to students; develop
examples percentage; compare  schedules; share uniform critical mediation and
with previous years plans pedagogical diversification;
structured tutoring
Critical Formalism, pressure  Economistic reduction of Difficulty of measurement,
limitation to meet targets, pedagogy, technicization of  risk of appearing
bureaucratization processes “subjective” if not
accompanied by criteria;
risk of tokenism
(superficial inclusion)
Proposed Subordinate to Integrate efficiency in ways ~ Become the central
reconfiguration pedagogical meaning  that serve equity, normative criterion of
and educational personalization, and the evaluation and governance
justice, and review preservation of pedagogical
goals in light of public time
purposes

Notes: the political axis cuts across the three rationalities (legitimation of ends, distribution of power,
participation/voice); Authors” own elaboration.
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The triadic structure proposed in this table asserts full effectiveness as the guiding normative
criterion for evaluation and educational action.

Recentering evaluation on full effectiveness rejects the technocratic abstraction of results-
based management and reintegrates ethical and pedagogical deliberation into the core of evaluative
judgment. This substitution of indicators for values constitutes what is termed here the “evaluation
fallacy,” in tension with the conception of evaluation as judgment concerning merit, worth, and
significance (Biesta, 2010; Scriven, 1991). Overcoming this fallacy is a condition for recentering
evaluation on educational justice, understood as a situated, dialogical, and politically oriented
practice.

It should be emphasized that this critique does not reject standardized tests. Used with
ethical purposes, contextual sensitivity, and clear pedagogical orientation, they can contribute to the
full effectiveness of educational action by strengthening real opportunities to learn (Bennett, 2025).
Personalization can expand justice for specific profiles, but it is defensible only with evidence of
validity and clear rules of comparability, lest it generate new inequalities (Bennett, 2024). Integrated
into plural evaluation systems, tests can help identify hidden inequalities, guide evidence-based
decisions, and strengthen commitments to educational justice (Levy-Feldman, 2025). More broadly,
evaluation mechanisms can contribute to professional development when articulated with feedback,
reflection, and appropriate organizational conditions, rather than being treated as ends in themselves
(Delvaux et al., 2013). The risk is the technocratic autonomization of evaluation. Rigorous
evaluation is not mechanical evaluation: effective evaluation requires listening, justice, and meaning,
not merely measurements. Full effectiveness is realized when evaluation combines rigor and ethics,
data and context, indicators and transformation.

This perspective rejects both pedagogical leniency, which masks inequalities through
superficial evaluations, and technocratic formalism, which absolutizes indicators and ignores the
educational value of processes. Promoting full effectiveness requires teaching that is intellectually
demanding, epistemologically rigorous, and oriented toward the emancipation of subjects, not a
complacent pedagogy devoid of criteria and genuine rigor.

Beyond its conceptual structure and proposals for critical reconfiguration, the 3Es matrix
has a strong operational dimension: (i) it denaturalizes the technical language that conceals political
rationalities in evaluation discourses; (ii) it diagnoses technocratic distortions and normative
asymmetries; (iii) it enables critical readings of public policies, school practices, and management
mechanisms; (iv) it guides processes of evaluative reconfiguration based on educational justice; (v) it
grounds political-pedagogical proposals aligned with the common good; and (vi) it articulates, within
the same movement, theoretical analysis and transformative action.

For application in concrete contexts, operationalization is organized into four stages (Table
3), making the matrix usable in policies, school practices, and evaluation mechanisms and enabling
understanding, diagnosis, and reconfiguration of the rationalities underlying educational actions.

Table 3

Stages for Operationalizing the Matrix
Stage Stage description Guiding question
1. Identification of ~ Select the educational policy, practice, or ~ What is being analyzed? What
the object mechanism to be analyzed, cleatly specific phenomenon or

delimiting its context. intervention is at issue?
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Stage Stage description Guiding question
2. Reading Apply the 3Es framework to identify how Which rationalities are present
through the efficacy, efficiency, and the real effects or absent? How are they
rationalities produced are manifested, as well as how  expressed in practice?

those effects are valued in light of full

effectiveness.
3. Critical Evaluate imbalances among the Which rationality dominates?
diagnosis rationalities, the risks involved, and the What is being devalued or

effects on subjects.

Propose changes consistent with full
effectiveness as an ethical critetion,
centering action on educational justice.

4. Normative
reconfiguration

rendered invisible?

What would change if full
effectiveness were the guiding
criterion of practice?

Source: Authors’ own elaboration

The 3Es matrix is neither a closed technical instrument nor a mechanical and universal
model: it organizes critical analysis, makes rationalities explicit, identifies asymmetries, and guides
reconfigurations based on educational justice. It neither replaces reflection nor prescribes solutions;
it is a device for critical reading and collective construction whose strength lies in the articulation
between diagnosis and proposal, between conceptual analysis and meaningful educational action.

Figure 1 synthesizes the proposed architecture, drawing on the metaphor of the Medusa as a
representation of the adopted matrix rather than as a taxonomy. The “cap” symbolizes full
effectiveness as the ethical-political rationality that subordinates and guides the others; the tentacles
represent the instrumental/efficacy and technical/efficiency domains; the pulsation of the body
indicates the four-stage operational cycle (identify — read — diagnose — reconfigure), which is

iterative and subordinated to the ethical-political cap; the peripheral network alludes to participation
with decision-making power and public, auditable criteria; the surrounding environment refers to the
context and to the bureaucracy to be transformed, not eliminated or justified.

Figure 1
“Medusa” of the 3Es

Full effectiveness
(ethical-political rationality)

4 stages:
ﬁéentify reah

diagnose  reconfigure

Efficacy Efficiency

(instrumental (technical
rationality) rationality)

¢ goals  optimization

* outcomes of means

+ degree of ¢ time/cost
attainment « standardization

Context / bureaucracy to transform

Source: Authors’ own elaboration
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As with looking directly at the Medusa of Greek mythology (Ovidio, 2014), educational
action becomes “petrified” when the 3Es are treated technocratically and in isolation; the antidote is
to integrate them under the ethical-political cap, with participation, public criteria, and reflective
judgment, so as to confront the 3Es without becoming “petrified.”

The Medusa metaphor is used as a heuristic communication device: it does not replace
conceptual analysis or empirical validation and serves exclusively to make visible the ethical-political
hierarchy and the iterative cycle identify — read — diagnose — reconfigure, subordinated to full
effectiveness.

INlustrative Example of the Matrix: Learning Acceleration Program

For illustration, a heuristic example is presented, applied to an internal learning acceleration
program in a school context.
Stage 1. Identification of the Object

A program aimed at students receiving insufficient grades, oriented toward “rapidly catching
up” on learning through intensive strategies and preparation for formal tests, in a context of
institutional pressure to improve results and meet targets.

Stage 2. Reading Through the Three Rationalities

The rationalities are summarized (see Table 4), together with the cross-cutting political
dimension (ends, patticipation, distribution of costs/benefits).

Table 4
Lllustrative (Nonempirical) Application of the Matrix
Rationality Criterion Illustrative signs
Instrumental Fulfillment of Emphasis on statistical improvement in grades; imposed
(efficacy) formal goals numerical targets; accelerated selection of target
students.
Technical Optimization of ~ Concentrated schedules; reduction of “regular”
(efficiency) means and instructional time; large groups; weak interdepartmental
processes coordination.
Ethical (full Just and Repetitive tasks without pedagogical mediation; absence
effectiveness) meaningful of emotional support; limited space for the relational
impact meaning of learning.

Source: Authors’ own elaboration

Stage 3. Critical Diagnosis

The reading suggests a predominance of instrumental and technical rationalities (short-term
objectives and the administrative management of learning), while ethical grounding tends to remain
residual. In each educational practice, it is important to ask: Was it efficacious? Was it efficient?
What real effects did it produce? Were those effects just, meaningful, and lasting? This asymmetry is
amplified, for example, by pressure to meet quantitative targets, teacher shortages (with assignments
poorly aligned with the required profile), excessively large groups, and limited socioemotional
support; factors that typically weaken the educational purpose and the right to learn.



Eduncation Policy Analysis Archives 1/0l. 34 No. 91 18

Operational checklist: Cap: Are public purposes explicit and legitimate? Tentacles: Have we
met goals and optimized means without impoverishing the experience? Pulse: Have we iterated the
cycle (identify — read — diagnose — reconfigure) with participation and public criteria?

Stage 4. Normative Reconfiguration Based on Full Effectiveness

A reconfiguration aligned with full effectiveness would require recentering the program on
pedagogical mediation, active listening, and personalization, with smaller groups, specific teacher
training, interdepartmental coordination, and consistent integration of the relational-emotional
dimension. The urgency to “catch up quickly” should give way to a logic of care and meaning,
recognizing that learning requires time, connection, and significance.

In sum, the exercise shows how the matrix reveals imbalances characterized by the
predominance of efficacy/efficiency and aggravating variables that are often invisible in reports. The
challenge is not merely to intervene, but to determine with what rationality and toward what ends.
Full effectiveness is not a technical choice; it is an ethical imperative. Empirical validation of this
reading requires a dedicated methodological design (sample, sources, techniques, quality criteria).

Critical Discussion: Implications for Education Policy and School
Management

By treating the 3Es as expressions of competing rationalities rather than neutral categories,
we propose a normative reconfiguration that articulates social justice, educational rigor, and
democratic engagement. Both uncritical pedagogical leniency and bureaucratic formalization devoid
of pedagogical meaning are rejected, in favor of school governance oriented by ethical and
transformative criteria.

School Governance Based on Full Effectiveness

The proposed inversion of the hierarchy of the 3Es, with full effectiveness as the principal
normative criterion, constitutes the starting point for rethinking school governance through the
matrix of the three rationalities, requiring a profound reconfiguration of educational action.

In recent decades, educational management has been dominated by technical and
instrumental rationalities, which have privileged goal attainment, designated here as efficacy, and
efficiency as cost containment (OECD, 2019b; Verger & Curran, 2014). This orientation has been
strongly driven by transnational comparative evaluation agendas such as PISA, promoted by the
OECD, which have diffused a performative and technocratic rationality globally. As Gorur (20106)
analyzes, PISA not only measures the performance of education systems but also configures them
symbolically, promoting a technocratic view of education based on measurability, international
comparison, and the legitimation of ranking-oriented policies. This logic has reinforced a culture of
performativity in which the value of educational action is measured through quantifiable,
decontextualized, short-term outcomes (Ball, 2003; Ravitch, 2010).

Governance by results promotes centralized control mechanisms, performance contracts,
and individualized accountability, distorting the public purpose of education. Evaluation becomes a
matter of quantifying, managing, and comparing numbers. The school is converted into an
accountability center and administration into a ranking system. Applied to French public schools,
this logic has increased pressure on teachers, subordinated pedagogical practices to external
objectives and indicators, and reinforced inequalities. Decisions thus come to depend on externally
defined metrics that are often detached from the reality and social complexity of contexts (Meuret et
al., 2014; Pons, 2017).
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By recentering governance on full effectiveness, the focus shifts from measurement to
ethical judgment and from compliance to transformation. Full effectiveness requires evaluating not
only what was done, but why and for whom, taking contexts and the real effects of educational
action into account. This entails valuing educational justice, democratic participation, and the
production of meaning. Reorienting school governance around full effectiveness means recovering
the school as a public space of emancipation, not merely a functional unit of performance.

Reconfiguring evaluation also entails promoting collegial spaces for critical deliberation,
involving teachers, students, and communities in decision-making processes in articulation with the
principles of full effectiveness.

Education Policies Under Analysis: Between Formal Efficacy and Substantive
Justice

Contemporary education policies based exclusively on efficacy and efficiency, especially
those inspired by NPM and centered on targets, external evaluation, performance rewards, and
competition, have generated isolated operational gains but aggravated structural inequalities and
weakened educational effectiveness. This homogenization is particularly problematic because
teachers’ assessment knowledge and skills are contextual and situated and cannot be reduced to the
uniform application of criteria detached from context (Brookhart, 2024). Such application favors
standardized assessments with limited ethical sensitivity.

In the United Kingdom, “academies” managed by private nonprofit trusts were presented as
instruments for improving performance, but they did not demonstrate clear and consistent gains and
were associated with higher patterns of socioeconomic segregation, without it being possible to
attribute that segregation to them causally (Gorard, 2014). This model of individualized
accountability and competition for performance can reinforce the prestige of schools with better
results while marginalizing those serving more vulnerable populations, a tendency already identified
by Ball (2003) in characterizing performativity as a regime of public demonstration oriented toward
numerical legitimation rather than justice.

In Spain, “concertadas” schools have adopted a business-oriented management logic that
favors mechanisms of student selection and socioeconomic segmentation, compromising equity in
access and the quality of education (Parente, 2020). In the same context, the application of the
neoliberal concept of “quality” in reforms produced a performative bias (Vinao, 2001).

In France, within the framework of the Contrats d’Objectifs and priority education
mechanisms (REP/REP+), policies have been applied with limited tertitorial differentiation,
restricting attention to the specific characteristics of the most vulnerable areas (Cour des comptes,
2018, 2025; Maroy & Pons, 2018) and contributing to the persistence of inequalities and unequal
educational outcomes (Meuret & Lambert, 2011).

In Chile, empirical studies show that the school choice system, combined with incentives
and mechanisms of competition among schools, generated pronounced social and territorial
segmentation, compromising public equity objectives and hindering the effectiveness of education
policies (Schneider et al., 20006). In Brazil, Ceara’s performance-bonus policy linked SPAECE results
to rankings, awards, teacher bonuses, and administrative measures; the study simultaneously records
an increase in the percentage of students at the desired level of literacy and a tendency to redirect
school work, interfering with the curriculum, ways of teaching and evaluating, and the purposes of
schooling (Aragjo et al., 2019). These cases show that improvements in indicators or mechanisms of
administrative efficacy do not, by themselves, guarantee full effectiveness, particularly when they
coexist with segmentation, high-stakes control, or instrumental reconfiguration of practices.

In Portugal, the school inspection model has privileged technical-procedural compliance and
the measurement of results at the expense of evaluation with emancipatory potential (Lima, 2011),
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while the consolidation of accountability, articulated with discourses of management and autonomy,
has revealed tensions and ambivalences in organizational life (Afonso, 2010).

These examples illustrate the limits of a technocratic approach to education policy. When
efficacy and efficiency disregard justice, they produce exclusion, depoliticization, and the
reproduction of inequality. International reports such as Barber and Mourshed (2007) contributed to
the global diffusion of results-oriented models of systemic improvement, although the report itself
gives centrality to teacher selection, training, and the quality of teachers’ work. In their policy
appropriation in education, these models have often favored an association between educational
quality and statistical performance. This association between “quality” and performativity has been
criticized as part of a pedagogy of exclusion (Gentili, 1996).

These cases demonstrate that policies can be efficacious and efficient without producing full
effectiveness.

Reorienting Education Policies Based on Full Effectiveness

These distortions can be overcome only through policies guided by criteria of educational
justice, educational rigor, and systematic attention to effects on those in the most vulnerable
circumstances. Along these lines, students’ participation and dignity should guide evaluation criteria
(Freire, 1970).

It is nevertheless important to recognize that evaluation instruments, even the most
standardized, can be integrated into just and formative approaches when conceived with ethical
purposes and sensitivity to context. Policy analysis thus reveals the need for operational criteria that
express the principles of full effectiveness in practice.

In sum, full effectiveness entails rules for participation with decision-making power and
public, transparent criteria, beyond targets and costs. Avoiding technocratic “petrification” requires
subordinating goals and costs to the ethical-political cap of full effectiveness, with participatory
deliberation and public accountability.

Operational Applications of the Critical Matrix of the 3Es

The proposed theoretical matrix is an instrument for critical analysis and practical
application in the design, implementation, and evaluation of education policies, supporting a plural
form of evaluation that combines structured mechanisms with contextualized and participatory
practices; in each context, it makes it possible to identify the dominant rationality and the risks of
governance centered only on goals and results.

The 3Es should guide all dimensions of school life, from pedagogical planning to
relationships with families, promoting decisions consistent with ethical criteria, educational impact,
and sustainability; the matrix supports processes of reconfiguration anchored in educational justice
and pedagogical meaning. As Afonso (2009) emphasizes, evaluation is always a political choice about
what is valued and how school reality is represented and must therefore be questioned in terms of its
normative orientation.

An illustrative example is the model of autonomy contracts, which in some school systems
are often designed around efficacy (fulfillment of learning goals) and efficiency (resource
management), reinforcing vertical and standardized accountability; when evaluated through the 3Es
matrix, the absence of effectiveness indicators becomes apparent and prevents recognition of local
particularities, students’ needs, and the relational quality of pedagogical action. As Maroy and Pons
(2018) note, this type of results-based regulation tends to turn the school into a space of
accountability, weakening its educational role and its symbolic function as a public good.

The same applies to external evaluation systems and school rankings. When used in
isolation, they reinforce performative logic and generate strategic behaviors such as teaching to the
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test or the indirect exclusion of students at greater risk of failure (Ball, 2003; Ravitch, 2010). Saura
(2015) describes the effects of this performative culture as processes of professional strain, the
technocratization of teaching, and the distortion of educational purposes in response to formalistic
targets. The matrix makes it possible to propose alternative models that combine responsibility with
justice, efficacy with meaning, and efficiency with equity, shifting the focus from statistical
compliance to the public value of education.

Operationalizing the matrix nevertheless requires appropriate methodological mechanisms.
As Stake (2004) emphasizes, educational evaluation cannot be merely technical: it requires contextual
understanding, active listening, and democratic deliberation.

Criteria and Limits of Formal Indicators

Full effectiveness requires evaluation to incorporate human dimensions often absent from
traditional protocols, such as personal fulfillment, job satisfaction, career guidance, the development
of life projects, and subjective well-being. Although difficult to quantify, these dimensions are
decisive for assessing the ethical and transformative impact of the school and should be
incorporated into any evaluation system committed to educational justice and to genuine success
beyond statistical compliance.

Reported positive results often arise from pedagogical leniency or superficial adaptations to
formal targets, producing indicators that conceal real deficiencies in students’ development (Koretz,
2017). This dissonance between reported performance and actual learning is a central paradox of
evaluation that can be overcome only through criteria capable of capturing the substantive effects of
educational action and moving beyond the limits of formal indicators.

Evaluating on the basis of full effectiveness entails involving subjects, recognizing plural
purposes, and valuing processes as well as outcomes. As Biesta (2009) argues, it is important to
reflect critically on what kind of education is being constructed within an ethical, situated, and
relational framework.

These requirements are not limited to technical adjustments; they call for structural
transformations in how evaluation and educational action themselves are conceived. Critical
application of the matrix should be accompanied by political and symbolic reconfiguration of school
governance mechanisms, based on four interconnected pillars:

e Repoliticize educational evaluation, recognizing that evaluation means deciding what
counts as good, desirable, and legitimate, a decision that is never neutral. Saura (2015)
shows how depoliticization symbolically fragments the school and distorts the relationship
between declared objectives and practices; evaluation needs to be recovered as a political-
pedagogical process of meaning-making rooted in contexts and democratic values (Biesta,
2009).

e Reprofessionalize teaching practice, restoring pedagogical judgment and deliberation in real
contexts to educators. Maroy and Pons (2018) show how results-based regulation redefines
roles and weakens professional identities; Afonso (2012) shows the rise of bureaucratic
verification over professional practice, replacing judgment with compliance with targets
and indicators.

e  Revalue the school not as a measuring apparatus but as a space of justice, meaning, and
social transformation. This requires recovering the school as a shared political and cultural
project committed to equity and educational dignity (Lima, 2024b); as a right, education
requires criteria and practices that strengthen justice and dignity.

e Reconfigure public action on the basis of the 3Es matrix, guided by full effectiveness, while
rejecting pedagogical leniency and bureaucratic formalism: goals and costs are instruments
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subordinated to public educational ends, defined through participation with decision-
making power, public and transparent criteria, and public accountability.

It is important, however, that contextual sensitivity not result in excessive fragmentation of
quality frameworks. Local justice is realized when articulated with criteria that are both shareable and
demanding, ensuring comparable opportunities and conditions for mobility, recognition, and
participation in an interdependent world (Aurora Institute, 2020; OECD, 2018). Evaluation should
avoid both blind standardization and evaluative relativism, constructing mechanisms that respect
diversity without relinquishing rigor (Singer et al., 2018). The critical matrix of the 3Es makes it
possible to address this tension: by integrating the ethical rationality of full effectiveness, it
reconciles situated justice with shareable standards and makes it possible to conceive evaluation
policies that are exhausted neither by context nor by global abstraction.

This perspective is reinforced by international studies that defend rigorous and equitable
evaluation approaches anchored in institutional commitments to educational justice. Levy-Feldman
(2025) argues that evaluation can be an instrument of social transformation provided that it is
culturally responsive and supported by inclusive policies. Recent evidence suggests that formative
assessment technologies tend to produce more equitable effects when implemented under structured
conditions and with adequate organizational support (Barana & Marchisio-Conte, 2024). Shepard
(2021) emphasizes that ambitious assessment practices require time, resources, and organizational
conditions, not merely methodological changes. These studies converge on the idea that equity in
assessment does not depend on relaxing criteria, but on reorganizing the institutional conditions that
ensure learning with dignity for all.

Conclusions

This reflection critically reinterprets efficacy, efficiency, and effectiveness in educational
administration and evaluation, showing that they are neither neutral nor merely technical: they
express competing instrumental, technical, and ethical rationalities that structure ways of conceiving
public action. Far from being simple instruments of measurement, the 3Es translate political and
axiological choices that shape governance practices and the purposes of education.

Recentering full effectiveness means embracing justice, the common good, and the
transformation of living conditions as educational purposes, subverting a performative logic that
absolutizes indicators and empties the school of its pedagogical and relational meanings. As a
structuring ethical rationality, full effectiveness makes it possible to break the impasse and recenter
evaluation on what is essential: well-being, deep learning, and individual fulfillment, reaffirming its
humanistic scope. This inversion does not deny the relevance of efficacy and efficiency; it redefines
their place as instruments subordinated to substantive purposes rather than as self-sufficient criteria.

Theoretically, the proposal rests on three pillars: (i) critique of corporate technocratic
hegemony; (ii) recentering full effectiveness as a normative category of evaluation; and (iii)
construction of a matrix relating rationalities, governance criteria, and meanings of justice. Across
different contexts, the matrix makes it possible to identify the predominant rationality, understand
its normative effects, and guide reconfigurations.

Within this framework, the analysis developed here supports the claim that the ambiguities
surrounding efficacy, efficiency, and effectiveness do not constitute merely a semantic or
terminological problem, but rather reflect a structural problem rooted in evaluation mechanisms, the
temporalities of the decision-making cycle, and the governance rationalities that recurrently shape
public action in education.
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Equity in assessment requires stable systemic conditions and an approach that articulates
justice, inclusion, and equity; it cannot depend solely on teachers’ individual flexibility (Anderson et
al., 2025). Integrated and consistent policies are necessary to sustain fair assessment practices (Levy-
Feldman, 2025). Assigning teachers exclusive responsibility for structural inequalities shifts attention
away from the social and institutional conditions framing their work (Mann-Wood, 2020).

In this article, equity is mobilized as a normative criterion of full effectiveness rather than as
an autonomous object of analysis, the exploration of which would require its own theoretical and
empirical framework.

At the institutional level, full effectiveness requires an ethical-political architecture of
governance: participation with deliberative power, public criteria, and the possibility of informed
contestation. The Medusa metaphor synthesizes the challenge: governing through full effectiveness
(the cap), disciplining efficacy and efficiency (the tentacles) in order to transform, rather than
paralyze, bureaucracy.

It is imperative to build evaluation models that transcend technical verification and integrate
qualitative, contextual, and participatory dimensions. This entails democratic accountability anchored
in public deliberation (Lessard & Meirieu, 2005). As House (1993) emphasizes, evaluation is
intrinsically ethical and produces social and political consequences. The measurement of results must
be complemented by a broad understanding of their social, political, and pedagogical meaning.

Responsive evaluation attentive to participants’ perspectives (Stake, 2004), school practices
centered on justice and collaboration (Apple & Beane, 2007), and critical analyses of the implications
of funding systems for equity (Bellei, 2019) jointly show that it is possible to conceive forms of
regulation based on ethical co-responsibility rather than merely obedience to external standards.

Within this framework, standardized tests, which are frequently criticized for reinforcing
technocratic rationality and potentially producing exclusionary effects (Ball, 2003; Biesta, 2010),
should not be rejected absolutely. When oriented by ethical purposes, used in context-sensitive ways,
and articulated with formative and inclusive methodologies, they can play relevant roles in
diagnosing inequalities and designing intervention strategies. The Finnish experience shows that
teacher-produced assessment can be combined with national sampling-based mechanisms, reducing
dependence on high-stakes standardized tests (Sahlberg, 2015). OECD comparative indicators
(2023a) can be incorporated into this evaluative architecture provided that they are interpreted as
sources of information rather than self-sufficient criteria of quality. Consistent with these cautions,
Singer et al. (2018), in a National Academy of Education report, recommend prudence in
interpreting and using international assessments, emphasizing their limits and the risks of
simplification.

Throughout the article, we have argued that full effectiveness requires models of evaluation
and management oriented toward well-being, relational justice, cultural recognition, professional
autonomy, and pedagogical meaning. Such dimensions, essential to education with dignity, exceed
linear metrics and constitute the basis of democratic and emancipatory governance. Rigorous
educational demands are incompatible with both exclusionary meritocracies and condescending
forms of leniency; they require support, mediation, and ethical-pedagogical rigor. When students do
not meet minimum standards, the response is not to lower standards, but to strengthen the
commitment to their learning by ensuring the time, methodologies, and relationships that make
learning possible with dignity.

It is not enough to determine who achieves the results: we must ask who does not, why, and
what must be done so that they can do so without relinquishing rigor.

Educational justice is not achieved by lowering the level of rigor, but by raising it in
conjunction with recognition of inequalities. Rigorous teaching that challenges students toward
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critical and cognitive growth is a necessary condition for full effectiveness. Confusing equity with
assessment leniency perpetuates injustices under the appearance of inclusion.

The combination of quantitative and qualitative, technical and ethical criteria must be
understood as a rigorous normative horizon rather than as merely optional complementarity.

In some contexts, statistical gains may result from formal adaptations or indicator-oriented
practices of pedagogical leniency rather than from students’ substantive educational development;
such quantifiable “success” may not correspond to real development.

The dissonance between reported performance and actual learning reveals a central paradox
of contemporary evaluation that can be overcome only through criteria centered on full
effectiveness and oriented toward well-being, deep learning, and the fulfillment of those involved in
education.

From an epistemological standpoint, the proposal highlights the diversity and overlap of the
genealogies and uses of the 3Es. In administration and economics, the concepts have been
mobilized around objectives and resources; in technical-scientific domains, they have assumed
heterogeneous operational uses related to performance, energy conversion, and the evaluation of
effects (Agrawal et al., 1996; Sproles, 2002; Zhu et al., 2010). In public policy and health,
effectiveness became consolidated as impact under real-world conditions, acquiring greater
normative density in critical approaches to social justice (Fraser, 2003; Biesta, 2010). By reframing
these concepts, their critical and transformative potential is recovered, countering reductionist
appropriations that neutralize and depoliticize them.

For operational clarity in the field of educational administration and evaluation, the
following concise definitions are proposed:

e Educational efficacy: the degree to which previously defined pedagogical and

institutional objectives are achieved;

e Fducational efficiency: the relationship between the resources mobilized and the results

obtained, taking proportionality and cost-benefit considerations into account;

e Fducational effectiveness: the real effects produced by educational action under concrete

conditions;

e Full effectiveness: the relevant, just, pedagogically meaningful, and sustainable value of

those effects, assessed in light of the transformation produced in the lives of subjects
and communities.

These definitions inevitably point to broader disputes over what is meant by quality, justice,
and legitimacy in educational action. Effective education transcends the logic of measurability,
asserting itself through its capacity to generate transformation and affirm the dignity of subjects.
This is the ethical and political challenge confronting democratic school governance today.

The proposal outlined here has limitations. Its application faces significant institutional and
structural constraints, from pressure for rapid results to the rigidity of accountability models and the
power asymmetries that shape real possibilities for change. Moreover, the empirical
operationalization of concepts such as “meaning,” “justice,” or “transformation” requires
demanding interpretive methodologies that avoid reducing them to simplistic indicators or rhetoric
disconnected from practice. Application of the proposal requires ongoing reflective processes
supported by rigorous interpretive methodologies and public mechanisms of scrutiny that prevent
empty discursive appropriations.

The prospects for future research are broad and interdisciplinary. They include:

e The design of empirical models for evaluating full effectiveness, with ethical-contextual

indicators and mixed methods;
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e Comparative analysis of education policies oriented toward justice and the common
good;

e The study of participatory and emancipatory school practices, articulated with analysis of
the cultural, political, and organizational factors that condition the adoption of ethical
criteria in educational governance;

e Investigation of resistance to performativity as forms of pedagogical micropolitics,
together with continuing epistemological reflection on the limits and paradoxes of
evaluation as a social and political practice;

e Studies exploring, for students in more vulnerable circumstances, the emancipatory
potential of rigorous educational demands centered on competencies and knowledge, as
opposed to pedagogical leniency.

Beyond an interpretive scheme, the 3Es matrix is an analytical-normative instrument for
diagnosing technocratic drift and recentering educational action on full effectiveness. By making
visible the instrumental, technical, and ethical rationalities in dispute, it makes it possible to
reconceptualize evaluation and educational governance on the basis of social justice and concrete
improvement in living and learning conditions.

Recentering evaluation on full effectiveness means affirming justice as a normative criterion
of education, not as an abstraction, but as a foundation of pedagogical action. The purpose of
school is not merely to meet goals; it is to transform lives.

Transformation requires policies that recognize educational rigor and intellectual challenge as
drivers of justice. Full effectiveness requires not less evaluation, but better evaluation: well grounded,
contextualized, ethical, and rigorous. This position entails an explicit rejection of pedagogical
leniency, evaluative relativism, and any abandonment of criteria, affirming that educational rigor,
reference frameworks that can be shared, and evaluation instruments are necessary provided that
they remain subordinated to ethical, contextual, and educational-justice purposes.

To embrace full effectiveness as a horizon for public action is, ultimately, to affirm
educational governance as an ethical-political project oriented toward justice, educational rigor, and
the concrete transformation of living and learning conditions.
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