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Foreword

Compelling incentives for individuals, economies and societies to raise levels of
education have been the driving force for governments to improve the quality of
educational services. The prosperity of countries now derives to a large extent
from their human capital, and to succeed in a rapidly changing world, individuals
need to advance their knowledge and skills throughout their lives. Education
systems need to lay strong foundations for this, by fostering knowledge and
skills and strengthening the capacity and motivation of young adults to continue
learning beyond school.

All stakeholders — parents, students, those who teach and run education systems
as well as the general public — need to be informed on how well their education
systems prepare students for life. Many countries monitor students’ learning in
order to provide answers to this question. Assessment and evaluation — coupled
with appropriate incentives — can motivate students to learn better, teachers to
teach more effectively and schools to become more supportive and productive
environments. Comparative international analyses can extend and enrich the
national picture by providing a larger context within which to interpret national
results. They can provide countries with information to judge their areas of relative
strength and weakness and to monitor progress. They can also stimulate countries
to raise aspirations. And they can provide evidence to direct national policy, for
schools’ curricula and instructional efforts and for students’ learning.

In response to the need for cross-nationally comparable evidence on student
performance, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develoment
(OECD) launched the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) in
1997. PISA represents a commitment by governments to monitor the outcomes
of education systems in terms of student achievement on a regular basis and within
an internationally accepted common framework. It aims to provide a new basis for
policy dialogue and for collaboration in defining and implementing educational
goals, in innovative ways that reflect judgements about the skills that are relevant
to adult life. The first PISA assessment was conducted in 2000. Focusing on reading
literacy, PISA 2000 revealed wide differences in the extent to which countries
succeed in enabling young adults to access, manage, integrate, evaluate and reflect
on written information in order to develop their potential and further expand their
horizon. For some countries, the results were disappointing, showing that their
15-year-olds’ performance lagged considerably behind that of other countries,
sometimes by the equivalent of several years of schooling and sometimes despite
high investments in education. PISA 2000 also highlighted significant variation in
the performance of schools and raised concerns about equity in the distribution of
learning opportunities.
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How have things changed since 2000? This report presents first results from the PISA
2003 assessment, which focused on mathematics. It shows that average performance
in the group of the 25 OECD countries for which data can be compared has
increased in one of the two content areas of mathematics that was measured in both
2000 and 2003," while performance in science, reading and the other comparable
area of mathematics has essentially remained unchanged. However, performance
changes have been uneven across OECD countries. Finland, the top performing
country in the PISA 2000 reading assessment, has maintained its high level of
reading performance while further improving its performance in mathematics and
science, placing it now on a par with the East Asian countries, whose performance
in mathematics and science had been previously unmatched. By contrast, in Mexico,
the lowest performing OECD country in the 2000 assessment, the pressure to
expand the still limited access to secondary education (OECD, 2004a) may have
been one of the factors contributing to lower performance in 2003 in all three

assessment areas.

However, the report goes well beyond an examination of the relative standing
of countries in mathematics, science and reading. It also looks at a wider range
of educational outcomes that include students’ motivation to learn, their beliefs
about themselves and their learning strategies. Furthermore, it examines how
performance varies between the genders and between socio-economic groups.
It also provides insights into some of the factors that are associated with the
development of knowledge and skills at home and at school, and into how these
factors interact and what the implications are for policy development. Most
importantly, the report sheds light on countries that succeed in achieving high
performance standards while at the same time providing an equitable distribution
of learning opportunities. Results in these countries pose challenges for other
countries by showing what it is possible to achieve.

The report is the product of a collaborative effort between the countries
participating in PISA, the experts and institutions working within the framework
of the PISA Consortium, and the OECD. The report was drafted by the OECD
Directorate for Education, principally by Andreas Schleicher, ClaudiaTamassia and
Miyako Ikeda, with advice and analytic support from Raymond Adams, Cordula
Artelt (who developed the model underlying Chapter 3), Alla Berezner, Jude
Cosgrove, John Cresswell, Donald Hirsch, Yuko Nonoyama, Christian Monseur,
Claudia Reiter, Wolfram Schulz, Ross Turner and Sophie Vayssettes. Chapters 4
and 5 also draw on analytic work undertaken in the context of PISA 2000 by
Jaap Scheerens and Douglas Willms. The PISA assessment instruments and the

1. In 2003, mathematics was assessed in detail and results are reported on four content scales.
In 2000, a minor assessment of mathematics was reported on only one scale, but the assessment
covered two content areas of the PISA mathematics framework, namely space and shape and change
and relationships (see OECD, 2001a). To allow for comparisons with results from PISA 2003,
separate reporting scales were retrospectively constructed for the 2000 results in these two

content areas.
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data underlying the report were prepared by the PISA Consortium, under the
direction of Raymond Adams at the Australian Council for Educational Research.

The development of the report was steered by the PISA Governing Board that
is chaired by Ryo Watanabe (Japan). Annex C of the report lists the members of
the various PISA bodies as well as the individual experts and consultants who

have contributed to this report and to PISA in general.

The report is published on the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the
OECD.

Ryo Watanabe Barry McGaw
Chair of the PISA Governing Board Director for Education, OECD
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Introduction =

PISA secks to assess
how well 15-year-olds
are prepared for life’s
challenges.

PISA is a collaborative
effort by governments to
monitor student progress

in a (q]oba]xﬁamework. ..

...with leading experts
producing valid cross-

COUH[U’ assessments.

PISA - AN OVERVIEW

In 2003, the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
conducted its second three-yearly survey of student knowledge and skills. This
report summarises the results.

PISA secks to measure how well young adults, at age 15 and therefore approaching
the end of compulsory schooling, are prepared to meet the challenges of today’s
knowledge societies. The assessment is forward-looking, focusing on young
people’s ability to use their knowledge and skills to meet real-life challenges,
rather than merely on the extent to which they have mastered a specific school
curriculum. This orientation reflects a change in the goals and objectives of
curricula themselves, which are increasingly concerned with what students can
do with what they learn at school, and not merely whether they can reproduce

what they have learned.

Key features driving the development of PISA have been:

* its policy orientation, with design and reporting methods determined by the
need of governments to draw policy lessons;

* the innovative “literacy” concept that is concerned with the capacity of students
to apply knowledge and skills in key subject areas and to analyse, reason and
communicate effectively as they pose, solve and interpret problems in a variety

of situations;

* its relevance to lifelong learning, which does not limit PISA to assessing
students’ curricular and cross-curricular competencies but also asks them
to report on their own motivation to learn, their beliefs about themselves
and their learning strategies;

* its regularity, which will enable countries to monitor their progress in meet-

ing key learning objectives; and

* its breadth of geographical coverage and collaborative nature, with the 49
countries that have participated in a PISA assessment so far and the 11 addi-
tional countries that will join the PISA 2006 assessment representing a total of
one third of the world population and almost nine-tenths of the world’s gross
domestic product (GDP).’

PISA is the most comprehensive and rigorous international programme to assess
student performance and to collect data on student, family and institutional
factors that can help to explain differences in performance. Decisions about
the scope and nature of the assessments and the background information to
be collected are made by leading experts in participating countries, and are
steered jointly by their governments on the basis of shared, policy-driven
interests. Substantial efforts and resources are devoted to achieving cultural
and linguistic breadth and balance in the assessment materials. Stringent quality
assurance mechanisms are applied in translation, sampling and data collection.
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Figure 1.1 m A map of PISA countries
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Introduction =

PISA 2003 was carried
out in 41 countries,

most of which also
administered PISA 2000;
the focus shifted from
reading in 2000 to
mathematics in 2003.

PISA was created by the
OECD countries but is
now used by a growing

number of countries.

This report looks at
student performance in
PISA 2003 and at factors

associated with success.

As a consequence, the results of PISA have a high degree of validity and reliability,
and can significantly improve understanding of the outcomes of education in the
world’s most developed countries, as well as in a growing number of countries

at earlier stages of economic development.

The first PISA survey was conducted in 2000 in 32 countries (including 28
OECD member countries) and repeated in 11 further partner countries in
2002. Two-thirds of the assessment focused on reading, with the other third
giving a summary of performance in mathematics and science. First results were
published in 2001 (OECD, 2001a) and 2003 (OECD, 2003c), and followed
by a series of thematic reports looking in more depth at various aspects of the
results.” PISA 2003, reported on here, was conducted in 41 countries, including
all 30 OECD countries (Figure 1.1). It included an in-depth assessment of
mathematics and assessments with less detail in science, reading and problem
solving. In the next three-yearly survey, PISA 2006, the primary focus will be on

science, and it will return to reading in 2009.°

Although PISA was originally created by the OECD governments in response to
their own needs, it has now become a major policy tool for many other countries
and economies as well. PISA is playing an increasing policy role in regions around
the world, and the survey has now been conducted or is planned in partner
countries in Southeast Asia (Hong Kong-China, Indonesia, Macao-China, Chinese
Taipei and Thailand), Eastern Europe (Albania, Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, Latvia,
Lithuania, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Romania, The Russian
Federation, Serbia* and Slovenia), the Middle East (Jordan, Israel and Qatar),
South America (Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Peru and Uruguay) and North
Africa (Tunisia). Across the world, policy makers use PISA findings to:

* gauge the literacy skills of students in their own country in comparison with
those of the other participating countries;

* establish benchmarks for educational improvement, for example, in terms of
the mean scores achieved by other countries or their capacity to provide high
levels of equity in educational outcomes and opportunities; and

* understand relative strengths and weaknesses of their education system.

National interest in PISA is illustrated by the many reports produced in
participating countries and by the numerous references to the results of PISA
in public debates and the media throughout the world (see www.pisa.oecd. org for

examples).

The initial results of PISA 2003 are presented in two volumes. This report is the
first volume; it summarises the performance of students in PISA 2003 and uses
the information gathered to analyse what factors may help to promote success in
education. The second volume, Problem Solving for Tomorrow’s World — First Measures
of Cross-Curricular Competencies from PISA 2003 (OECD, 2004d), reports on the
new assessment of cross-curricular problem solving, and the PISA 2003 Technical
Report (OECD, forthcoming) explains the methodology underlying PISA.
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In addition to reporting the performance of students, schools and countries in
mathematics, science and reading, this report uses background information on
students, schools and education systems to examine a range of factors associated
with different levels of performance. By revealing patterns of student proficiency in
different countries alongside information about the characteristics and experiences
of students, PISA provides a powerful tool to improve understanding of what
promotes success in education. The remainder of this chapter looks in turn at:

= what PISA measures (overall and within each assessment area), the methods
that were employed and the target population that is involved;

* what is distinctive about PISA 2003, including the extent to which the repeat
of the survey allows comparisons over time; and

* how the report is organised.

WHAT PISA MEASURES AND HOW

A framework and conceptual underpinning for each assessment area in PISA was
developed by international experts from participating countries and following
consultation, agreed upon by governments of the participating countries
(OECD, 1999a and OECD, 2003e). The framework starts with the concept of
“literacy”, which is concerned with the capacity of students to apply knowledge
and skills and to analyse, reason and communicate effectively as they pose, solve
and interpret problems in a variety of situations.

The concept of literacy used in PISA is much broader than the historical notion
of the ability to read and write. It is measured on a continuum, not as something
that an individual either does or does not have. It may be necessary or desirable
for some purposes to define a point on a literacy continuum below which levels
of competence are considered inadequate, but the underlying variability is
important. A literate person has a range of competencies and there is no precise

dividing line between a person who is fully literate and one who is not.

The acquisition of literacy is a lifelong process — taking place not just at school
or through formal learning, but also through interactions with peers, colleagues
and wider communities. Fifteen-year-olds cannot be expected to have learned
everything they will need to know as adults, but they should have a solid foundation
of knowledge in areas such as reading, mathematics and science. In order to continue
learning in these subject areas and to apply their learning to the real world, they also
need to understand fundamental processes and principles and to use these flexibly in
different situations. It is for this reason that PISA assesses the ability to complete tasks
relating to real life, depending on a broad understanding of key concepts, rather than
limiting the assessment to the possession of subject-specific knowledge.

As well as assessing competencies in the three core assessment areas, PISA
aims to progressively examine competencies across disciplinary boundaries.
PISA 2000 made a start by asking students about motivation and other aspects
of their attitudes towards learning, their familiarity with computers and,

PISA builds on an

internationally agreed

) framework

for assessment that

7. »
measures hteracy .

...in the broad sense of
a continuum of student

competencies.

These are acquired
throughout life, applied

to real situations. . .

...and not restricted to
subject disciplines, but
considering broader learner

characteristics and skills.
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Box 1.1 m Key features of the PISA 2003 assessment

Content

* The survey covers mathematics (the main focus in 2003), reading, science and problem solving,
PISA considers student knowledge in these areas not in isolation but in relation to students’ ability
to reflect on their knowledge and experience and to apply them to real world issues. The emphasis
is on the mastery of processes, the understanding of concepts, and the ability to function in various
situations within each assessment area.

* PISA integrates the assessment of subject-specific knowledge with cross-curricular competencies. In
PISA 2003, as in 2000, students assessed their own characteristics as learners. The 2003 survey also

introduced the first assessment of wider student competencies — assessing problern—solving abilities.

Methods

* Each participating student spent two hours carrying out pencil-and-paper tasks.

* Questions requiring students to construct their own answers were combined with multiple-choice
items. Items were typically organised in units based on a written passage or graphic, of the kind
that students might encounter in real life.

* A total of six-and-a-half hours of assessment items was included, with different students taking
different combinations of the assessment items. Three-and-a-half hours of testing time was in
mathematics, with one hour each for reading, science and problem solving,

* Students answered a questionnaire that took about 30 minutes to complete and focused on their
background, their learning habits and their perceptions of the learning environment, as well as on
their engagement and motivation.

* School principals completed a questionnaire about their school that included demographic

characteristics as well as an assessment of the quality of the learning environment at school.

Outcomes
* A profile of knowledge and skills among 15-year-olds in 2003.

* Contextual indicators relating performance results to student and school characteristics.
* A knowledge base for policy analysis and research.
* A first estimate of change in student knowledge and skills over time, between the assessments in

2000 and 2003.

Sample size
* Well over a quarter of a million students, representing about 23 million 15-year-olds in the schools
of the 41 participating countries, were assessed on the basis of scientific probability samples.

Future 3ssessments
= The PISA 2006 assessment will focus on science and PISA 2009 will return to a focus on reading.

* Part of future assessments will require students to use computers, expanding the scope of the
skills that can be tested and reflecting the importance of information and computer technology

(ICT) as a medium in modern societies.
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under the heading “self-regulated learning”, aspects of their strategies for
managing and monitoring their own learning. In PISA 2003, these elements
were further developed and complemented with an assessment of problem-
solving knowledge and skills. In subsequent PISA surveys, further cross-
curricular competencies, as well as the use of information technologies, will
play a growing role.

Literacy in PISA: what is measured

The assessment areas covered by PISA are defined in terms of:

= the content or structure of knowledge that students need to acquire in eac

assessment area (e.g., familiarity with mathematical concepts);

* the processes that need to be performed (e.g., pursuing a certain mathematical
argument); and

* the situations in which students encounter mathematical problems and relevant
knowledge and skills are applied (e.g., making decisions in relation to one’s
personal life, or understanding world affairs).

Details of what is covered under mathematics, science and reading are
considered in Chapters 2 and 6, and further elaborated in The PISA 2003
Assessment Framework: Mathematics, Reading, Science and Problem Solving Knowledge
and Skills (OECD, 2003e). Figure 1.2 summarises the core definition of each
area of literacy and how the three dimensions are developed in each case.

The PISA instruments: how measurement takes place

As in PISA 2000, the assessment instruments in PISA 2003 were developed
around units of assessment — a series of texts followed by a number of questions
on various aspects of each text, aiming to make tasks as close as possible to those

encountered in the real world.

The questions varied in format, but across the assessment areas of mathematics,
science and reading about 50 per cent of the questions required students to
construct their own responses, either by providing a brief answer from a wide
range of possible answers (short-response items) or by constructing a longer
response (open-constructed response items), allowing for the possibility of
divergent, individual responses and opposing viewpoints. Partial credit was
provided for partially correct or less sophisticated answers, with all of these
items marked by experts. To ensure consistency in the marking process, many
of the more complex items were marked independently by up to four markers.
In addition, a sub-sample of student responses from each country was marked
by an independent panel of centrally trained expert markers in order to verify
that the marking process was carried out in equivalent ways across countries.
The results show that consistent marking was achieved across countries (for
details on the marking process see Annex A7 and the PISA 2003 Technical Report
(OECD, forthcoming).

Each PISA domain
can be defined in three

dimensions.

Students had to read texts
and answer questions

about them.

In many cases, the
responses were in their
own words, which
required Cargful,

and often multiple,

marking. ..
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Figure 1.2 m Summary of the assessment areas in PISA 2003 covered in this volume

Assessment
area

Mathematics

Science

Reading

Definition and
its distinctive

“The capacity to identify
and understand the role that

“The capacity to use scientific
knowledge, to identify scientific

“The capacity to understand,
use and reflect on written texts

features mathematics plays in the questions and to draw evidence- | in order to achieve one’s goals,
world, to make well-founded based conclusions in order to develop one’s knowledge and
judgements and to use and to understand and help make potential, and to participate in
engage with mathematics in decisions about the natural society” (OECD, 2003e).
ways that meet the needs of that world and the changes made Much more than decoding and
individual’s life as a constructive, | to it through human activity” literal comprehension, reading
concerned and reflective citizen” (OECD, 2003e). involves understanding and
(OECD, 2003e). Requires understanding of reflection, and the ability to use
Related to wider, functional use scientific concepts, an ability reading to fulfil one’s goals in
of mathematics, engagement to apply a scientific perspective life.
requires the ability to recognise and to think scientifically about
and formulate mathematical evidence.
problems in various situations.
Content Clusters of relevant Areas of scientific knowledge The form of reading materials:
dimension mathematical areas and and concepts, such as: * continuous materials including
concepts: * biodiversity; different kinds of prose such
* quantity; * forces and movement; and as narration, exposition,
* space and shape; * physiological change. argumentation; and
* change and relationships; and * non-continuous texts
. . including graphs, forms, lists.
uncertainty.
Process “Competency clusters” define The ability to use scientific Type of reading task or process:
dimension skills needed for mathematics: knowledge and understanding, * retrieving information;
* reproduction (simple to .acquire, interpret and act on - interpreting texts; an d
mathematical operations); evidence: . .
. . * reflection and evaluation of
* connections (bringing together ) descrlbln.g, .expla?nln.g texts.
ideas to solve straightforward and predicting scientific The f £ PISA i di
problems); and phenomena; e focus o is on reading
) ) ) « understandine scientific to learn, rather than learning
* reflection (wider mathematical understanding to read, and hence students are
thinking). investigation; and not assessed on the most basic
In general these are associated * interpreting scientific reading skills.
with tasks of ascending difficulty, evidence and conclusions.
but there is overlap in the rating
of tasks in each cluster.
Situation Situations vary according to The context of science, focusing | The use for which the text
dimension their distance from individuals’ on uses in relation to: constructed:

lives. In order of closeness:
* personal;
* educational and occupational;

* local and broader community;
and

* scientific.

* life and health;

* the Earth and the
environment; and

* technology.

* private (e.g., a personal
letter);

* public (e.g., an official

document);
* occupational (e.g., a report);
* educational (e.g., school
related reading).
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A further 12 per cent of the test was based on students constructing their own
responses, but based on a very limited range of possible responses (closed-
constructed response items), which were scored as either correct or incorrect.
The remaining items were asked in multiple-choice format, in which students
either made one choice from among four or five given alternatives or a series of
choices by circling one of two optional responses (for example “yes” or “no”, or
“agree” or “disagree”) in relation to each of a number of different propositions
or statements (complex multiple-choice items).

The total assessment time of 390 minutes of testing was organised in different
combinations of test booklets with each individual being tested for 120 minutes.
The time devoted to the assessment of mathematics was 210 minutes (54 per
cent of the total) and each of the other assessment areas, namely reading, science
and problem solving were assessed through 60 minutes of material. Thus, only a
summary profile of reading and scientific skills will be presented in this report.
For more information on the PISA assessment instruments see Annex A6.

The PISA student population

In order to ensure the comparability of the results across countries, PISA needs
to assess comparable target populations. Differences between countries in the
nature and extent of pre-primary education and care, in the age of entry to formal
schooling, and in the structure of the education system do not allow school grades
to be defined so that they are internationally comparable. Valid international
comparisons of educational performance must, therefore, define their populations
with reference to a target age. PISA covers students who are aged between 15
years 3 months and 16 years 2 months at the time of the assessment, regardless of
the grade or type of institution in which they are enrolled and of whether they are
in full-time or part-time education. The use of this age in PISA, across countries
and over time, allows the performance of students shortly before they complete
compulsory education to be compared in a consistent way.

As a result, this report is able to make statements about the knowledge and
skills of individuals born in the same year and still at school at 15 years of age,
but having differing educational experiences, both within and outside school.
The number of school grades in which these students are to be found depends
on a country’s policies on school entry and promotion. Furthermore, in some
countries, students in the PISA target population represent different education
systems, tracks or streams.

Stringent technical standards were established for the definition of national
target populations. PISA excludes 15-year-olds not enrolled in educational
institutions. In the remainder of this report “15-year-olds” is used as a shorthand
to denote the PISA student population. Coverage of the target population of
15-year-olds within education is very high compared with other international
surveys: relatively few schools were ineligible for participation, for example
because of geographically remoteness or because their students had special needs.
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...with sufficiently large
scientific samples to allow

for valid comparisons.

PISA 2003 reports for
theﬁrs[ time prqﬁcienc]

levels for mathematics. . .

...showing how well
students pcrform in
various mathematical

content areas.

In 24 out of the 41 participating countries, the percentage of school-level
exclusions amounted to less than 1 per cent, and to less than 3 per cent in
all countries except Mexico (3.6 per cent), Switzerland (3.4 per cent), the
United Kingdom (3.4 per cent) and the partner countries Latvia (3.8 per cent)
and Serbia (5.3 per cent). When accounting for the exclusion within schools
of students who met certain internationally established criteria,” the exclusion
rates increase slightly. However, they remain below 2 per cent in 19 participating
countries, below 4 per cent in 29 participating countries, below 6 per cent in all
but two countries and below 8 per cent in all countries (Annex A3). This high
level of coverage contributes to the comparability of the assessment results. For
example, even assuming that the excluded students would have systematically
scored worse than those who participated, and that this relationship is moderately
strong, an exclusion rate in the order of 5 per cent would likely lead to an
overestimation of national mean scores of less than 5 score points.® Moreover,
in most cases the exclusions were inevitable. For example, in New Zealand 2.3
per cent of the students were excluded because they had less than one year of
instruction in English (often because they were foreign fee-paying students) and
were therefore not able to follow the instructions of the assessment.

The specific sample design and size for each country was designed to maximise
sampling efficiency for student-level estimates. In OECD countries, sample
sizes ranged from 3 350 students in Iceland to 30 000 students in Mexico. This
selection of samples was monitored internationally and accompanied by rigorous
standards for the participation rate to ensure that the PISA results reflect the
skills of 15-year-old students in participating countries.

WHAT IS DIFFERENT ABOUT THE PISA 2003 SURVEY?

It establishes a detailed understanding of student performance
in mathematics

With over half of the assessment time devoted to mathematics, PISA 2003 can
report in much greater detail on mathematics performance than was the case in
PISA 2000. As well as calculating overall performance scores, it also becomes
possible to report separately on different content areas of mathematics and to
establish conceptually grounded proficiency levels on each performance scale
that relate student scores to what students are able to do.

However, the basis for these scales is different for mathematics than for reading,
In the case of the latter, the main distinction was by the process dimension
— students receive scores for how well they could perform three different
types of reading tasks (retrieval, interpretation, and reflection and evaluation).
In the case of mathematics the main distinction is by content areas (quantity,
space and shape, change and relationships, and uncertainty). This reporting
of mathematical outcomes allows policy makers to see the way different
mathematical competencies have been built up in relation to four broad content
areas of mathematics. In this way, the link between teaching and learning methods

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003



and approaches, on the one hand, and the curriculum content priorities and
emphases in different countries, on the other, is clearly exposed.

It deepens exploration of cross-curricular competencies

One of the most important innovations of PISA is to assess characteristics
of students in ways that go beyond curriculum areas, but also consider their
broader characteristics as learners. PISA 2000 took a first step in this direction
by asking students about aspects of their motivation, self-concept and learning
strategies. PISA 2003 continues to do this, but makes an important advance in
assessing directly a generic student competency that crosses curricular areas —
problem solving. The design and implementation of an instrument of this kind,
valid across cultures, marks an important advance in international student
assessment. The second volume examines the results of this part of PISA 2003.

It introduces new background information about students and schools

The background questionnaires completed by students and school principals
provide essential information for PISA’s analysis. In the 2003 survey, these

questionnaires have been refined and deepened. In particular:

* They explore in greater depth than in 2000 the organisation of schools and the
instructional process. This is so especially in relation to mathematics — with
students, for example, being asked about their attitudes towards mathematics
instruction, in ways that shed light on important motivational issues.

* An optional part of the student questionnaire was introduced to collect infor-
mation on educational careers. This allows student performance to be set in
the context of prior experiences of students within the school system.

It allows for comparison of change over time

A central characteristic of PISA is its role as a monitoring instrument. Every three
years, it measures student knowledge and skills in reading literacy, mathematics
and science. The basic survey design remains constant, to allow comparability
from one three-year cycle to the next. In the long term, this will allow countries
to see the effects of policy changes and improvement in educational standards
on wider student skills, and how change in educational outcomes compares to
international benchmarks.

The second survey, in 2003, offers a first glimpse of these changes over time. In
mathematics, only two of the four content areas used in the 2003 survey were
also used in 2000. However, for each of the two common areas, it was possible
to calculate what the 2000 results would have been on the newly-established
scale, with the mean performance of OECD students set at 500 for 2003.

While the results do provide a basis for comparisons over time, several
limitations need to be borne in mind in the interpretation of change between
2000 and 2003:

PISA 2003 for the first
time directly assesses a
cross-curricular student
competency:

problem solving.

Students and principals
are asked new questions,
about mathematics
attitudes and about

educational careers.

PISA will eventually show

trends in performance. ..

.. .and some Comparisons

can already be made
between the 2000 and
2003 results.

These should be
interpreted with caution,

however. ..
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® First, since data are only available from two points in time, it is not possible to assess
to what extent the observed differences are indicative of longer-term trends.

* Second, while the overall approach to measurement used by PISA is consistent
across cycles, small refinements continue to be made, so it would not be
prudent to read too much into small changes in results. Furthermore, errors
from sampling as well as measurement error are inevitably introduced when
assessments are linked through a limited number of common assessment tasks
over time. To account for the latter, the confidence band for comparisons over
time has been widened correspondingly and only changes that are indicated as

statistically signiﬁcant in this report should be considered.

* Third, some countries need to be excluded from comparisons between 2000
and 2003 for methodological reasons. Among OECD countries, the Slovak
Republic and Turkey joined PISA only for the 2003 assessment. The 2000
sample for the Netherlands had not met the PISA response rate standards and
mean scores for the Netherlands were therefore not reported for PISA 2000.
In Luxembourg, the assessment conditions were changed in substantial ways
between the 2000 and 2003 assessments in order to reduce linguistic barriers
for students and the results are therefore not comparable. The 2003 sample
for the United Kingdom does not meet the PISA response rate standards and
mean scores for the United Kingdom should therefore not be compared with
those in PISA 2000 (Annex A3).

...not least because Finally, education systems do not change overnight. Many reforms take time to
educational change takes implement, so there is an inevitable gap between a policy decision and change
many years. in the classroom. Once teaching has changed, the effect on an individual

student will also take time. Finally, PISA measures student competencies on

the eve of completion of compulsory education, which reflect the cumulative

influence of 8-10 years of schooling, not just mastery of the curriculum of the

grades in which 15—year—olds are enrolled.

ORGANISATION OF THE REPORT

Following this introductory chapter, the next four chapters consider the
mathematics results for 2003, and use them to analyse arange of factors associated
with performance. Chapter 6 extends the analysis to science and reading.

The report starts by = Chapter 2 gives a profile of student performance in mathematics. The chapter
profiling mathematics begins with setting the results in the context of how mathematics is defined,
performance. .. measured and reported, and then examines what students are able do in math-
ematics. Since results vary in important ways across the four content areas of

mathematics examined in PISA 2003, the analysis is done separately for each

content area before a summary picture is presented at the end. Any comparison

of the outcomes of education systems needs to account for countries’ social

and economic circumstances and the resources that they devote to educa-

tion. To address this, the final part of the chapter interprets the results within

. . .
countries’ economic and social contexts.
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* Chapter 3 broadens the range of learning outcomes by looking, in turn, at
student motivation to learn mathematics, their beliefs about themselves, and
their learning strategies. It then examines how various aspects of students’
attitudes to learning and their learning behaviour relate to each other and to
student performance; analyses how these relationships differ across countries;
and explores the distribution of relevant characteristics among different

students, across and within countries.

Chapter 4 starts by examining the performance gaps shown in Chapter 2
more closely and, in particular, the extent to which the overall variation in
student performance relates to differences in the results achieved by different
schools. The chapter then looks at how socio-economic background relates to
student performance. Building on this, the chapter considers the policy impli-
cations of these findings, and discusses how different policy strategies aimed
at improving equity in the distribution of learning opportunity are likely to be
appropriate in different countries.

* Chapter 5 makes a first step towards identifying how school resources,
policies and practices interact with home background and influence student

performance.

* Chapter 6 considers student performance in reading and science in 2003, and
how it has changed since 2000.

A technical annex addresses the construction of the questionnaire indices,
discusses sampling issues, documents quality assurance procedures and the
process followed for the development of the assessment instruments, and
provides data on the reliability of marking. Finally, the annex provides the
data tables underlying the various chapters. Many of the issues covered in the
technical annex are elaborated in greater detail in the PISA 2003 Technical Report
(OECD, forthcoming).

Finally, a further report, Problem Solving for Tomorrow’s World — First Measures
of Cross-Curricular Competencies from PISA 2003 (OECD, 2004d), considers the
results of the assessment of students’ problem-solving abilities.

...then considers how
these results relate to
student attitudes and

behaviours. . .

...how they vary across
schools and socio-
economic groups, with
implications for equity

strategics. ..

...and the role qfschoo]

j&CtOI’S.

The report concludes with

results for reading and science.
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Notes

The combined population of all countries (excluding ChineseTaipei) that participate in the PISA 2000, 2003 or 2006 assessments
amounts to 32 per cent of the 2002 world population. The GDP of these countries amounts to 87 per cent of the 2002 world
GDP. The data on GDP and population sizes were derived from the U.N. World Development Indicators database.

Themes of international thematic reports have included: Reading for Change — Performance and Engagement Across Countries
(OECD, 2002b), Learners for Life — Student Approaches to Learning (OECD, 2003b), Student Engagement at School — A Sense of
Belonging and Participation (OECD, 2003d), and What Makes School Systems Perform (OECD, 2004<).

The framework for the PISA 2006 assessment has been finalised and preparations for the implementation of the assessment
are currently underway. Governments will decide on subsequent PISA assessments in 2005.

For the country Serbia and Montenegro, data for Montenegro are not available. The latter accounts for 7.9 per cent of the
national population. The name “Serbia” is used as a shorthand for the Serbian part of Serbia and Montenegro.

Countries were permitted to exclude up to 2.5 per cent of the national desired target population within schools if these
students were: i) considered in the professional opinion of the school principal or of other qualified staff members, to be
educable mentally retarded or who had been defined as such through psychological tests (including students who were
emotionally or mentally unable to follow the general instructions given in PISA); ii) permanently and physically disabled in
such a way that they could not perform in the PISA assessment situation (functionally disabled students who could respond
were to be included in the assessment); or iii) non-native language speakers with less than one year of instruction in the
language of the assessment (for details see Annex A3).

If the correlation between the propensity of exclusions and student performance is 0.3, resulting mean scores would
likely be overestimated by 1 score point if the exclusion rate is 1 per cent, by 3 score points if the exclusion rate is 5 per
cent, and by 6 score points if the exclusion rate is 10 per cent. If the correlation between the propensity of exclusions and
student performance is 0.5, resulting mean scores would be overestimated by 1 score point if the exclusion rate is 1 per
cent, by 5 score points if the exclusion rate is 5 per cent, and by 10 score points if the exclusion rate is 10 per cent. For
this calculation, a model was employed that assumes a bivariate normal distribution for the propensity to participate and

performance. For details see the PISA 2000 Technical Report (OCED 2002d).
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READERS’GUIDE

Data underlying the figures
The data referred to in Chapters 2 to 6 of this report are presented in Annex B1 and, with additional
detail, on the web site www.pisa.oecd.org. Five symbols are used to denote missing data:

a The category does not apply in the country concerned. Data are therefore missing.

¢ There are too few observations to provide reliable estimates (i.e., there are fewer than 3 per
cent of students for this cell or too few schools for valid inferences). However, these statistics

were included in the calculation of cross-country averages.

m Data are not available. These data were collected but subsequently removed from the

publication for technical reasons.
w Data have been withdrawn at the request of the country concerned.

x Data are included in another category or column of the table.

Calculation of international averages
An OECD average was calculated for most indicators presented in this report. In the case of some

indicators, a total representing the OECD area as a whole was also calculated:

* The OECD average takes the OECD countries as a single entity, to which each country
contributes with equal weight. For statistics such as percentages of mean scores, the OECD
average corresponds to the arithmetic mean of the respective country statistics. In contrast, for
statistics relating to variation, the OECD average may differ from the arithmetic mean of the
country statistics because it not only reflects variation within countries, but also variation that

lies between countries.

* The OECD total takes the OECD countries as a single entity, to which each country contributes
in proportion to the number of 15-year-olds enrolled in its schools (see Annex A3 for data). It
illustrates how a country compares with the OECD area as a whole.

In this publication, the OECD total is generally used when references are made to the stock of
human capital in the OECD area. Where the focus is on comparing performance across education
systems, the OECD average is used. In the case of some countries, data may not be available for
specific indicators or specific categories may not apply. Readers should, therefore, keep in mind that
the terms OECD average and OECD total refer to the OECD countries included in the respective
comparisons. All international averages include data for the United Kingdom, even where these
data, for reasons explained in Annex A3, are not shown in the respective data tables.

Rounding of figures
Because of rounding, some figures in tables may not exactly add up to the totals. Totals, differences and
averages are always calculated on the basis of exact numbers and are rounded only after calculation.

All standard errors in this publication have been rounded to two decimal places. Where the value
0.00 is shown, this does not imply that the standard error is zero, but that it is smaller than 0.005.
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Readers’ Guide B

Reporting of student data

The report usually uses “15-year-olds” as shorthand for the PISA target population. In practice,
this refers to students who were aged between 15 years and 3 (complete) months and 16 years
and 2 (complete) months at the beginning of the assessment period and who were enrolled in an
educational institution, regardless of the grade level or type of institution, and of whether they were

attending full-time or part-time (for details see Annex A3).

Reporting of school data

The principals of the schools in which students were assessed provided information on their school’s
characteristics by completing a school questionnaire. Where responses from school principals are
presented in this publication, they are weighted so that they are proportionate to the number of 15-

year-olds enrolled in the school.

Abbreviations used in this report
The following abbreviations are used in this report:

GDP  Gross Domestic Product

ISCED International Standard Classification of Education
PPP  Purchasing Power Parity

SD Standard deviation

SE Standard error

Further documentation
For further information on the PISA assessment instruments and the methods used in PISA, see the
PISA 2000 Technical Report (OECD, 2002d) and the PISA Web site (www.pisa.oecd.org).
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A Profile of Student Performance in Mathematics 8

The PISA 2000 results
raised issues about
student performance
both across and within

countries. ..

...and while the overall
results in 2003 have
changed only slightly,
country differences

continue to GVOIVC.

This chapter reports
results in mathematics,

the main focus in

PISA 2003...

INTRODUCTION

Since 1997, OECD governments have collaborated to monitor the outcomes
of education in terms of student performance on a regular basis and within an
internationally agreed common framework. The first PISA assessment, carried
outin 2000, revealed wide differences in the extent to which countries succeed
in equipping young adults with knowledge and skills in reading, mathematics
and science. For some countries, the results were disappointing, showing that
their 15-year-olds’ performance lagged considerably behind that of other
countries (and perhaps their own expectations) sometimes by the equivalent
of several years of schooling' and in certain cases despite high investments in
education. PISA 2000 also highlighted significant variation in the performance
of schools and raised concerns about equity in the distribution of learning
opportunities.

Among the 25 OECD countries for which performance can be compared
between 2000 and 2003, average mathematics performance increased in one
of the two content areas measured in both surveys. For the other mathematical
content area, as well as for science and reading, average performance among
OECD countries has remained broadly unchanged. However, performance has
changed in different ways across OECD countries. Finland, the top performing
country in the PISA 2000 reading assessment, has maintained its high level of
reading performance while improving its performance in mathematics and
science.” This now places Finland on a par in mathematics and science with the
previously unmatched East Asian countries. By contrast, in Mexico, the lowest
performing OECD country in the 2000 assessment, the pressure to expand the
still limited access to secondary education’ may have been one of the factors
putting strains on educational quality, with performance in the 2003 assessment

lower in all three assessment areas.

This chapter presents in detail the results from the PISA 2003 mathematics
assessment. Mathematics is the main focus of PISA 2003, and accounted for over
half of all assessment time. This allowed mathematics performance to be assessed
more thoroughly than in PISA 2000, and for its measurement to be refined.

* The chapter begins by setting the results in the context of how mathematics is
defined, measured and reported. It considers a series of key questions. What is
meant by “mathematical literacy”? In what ways is this different from other ways
of thinking about mathematical knowledge and skills? Why is it useful to think of

mathematical competencies in this way, and how can the results be interpreted?

* In the second part, the chapter examines student performance in mathematics.
Since results vary in important ways across the four content areas of mathematics
examined in PISA 2003, the analysis is described separately for each content
area before a summary picture is presented at the end.

* In as much as it is important to take the socio-economic context of schools
into account when comparing school performance, any comparison of the
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outcomes of education systems needs to account for countries’ economic
circumstances and the resources that they devote to education.To address this,
the third part of the chapter interprets the results within countries’ economic
and social contexts.

Chapter 3 continues the analysis of student outcomes by examining a wider range
of student characteristics that relate to performance in mathematics and that can be
considered important educational outcomes in their own right, including students’
motivation to learn mathematics, their beliefs about themselves and their learning
strategies in mathematics. Later, Chapter 6 extends the reporting of student
outcomes in PISA 2003 by looking at performance in reading and science.

THE PISA APPROACH TO ASSESSING MATHEMATICS
PERFORMANCE

How mathematics is defined

For much of the last century, the content of school mathematics and science
curricula was dominated by the need to provide the foundations for the professional
training of a small number of mathematicians, scientists and engineers. With the
growing role of science, mathematics and technology in modern life, however,
the objectives of personal fulfilment, employment and full participation in society
increasingly require that all adults — not just those aspiring to a scientific career —
be mathematically, scientifically and technologically literate.

PISA therefore starts with a concept of mathematical literacy that is concerned
with the capacity of students to analyse, reason and communicate effectively as
they pose, solve and interpret mathematical problems in a variety of situations
involving quantitative, spatial, probabilistic or other mathematical concepts. The
PISA 2003 Assessment Framework: Mathematics, Reading, Science and Problem Solving
Knowledge and Skills (OECD, 2003e) through which OECD countries established
the guiding principles for comparing mathematics performance across countries
in PISA, defines mathematical literacy as “...an individual’s capacity to identify
and understand the role that mathematics plays in the world, to make well-
founded judgements and to use and engage with mathematics in ways that meet
the needs of that individual’s life as a constructive, concerned and reflective

citizen” (OECD, 2003e¢).

When thinking about what mathematics might mean for individuals, one must
consider both the extent to which they possess mathematical knowledge and
understanding, and the extent to which they can activate their mathematical
competencies to solve problems they encounter in life. PISA therefore presents
students with problems mainly set in real-world situations. These are crafted in
such a way that aspects of mathematics would be of genuine benefit in solving the
problem. The objective of the PISA assessment is to obtain measures of the extent
to which students presented with these problems can activate their mathematical
knowledge and competencies to solve such problems successfully.

...while further chapters
report other outcomes:
student approaches to
learning and performance

in rcading and science.

Today, all adults need
a solid foundation in
mathematics to meet

their goals.

PISA dgﬁ'nes a form qf

mathematical literacy. ..

...that requires
engagement with

mathematics. . .
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...going beyond the
mastery ofmathcmatica]
techniques conventionally

taught at school.

Assessment of such
functional use of
mathematics can
influence how

it is taught.

PISA measures
mathematics performance
in three dimensions:
mathematical content,
the processes involved and
the situations in which

problems are posed.

Tasks are divided
into four areas of

mathematical content.

This approach to mathematics contrasts with a traditional understanding of
school mathematics which is often narrower. In schools, mathematical content
is often taught and assessed in ways that are removed from authentic contexts —
e.g., students are taught the techniques of arithmetic, then given an arithmetic
computation to complete; they are shown how to solve particular types of
equations, then given further similar equations to solve; they are taught about
geometric properties and relationships, then given a theorem to prove. Having
learned the relevant concepts, skills and techniques, students are typically given
contrived mathematical problems that call for the application of that knowledge.
The mathematics required is usually obvious. Students have either mastered the
techniques needed, or they have not. The usefulness of mathematics in the real
world may be given little attention.

Outside school, real-life problems and situations for which mathematical
knowledge may be useful often do not present themselves in such familiar forms.
The individual must translate the situation or problem into a form that exposes
the relevance and usefulness of mathematics. If students are unpractised at such a
process, the potential power of mathematics to help deal with the situations and
problems of their life may not be fully realised. The PISA approach to assessing
mathematics was therefore designed to place the real-life use of mathematical
knowledge and skills closer to the centre of a concept of mathematics learning,
The intention is to encourage an approach to teaching and learning mathematics
that gives strong emphasis to the processes associated with confronting problems
in real-world contexts, making these problems amenable to mathematical
treatment, using the relevant mathematical knowledge to solve problems, and
evaluating the solution in the original problem context. If students can learn to
do these things, they will be better equipped to make use of their mathematical
knowledge and skills throughout life. They will be mathematically literate.

How mathematics is measured

Students’” mathematics knowledge and skills were assessed according to three
dimensions relating to: the mathematical content to which different problems
and questions relate; the processes that need to be activated in order to connect
observed phenomena with mathematics and then to solve the respective
problems; and the situations and contexts that are used as sources of stimulus
materials and in which problems are posed.

Content

PISA draws its mathematical content from broad content areas (OECD, 2003¢).
Taking account of the research literature on this subject, and following an
in-depth consensus building process among OECD countries on what would be
an appropriate basis to compare mathematics performance internationally, the
assessment was established around four content areas:

* Space and shape relates to spatial and geometric phenomena and relationships,
often drawing on the curricular discipline of geometry. It requires looking
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for similarities and differences when analysing the components of shapes and
recognising shapes in different representations and different dimensions, as
well as understanding the properties of objects and their relative positions.

Change and relationships involves mathematical manifestations of change as well as
functional relationships and dependency among variables. This content area relates
most closely to algebra. Mathematical relationships are often expressed as equa-
tions or inequalities, but relationships of a more general nature (e.g., equivalence,
divisibility and inclusion, to mention but a few) are relevant as well. Relationships
are given a variety of different representations, including symbolic, algebraic,
graphic, tabular and geometric representations. Since different representations
may serve different purposes and have different properties, translation between
representations is often of key importance in dealing with situations and tasks.

Quantity involves numeric phenomena as well as quantitative relationships
and patterns. It relates to the understanding of relative size, the recognition
of numerical patterns, and the use of numbers to represent quantities and
quantifiable attributes of real-world objects (counts and measures). Further-
more, quantity deals with the processing and understanding of numbers that
are represented in various ways. An important aspect of dealing with quantity
is quantitative reasoning, which involves number sense, representing numbers,
understanding the meaning of operations, mental arithmetic and estimating,
The most common curricular branch of mathematics with which quantitative

reasoning is associated is arithmetic.

* Uncertainty involves probabilistic and statistical phenomena and relationships,
that become increasingly relevant in the information society. These phenomena
are the subject of mathematical study in statistics and probability.

Together, the four content areas cover the range of mathematics 15-year-
olds need as a foundation for life and for further extending their horizon in
mathematics. The concepts can be related to traditional content strands such
as arithmetic, algebra or geometry and their detailed sub-topics that reflect
historically well-established branches of mathematical thinking and that facilitate
the development of a structured teaching syllabus.

The PISA mathematics assessment sets out to compare levels of student
performance in these four content areas, with each area forming the basis
of a scale reported later in this chapter. By reporting separately on student
performance in each of four areas of mathematics, PISA recognises that different
school systems choose to give different emphases in constructing their national
curricula. Reporting in this way allows different school systems to situate
their national priorities in relation to the choices made by other countries.
It also allows different school systems to assess to what extent the level and
growth of mathematical knowledge occur uniformly across these conceptually
distinguishable assessment areas.

The first panel of Table A6.1 shows the breakdown by mathematical content
area of the 85 test items used in the PISA 2003 assessment (Annex A6).
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To solve real-world
problems, students must
ﬁrst tran,}‘ﬁ)rm them
into a mathematical
_form, then perform
mathematical operations,
retranslate the result into
the original problem

and communicate the

solution.

This requires a number
of different skills, which
can be grouped in

three categories. . .

...those inVO]Ving
familiar mathematical
processes and

computations. ..

Process

The PISA mathematics assessment requires students to confront mathematical
problems that are based in some real-world context, where the students are
required to identify features of the problem situation that might be amenable
to mathematical investigation, and to activate the relevant mathematical
competencies to solve the problem. In order to do so they need to engage in a
multi-step process of “mathematisation”: beginning with a problem situated in
reality, students must organise it according to mathematical concepts. They must
identify the relevant mathematical concepts, and then progressively trim away
the reality in order to transform the problem into one that is amenable to direct
mathematical solution, by making simplifying assumptions, by generalising and
formalising information, by imposing useful ways of representing aspects of the
problem, by understanding the relationships between the language of the problem
and symbolic and formal language needed to understand it mathematically, by
finding regularities and patterns and linking it with known problems or other
familiar mathematical formulations and by identifying or imposing a suitable
mathematical model.

Once the problem has been turned into a familiar or directly amenable
mathematical form, the student’s armoury of specific mathematical knowledge,
concepts and skills can then be applied to solve it. This might involve a simple
calculation, or using symbolic, formal and technical language and operations,
switching between representations, using logical mathematical arguments,
and generalising. The final steps in the mathematisation process involve some
form of translation of the mathematical result into a solution that works for the
original problem context, a reality check of the completeness and applicability
of the solution, a reflection on the outcomes and communication of the results,
which may involve explanation and justification or proof.

Various competencies are required for such mathematisation to be employed.
These include: thinking and reasoning; argumentation; communication; modelling;
problem posing and solving; representation; and using symbolic, formal and technical
language and operations. While it is generally true that these competencies operate
together, and there is some overlap in their definitions, PISA mathematics tasks
were often constructed to call particularly on one or more of these competencies.
The cognitive activities that the above mentioned competencies encompass
were organised in PISA within three competency clusters that are labelled: the
reproduction cluster, the connections cluster, and the reflection cluster. These groupings
have been found to provide a convenient basis for discussing the way in which
different competencies are invoked in response to the different kinds and levels
of cognitive demands imposed by different mathematical problems.

* The reproduction clusteris called into play in those items that are relatively familiar,
and that essentially require the reproduction of practised knowledge, such
as knowledge of facts and of common problem representations, recognition

of equivalents, recollection of familiar mathematical objects and properties,
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performance of routine procedures, application of standard algorithms
and technical skills, manipulation of expressions containing symbols and
formulae in a familiar and standard form, and carrying out straight-forward
computations.

The connections cluster builds on reproduction to solve problems that are not
simply routine, but that still involve somewhat familiar settings or extend and
develop beyond the familiar to a relatively minor degree. Problems typically
involve greater interpretation demands, and require making links between
different representations of the situation, or linking different aspects of the
problem situation in order to develop a solution.

The reflection cluster builds further on the connections cluster. These compe-
tencies are required in tasks that demand some insight and reflection on the
part of the student, as well as creativity in identifying relevant mathematical
concepts or in linking relevant knowledge to create solutions. The problems
addressed using the competencies in this cluster involve more elements than
others, and additional demands typically arise for students to generalise and
to explain or justify their results.

The second panel inTable A6.1 shows the breakdown by competency cluster of
the 85 test items used in the PISA 2003 assessment (Annex A6). A more detailed
description of these competency clusters and the ways in which the individual
competencies operate in each of these clusters is described in The PISA 2003

Assessment Framework: Mathematics, Reading, Science and Problem Solving Knowledge

and Skills (OECD, 2003¢).

Situation

As in PISA 2000, students were shown various pieces of written material, and
for each were asked a series of questions. The stimulus material represented a
situation that students could conceivably confront, and for which activation of
their mathematical knowledge, understanding or skill might be required or might
be helpful in order to analyse or deal with the situation. There were of four sorts
of situations: personal, educational or occupational, public and scientific.

® Personal situations directly relate to students’ personal day-to-day activities.
These have at their core the way in which a mathematical problem immedi-
ately affects the individual and the way the individual perceives the context of
the problem. Such situations tend to require a high degree of interpretation
before the problem can be solved.

* Educational or occupational situations appear in a student’s life at school, or in a
work setting, These have at their core the way in which the school or work setting
might require a student or employee to confront some particular problem that
requires a mathematical solution.

® Public situations relating to the local and broader community require students
to observe some aspect of their broader surroundings. These are generally

situations located in the community that have at their core the way in which
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students understand relationships among elements of their surroundings. They
require the students to activate their mathematical understanding, knowledge
and skills to evaluate aspects of an external situation that might have some
relevant consequences for public life.

* Scientific situations are more abstract and might involve understanding a tech-
nological process, theoretical situation or explicitly mathematical problem.
The PISA mathematics framework includes in this category relatively abstract
mathematical situations with which students are frequently confronted in a
mathematics classroom, consisting entirely of explicit mathematical elements
and where no attempt is made to place the problem in some broader context.
These are sometimes referred to as “intra-mathematical” contexts.

These four situation types vary in two important respects. The first is in terms of
the distance between the student and the situation — the degree of immediacy and
directness of the problem’s impact on the student. Personal situations are closest
to students, being characterised by the direct perceptions involved. Educational
and occupational situations typically involve some implications for the individual
through their daily activities. Situations relating to the local and broader community
typically involve a slightly more removed observation of external events in the
community. Finally, scientific situations tend to be the most abstract and therefore
involve the greatest separation between the student and the situation. The PISA
assessment assumes that students need to be able to handle a range of situations,
both close to and distant from their immediate lives.

There are also differences in the extent to which the mathematical nature of
a situation is apparent. A few of the tasks refer only to mathematical objects,
symbols or structures, and make no reference to matters outside the mathematical
world. However, PISA also encompasses problems that students are likely to
encounter in their lives in which the mathematical elements are not stated
explicitly. The assessment thus tests the extent to which students can identify
mathematical features of a problem when it is presented in a non-mathematical
context and the extent to which they can activate their mathematical knowledge
to explore and solve the problem and to make sense of the solution in the context
or situation in which the problem arose.

The third panel of Table A6.1 shows the breakdown by situation type of the
85 test items used in the PISA 2003 assessment (Annex A6).

A more detailed description of the conceptual underpinning of the PISA 2003
assessment as well as the characteristics of the test itself can be found in The
PISA 2003 Assessment Framework: Mathematics, Reading, Science and Problem Solving
Knowledge and Skills (OECD, 2003e).

How the PISA tests were constructed

Assessment items were constructed to cover the different dimensions of the
PISA assessment framework described above. During the process of item

development, experts from participating countries undertook a qualitative
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analysis of each item, and developed descriptions of aspects of the cognitive
demands of each item. This analysis included judgements about the aspects of the
PISA mathematics framework that were relevant to the item. A short description
was then developed that captured the most important demands placed on
students by each particular item, particularly the individual competencies that
were called into play (PISA 2003 Technical Report, OECD, forthcoming).

The items had a variety of formats. In many cases, students were required to
construct a response in their own words to questions based on the text given.
Sometimes they had to write down their calculations in order to demonstrate
some of the methods and thought processes they used in producing an answer.
Other questions required students to write an explanation of their results, which
again exposed aspects of the methods and thought processes they had employed
to answer the question. These open-constructed response items could not easily
be machine-scored; rather they required the professional judgement of trained
markers to assign the observed responses to defined response categories. To
ensure that the marking process yielded reliable and cross-nationally comparable
results, detailed guidelines and training contributed to a marking process that
was accurate and consistent across countries. In order to examine the consistency
of this marking process in more detail within each country and to assess the
consistency in the work of the markers, a subsample of items in each country
was rated independently by four markers. The PISA Consortium then assessed
the reliability of these markings. Finally, to verify that the marking process was
carried out in equivalent ways across countries, an inter-country reliability study
was carried out on a subset of items. In this process, independent marking of the
original booklets was undertaken by trained multilingual staff and compared to
the ratings by the national markers in the various countries. The results show
that very consistent marking was achieved across countries (Annex A7; PISA
2003 Technical Report, OECD, forthcoming).

For other items requiring students to construct a response, evaluation of their
answers was restricted to the response itself rather than an explanation of how it
was derived. For many of these closed constructed-response items, the answer
given was in numeric or other fixed form, and could be evaluated against precisely
defined criteria. Such responses generally did not require expert markers, but

could be analysed by computer.

Items that required students to select one or more responses from a number
of given possible answers were also used. This format category includes both
standard multiple-choice items, for which students were required to select
one correct response from a number of given response options; and complex
multiple-choice items, for which students were required to select a response
from given optional responses to each of a number of propositions or questions.
Responses to these items could be marked automatically.

Table A6.1 shows the breakdown by item format type of the 85 test items used
in the PISA 2003 assessment (Annex A6).
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Students were given credit for each item that they answered with an acceptable
response. In the development of the assessment, extensive field trials were
carried out in all participating countries in the year prior to the assessment to
identify and anticipate the widest possible range of student responses. These
were then assigned to distinct categories by the item developers to determine
marks. In some cases, where there is clearly a correct answer, responses can
be easily identified as being correct or not. In other cases a range of different
responses might be regarded as being correct. In yet other cases, a range of
different responses can be identified and among those some are clearly better
than others. In such cases it is often possible to define several response categories
that are ordered in their degree of correctness — one kind of response is clearly
best, a second category is not quite as good but is better than a third category,
and so on. In these cases partial credit could be given.

How the PISA tests were designed, analysed and scaled

In total, 85 mathematics items were used in PISA 2003. These tasks, and also
those in reading, science and problem solving, were arranged into half-hour
clusters. Each student was given a test booklet with four clusters of items —
resulting in two hours of individual assessment time. These clusters were rotated
in combinations that ensured that each mathematics item appeared in the same
number of test booklets, and that each cluster appeared in each of the four
possible positions in the booklets.

Such a design makes it possible to construct a scale of mathematical performance,
to associate each assessment item with a point score on this scale according to its
difficulty and to assign each student a point score on the same scale representing
his or her estimated ability. This is possible using techniques of modern item
response modelling (a description of the model can be found in the PISA 2003
Technical Report, OECD, forthcoming).

The relative ability of students taking a particular test can be estimated by
considering the proportion of test items they answer correctly. The relative
difficulty of items in a test can be estimated by considering the proportion
of test takers getting each item correct. The mathematical model employed
to analyse the PISA data was implemented through iterative procedures that
simultaneously estimate the probability that a particular person will respond
correctly to a given set of test items, and the probability that a particular item will
be answered correctly by a given set of students. The result of these procedures
is a set of estimates that allows the creation of a continuous scale representing
mathematical literacy. On this continuum it is possible to estimate the location
of individual students, thereby seeing what degree of mathematical literacy they
demonstrate, and it is possible to estimate the location of individual test items,
thereby seeing what degree of mathematical literacy each item embodies.*

Once the difficulty of individual items was given a rating on the scale, student

performance could be described by giving each student a score according to
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the hardest task that they could be predicted to perform. This does not mean
that students will always be able to perform items at or below the difficulty level
associated with their own position on the scale, and never be able to do harder
items. Rather, the ratings are based on probability. As illustrated in Figure 2.1,
students have a relatively high probability” of being able to complete items below
their own rating (with the probability rising for items further down the scale),
but are relatively unlikely to be able to complete those items further up.

To facilitate the interpretation of the scores assigned to students, the scale was
constructed to have an average score among OECD countries of 500 points,
with about two-thirds of students across OECD countries scoring between 400
and 600 points.*

In a manner similar to the reporting of the PISA 2000 reading assessment, which
presented results in proficiency levels, student scores in mathematics in 2003
were grouped into six proficiency levels. The six proficiency levels represented
groups of tasks of ascending difficulty, with Level 6 as the highest and Level
1 as the lowest. The grouping into proficiency levels was undertaken on the

...with a score of
500 representing average

OECD pe{formance.

Students were grouped in
six levels of proficiency,
plus a group below

Level 1...

Figure 2.1 m The relationship between items and students on a proficiency scale

Mathematics
scale

Items with

relatively high difficulty

StudentA, with It is expected that student A will be able
ItemVI ——> o— @ relatively high  to complete items I toV successfully, and

proﬁciency probably item VI as well.

It is expected that student B will be able to

ItemV
It v
o Student B, with
Items with moderate
moderate difficulty proficiency
Ttem Il —— >t
Item [ ——
Items with
relatively low difficulty
Item[ ———>
Student C,
with relatively
low proficiency

complete items I, I and 111 successfu]ly, will have
a lower probability of completing item IV and is
unlikely to complete itemsV and VI successfully.

It is expected that student C will be unable
to complete items I toVI successfully and will
also have a low probability of completing
item I successfully.
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basis of substantive considerations relating to the nature of the underlying
competencies. Students with below 358 score points on any of the mathematics
scales were classified as below Level 1. Such students, representing 11 per cent
of students on average across OECD countries, were not necessarily incapable
of performing any mathematical operation. However, they were unable to utilise
mathematical skills in the situations required by the easiest PISA tasks.

Proficiency at each of these levels can be understood in relation to descriptions of
the kind of mathematical competency that a student needs to attain them. These
are summarised in Figure 2.2. In fact, these descriptions represent a synthesis of
the proficiency descriptions for each of the content areas of mathematics, which
are given later in this chapter when discussing results in each content area. The
progression through these levels, in terms of the ways in which the individual
mathematical processes change as levels increase is shown in Annex A2.

The creation of the six proficiency levels leads to a situation where students with a
range of scores on a continuous scale are grouped together into each single band.
PISA applies an easy-to-understand criterion to assigning students to levels: each
student is assigned to the highest level for which they would be expected to answer
correctly the majority of assessment items. Thus, for example, in a test composed
of items spread uniformly across Level 3 (with difficulty ratings of 483 to 544 score
points), all students assigned to that level would expect to get at least 50 per cent of
the items correct. Someone at the bottom of the level (scoring 483 points) would
be expected to get close to 50 per cent of the items correct; someone in the middle
or near the top of the level would get a higher percentage of items correct. For this
to be true, a student scoring 483 needs to have a 50 per cent chance of completing
an item in the middle of Level 3 (rated 513 score points) and thus have a greater
than 50 per cent chance of getting right an item rated at their score, 483 points.
This latter probability needs to be 62 per cent to fulfil these conditions.

How results are reported

PISA 2003 mathematics results are reported on four scales relating to the content
areas described above. Performance is also reported on an overall mathematics
scale.

Figure 2.3 shows a map with a sample of items from the PISA 2003 assessment,
with the items shown in detail in Figures 2.4a-c, Figures 2.7a-b, Figures 2.10a-b
and Figures 2.13a-c. For each of the four content areas, the selected items and item
scores (i.e., full or partial credit) have been ordered according to their difficulty, with
the most difficult of these scores at the top, and the least difficult at the bottom.

The characteristics of the items shown in the map provide the basis for a
substantive interpretation of performance at different levels on the scale.
Patterns emerge that make it possible to describe aspects of mathematics that
are consistently associated with various locations along the literacy continuum
shown by the map. For example, among the small sample of items in Figure 2.3,
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Figure 2.2 m Summary descriptions for the six levels of proficiency in mathematics

Level

WHAT STUDENTS CANTYPICALLY DO

At Level 6, students can conceptualise, generalise, and utilise information based on their
investigations and modelling of complex problem situations. They can link different information
sources and representations and flexibly translate among them. Students at this level are capable
of advanced mathematical thinking and reasoning. These students can apply this insight and
understanding, along with a mastery of symbolic and formal mathematical operations and
relationships, to develop new approaches and strategies for attacking novel situations. Students at
this level can formulate and precisely communicate their actions and reflections regarding their
findings, interpretations, arguments, and the appropriateness of these to the original situations.

At Level 5, students can develop and work with models for complex situations, identifying
constraints and specifying assumptions. They can select, compare, and evaluate appropriate
problem-solving strategies for dealing with complex problems related to these models.
Students at this level can work strategically using broad, well-developed thinking and
reasoning skills, appropriately linked representations, symbolic and formal characterisations,
and insight pertaining to these situations. They can reflect on their actions and can formulate
and communicate their interpretations and reasoning.

At Level 4, students can work effectively with explicit models for complex concrete situations
that may involve constraints or call for making assumptions. They can select and integrate
different representations, including symbolic ones, linking them directly to aspects of real-
world situations. Students at this level can utilise well-developed skills and reason flexibly,
with some insight, in these contexts. They can construct and communicate explanations and
arguments based on their interpretations, arguments and actions.

At Level 3, students can execute clearly described procedures, including those that require
sequential decisions. They can select and apply simple problem-solving strategies. Students
at this level can interpret and use representations based on different information sources
and reason directly from them. They can develop short communications reporting their

interpretations, results and reasoning,

At Level 2, students can interpret and recognise situations in contexts that require no more
than direct inference. They can extract relevant information from a single source and make
use of a single representational mode. Students at this level can employ basic algorithms,
formulae, procedures or conventions. They are capable of direct reasoning and making literal
interpretations of the results.

At Level 1, students can answer questions involving familiar contexts where all relevant
information is present and the questions are clearly defined. They are able to identify information
and to carry out routine procedures according to direct instructions in explicit situations. They
can perform actions that are obvious and follow immediately from the given stimuli.
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Figure 2.3 m A map of selected mathematics items

Level

Space and shape

Change and relationships

Quantity

Uncertainty

Figures 2.43-c

Figures 2.7a-b

WALKING
Question 5 — Score 3 (723)

Figures 2.10a-b

Figures 2.133-c

ROBBERIES
CARPENTER Question 15 — Score 2 (694)
Question 1 (687)
668.7
WALKING
Question 5 — Score 2 (666)
WALKING TEST SCORES
606.6 Question 4 (611) Question 6 (620)
WALKING
Question 5 — Score 1 (605)
EXCHANGE RATE
CROWING UP Question 11 (586) ROBBERIES
Question 8 (574) SKATEBOARD Question 15 — Score 1 (577)
Question 13 (570) EXPORTS
SKATEBOARD Question 18 (565)
544 .4 Question 14 (554)
GROWING UP
Question 7 — Score 2 (525)
NUMBER CUBES
oo QUESEION 3 (503) e e OECD average = 500
SKATEBOARD
480 4 Question 12 — Score 2 (496)
SKATEBOARD
Question 12 — Score 1 (464)
EXCHANGE RATE
STAIRCASE Question 10 (439) EXPORTS

420.4  Question 2 (421)

GROWING UP

Question 17 (427)

358.3

Question 7 — Score 1 (420)

EXCHANGE RATE
Question 9 (406)

Below
Level 1
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the easiest items are all from the reproduction competency cluster. This reflects
the pattern observed with the full set of items. It is also seen from the full
set of PISA items that those items characterised as belonging to the reflection
cluster tend to be the most difficult. Items in the connections cluster tend to be of
intermediate difficulty, though they span a large part of the proficiency spectrum
that is analysed through the PISA assessment. The individual competencies
defined in the mathematics framework operate quite differently at different

levels of performance, as predicted by the assessment framework.

Near the bottom of the scale, items set in simple and relatively familiar contexts
require only the most limited interpretation of the situation, as well as direct
application of well-known mathematical knowledge in familiar situations.
Typical activities are reading a value directly from a graph or table, performing
a very simple and straightforward arithmetic calculation, ordering a small set of
numbers correctly, counting familiar objects, using a simple currency exchange
rate, identifying and listing simple combinatorial outcomes. For example,
Question 9 from the unit Exchange Rate (Figure 2.10a) presents students with
a simple rate for exchanging Singapore dollars (SGD) into South African rand
(ZAR), namely 1 SGD = 4.2 ZAR. The question requires students to apply
the rate to convert 3000 SGD into ZAR. The rate is presented in the form of a
familiar equation, and the mathematical step required is direct and reasonably
obvious. In examples 9.1 and 9.2 from the unit Building Blocks (OECD, 2003e),
students were presented with diagrams of familiar three-dimensional shapes
composed of small cubes, and asked to count (or calculate) the number of the
small cubes used to make up the larger shapes.

Around the middle of the scale, items require substantially more interpretation,
frequently of situations that are relatively unfamiliar or unpractised. They often
demand the use of different representations of the situation, including more
formal mathematical representations, and the thoughtful linking of those different
representations in order to promote understanding and facilitate analysis. They
often involve a chain of reasoning or a sequence of calculation steps, and can
require students to express reasoning through a simple explanation. Typical
activities include interpreting a set of related graphs; interpreting text, relating
this to information in a table or graph, extracting the relevant information and
performing some calculations; using scale conversions to calculate distances on a
map; and using spatial reasoning and geometric knowledge to perform distance,
speed and time calculations. For example, the unit Growing Up (Figure 2.7b)
presents students with a graph of the average height of young males and young
females from the ages of ten to 20 years. Question 7 from Growing Up asks
students to identify the period in their life when females are on average taller
than males of the same age. Students have to interpret the graph to understand
exactly what is being displayed. They also have to relate the graphs for males and
females to each other and determine how the specified period is shown then
accurately read the relevant values from the horizontal scale. Question 8 from
the unit Growing Up invites students to give a written explanation as to how the
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graph shows a slowdown in the growth rate for girls after a particular age. To
answer this question successfully, students must understand how the growth
rate is displayed in such a graph, identify what is changing at the specified point
in the graph in comparison to an earlier period and clearly articulate their

explanation in words.

Towards the top of the scale, items are displayed that typically involve a number
of different elements, and require even higher levels of interpretation. Situations
are typically unfamiliar, hence requiring some degree of thoughtful reflection
and creativity. Questions usually demand some form of argument, often in the
form of an explanation. Typical activities involved include: interpreting complex
and unfamiliar data; imposing a mathematical construction on a complex real-
world situation; and using mathematical modelling processes. At this part of the
scale, items tend to have several elements that need to be linked by students,
and their successful negotiation typically requires a strategic approach to
several interrelated steps. For example, Question 15 from the unit Robberies
(Figure 2.13a) presents students with a truncated bar graph showing the number
of robberies per year in two specified years. A television reporter’s statement
interpreting the graph is given. Students are asked to consider whether or not
the reporter’s statement is a reasonable interpretation of the graph, and to give
an explanation as to why. The graph itself is somewhat unusual, and requires
some interpretation. The reporter’s statement must be interpreted in relation
to the graph. Then, some mathematical understanding and reasoning must be
applied to determine a suitable meaning of the phrase “reasonable interpretation”
in this context. Finally, the conclusion must be articulated clearly in a written
explanation. Fifteen-year-old students typically find such a sequence of thought
and action quite challenging.

Another example presented in the PISA assessment framework, example 3.2 in the
unit Heartbeat (OECD, 2003e), presents students with mathematical formulations
of the relationship between a person’s recommended maximum heart rate and
their age, in the context of physical exercise. The question invites students to
modify the formulation appropriately under a specified condition. They have to
interpret the situation, the mathematical formulations, the changed condition,
and construct a modified formulation that satisfies the specified condition. This
complex set of linked tasks also proved to be very demanding for 15-year-olds.

Based on the patterns observed when the full item set is investigated in this
way, it is possible to characterise growth along the PISA mathematics scale by
referring to the ways in which mathematical competencies are associated with
items located at different points along the scale.

The ascending difficulty of mathematics items is associated with:

* The kind and degree of interpretation and reflection needed, including the
nature of demands arising from the problem context; the extent to which the

mathematical demands of the problem are apparent or to which students must
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impose their own mathematical construction on the problem; and the extent
to which insight, complex reasoning and generalisation are required.

* The kind of representation skills that are necessary, ranging from problems
where only one mode of representation is used to problems where students
have to switch between different modes of representation or to find appropriate

modes of representation themselves.

* The kind and level of mathematical complexity required, ranging from single-
step problems requiring students to reproduce basic mathematical facts and
perform simple computation processes through to multi-step problems
involving more advanced mathematical knowledge, complex decision-making,
information processing, problem-solving and modelling skills.

* The kind and degree of mathematical argumentation that is required, ranging
from problems where no argumentation is necessary at all, through to problems
where students may apply well-known arguments, to problems where students
have to create mathematical arguments or to understand other people’s
argumentation or judge the correctness of given arguments or proofs.

WHAT STUDENTS CAN DO IN FOUR AREAS OF MATHEMATICS

By looking at how students performed on the four scales, alongside examples of the
tasks associated with those content areas of mathematics, it is possible to provide a
profile of what PISA shows about students’ mathematical abilities. For two of these
areas — change and relationships and space and shape, it is also possible to compare
mathematical performance in 2003 with that measured in PISA 2000.

Student performance on the mathematics/space and shape scale

A quarter of the mathematical tasks given to students in PISA are related to spatial
and geometric phenomena and relationships. Figures 2.4a-c show three sample
tasks from this category: one at Level 2, one at Level 3 and one at Level 6.

The knowledge and skills required to reach each level are summarised in
Figure 2.5. In PISA 2003, only a small proportion of 15-year-olds — 5 per cent
overall in the combined OECD area’ — can perform the highly complex tasks
required to reach Level 6. However, more than 15 per cent of the students in
Korea and the PISA partner country Hong Kong-China, and more than 10 per
cent of the students in Belgium, the Czech Republic, Japan and Switzerland as
well as the partner country Liechtenstein (Figure 2.6a) perform at Level 6. In
contrast, in Greece, Mexico and Portugal, as well as in the partner countries
Brazil, Indonesia, Serbia,” Thailand, Tunisia and Uruguay, less than 1 per cent
reach Level 6 (Table 2.1a).

A quarter or more of students fail to reach Level 2 in Greece, Hungary,
Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Mexico, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Turkey
and the United States as well as in the partner countries Brazil, Indonesia,
Latvia, the Russian Federation, Serbia, Thailand, Tunisia and Uruguay.
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Figure 2.43 m A sample of mathematics items used in PISA for
the space and shape scale: Unit CARPENTER

CARPENTER

A carpenter has 32 metres of timber and wants to make a border around a garden bed.

He is considering the fo]]owing designs for the garden bed.

10m 10m

6m 6m
10m 10m
QUESTION 1
Circle either “Yes”or “No”for each design to indicate whether the garden bed can be made with 32 metres of timber.
Garden Using this design, can the garden bed be
bed design made with 32 metres of timber?
Design A Yes / No
Design B Yes / No
Design C Yes / No
Design D Yes / No

Level

Score 1 (687)
Answers which indicate Yes, No, Yes, Yes, in that order.

This Comp]ex mu]tip]e—chaice item is situated in an educational context, since it is the kind qfquasi—rea]istic problem that would
typically be seen in a mathematics class, rather than being a genuine problem likely to be met in an occupational setting. While not
regarded as typical, a small number of such problems have been included in the PISA assessment. However, the competencies needed

_for this problem are certainly relevant and part of mathematical literacy. This item illustrates Level 6 with a difficulty of 687 score

points. The item belongs to the space and shape content area, and it fits the connections competency cluster — as the problem is non-
routine. The students need the competence to recognise that for the purpose of solving the question the two-dimensional shapes A, C
and D have the same perimeter, therefore they need to decode the visual information and see similarities and differences. The students
need to see whether or not a certain border-shape can be made with 32 metres of timber. In three cases this is rather evident because
quhe rectangular shapes. But thcfourth is a parallelogram, requiring more than 32 metres. This use qucomctrical insight and
argumentation skills and some technical geometrical knowledge makes this item illustrate the Level 6.
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Figure 24b m A sample of mathematics items used in PISA for
the space and shape scale: Unit STAIRCASE

STAIRCASE

The diagram below illustrates a staircase with

14 steps and a total height of 252 cm:

Total height 252 cm

Total depth 400 cm

QUESTION 2

What is the height of each of the 14 steps?
Height: .................. cm.

Score 1 (421)

Level

668.7

606.6

5444

Answers which indicate 18 cm.

This short open-constructed response item is situated in a daily life context for carpenters and therefore is classified as having

an occupational context. It has a difficulty of 421 score points. One does not need to be a carpenter to understand the relevant
infnrmation; it is clear that an ir}formed citizen should be able to interpret and solve a problem like this that uses two djfferent
representation modes: language, including numbers, and a graphical representation. But the illustration serves a simple and non-
essential function: students know what stairs look like. This item is noteworthy because it has redundant information (the depth

is 400 ¢m) that is sometimes considered by students as confusing, but such redundancy is common in real-world problem solving.
The context qfthe stairs places the item in the space and shape content area, but the actual procedure to carry out is a simple
division. As this is a basic operation with numbers (divide 252 by 14) the item belongs to the reproduction competency cluster. The
problem-solving competency involved here solving problems by invoking and using standard approaches and procedures in one way
on]}/. All the required izgformation, and even more than required, is presented in a recognisable situation, the students can extract the
relevant inﬂ)rmationfrom a single source, and, in essence the item makes use qfa single representational mode. Combined with the
application of a basic algorithm makes this item fit, although barely, at Level 2.

482.4

358.3

\4
e _J - ] - | - =

Below 1
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Figure 2.4c ®m A sample of mathematics items used in PISA for
the space and shape scale: Unit NUMBER CUBES

NUMBER CUBES

On the right, there is a picture of two dice.
Dice are special number cubes for which the following rule applies:

“The total number Qf dots on two opposite faces is always seven.”

QUESTION 3

You can make a simple number cube by cutting,folding and gluing cardboard. This can be done in many ways.
In the figure below you can see four cuttings that can be used to make cubes, with dots on the sides.

Which of the following shapes can be folded together to form a cube that obeys the rule that the sum of opposite

faces is 7? For each shape, circle either “Yes”or “No”in the table below.

°
I . II .
° o0 o0 oo °
° o. ° P P ° o. °
o0 o0
o0 o0
00 0
111 IO v
°
o0
° ° oo:: ° o o0
.. ® 0|lo o [ 3N ] ..
°
°

Obeys the rule that the sum
Shape . .
of opposite faces is 7?
1 Yes / No
II Yes / No
11 Yes / No
v Yes / No

Score 1 (503)

Answers which indicate No, Yes, Yes, No, in that order.

This complex multiple-choice item is situated in a personal context. It has a difficulty of 503 score points. Many games that children
encounter during their education, Whetherjbrma] or injbrma], use number cubes. The problem does not assume any previous knowledge
about this cube, but an understanding of the rule of its construction: two opposite sides have a total of seven dots. This construction
rule emphasises a numerical aspect, but the problem posed requires some kind qfspa[ial insight or mental visualisation technique.
These competencies are an essential part quathcmatica] literacy as students live in three-dimensional space, and qﬁen are coqfranted
with two-dimensional representations. Students need to mentally imagine how the four plans of number cubes, if reconstructed into a
3-D number cube, obey the numerical construction rule. Ther?fore the item belongs to the space and shape content area. The problem
is not routine: it requires the encoding and spatial interpretation qf two-dimensional objects, interpretation Qf the connected three-
dimensional object, interpreting back—and:fbrth between model and reality, and checking certain basic quantitative relations. This leads
to a classification in the connections competency cluster. The item requires spatial reasoning skills within a personal context with all
the relevant information clearly presented in writing and with graphics. The item illustrates Level 3.
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Figure 25m Summary descriptions of six levels of proficiency on the mathematics/space and shape scale

Level

General competencies
students should have
at each level

Specific tasks students
should be able to do

5% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at Level 6 on the space and shape scale

5

4

Solve complex problems involving
multiple representations and often
involving sequential calculation
processes; identify and extract
relevant information and link
different but related information;
use reasoning, significant insight and
reflection; and generalise results
and findings, communicate solutions
and provide explanations and
argumentation

15% of all students across the OECD

Solve problems that require
appropriate assumptions to be
made, or that involve working
with assumptions provided;

use well-developed spatial
reasoning, argument and insight
to identify relevant information
and to interpret and link different
representations; work strategically
and carry out multiple and
sequential processes

30% of all students across the OECD

Solve problems that involve
visual and spatial reasoning and
argumentation in unfamiliar
contexts; link and integrate
different representations; carry
out sequential processes; apply
well-developed skills in spatial

visualisation and interpretation

— Interpret complex textual descriptions and relate these to other (often
multiple) representations

— Use reasoning involving proportions in non-familiar and complex situations

— Show signiﬁcant insight to conceptualise complex geometric situations or
to interpret complex and unfamiliar representations

— Identify and combine multiple pieces of information to solve problems

— Devise a strategy to connect a geometrical context with known mathematical
procedures and routines

— Carry out a complex sequence of calculations, for example volume
calculations or other routine procedures in an applied context, accurately
and completely

— Provide written explanations and arguments based on reflection, insight
and generalisation of understanding

area can perform tasks at least at Level 5 on the space and shape scale

— Use spatial /geometrical reasoning, argument, reflection and insight into
two- and three-dimensional objects, both familiar and unfamiliar

— Make assumptions or work with assumptions to simplify and solve a
geometrical problem in a real-world setting, e.g., involving estimation of

quantities in a real-world situation, and communicate explanations
— Interpret multiple representations of geometric phenomena
— Use geometric constructions
— Conceptualise and devise multi-step strategies to solve geometrical problems

— Use well-known geometrical algorithms but in unfamiliar situations, such
as Pythagoras’ theorem, and calculations involving perimeter, area and

volume

area can perform tasks at least at Level 4 on the space and shape scale

— Interpret complex text to solve geometric problems
— Interpret sequential instructions and follow a sequence of steps
— Interpretation using spatial insight into non—standard geometric situations

— Use a two—dimensional model to work with 3-D representations of unfamiliar
geometric situation

— Link and integrate two different visual representations of geometric
situations

— Develop and implement a strategy involving calculation in geometric

situations
— Reason and argue about numeric relationships in a geometric context

— Perform simple calculations (e.g., multiply multi-digit decimal number by an
integer, apply numeric conversions using proportion and scale, calculate areas
of familiar shapes)
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General competencies Specific tasks students
students should have should be able to do
Level at each level

3 51% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 3 on the space and shape scale

Solve problems that involve — Interpret textual descriptions of unfamiliar geometric situations

clementary visual and spatial — Use basic problem—solving skills, such as devising a simple strategy

reasoning in familiar contexts; link — Use visual perception and elementary spatial reasoning skills in a familiar

different representations of familiar situation

objects; use elementary problem — Work with a given familiar mathematical model

lving skills (devising simpl
5o Vmg‘ skils ( ev1?1ng Stmple . — Perform simple calculations such as scale conversions (using
strategies); apply SImple algorlthms L . . .
multiplication, basic proportional reasoning)

— Apply routine algorithms to solve geometric problems (e.g., calculate
lengths within familiar shapes)

2 71% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 2 on the space and shape scale

Solve problems involving a single — Recognise simple geometric patterns
mathematical representation — Use basic technical terms and definitions and apply basic geometric
where the mathematical content is concepts (e.g., symmetry)

direct and clearly presented; use — Apply a mathematical interpretation of a common-language relational

basic mathematical thinking and term (e.g., “bigger”) in a geometric context

conventions in familiar contexts — Create and use a mental image of an object, both two- and three-
dimensional

— Understand a visual two-dimensional representation of a familiar
real-world situation

— Apply simple calculations (e.g., subtraction, division by two-digit

number) to solve problems in a geometric setting

1 87% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 1 on the space and shape scale

Solve simple problems in a familiar — Use a given two-dimensional representation to count or calculate
context using familiar pictures or elements of a simple three-dimensional object

drawings of geometric objects and
applying counting or basic calcula-
tion skills

This level has been chosen to align country performance in Figure 2.6a as it
represents a baseline level of mathematics proficiency on the PISA scale at
which students begin to demonstrate the kind of literacy skills that enable
them to actively use mathematics as stipulated by the PISA definition: at
Level 2, students demonstrate the use of direct inference to recognise the
mathematical elements of a situation, are able to use a single representation
to help explore and understand a situation, can use basic algorithms,
formulae and procedures, and make literal interpretations and apply direct

reasoning. In Finland, more than 90 per cent of students perform at or above

this threshold.

The great majority of students, 87 per cent, can at least complete the easiest
space and shape tasks required to reach Level 1 (Table 2.1a). However, this also
varies greatly across countries.
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Figure 2.63 m Percentage of students at each level of proficiency on

the mathematics/space and shape scale

Below Level 1 M Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 M Level 5 M Level 6

Percentage of students
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Countries are ranked in descending order of percentage UfIE—)/eaI—o]ds in Levels 2, 3,4, 5 and 6.
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 2.1a.

One way to summarise student performance and to compare the relative standing  An overall mean score of
of countries on the mathematics/space and shape scale is by way of their mean  country performance can
scores. This is shown in Figure 2.6b. As discussed in Box 2.1, when interpreting  be compared, but in some
mean performance, only those differences between countries that are statistically  cases country differences
significant should be taken into account. The figure shows those pairs of countries  are not statistically
where the difference in their mean scores is sufficient to say with confidence that  significant. ..

the higher performance by sampled students in one country holds for the entire

population of enrolled 15-year-olds. A country’s performance relative to that

of the countries listed along the top of the figure can be seen by reading across

each row. The colours indicate whether the average performance of the country

in the row is either lower than that of the comparison country, not statistically

signiﬁcant different, or higher. When rnaking multiple comparisons, e.g., when

comparing the performance of one country with that of all other countries,
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Box2.1 m Interpreting sample statistics

Standard errors and confidence intervals. The statistics in this report represent estimates of
national performance based on samples of students rather than the values that could be calculated
if every student in every country had answered every question. Consequently, it is important
to know the degree of uncertainty inherent in the estimates. In PISA 2003, each estimate has
an associated degree of uncertainty, which is expressed through a standard error. The use of
confidence intervals provides a means of making inferences about the population means and
proportions in a manner that reflects the uncertainty associated with sample estimates. Under
the usually reasonable assumption of a normal distribution, and unless otherwise noted in this
report, there is a 95 per cent chance that the true value lies within the confidence interval.

Judging whether populations differ. This report tests the statistical significance of differences
between the national samples in percentages and in average performance scores in order to judge
whether there are differences between the populations that the samples represent. Each separate
test follows the convention that, if in fact there is no real difference between two populations, there
is no more than a 5 per cent probability that an observed difference between the two samples will
erroneously suggest that the populations are different as the result of sampling and measurement
error. In the figures and tables showing multiple comparisons of countries’ mean scores, multiple
comparison significance tests are also employed that limit to 5 per cent the probability that the mean
of a given country will erroneously be declared to be different from that of any other country, in

cases where there is in fact no difference (Annex A4).

a more cautious approach is required: only those comparisons indicated by the
upward and downward pointing symbols should be considered statistically
significant for the purpose of multiple comparisons.” Figure 2.6b also shows
which countries perform above, at or below the OECD average. Results from the
United Kingdom were excluded from this and similar comparisons, because the
data for England did not comply with the response rate standards which OECD
countries had established to ensure that PISA yields reliable and internationally
comparable data (Annex A3).

...s0 one can only say  For the reasons explained in Box 2.1 it is not possible to determine the exact rank
within a range where  order position of countries in the international comparisons. However, Figure 2.6b
each country ranks, with  shows the range of rank order positions within which the country mean lies with
Hong Kong-China, Japan 95 per cent probability. Results are shown both for the OECD countries and all
and Korea performing  countries that participated in PISA 2003, including both OECD and partner countries.
strongest.  For example, while the mean score for the partner country Hong Kong-China is
the highest on the mathematics/space and shape scale followed by the scores from
Japan and Korea, it is important to note that they are not statistically different from
each other. Because of sampling errors, it is not possible to say which country’s rank
lies first, but it is possible to say with 95 per cent confidence that Japan, Korea and

Hong Kong-China lie between first and third positions of all countries.
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F iqure 2.6bm Multiple comparisons of mean performance on the mathematics/space and shape scale
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* Because data are based on samples, it is not possible to report exact rank order positions for countries. However, it is possible to report the range of rank order positions within

which the country mean lies with 95 per cent likelihood.

Instructions:

Read across the row for a country to compare performance with
the countries listed along the top of the chart. The symbols
indicate whether the average performance of the country in the
row is lower than that of the comparison country, higher than that
of the comparison country, or if there is no statistically significant
difference  between the average achievement of the two
countries.

Source: OECD PISA 2003 database.

Without the - Mean performance statistically significantly hlgher than in comparison country

Bonferroni

No statistically significant difference from comparison country

adjustment: 0 Mean performance statistically significantly lower than in comparison country

With the

Bonferroni

adjustment:

A

v

Mean performance statistically significantly higher than in comparison country
No statistically significant difference from comparison country
Mean performance statistically significantly lower than in comparison country

_ Statistically significantly above the OECD average

. Not statistically significantly different from the OECD average
Statistically significantly below the OECD average
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Box2.2 m Interpreting differences in PISA scores: how large a gap?

What is meant by a difference of, say, 50 points between the scores of two different groups of
students? The following comparisons can help to judge the magnitude of score differences.

A difference of 62 score points represents one proficiency level on the PISA mathematics scales.
This can be considered a comparatively large difference in student performance in substantive
terms: for example, with regard to the thinking and reasoning skills that were described above in
the section on the process dimension of the PISA 2003 assessment framework, Level 3 requires
students to make sequential decisions and to interpret and reason from different information
sources, while direct reasoning and literal interpretations are sufficient to succeed at Level 2.
Similarly, students at Level 3 need to be able to work with symbolic representations, while for
students at Level 2 the handling of basic algorithms, formulae, procedures and conventions is
sufficient. With regard to modelling skills, Level 3 requires students to make use of different
representational models, while for Level 2 it is sufficient to recognise, apply and interpret basic
given models. Students at Level 3 need to use simple problem-solving strategies, while for
Level 2 the use of direct inferences is sufficient.

Another benchmark is that the difference in performance on the mathematics scale between
the OECD countries with the highest and lowest mean performance is 159 score points, and
the performance gap between the countries with the third highest and the third lowest mean
performance is 93 score points.

Finally, for the 26 OECD countries in which a sizeable number of 15-year-olds in the PISA
samples were enrolled in at least two different grades, the difference between students in the

two grades implies that one school year corresponds to an average of 41 score points on the
PISA mathematics scale (Table A1.2, Annex A1)."

However, since about 90 Finally, it needs to be taken into account that average performance figures mask
per cent of performance  significant variation in performance within countries, reflecting different levels of
variation occurs within  performance among many different student groups. As in previous international
countries, country  studies of student performance, such as the IEAThird International Mathematics
averages give only part  and Science Study (TIMSS) conducted in 1995 and 1999 and the IEA Trends in
of the picture. ~ Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) conducted in 2003, only about one-
tenth of the variation in student performance on the overall mathematics scale
lies between countries and can, therefore, be captured through a comparison of
country averages (Table 5.21a).The remaining variation in student performance
occurs within countries, that is, between education systems and programmes,

between schools and between students within schools.

In the mathematics/space and shape scale, performance also varies notably
between males and females, and more so than in the three other mathematics
scales. Gender differences are most clearly visible at the top end of the scale:
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on average across countries, 7 per cent of males reach Level 6, while only 4
per cent of females do so and in the Czech Republic, Japan, Korea, the Slovak
Republic, Switzerland and the partner country Liechtenstein, the gender gap is
around 6 percentage points or larger (Table 2.1b).

Nevertheless, in most countries the differences are not large when comparing
them over the entire proficiency spectrum.” Across the combined OECD
area, males perform on average 16 score points higher than females on the
mathematics/space and shape scale and they outperform females in all countries
except Iceland, where females outperform males. The difference in favour of
males reaches more than 35 score points, equivalent to half a proficiency level
in mathematics, in the Slovak Republic and in partner country Liechtenstein.
However, the overall differences in favour of males are not statistically significant
in seven of the participating countries, namely Finland, Japan, the Netherlands
and Norway and in the partner countries Hong Kong-China, Serbia and Thailand
(Table 2.1¢).

It is also possible to estimate how much performance on the mathematics/space
and shape scale has changed since the last PISA survey in 2000. However, such
differences need to be interpreted with caution. Firstly, since data are only
available from two points in time, it is not possible to assess to what extent
the observed differences are indicative for longer-term trends. Second, while
the overall approach to measurement used by PISA is consistent across cycles,
small refinements continue to be made, so it would not be prudent to read
too much into small changes in results at this stage. Furthermore, sampling
and measurement error limit the reliability of comparisons of results over
time. Both types of error inevitably arise when assessments are linked through
a limited number of common items over time. To account for the effects of
such error, the confidence band for comparisons over time has been broadened
correspondingly.”

With these caveats in mind, the following comparisons can be made. On average
across OECD countries, performance on the mathematics/space and shape scale
has remained broadly similar among the 25 OECD countries for which data can
be compared (in 2000, the OECD average was 494 score points whereas in
2003 it was 496 score points). However, when examining performance changes
in individual countries, the pattern is uneven (Figures 2.6¢ and 2.6d, and
Table 2.1cand Table 2.1d). In Belgium and Poland, mean performance increases
amounted to between 28 and 20 score points, respectively, roughly equivalent
to a half grade-year difference in student performance among OECD countries
(Box 2.2).The Czech Republic and Italy, as well as the partner countries Brazil,
Indonesia, Latvia and Thailand, have also seen significant performance increases
in the mathematics/space and shape scale, while performance in Iceland and
Mexico declined. In Mexico, this may have been partly attributable to the
strong emphasis on increasing participation rates in secondary schools across
the country.”' In the remaining countries, there was no statistically significant
change in the mean score at the 95 per cent confidence level.
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on average, improvements
in four OECD countries
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Figure 2.6c m Comparisons between PISA 2003 and PISA 2000 on the mathematics/space and shape scale

Significance 2003 higher 2003 lower No statistically
levels than 2000  than 2000  significant difference
90 % confidence level + - o

95 % confidence level ++ __

99 % confidence level +++ R

Differences observed in the mean and percentiles

5th 10th 25th Mean 75th 90th 95th
OECD countries
Australia o o o o o o o
Austria o) o) o e} o o e}
Belgium + o ++ +++ +++ +++ +++
Canada o o o o o o o
Czech Republic ++ ++ ++ ++ + [¢) )
Denmark - - - _ 1) 1) o
Finland ++ + o) e} e} e} e}
France o o o (@) (@) ++ (¢]
Germany 0 o) o) + + o o
Greece 0 0 o) o _ - -
Hungary o o o o o + ++
Iceland - - - - o o) o
Ireland o o o) o o o o
Italy o o + ++ ++ ++ +
Japan o o o o o o o
Korea o) o) o) + o o o
Mexico - -- - - - - -
New Zealand o) o) o) o o o o
Norway o) o) o) ¢} o o o
Poland +++ +++ +++ ++ e} e} e}
Portugal +++ +++ ++ fe) o) o) o)
Spain o o o o o o o
Sweden o) o) o) o - - -
Switzerland o 0 0 o o o o
United States o) o) 0 o o + +
OECD total o o o o o o o
OECD average o o o o o o o
Partner countries
Brazil e+ e+ +++ +++ + o o
Hong Kong-China o o o + 4+ + o
Indonesia +4++ +4++ +4++ +++ o) o) le)
Latvia +++ +++ +++ +++ ++ + e}
Liechtenstein @) @) o) o) o) le) le)
Russian Federation 0 o) o) o o o o
Thailand +++ +++ ++ ++ e} ¢} e}

Source: OECD PISA 2003 and PISA 2000 databases, Tables 2.1c and 2.1d.

But it is not just changes Changes in mean performance scores are typically used to assess improvements

in mean scores that are of  in the quality of schools and education systems. However, as noted above, mean

interest...  performance does not provide a full picture of student performance and can

mask significant variation within an individual class, school or education system.
Moreover, countries aim not only to encourage high performance but also to
minimise internal disparities in performance. Both parents and the public at large
are aware of the seriousness of low performance and the fact that school-leavers
who lack fundamental skills face poor employment prospects. Having a high
proportion of students at the lower end of the mathematics scale may give rise to
concern that a large proportion of tomorrow’s workforce and voters will lack the
skills required for the informed judgements that they will need to make.
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Figure 2.6d4 m Differences in mean scores between PISA 2003 and PISA 2000

on the mathematics/space and shape scale
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Countries are ranked in ascending order of the difference between PISA 2003 and PISA 2000 performances.

Source: OECD PISA 2003 and PISA 2000 databases, Tables 2.1c and 2.1d.

Itis, therefore, important to examine the observed performance changes in more
detail. As seen in Figure 2.6c some of the observed changes have not necessarily
involved an even rise or fall in performance across the ability range. In some
countries, performance across the ability range has widened or narrowed over
a three-year period, as changes in one part of the ability range are not matched
by changes in others.

In Belgium, for example, the 28 point rise in average performance on the
mathematics/space and shape scale has mainly been driven by improved
performance in the top part of the performance distribution — as is visible in the
increase in scores at the 75", 90" and 95" percentiles — while little has changed
at the lower end of the distribution (Figures 2.6¢ and 2.6d, and Tables 2.1c and
2.1d). A similar picture, though less pronounced, emerges for Italy. As a result,
in these two countries overall performance increased but the gap between the
better and poorer performers has widened.

...since some cbange is
driven b)’ a particu]ar

part of the ability range.

Improvements in Be]gium
and Italy have been
driven b)f higher—abi]it}’

students. . .

—
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...whereas in Poland

and the Czech Repub]ic

overall performance

increased because

]ower—pezforming students

tended to catch up.

In contrast, for Poland, the rise in average performance on the mathematics/
space and shape scale is attributable mainly to an increase in performance at the
lower end of the performance distribution (i.e., 5*, 10" and 25" percentiles).
Consequently, in 2003 fewer than 5 per cent of students fell below performance
standards that had not been reached by the bottom 10 per cent of Polish students
in 2000. As a result, Poland succeeded in raising the average performance of 15-
year-olds on the mathematics/space and shape scale while narrowing the overall
performance gap between the lower and higher achievers over this period; this
change that may well be associated with the massive reform of the schooling
systems in 1999, which now provide more integrated educational structures.
To a lesser extent, this pattern also holds for the Czech Republic, the remaining
country with a substantial increase in average performance (Figures 2.6c-d,

Table 2.1c¢ and Table 2.1d).

Student performance on the mathematics/change and
relationships scale

A quarter of the mathematical tasks given to students in PISA are related to
mathematical manifestations of change, functional relationships and dependency
among variables. Figures 2.7a-b show tasks at all six levels in this category:

Figure 2.73 m A sample of mathematics items used in PISA for the change and relationships scale:

Unit WALKING

WALKING

The picture shows the footprints of a man walking. The pacelength P is the distance between the rear of two consecutive
footprints.

For men, the formula, % = 140, gives an approximate relationship between n and P where:

n

P

number of steps per minute, and

pacelength in metres.
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WALKING

QUESTION 5
Bernard knows his pacelength is 0.80 metres. The formula applies to Bernard’s walking.

Calculate Bernard’s walking speed in metres per minute and in kilometres per hour. Show your working out.

Level

Score 3 (723)
Answers which indicate correctly metres/minute (89.6 ) and km/hour (5.4). Errors due to rounding are
acceptable.

Score 2 (666)
Answers which are incorrect or incomplete because:
* They were not multiplied by 0.80 to convert from steps per minute to metres per minute.

* They correctly showed the speed in metres per minute (89.6 metres per minute) but the conversion to
kilometres per hour was incorrect or missing,

* They were based on the correct method (explicitly shown) but with other minor calculation error(s).

* They indicated only 5.4 km/hr, but not 89.6 metres per minute (intermediate calculations not shown).

Score 1 (605)

Answers which give n = 140 x .80 = 112 but no further working out is shown or incorrect working out from
this point.

This open-constructed response item is situated in a personal context. The coding guide fur this item pruvidesjbr fu]] credit, and two levels qf
partial credit. The item is about the relationship between the number of steps per minute and pacelength. It follows that it fits the change and
relationships content area. The mathematical routine needed to solve the problem successfully is substitution in a simple formula (algebra),
and carrying out a non-routine calculation. To solve the problem, Studentsﬁrst calculate the number (y(xteps per minute when the pace—]ength
is given (0.8 m). This requires substitution into and manipulation of the expression:n/0.8 = 140 leading to:n = 140 x 0.8 which is 112
steps per minute. The next question asks for the speed in m/minute which involves converting the number of steps to a distance in metres:112
x0.80 = 89.6 metres; so his speed is 9.6 m/minute. The final step is to transform this speed into km/h - a more commonly used unit of
speed. This involves relationships among units for conversions which is part of the measurement domain. Solving the problem also requires
decoding and interpreting basic symbolic language, and handling expressions containing symbols and formulae. The problem, thergfore, is
rather a complex one involving formal algebraic expression and performing a sequence of different but connected calculations that need
understanding of transforming formulas and units of measures. The lower level partial credit part of this item belongs to the connections
competency cluster and with a difficulty of 605 score points it illustrates the top part of Level 4.The higher level of partial credit illustrates
the upper part ofLeveI 5, with a dgﬁﬁculty 0f666 score points. Students who score the higher level quartia] credit are able to go beyond
finding the number of steps per minute, making progress towards converting this into the more standard units of speed asked for. However,
their responses are either not entirely complete or not fu]])’ correct. Full credit for this item illustrates the upper part of Level 6, as it has a
difficulty of 723 score points. Students who score full credit are able to complete the conversions and provide a correct answer in both of the
requested units.

QUESTION 4

lf the formu]a applies to Heiko’s walking and Heiko takes 70 steps per minute, what is Heiko’s pacelength? Show your
work.

Score 1 (611)

Answers which indicate p=0.5 m or p =50 cm or
P= 1 (unit not required).

This open-constructed response item is situated in a personal context. It has a d{'ﬂi’cult}' off)]l score points, just 4 points beyond the boundary
with Level 4. Everyone has seen his or her ownfootsteps printed in the sand at some moment in ]jfc, most likely without realising what kind
of relations exist in the way these patterns are formed, although many students will have an intuitive feeling that if the pace-length increases,
the number (yrsteps per minute will decrease, other things equal. To ngﬂect on and realise the embedded mathematics in such daily phenomena
is part of acquiring mathematical literacy. The item is about this relationship: number of steps per minute and pacelength. It follows that it
fits the change and relationships content area. The mathematical content could be described as belonging clearly to algebra. Students need to
solve the problem successfully by substitution in a simple formula and carrying out a routine calculation: if n/p = 140, and n = 70, what is
the value of p? The students need to carry out the actual calculation in order to get full credit. The competencies needed involve reproduction
tyrpractised knowledge, the pe(}%rmance qfroutine procedures, application qf:tandard technical skills, manipulation qfexpression: containing
symbols and fnrmu]ae in standard J‘brm, and carrying out computations. Thereﬁ)ru the item belongs to the reproduction competency cluster.
The item requires problem solving by making use of a formal algebraic expression.With this combination qf competencies, and the real-world
setting that students must handle, it illustrates Level 5, at the lower end.

544 4

482.4

420.4

358.3

I

Below 1

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003

A Profile of Student Performance in Mathematics M

65



Figure 27bmA sample of mathematics items used in PISA for the change and relationships scale:
Unit GROWING UP

GROWING UP

In 1998 the average height of both young males andyoungfema]es in the Netherlands is represented in this graph.

_ Youth grows taller

Height (cm)
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of young males
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GROWING UP

QUESTION 8
Explain how the graph shows that on average the growth rate for girls slows down after 12 years of age.

Score 1 (574)

Level

Correct answers which refer to the “change” of the gradient of the graph for females, either by explicitly
referring to the reduced steepness of the curve from 12 years onwards, using daily-life or mathematical
language, or implicitly by using the actual amount of growth before 12 years and after 12 years of age.

This open-constructed response item has a difficulty of 574 score points (Level 4). The focus of the item is on the relationship between age
and height, which means that it belongs to the change and relationships content area. Solving the problem involves the interpretation and
decoding q[ familiar representations qf well known mathematical objects. But there is a rather complex concept in this item, the concept (yr
“decreasing growth”, which is a combination qf “growing”and “slowing down”, to use the language qf the item. In mathematical terms: the
graphs become less steep and the slope (or gradient) decreases. The graphs indicate that this diminished growth rate starts at around age 12.
The communication of this observation is central to the question for the students. The expression of their answers ranges from daily life
language to more mathematical ]anguage about the reduced steepness, or they compare the actual growth in centimetres per year. Thus the
mathematical content can be described as evaluating the characteristics (yr a data set represented in a graph, and noting and interpreting the
dﬂ?crent slopes at various points qf the graphs. In competency terms, the item represents a situation that is not routine but involves fami]iar
settings and demands the linking of different ideas and information — it therefore belongs to the connections competencies cluster. The item
requires mathematical insight and some reasoning and communication of the results of this process, within the explicit models of growth.

QUESTION 7

According to this graph, on average, during which period in their life are females taller than males of the same age?

668.7

606.6

Score 2 (525)
Answers which indicate the correct interval, from 11-13 years or state that girls are taller than boys when
they are 11 and 12 years old (this answer is correct in daily-life language, because it means the interval
from 11 to 13).

544 .4

Score 1 (420)
Other subsets of (11, 12, 13), not included in the full credit section.

This item, with itsj’bcus on age and height means that it lies in the change and relationships content area - it has a d}‘fﬁ‘culty qf

420 (Level 1). The mathematical content can be described as belonging to the data domain because the students are asked to compare
characteristics of two data sets, interpret these data sets and draw conclusions. The competencies needed to succex:\full)/ solve the problem
are in the reproduction cluster and involve the interpretation and decoding of reasonably familiar and standard representations of well
known mathematical objects. Students need thinking and reasoning competencies to answer the question:“Where do the graphs have
common points?”and the argumentation and communication competencies to explain the role these points play in finding the desired
answer. Students who score partial credit are able to show that their reasoning and/or insight was well directed, but they fail in coming
up with afu]], comprehensive answer. They properly idemyj/ ages like 11 and/or 12 and/or 13 as being part qfan answer butfai] to
identify the continuum from 11 to 13 years. The item provides a good illustration of the boundary between Level 1 and Level 2.The full
credit response to this item illustrates Level 3, as it has a djfﬁcult)/ of 525 score points. Students who score full credit are not only able to
show that their reasoning and/or insight is well directed, but they also come up with a ﬁll], comprehensive answer. Students who solve the
problem SUCCC,\':\]FUH)/ are adept at using graphical representations, making conclusions and communicating theirﬁndings.

QUESTION 6

Since 1980 the average height ngO—year—oldfemales has increased by 2.3 c¢m, to 170.6 cm. What was the average
height of a 20-year-old female in 1980?

Answer: ................... cm

Score 1 (477)

482.4

_—

Answers which indicate 168.3 cm (unit already given).

This closed-constructed response item is situated in a scientific context: the growth curves of young males and females over a
period of ten years. It has a difficulty of 477 score points. Science uses graphical representation frequently, for example as in this
item to represent changes in height in relation to the age. Because of the focus on these aspects this item is classified as belonging
to the change and relationships area. The mathematics content is basic. Translating the question into a mathematical context and
carrying out a basic arithmetic operation: subtraction (170.6 — 2.3). This places it in the reproduction competency cluster: the
thinking and reasoning required involves the most basicform qfquestions (“How much is the dl'ﬁrerence?"); the same ho]d:for

the argumentation competency: the students just need to follow a standard quantitative process. An added complexity is the fact
that the answer can befound by ignoring the graph altogether — an example ofredundant izy‘brmam’on. Summarising, the item
requires that students can extract the relevant information from a single source (and ignoring the redundant source) and make

use of a single representational mode and can employ a basic subtraction algorithm. Therefore the item illustrates Level 2.

358.3

Below 1
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A small minority of The precise competencies required to reach each level are given in Figure 2.8. As

students can perform the ~ with the mathematics/space and shape scale, 5 per cent of students in the combined
very hardest change and ~ OECD area can perform Level 6 tasks. Thirty-two per cent of students in the OECD
relationships tasks...  area, but half of the students in Korea, the Netherlands, and the partner country
Hong Kong-China, and just under half of the students in Belgium, Finland and the

partner country Liechtenstein, and Finland, reach at least Level 4.

Figure 2.8 m Summary descriptions of six levels of proficiency on the mathematics/change and relationships scale

General competencies
students should have
Level at each level

Specific tasks students
should be able to do

6 5% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at Level 6 on the change and relationships scale

Use significant insight, abstract
reasoning and argumentation
skills and technical knowledge

and conventions to solve problems
and to generalise mathematical
solutions to complex real-world
problems

— Interpret complex mathematical information in the context of an unfamiliar real-
world situation

— Interpret periodic functions in a real-world setting, perform related calculations
in the presence of constraints

— Interpret complex information hidden in the context of an unfamiliar real-world
situation

— Interpret complex text and use abstract reasoning (based on insight into
relationships) to solve problems

— Insightful use of algebra or graphs to solve problems; ability to manipulate
algebraic expressions to match a real-world situation

— Problem solving based on complex proportional reasonin;

— Multi-step problem-solving strategies involving the use of formulae and
calculations

— Devise a strategy and solve the problem by using algebra or trial-and-error

— Identify a formula which describes a complex real-world situation, generalise
exploratory findings to create a summarising formula

— Generalise exploratory findings in order to carry out calculations

— Apply deep geometrical insight to work with and generalise complex patterns

— Conceptualise complex percentage calculations

— Coherently communicate logical reasoning and arguments

5 15% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 5 on the change and relationships scale

Solve problems by making advanced
use of algebraic and other formal
mathematical expressions and
models; link formal mathematical
representations to complex real-
world situations; use complex

and multi-step problem-solving
skills, reflect on and communicate
reasoning and arguments

— Interpret complex formulae in a scientific context

— Interpret periodic functions in a real-world setting, perform related calculations
— Use advanced problem-solving strategies

— Interpret and link complex information

— Interpret and apply constraints

— Identify and carry out a suitable strategy

— Reflect on the relationship between an algebraic formula and its underlying data
— Use complex proportional reasoning, e.g., related to rates

— Analyse and apply a given formula in a real-life situation

— Communicate reasoning and argument

4 32% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 4 on the change and relationships scale

Understand and work with multiple
representations, including explicit
mathematical models of real-world
situations to solve practical problems;
employ considerable flexibility in
interpretation and reasoning,
including in unfamiliar contexts,

and communicate the resulting
explanations and arguments

— Interpret complex graphs, and read one or multiple values from graphs

— Interpret complex and unfamiliar graphical representations of real-world
situations

— Use multiple representations to solve a practical problem

— Relate text-based information to a graphic representation and communicate
explanations

— Analyse a formula describing a real-world situation

— Analyse three-dimensional geometric situations involving volume and
related functions

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003



Level

General competencies
students should have
at each level

Specific tasks students
should be able to do

— Analyse a given mathematical model involving a complex formula

— Interpret and apply word formulae, and manipulate and use linear formulae
that represent real-world relationships

— Carry out a sequence of calculations involving percentages, proportions,
addition or division

54% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 3 on the change and relationships scale

Solve problems that involve working
with multiple related representations
(a text, a graph, a table, a formula),
including some interpretation,
reasoning in familiar contexts, and
communication of argument

— Interpret unfamiliar graphical representations of real-world situations

— Identify relevant criteria in a text

— Interpret text in which a simple algorithm is hidden and apply that
algorithm

— Interpret a text and devise a simple strategy

— Link and connect multiple related representations (e.g., two related
graphs, text and a table, a formula and a graph)

— Use reasoning involving proportions in various familiar contexts and
communicate reasons and argument

— Apply a text—given criterion or situation to a graph

— Use arange of simple calculation procedures to solve problems, including
ordering data, time difference calculations and linear interpolation

73% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 2 on the change and relationships scale

Work with simple algorithms,
formulae and procedures to solve
problems; link text with a single
representation (a graph, a table, a
simple formula); use interpretation
and reasoning skills at an elementary
level

— Interpret a simple text and link it correctly to graphical elements

— Interpret a simple text that describes a simple algorithm and apply that
algorithm

— Interpret a simple text and use proportional reasoning or a calculation

— Interpret a simple pattern

— Interpret and use reasoning in a practical context involving a simple and
familiar application of motion, speed and time relationships

— Locate relevant information in graph, and read values directly from a
graph

— Correctly substitute numbers to apply a simple numeric algorithm or
simple algebraic formula

87% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level I on the change and relationships scale

Locate relevant information in

a simple table or graph; follow
direct and simple instructions to
read information directly from a
simple table or graph in a standard
or familiar form; perform simple
calculations involving relationships
between two familiar variables

— Make a simple connection of text to a specific feature of a simple graph
and read off a value from the graph

— Locate and read a specified value in a simple table

— Perform simple calculations involving relationships between two
familiar variables

Seventy-three per cent of students in the combined OECD area perform at
least at Level 2, the level that was chosen to align the results in Figure 2.9a. It
represents, as explained above, a baseline level of mathematics proficiency on
the PISA scale at which students begin to demonstrate the kind of literacy skills

...and about one in four
cannot perform more
than the very simplest
tasks.

that enable them to actively use mathematics as stipulated by the PISA definition

(Table 2.2a). However in Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, Mexico, Norway, Poland,

Portugal, Spain, Turkey and the United States as well as in the partner countries

Brazil, Indonesia, Latvia, the Russian Federation, Serbia, Thailand, Tunisia and

Uruguay a quarter or more of students fail to reach this threshold.
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There is a larger country  Among the various mathematics scales, the change and relationships scale shows
gap on this mathematics  the largest gap in mean performance between high and low performing countries
scale than in any other...  — 214 score points or more separate the Netherlands at half a standard deviation
above the OECD average from Brazil, Indonesia and Tunisia at more than one

and a half standard deviations below the OECD average (Figure 2.9b).

...and again, the Figure 2.9b gives a summary of overall student performance in different countries
overall performance  on the change and relationships scale, in terms of the mean student score, and
can be compared across  shows, with 95 per cent probability, the range of rank order positions within which
countries, with the  the country mean lies. As explained before, it is not possible to determine the exact
Netherlands, Finland,  rank order position of countries in the international comparisons. However, it can
Korea and Hong Kong-  be concluded that the Netherlands’ position is between first and third among all
China the strongest.  countries that participated in PISA 2003, indistinguishable from Korea which can

be found between the first and fourth ranks.

Figure 2.93 m Percentage of students at each level of proficiency on
the mathematics/change and relationships scale
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Figure 29 m Multiple comparisons of mean performance on the mathematics/change and relationships scale
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Indonesia 334 YV VY VYV VvV VY VYV VYY VYV VY YV VYV VYV VvV VvV VvV VvV VyYVYyYVYYY
Brazil 333 YV VY VvV VvV VY VYV VY Y VYV VY YVY VYV VYV VvV VvV VvV VYVYyYVYYY
Range of rank*
OECD countries Upper rank 1 1 2 4 3 4 7 7 7 8 10 11 11 11 12 12 14 17 17 19 20 20 20 21 25 26 27 27 29
Lowerrank 2 3 4 6 7 6 9 10 11 11 14 15 16 17 17 17 19 20 21 23 23 24 24 24 25 26 28 28 29
All countries Upper rank 1 1 2 2 2 4 3 5 8 9 9 10 10 12 14 14 14 15 15 17 20 20 22 21 23 23 23 25 26 29 31 32 32 33 33 35 37 38 38 38
Towerrank 3 4 6 8 8 8 9 8 12 12 13 14 14 17 18 19 20 20 20 22 23 24 27 28 27 28 29 29 30 30 31 33 35 35 35 36 37 40 40 40

* Because data are based on samples, it is not possible to report exact rank order positions for countries. However, it is possible to report the range of rank order positions within

which the country mean lies with 95 per cent likelihood.

Instructions:

Read across the row for a country to compare performance with
the countries listed along the top of the chart. The symbols
indicate whether the average performance of the country in the
row is lower than that of the comparison country, higher than that
of the comparison country, or if there is no statistically significant
difference between the average achievement of the two
countries.

Source: OECD PISA 2003 database.

Without the - Mean performance statistically significantly higher than in comparison country
Bor}fe{ram’ No statistically significant difference from comparison country
adjustment: - Mean performance statistically significantly lower than in comparison country

With the A | Mean performance statistically significantly higher than in comparison country
Bonferroni ° No statistically significant difference from comparison country
adjustment: |V | Mean performance statistically significantly lower than in comparison country

_ Statistically significantly above the OECD average
_ Not statistically significantly different from the OECD average
Statistically significantly below the OECD average
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Males outperform females
in just over ha]quthe

countries.

Results on this scale can
also be compared, with
caution, to

PISA 2000. ..

...showing that
performance in change
and relationships
tasks rose overall, but

unevenly. ..

..again driven in
some countries by
improvements among

lower ability students. . .

...but for others by
higher ability students.

Males outperform females in 17 OECD countries and four partner countries,
but generally only by small amounts (Table 2.2¢).” The average performance
difference between males and females is only 10 score points, that is, a somewhat
smaller gap than the difference found for the mathematics/space and shape
scale. Only in Iceland do females perform higher than males. Nevertheless, as
in the case of the mathematics/space and shape scale, gender differences tend
to be larger at the top end of the scale (Table 2.2b).

As for the mathematics/space and shape scale, it is also possible to estimate
how much performance has changed since PISA 2000 (Table 2.2¢ and
Table 2.2d). However, as explained in the preceding section, these differences
need to be interpreted with caution since data are only available from two
points in time, while the observed differences are not only influenced by
sampling error but are also subject to the uncertainty associated with the
linking of the two assessments.

On average across OECD countries, performance among the 25 countries
for which data can be compared has increased from 488 score points in 2000
to 499 score points in 2003, the biggest overall change observed in any area
of the PISA assessment. But again, changes have been very uneven across
OECD countries. The Czech Republic and Poland and the partner countries
Brazil, Latvia and Liechtenstein have seen increases of 31 to 70 score points
in mean performance — equivalent to between half and one PISA proficiency
level —and in Belgium, Canada, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Korea, Portugal
and Spain increases were still between 13 and 22 score points. For the
remaining countries, the differences cannot be considered statistically
significant when both measurement and assessment linkage errors are taken

into account.’

As with the mathematics/space and shape scale, some of the observed
changes have not necessarily involved an even rise or fall of performance
across the ability range (Figures 2.9c and 2.9d). The large improvements
in Poland have been driven by improved performance at the lower end of
the performance distribution (i.e., 5", 10" and 25" percentiles). As a result,
Poland succeeded in significantly raising the average performance of 15-
year-olds in the mathematics/change and relationships scale and narrowing
the overall performance gap between the lower and higher achievers over
this period. A similar picture, though less pronounced, is also evident in the
Czech Republic and Hungary as well as in the partner countries Latvia and
Liechtenstein. Also Greece and Switzerland as well as in the partner country
the Russian Federation have seen notable improvements at the lower end of the
distribution, but these were not sufficient to lead to a statistically significant

improvement in mean performance.

In contrast, in Canada, Finland, Germany, Italy, Korea, Portugal and Sweden,
improvements in performance have mainly been driven by improved
performance in the top part of the performance distribution, as shown in the

increase in scores at the 75", 90" and 95" percentiles, while less has changed at
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Figure 2.9c m Comparisons between PISA 2003 and PISA 2000 on

the mathematics/change and relationships scale

Significance 2003 higher 2003 lower  No statistically
levels than 2000 than 2000  significant difference
90 % confidence level + - o

95 % confidence level ++ __

99 % confidence level +++ -

Differences observed in the mean and percentiles

5th 10th 25th Mean 75th 90th 95th

OECD countries
Australia [¢) [¢) 0] o o o) o
Austria O O O O @) @) @)
Belgium +++ + + +++ F++ F++ +
Canada ++ ++ ++ e+ +++ +++ +++
Czech Republic +++ +++ +++ +++ +++ ++ +
Denmark ++ + o ) le) 0] o
Finland o + o ++ +++ +++ +++
France e} e} o e} @) @) (0]
Germany ++ + ++ o+ e+ e+ +++
Greece +++ ++ e} e} o) - -
Hungary +++ +++ +++ ++ o) o) 1)
Iceland o) o) o) o) o) o) o)
Ireland [¢) [¢) [¢) o o) + o
Italy e} e} e} e} 0] ++ +++
Japan e} e} e} e} @) @) (¢)
Korea o o o +++ +++ e+ +++
Mexico e} e} e} e} @) @) o)
New Zealand o o (e} o le) le) o)
Norway @) @) O O e} e} o}
Poland +++ +++ +++ +++ o o o
Portugal + + + +++ +++ ++ +++
Spain + + ++ ++ + o o
Sweden 0] [¢) o) o) o T+ 4+
Switzerland +++ +++ ++ + o o o
United States o o fe) o) o 1o o

OECD total (@) (@) (@) (@) O O (@)

OECD average AR AR + AFar ++ ++ ++
Partner countries
Brazil +++ +++ +++ +++ F+ F+ +++
Hong Kong-China e} - e} o o o) o
Indonesia - . — o o F4+ St
Latvia +++ +++ +++ +++ + o) o)
Liechtenstein ++ ++ +++ +++ le) [e) o)
Russian Federation +++ +++ ++ o e} - -
Thailand - . - - o T4t t+

Source: OECD PISA 2003 and PISA 2000 databases, Tables 2.2¢ and 2.2d.

the lower end of the distribution. In some of these countries, disparities among
students have grown. In the 2000 assessment, for example, Korea showed the
smallest variation in student performance in mathematics. By contrast, in the
2003 assessment variation is now at the OECD average level (Figure 2.9c,
Figure 2.9d, Table 2.2c and Table 2.2d).
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Figure 2.94 W Differences in mean scores between PISA 2003 and PISA 2000
on the mathematics/change and relationships scale

Only countries with valid datafor both PISA 2003 and PISA 2000
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Countries are ranked in ascending order of the difference between PISA 2003 and PISA 2000 performances.
Source: OECD PISA 2003 and PISA 2000 databases, Tables 2.2c and 2.2d.

Student performance on the mathematics/quantity scale

A quarter of the mathematical tasks given to students in PISA related to numeric
phenomena and quantitative relationships and patterns. Figures 2. 10a-b show
tasks at Levels 1-4 in this category:

Four per cent of students ~ The precise competencies required to reach each level are explained in
in the OECD area can  Figure 2.11. Slightly fewer students than for the previous two scales, at 4
perform the hardest  per cent in the combined OECD area, can perform at Level 6 tasks. Slightly
quantity tasks...  more, at 74 per cent, can perform at Level 2 (Table 2.3a). However, in Greece,

Italy, Mexico, Portugal, Turkey and the United States, as well as in the partner

countries Brazil, Indonesia, the Russian Federation, Serbia, Thailand, Tunisia

and Uruguay, a quarter or more of students fail to reach this Level 2 threshold

(Figure 2.12a).

74' © OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003



Figure 2103 m A sample of mathematics items used in PISA for the quantity scale:
Unit EXCHANGE RATE

EXCHANGE RATE

Mei-Ling from Singapore was preparing to go to South Africa for 3 months as an exchange student.
She needed to change some Singapore dollars (SGD) into South African rand (ZAR).

QUESTION 11
During these 3 months the exchange rate had changed from 4.2 to 4.0 ZAR per SGD.

Was it in Mei-Ling’s favour that the exchange rate now was 4.0 ZAR instead of 4.2 ZAR, when she changed her South African
rand back to Singapore dollars? Give an explanation to support your answer.

Level

668.7

Score 1 (586)

Answers which indicate ‘Yes’, with adequate explanation.

This open-constructed response item is situated in a public context and has a difficulty of 586 score points. As far as the mathematics content is
concerned students need to app]y procedum] know]edge invo]ving number operations: multiplication and division, which a]ong with the quantitative
context, places the item in the quantity area. The competencies needed to solve the problem are not trivial: students need to reﬁect on the concept

606.6

of exchange rate and its consequences in this particular situation. The mathematisation required is of a rather high level although all the required
itjormation is exp]icitly presented: not only is the idemjﬁmtion qf the relevant mathematics somewhat complex, but also the reduction to a problem
within the mathematical world places significant demands on the student. The competency needed to solve this problem can be described as using flexible
reasoning and reflection. The thinking and reasoning competency, the argumentation competency in combination with the problem-solving competency
all include an element of reflectiveness on the part of the student about the process needed to solve the problem. Explaining the results requires some
communication skills as well. Thergfare the item is cIaSS]ﬁed as belonging to the ref]ection cluster. The combination gf familiar context, complex situation,
non-routine problem, the need fur reasoning and insight and a communication demand places the item in Level 4.

QUESTION 10

On returning to Singapore after 3 months, Mei-Ling had
3 900 ZAR Ieft. She changed this back to Singapore dollars, noting that the exchange rate had changed to:
1 SGD = 4.0 ZAR

How much money in Singapore dollars did Mei-Ling get?

Score 1 (439)

482.4

Answers which indicate 975 SGD (unit not required).

This short-constructed response item is situated in a public context. It has a difficulty of 439 score points. The mathematics content is
restricted to a basic operation: division. This places the item in the quantity area, and more Specjﬁcally: operations with numbers. Regarding
the competencies required, a limited form of mathematisation is needed: understanding a simple text, in which all the required information

is explicitly presented. But students also need to recognise that division is the right procedure to go with, which makes it less trivial than
Exchange Rate Question 1, and shows the most basicform afthe thinking and reasoning competency. Thus the competency needed to solve this
problem can be described as performance of a routine procedure and/or application of a standard algorithm. Therefore the item is classified as
belonging the reproduction competency cluster. The combination zszamiliar context, clearly deﬁned question, and rather routine procedure that
includes some decision-making places the item in Level 2.

QUESTION 9
Mei-Ling found out that the exchange rate between Singapore dollars and South African rand was:
1 SGD = 4.2 ZAR

Mei-Ling changed 3000 Singapore dollars into South African rand at this exchange rate.
How much money in South African rand did Mei-Ling get?

Score 1 (406)

Answers which indicate 12 600 ZAR (unit not required).

This short constructed response item is situated in a public context. It has a difficulty of 406 score points. Experience in using exchange rates may
not be common to all students, but the concept can be seen as belonging to skills and knnw]edgejbr intelligent citizenship. The mathematics content
is restricted to one @rthefour basic operations: multiplication. This places the item in the quantity area, and more :peciﬁca]])f: operations with
numbers. As far as the competencies are concerned, a very limited form of mathematisation is needed: understanding a simple text, and linking the
given information to the required calculation. All the required information is explicitly presented. Thus the competency needed to solve this problem
can be described as performance of a routine procedure and/or application of a standard algorithm. Therefore the item is classified as belonging
the reproduction competency cluster. The combination of familiar context, clearly defined question, and routine procedure places the item in Level 1.
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Figure 210b m A sample of mathematics items used in PISA for the quantity scale:
Unit SKATEBOARD

SKATEBOARD
Eric is a great skateboard fan. He visits a shop named SKATERS to check some prices.

At this shop you can buy a complete board. Or you can buy a deck, a set of 4 wheels, a set of 2 trucks and a set of

hardware, and assemble your own board.

The prices for the shop’s products are:

Product Price in zeds
Complete skateboard 82 or 84
Deck 40, 60 or 65
One set of 4 wheels 14 or 36
One set of 2 trucks 16
One set of hardware (bearings

’ 10 or 20
rubber pads, bolts and nuts) or
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SKATEBOARD
QUESTION 13

The shop offers three different decks, two different sets of wheels and two different sets of hardware. There is only one choice for a set of trucks.

How many different skateboards can Eric construct?
A. 6

B. 8

C.10

D.12

Score 1 (570)

The correct answer is option D.

This multiple-choice item is situated in the personal context and has a difficulty of 570 score points (Level 4). All the required information in this
item is explicitly presented and the mathematics involves the basic routine computation: 3 x 2 x 2 x 1. However, jfstudents do not have experience
with such combinatorial calculations, their strategy might involve a systematic listing of the possible combinations. There are well-known algorithms
for this (such as a tree diagram). The strategy to find the number of combinations can be considered as common, and routine. It involves following
and just}ﬁ'in(q standard quantitative processes, including computational processes, statements and results. Therg‘bre, the item can be classified as
belonging to the reproduction competency cluster. The computation involved fits in the quantity content area. In order to be successful the students
have to accurately apply an algorithm, after correctly interpreting text in combination with a table. This adds to the complexity (yr the situation.

QUESTION 14

Eric has 120 zeds to spend and wants to buy the most expensive skateboard he can afford.

How much money can Eric afford to spend on each of the 4 parts? Put your answer in the table below.

Part Amount (zeds)
Deck
Wheels
Trucks

Hardware

Score 1 (554)

Answers which indicate 65 zeds on a deck, 14 on wheels, 16 on trucks and 20 on hardware.

This short constructed response item is also in the personal context. and illustrates the lower part of Level 4, (554 score points) The item
fits in the quantity content area as the students are asked to compute what is the most expensive skateboard you can buy for 120 zeds.
The task, however, is not straightforward as there is no standard procedure or routine algorithm available. As far as the competencies
needed, the problem solving skill here involves a more independent approach and students may use dz’ﬂérent strategies in order toﬁnd
the solution, including trial and error. The setting of this problem can be regarded as familiar. Students have to look at the table with
prices, make combinations and do some computation. This places the item within the connections competency cluster. A strateqy that will
work with this problem is taﬁrst use all the higher values, and then adjust the answer, working the way down until the desired maximum
zzf]ZO zeds is reached. Thus, students need some reasoning skills in afami]iar context, the}/ have to connect the question with the data
given in the table, apply a non-standard strategy and carry out routine calculations.

QUESTION 12

Eric wants to assemble his own skateboard.What is the minimum price and the maximum price in this shop for self-assembled
skateboards?

(a) Minimum price: ............... zeds.
(b) Maximum price: ................ zeds.
Score 2 (496)

Answers which indicate both the minimum (80) and the maximum (137) prices.

Score 1 (464)

Answers which indicate only the minimum (80) or the maximum (137) prices.

This short constructed response item is in a personal context because skateboards tend to be part of the youth culture. The students are asked to find a

358.3

minimum and maximum price for the construction of a skateboard. The partial credit response has a difficulty of 464 score points (Level 2) - this is when

the students answer the question by giving either the minimum or the maximum, but not both. To solve the problem the students have to ﬁnd a strategy,
which is fairly simple because the strategy that seems trivial actually works: the minimum cost is based on the lower numbers and the maximum, on the

larger numbers. The remaining mathematics content is execution gf'a basic operation. The addition: 40 + 14 + 16 + 10 = 80, gives the minimum, while

the maximum isfound by adding the larger numbers: 65 + 36 + 16 + 20 = 137.The strategy, thergfore, is the reproduction gf practised knowledge in
combination with the performance of the routine addition procedure - this item belongs to the reproduction competency cluster and the quantity content
area.The fu]] credit response, when students give both the minimum and the maximum, has a dg’ﬁi’cu]ty zj‘496 score points and illustrates Level 3.

Below 1
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F iqure 211 m Summary descriptions of six levels of proficiency on the mathematics/quantity scale

General competencies
students should have
Level at each level

6 4% of all students across the OECD

Conceptualise and work with
models of complex mathematical
processes and relationships;

work with formal and symbolic
expressions; use advanced
reasoning skills to devise strategies
for solving problems and to link
multiple contexts; use sequential
calculation processes; formulate
conclusions, arguments and

precise explanations

Specific tasks students
should be able to do

area can perform tasks at Level 6 on the quantity scale

— Conceptualise complex mathematical processes such as exponential growth,
weighted average, as well as number properties and numeric relationships

— Interpret and understand complex information, and link multiple complex

information sources

— Use advanced reasoning concerning proportions, geometric representations
of quantities, combinatorics and integer number relationships

— Interpret and understand formal mathematical expressions of relationships
among numbers, including in a scientific context

— Perform sequential calculations in a complex and unfamiliar context,

including working with large numbers
— Formulate conclusions, arguments and precise explanations

— Deviseastrategy (develop heuristics) for working with complex mathematical

processes

5 13% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 5 on the quantity scale

Work effectively with models of
more complex situations to solve
problems; use well-developed
reasoning skills, insight and
interpretation with different
representations; carry out
sequential processes;
communicate reasoning

and argument

—Interpret complex information about real-world situations (including
graphs, drawings and complex tables)

— Link different information sources (such as graphs, tabular data and related
text)

— Extract relevant data from a description of a complex situation and perform
calculations

— Use problem-solving skills (e.g., interpretation, devising a strategy, reasoning,
systematic counting) in real-world contexts that involve substantial

mathematisation
— Communicate reasoning and argument
— Make an estimation using daily life knowledge

— Calculate relative and/or absolute change

4 31% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 4 on the quantity scale

Work effectively with simple
models of complex situations;

use reasoning skills in a variety

of contexts, interpret different
representations of the same
situation; analyse and apply
quantitative relationships; use a
variety of calculation skills to solve

problems

— Accurately apply a given numeric algorithm involving a number of steps
— Interpret complex text descriptions of a sequential process
— Relate text-based information to a graphic representation

— Perform calculations involving proportional reasoning, divisibility or
percentages in simple models of complex situations

— Perform systematic listing and counting of combinatorial outcomes
— Identify and use information from multiple sources
— Analyse and apply a simple system

— Interpret complex text to produce a simple mathematical model
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Level

General competencies
students should have
at each level

Specific tasks students
should be able to do

53% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 3 on the quantity scale

Use simple problem-solving strategies
including reasoning in familiar
contexts; interpret tables to locate
information; carry out explicitly
described calculations including
sequential processes

— Interpret a text description of a sequential calculation process, and
correctly implement the process

— Use basic problem-solving processes (devise a simple strategy, look for
relationships, understand and work with given constraints, use trial and
error, simplc rcasoning)

— Perform calculations including working with large numbers, calculations
with speed and time, conversion of units (e.g., from annual rate to daily
rate)

— Interpret tabular information, locate relevant data from a table
— Conceptualise relationships involving circular motion and time

— Interpret text and diagrams describing a simple pattern

74% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 2 on the quantity scale

Interpret simple tables to identify and
extract relevant information; carry
out basic arithmetic calculations;
interpret and work with simple
quantitative relationships

— Interpret a simple quantitative model (e.g., a proportional relationship)
and apply it using basic arithmetic calculations

— Interpret simple tabular data, link textual information to related tabular
data

— Identify the simple calculation required to solve a straight-forward
problem

— Perform simple calculations involving the basic arithmetic operations,
as well as ordering numbers

88% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 1 on the quantity scale

Solve problems of the most basic type
in which all relevant information is
explicitly presented, the situation is
straight forward and very limited in
scope, the required computational
activity is obvious and the
mathematical task is basic, such as a
simple arithmetic operation

— Interpret a simple, explicit mathematical relationship, and apply it
directly using a calculation

— Read and interpret a simple table of numbers, total the columns and
compare the results

Figure 2.12b gives a summary of overall student performance in different
countries on the quantity scale, in terms of mean student scores as well as the

range of rank order positions within which the country mean lies with 95 per

...in which Finland and
Hong Kong-China show
the highest performance.

cent probability. Finland shows the highest mean score among OECD countries

on the mathematics/ quantity scale but the partner country Hong Kong-

China performs at a similarly high level, within the range of the first and third

position.

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003

A Profile of Student Performance in Mathematics M

79



A Profile of Student Performance in Mathematics 8

80

F igure 2123 = Percentage of students at each level of proficiency on the mathematics/quantity scale
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Countries are ranked in descending order of percentage of 15-year-olds in Levels 2, 3,4, 5 and 6.
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 2.3a.

In these tasks males’  Consistent with what was found in the other scales, males show an advantage
advantage is particularly  also in the quantity scale, but gender differences here tend to be even smaller
small.  than for the mathematics/space and shape and change and relationships scales

discussed above. The distributions of males and females by level are relatively

similar, with a few more males than females at the top end of the scale (Table

2.3b). Sixteen countries show differences in favour of males.” Again, Iceland is

the only country where females perform statistically above males (Table 2.3c).

Itis not possible to compare student performance in 2000 and 2003 on this scale,
since the PISA 2000 assessment did not include this content in its assessment.
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F igure 212bm Multiple comparisons of mean performance on the mathematics/quantity scale
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Italy A’ V V V V V V V V V V V V V V V V VYV VYV VvV VY VY VY Vil
Russian Fed. Al vV V V V. V V.V V V V V V V V VYV VYV YV Y VY VYYVY VY Vil L)
POl'tI.lgal LAl V V V V. V V V V V vV VvV VvV VY YY Y Y YYYVYVYVYYYY L)
Serbia A YV ¥V V V.V V V V V V VYV Y Y YY Y VY Y Y Y VY VY VYVYVYVYYY L]
Greece LM Y V V V V V V V V V V VYV VY VYV VYV VYV VvV VYV VYV VY VY VY Vvl
Uruguay Xl V V V V V V V V V V V V V VYV VYV VYV VYV VYV VVVYVYVYY
Thailand DINEA YV V V V V V V V V V V V V VY Y VY VY YY VY VY YVYY VY VY VYyVYVYVvYYyvyYYy
Turkey LCEAI(X Y V V V V V V V V vV vV VY YY Y VY Y YY Y VY Y Y Y VY VYYVYYVYYyYYy
Mexico 2V YV V V V V V V V V V V V V vV VY Y Y Y Y Y Y VY VYV VY YVYyYVYVYYVYYY
Tunisia SN YV V V. V. V V V V V V V V VYV VYV YV VYV VY VY YVY VvV VYV VYV VYVYYY
Brazil NI Y V V V. V V V V V V V V V VvV VY Y Y VY VY YVYY Y VY VY VYYVYVYVYYVYY
Indonesia AN vV V V. V.V V V V V V V V VvV V VY Y Y VY VY YVYYY VY VY VYVYVYVvYYVYyYYVYYy
Range of rank*
OECD countries Upper rank 1 2 2 3 3 4 3 3 9 9 9 9 10 9 9 11 14 17 18 19 20 20 20 24 24 25 27 28 29
Lower rank 1 4 7 8 8 8 8 8 13 15 16 17 16 17 17 17 18 20 20 23 23 23 23 25 25 26 27 28 29
All countries Upper rank 1 1 2 3 3 3 4 5 6 4 5 12 12 12 12 13 12 12 14 17 20 21 22 23 23 23 27 27 27 28 30 31 32 34 35 35 37 38 38 38
Towerrank 2 3 7 10 10 10 11 11 11 11 11 16 18 19 20 19 20 20 20 21 23 23 26 26 26 26 29 30 30 31 32 33 33 34 36 36 37 40 40 40

* Because data are based on samples, it is not possible to report exact rank order positions for countries. However, it is possible to report the range of rank order positions within

which the country mean lies with 95 per cent likelihood.

Instructions:

Read across the row for a country to compare performance with
the countries listed along the top of the chart. The symbols
indicate whether the average performance of the country in the
row is lower than that of the comparison country, higher than that
of the comparison country, or if there is no statistically significant
difference between the average achievement of the two
countries.

Source: OECD PISA 2003 database.

Without the - Mean performance statistically significantly higher than in comparison country

Bonferroni

No statistically significant difference from comparison country

adjustment: - Mean performance statistically significantly lower than in comparison country

With the
Bonferroni
adjustment:

A

v

Mean performance statistically significantly higher than in comparison country
No statistically significant difference from comparison country
Mean performance statistically significantly lower than in comparison country

_ Statistically significantly above the OECD average

Not statistically significantly different from the OECD average
Statistically significantly below the OECD average
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Figure 2133 m A sample of mathematics items used in PISA for the uncertainty scale:
Unit ROBBERIES

Number of

robberies per year

ROBBERIES

ATV reporter showed this graph 520 —

and said:

“The graph shows that there is a Year 1999

huge increase in the number of 515

robberies from 1998 to 1999

510 — 606.6

Year 1998
505 — >V
QUESTION 15 I

Do you consider the reporter’s statement to be a reasonable interpretation of the graph? Give an explanation to support your

answer.

Score 2 (694)
Answers which indicate “No, not reasonable” and focus on the fact that only a small part of the graph is shown, or contain
correct arguments in terms of ratio or percentage increase, or refer to requirement of trend data before a judgement can
be made.

Score 1 (577)

Answers which indicate “No, not reasonable” but explanation lacks detail (focuses ONLY on an increase given by the exact

number of robberies, but does not compare with the total) or with correct method but with minor computational errors.

This open-constructed response item is situated in a public context. The graph as presented in the stimulus of this item actually was

derived from a real graph with a similarly misleading message as the one here. The graph seems to indicate, as the TV reporter said: “a

huge increase in the number of robberies”. The students are asked if the statement fits the data. It is very important to look through

data and graphs as they are frequently presented in the media in order to participate effectively in society. This constitutes an essential

skill in mathematical literacy. Quite often designers of graphics use their skills (or lack thereof) to let the data support a pre-determined

message, qften with a political context. This is an example. The item involves the analysis (jya graph and data interpretation, placing 420 4
it in the uncertainty area. The reasoning and interpretation competencies required, together with the communication skills needed, are

clearly belonging to the connections competency cluster. The competencies that are essential for solving this problem are understanding and

decoding of a graphical representation in a critical way, making judgments and finding appropriate argumentation based on mathematical

thinking and reasoning (although the graph seems to indicate quite a big jump in the number of robberies, the absolute number of increase

in robberies is far from dramatic; the reason for this paradox lies is the inappropriate cut in the y-axis) and proper communication of this 1
reasoning process.

A partial credit response illustrates Level 4 with a difficulty of 577 points. In this case students typically indicate that the statement is not

reasonable, but jizi] to explain their judgment in appropriate detail. This means here that the reasoning only fbcuses on an increase given by an

exact number of robberies in absolute terms, but not in relative terms. Communication is critical here, since one will always have answers that 358.3
are difficult to interpret in detail. An example:“an increase from 508 to 515 is not large”might have a different meaning from “an increase of

around 10 is not large”. Theﬁmt statement shows the actual numbers, and thus the intended meaning ofthe answer might be that the increase

is small because qf the large numbers involved, while this line qf reasoning does not apply to the second answer. In this kind qf response, students

Below 1

use and communicate argumentation based on interpretation qfdam; ther@fbre it illustrates Level 4.

A full credit response illustrates Level 6 with a difficulty score of 694 score points. In the case of full credit the students indicate that the
statement is not reasonable, and explain their judgment in appropriate detail. This means here that the reasoning not unl)/jbcuses on

an increase given by an exact number of robberies in absolute terms, but also in relative terms. The question requires students to use and
communicate argumentation based on interpretation (j'dam, using some proportional reasoning in a statistical context, and in a not-too-
_familiar situation. Therefore it illustrates Level 6.
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Figure 213b m A sample of mathematics items used in PISA for the uncertainty scale:
Unit TEST SCORES

TEST SCORES

The diagram shows the results on a science test for two groups, labelled as Group A

and Group B.
The mean scorefor Group A is 62.0 and the meanfor Group B is 64.5. Students pass

this test when their score is 50 or above.

Scores on a science test

Number (f students
6
[op— W Group A
Group B
i
3
N T I

AT TR R

0-9 10-19  20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60-69 70-79 80-89 90-100 Score

QUESTION 16
Looking at the diagram, the teacher claims that Group B did better than Group A in this test.

The students in Group A don’t agree with their teacher. They try to convince the teacher that Group B may not necessarily
have done better.

Give one mathematical argument, using the graph that the students in Group A could use.

Score 1 (620)
Answers which present a valid argument. Valid arguments could relate to the number of students passing, the
disproportionate influence of the outlier, or the number of students with scores in the highest level.

This open-constructed response item is situated in an educational context. It has a difficulty of 620 score points. The educational
context of this item is one that all students are familiar with: comparing test scores. In this case a science test has been administered
to two groups of students: A and B. The results are given to the students in two different ways: in words with some data embedded and
by means of two graphs in one grid. The problem is to find arguments that support the statement that Group A actually did better
than Group B, given the counter-argument of one teacher that Group B did better — on the grounds of the higher mean for Group
B. It will be clear that the item falls into the content area of uncertainty. Knowledge of this area of mathematics is essential in the
ityrormation society, as data and graphical representations play a major role in the media and in other aspects (y‘-our daily experience.
The connections cluster, in which this item is c]as:g'ﬁed, includes competencies that not only build on those requiredfor the reproduction
cluster (like encoding and interpretation of simple graphical representations) but also require reasoning and insight in a particular
mathematical argument. Actually the students have a choice of at least three arguments here. The first one is that more students in
Group A pass the test; a second one is the distorting effect of the outlier in the results of Group A; and finally Group A has more
students that scored 80 or over. Another important competency needed is explaining matters that include relationships. From this it
_follows that the item belongs to the connections cluster. Students who are successful have applied statistical knowledge in a problem
situation that is somewhat structured and where the mathematical representation is partially apparent. They also need reasoning and
insight to interpret and analyse the given iry‘brmation, and they must communicate their reasons and arguments. Therg‘bre the item
clearly illustrates Level 5.

358.3

Below 1

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003

A Profile of Student Performance in Mathematics M

83



A Profile of Student Performance in Mathematics 8

84

Figure 213c m A sample of mathematics items used in PISA for the uncertainty scale:

Unit EXPORTS
EXPORTS Total annual exports Distribution of exports
from Zedland in from Zedland in 2000
The graphics show millions of zeds, 1996-2000
information about
45 426 _
exports from Zedland, Cotton fabric Other 21%

40 26%
a country that uses

35
zeds as its currency.

30
Wool 5% Meat 14%

37.9
27.1
25.4
25
20.4 Tobacco 7%
20
Fruit juice 9%
15
10
(0]

1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 Year

Tea 5%
Rice 13%

Ut

QUESTION 18
What was the value of fruit juice exported from Zedland in 2000?

A. 1.8 million zeds.
B. 2.3 million zeds.
C. 2.4 million zeds.
D. 3.4 million zeds.
E. 3.8 million zeds.

Score 1 (565)

The correct answer is E. 3.8 million zeds.

This multiple-choice item is situated in a public context. It has a difficulty of 565 score points. The data-handling processes involved with this
item place it in the uncertainty area. The mathematical content consists qfreading dataﬁrom two graphs: a bar chart and a pie chart, comparing
the characteristics @rthe two graphics, and combining datafrom the two graphs in order to be able to carry out a basic number operation resulting
in a numerical answer. Students need to combine the information of the two graphics in a relevant way. The mathematisation process needed here
has distinct phases: decoding the different standard representations by looking at the total of annual exports of 2000 (42.6 million zeds) and at
the percentage of this total coming from fruit juice exports (9%). It is this activity and the process of connecting these numbers by an appropriate
numerical operation (9% of 42.6) that places this item in the connections competency cluster. It is the more complex concrete situation, containing
two related graphical representations, the insight needed to connect and combine them and the application qfthe appropriate basic mathematical
routine in the relevant way that makes this item fit into Level 4.

QUESTION 17
What was the total value (in millions of zeds) of exports from Zedland in 19982

Answer:

Score 1 (427)

Answers which indicate 27.1 million zeds or 27 100 000 zeds or 27.1 (unit not required). Rounding to 27 also accepted.

This closed-constructed response item is situated in a public context. It has a difficulty of 427 score points. The knowledge society relies heavily

on data, and data are often represented in graphics. The media use graphics often to illustrate news articles and make points more convincingly.

Reading and understanding this kind of information therefore is an essential component of mathematical literacy. The mathematical content is
restricted to reading datafram a bar graph or pie chart. Exploratory data analysis is the area quathematics to which this item belongs, and
therefore fits the content area uncertainty. The representation competency is needed to solve this problem: decoding and interpreting a familiar,
practised standard representation of a well known mathematical object — following the written instructions, deciding which of the two graphs
is relevant and locating the correct information in that graph. This is a routine procedure and therefore the item belongs to the reproduction
competency cluster. This item illustrates interpreting and recognising situations in contexts that require no more than direct ity‘krence, which is

a key feature of Level 2.
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Student performance on the mathematics/uncertainty scale

A quarter of the mathematical tasks given to students in PISA related to
probabilistic and statistical phenomena and relationships. Figures 2.13a-c shows
examples of tasks in Levels 2, 4, 5 and 6 in this category.

Four per cent of students
in the OECD area can
pe{fbrm the hardest

uncertainty tasks. ..

The particular competencies required toreach eachlevel are given in Figure 2.14.

Only 4 per cent of students in the combined OECD area — but 13 per cent in

the partner country Hong Kong—China — can perform Level 6 tasks. Thirty-one

per cent of the combined student population in the OECD perform at least at

Level 4, but this figure is more than 50 per cent in Finland, the Netherlands and

the partner country Hong Kong-China (Table 2.4a).

Figure 214 m Summary descriptions of six levels of proficiency on the mathematics/uncertainty scale

Level

General competencies
students should have
at each level

4% of all students across the OECD

Use high-level thinking and
reasoning skills in statistical or
probabilistic contexts to create
mathematical representations of
real-world situations; use insight
and reflection to solve problems,
and to formulate and communicate
arguments and explanations

Specific tasks students
should be able to do

area can perform tasks at Level 6 on the uncertainty scale

— Interpret and reflect on real-world situations using probability knowledge
and carry out resulting calculations using proportional reasoning, large
numbers and rounding

— Show insight into probability in a practical context

— Use interpretation, logical reasoning and insight at a high level in an
unfamiliar probabilistic situation

— Use rigorous argumentation based on insightful interpretation of data

— Employ complex reasoning using statistical concepts

— Show understanding of basic ideas of sampling and carry out calculations
with weighted averages, or using insightful systematic counting strategies

— Communicate complex arguments and explanations

13% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 5 on the uncertainty scale

Apply probabilistic and statistical
knowledge in problem situations
that are somewhat structured
and where the mathematical
representation is partially
apparent. Use reasoning and
insight to interpret and analyse
given information, to develop
appropriate models and to
perform sequential calculation
processes; communicate reasons
and arguments

— Interpret and reflect on the outcomes of an unfamiliar probabilistic
experiment

— Interpret text using technical language and translate to an appropriate
probability calculation

— Identify and extract relevant information, and interpret and link information
from multiple sources (e.g., from text, multiple tables, graphs)

— Use reflection and insight into standard probabilistic situations

— Apply probability concepts to analyse a non-familiar phenomenon or
situation

— Use proportional reasoning and reasoning with statistical concepts

— Use multistep reasoning based on data

— Carry out complex modelling involving the application of probability
knowledge and statistical concepts (e.g., randomness, sample, independ-
ence)

— Use calculations including addition, proportions, multiplication of large
numbers, rounding, to solve problems in non-trivial statistical contexts

— Carry out a sequence of related calculations

— Carry out and communicate probabilistic reasoning and argument
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General competencies
students should have
Level at each level

Specific tasks students
should be able to do

4 31% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 4 on the uncertainty scale

Use basic statistical and
probabilistic concepts combined
with numerical reasoning in less
familiar contexts to solve simple
problems; carry out multi-

step or sequential calculation
processes; use and communicate
argumentation based on
interpretation of data

—Interpret text, including in an unfamiliar (scientific) but straight-
forward context

— Show insight into aspects of data from tables and graphs
— Translate text description into appropriate probability calculation

—Identify and select data from various statistical graphs and carry out
basic calculation

—Show understanding of basic statistical concepts and definitions
(probability, expected value, randomness, average)

— Use knowledge of basic probability to solve problems

— Construct a basic mathematical explanation of a verbal real-world
quantitative concept (“huge increase”)

— Use mathematical argumentation based on data
— Use numerical reasoning

— Carry out multi-step calculations involving the basic arithmetic
operations, and working with percentage

— Draw information from a table and communicate a simple argument
based on that information

Interpret statistical information and
data, and link different information
sources; basic reasoning with simple
probability concepts, symbols and
conventions and communication of
reasoning

— Interpret tabular information
— Interpret and read from non-standard graphs

— Use reasoning to identify probability outcomes in the context of a
complex but well-defined and familiar probability experiment

— Insight into aspects of data presentation, e.g., number sense; link related
information from two different tables; link data to suitable chart type

— Communicate common-sense reasoning

2 75% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 2 on the uncertainty scale

Locate statistical information
presented in familiar graphical form;
understand basic statistical concepts
and conventions

— Identify relevant information in a simple and familiar graph
— Link text to a related graph, in a common and familiar form
— Understand and explain simple statistical calculations (e.g., the average)

— Read values directly from a familiar data display, such as a bar graph

1 90% of all students across the OECD area can perform tasks at least at Level 1 on the uncertainty scale

Understand and use basic
probabilistic ideas in familiar
experimental contexts

— Understand basic probability concepts in the context of a simple and
familiar experiment (e.g., involving dice or coins)

— Systematic listing and counting of combinatorial outcomes in a limited
and well-defined game situation
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Seventy-five per cent of OECD students can at least function at the baseline
Level 2. However, a quarter or more of students fail to reach this threshold in
Greece, Italy, Mexico, Portugal, the Slovak Republic and Turkey as well as in
the partner countries Brazil, Indonesia, Latvia, the Russian Federation, Serbia,
Thailand, Tunisia and Uruguay (Figure 2.15a and Table 2.4a).

Figure 2.15b gives a summary of overall student performance in different
countries on the uncertainty scale. Performance is presented in terms of mean
student scores as well as, with 95 per cent probability, the range of rank order
positions within which the country mean lies. Hong Kong-China and the
Netherlands show the strongest performance on the mathematics/uncertainty
scale, and can be found between the first and second, and first and third rank

order positions, respectively, among all participating countries.

...and again a quarter
are capable only of the

simplest tasks.

In uncertainty tasks,
Hong Kong-China and
the Netherlands are

strongest overall.

F igure 2153 m Percentage of students at each level of proficiency on

the mathematics/uncertainty scale

Below Level 1 M Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 M Level 5 M Level 6

Percentage of students
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Countries are ranked in descending order of percentage of 15-year-olds in Levels 2, 3,4, 5 and 6.
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 2.4a.
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Fig ure 2.15b m Multiple comparisons of mean performance on the mathematics/uncertainty scale

Mathematics/
uncertainty
scale
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Luxembl)urg 28RN Y V V V V V V V V V V VYV VvV VvVYVYY e o o
United States 491 [3.0) [\4 4 4 /4 /L 4 L L L L L L L s e o o o
Hungary AV vV V V V.V V V V V V vV VY vV YYYVYY e o o o o
Spain AV vV V V V V V V V V V V vV vV VY vYY VYY e o o o o
SloWkRePIlbliC LYEE V V V V V V V V V V V V VYV VYV VvV VvV VvV VvVyVvYVYYVYY v
Latvia 2B Y V V V V V V V V V V VYV VY VYV VYV VvVYVYVYVYY
Portuga.l LB vV V V V V V V V V V VvV vV vV YYY VY VY Y VY VYVYyYVYYVYYVYY
Italy SN vV V V V V V V V V V V vV VY Y Y VYV VYV VY VY VYVvYyVYVYYVvYYyY
Greece IO V V V V V V V V V V V V V VY VY VY VYV VY VY VY VvVyVvYyVYyYVYYvYyYy
Turkey L[V Y V V V V V V V V V V VY VYV VYV VYV VYV VvV VYV VY VYVYyVYYVYY
Russian Fed. EANE Y V V V V V V V V VY Y VY YYY VY YVYYY Y VY VY VY VY VYvYyVvyVvYyYVYYVvYY
Serbia LA vV vV V V V V V V V V V VvV VY Y Y VY VY Y Y Y VY VY VY VY VYV VYYYVYY
Thailand LAV vV V V V V V V V V V V V VvV YY VY VY VY YVYYVY VYV YVYVYVYVVYYYVYY
uruguay LLRIA Y V V V V V V V V V V V VY VY YVY VYV VYV VYV VY VY VvVVYVy VYV YyY
Mexico EUKE V V V V V V V V V V V V VYV VYV V99V VYV VYV VvV VY VvV VvVVvYyVvVYVYyYy
Indonesia NN V V V V V V V V V V V VY Y Y Y Y Y VY VY Y Y VY VYVYVYVvYyVvYVYVYYVYY
Brazil AN VYV V V V V V V V V V vV VY Y Y Y Y Y VY VY YVYY VY VY VvYyVvYVvYyVvYvyYYvYyyw
Tunisia ESAIVEE V V V V. V V V V V V V vV VvV VY Y Y VY VY Y VY VvYyVvYyVYVvYyVvYVYVvYYvYyYYyvwY
Range of rank*
OECD countries Upper ranl 1 1 2 2 4 4 5 6 6 10 10 10 10 11 14 15 16 16 16 17 17 18 18 24 24 25 26 28 29
Lower ranl 2 3 4 5 8 8 9 9 9 13 14 14 14 15 16 18 23 22 23 22 23 23 23 25 26 27 27 28 29
All countries Upper rank 1 1 2 3 4 5 5 6 6 7 8 8 12 12 12 13 14 17 18 19 19 19 20 20 21 21 27 27 27 29 30 32 32 33 34 35 37 37 38 40
Towerrank 2 3 4 5 7 10 11 10 12 11 12 14 16 17 17 17 18 19 21 26 25 26 25 26 26 26 29 29 30 31 31 33 34 35 36 36 38 39 39 40

* Because data are based on samples, it is not possible to report exact rank order positions for countries. However, it is possible to report the range of rank order positions within

which the country mean lies with 95 per cent likelihood.

Instructions:

Read across the row for a country to compare performance with
the countries listed along the top of the chart. The symbols
indicate whether the average performance of the country in the
row is lower than that of the comparison country, higher than that
of the comparison country, or if there is no statistically significant
difference between the average achievement of the two
countries.

Source: OECD PISA 2003 database.
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Without the - Mean performance statistically significantly higher than in comparison country
Bor}fe{ram’ No statistically significant difference from comparison country
adjustment: - Mean performance statistically significantly lower than in comparison country

With the A | Mean performance statistically significantly higher than in comparison country
Bonferroni ° No statistically significant difference from comparison country
adjustment: |V | Mean performance statistically significantly lower than in comparison country

_ Statistically significantly above the OECD average
_ Not statistically significantly different from the OECD average
Statistically significantly below the OECD average



Consistent with what was found in the other scales, males also show an
advantage in the uncertainty scale, particularly at the top end of the distribution
(Tables 2.4b and 2.4c). Males outperformed females in 23 OECD countries and
six partner countries but differences tend to be small,”” with an advantage of
11 score points for the combined OECD area. Only in Iceland and the partner
country Indonesia did females again outperform males.

It is not possible to compare student performance in 2000 and 2003 on
this scale, since the PISA 2000 assessment did not covered this area in its

assessment.

OVERALL PERFORMANCE IN MATHEMATICS

The relative strengths and weaknesses of countries in different areas
of mathematical content

Comparing performance results in the different content areas of mathematics
allows an assessment of the relative strengths and weaknesses of countries.
It is not appropriate to compare numerical scale scores directly between the
different content areas of mathematics. Nevertheless, it is possible to determine
the relative strengths of countries in the different content areas of mathematics
on the basis of their relative rank-order positions on the respective scales
(Annex A2; Figure A2.1)."” The values in parenthesis represent mean scores for
the space and shape, change and relationships, and the quantity and uncertainty

scales, respectively.

* Student performance on the space and shape scale stands out in Japan (553, 536,
527,528) where it is stronger than on the other three scales, and in Canada (518,
537,528, 542) and Ireland (476, 506, 502, 517) where the relative standing of

these countries is weaker than in the other scales.

* Student performance on the change and relationships scale stands out in France
(508, 520, 507, 506) while students in the partner countries Hong Kong-
China (558, 540, 545, 558) and Macao-China (528, 519, 533, 532) show a
lower relative standing on this scale.

* On the quantity scale, students in Finland (539, 543, 549, 545) show their
strongest performance, while students in New Zealand (525, 526, 511, 532)
show their weakest performance on this scale.

* On the uncertainty scale, students perform more strongly than on other
scales in Greece (437, 436, 446, 458), Iceland (504, 509, 513, 528), Ire-
land (476, 506, 502, 517), New Zealand (525, 526, 511, 532) and Norway
(483, 488, 494, 513). They show a lower relative standing on this scale in
Belgium (530, 535, 530, 526), the Czech Republic (527, 515, 528, 500),
Germany (500, 507, 514, 493), the Slovak Republic (505, 494, 513, 476)
and Switzerland (540, 523, 533, 517) as well as in the partner countries
Liechtenstein (538, 540, 534, 523) and the Russian Federation (474, 477,
472, 436).
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The relative standing of some countries, most notably Greece, Italy, Korea, Mexico,
Portugal, Spain and Turkey, is very similar across the four mathematics content areas.
By contrast, in Austria, Canada, the Czech Republic, France, Germany, Ireland,
Japan, New Zealand, Norway, the Slovak Republic and Switzerland, performance
differences among the scales are particularly large and may warrant attention
in curriculum development and implementation. For example, among OECD
countries, the Slovak Republic ranks around fourteenth (twelfth to seventeenth)
and thirteenth (ninth to seventeenth) for the space and shape and quantity scales,
but around twenty-fourth (twenty-fourth to twenty-fifth) in the uncertainty scale.
Similarly, the Czech Republic ranks around seventh (fifth to ninth) on the space
and shape scale and around fifth (third to eighth) on the quantity scale but around
sixteenth (fifteenth to eighteenth) on the uncertainty scale. New Zealand ranks
around sixth (fourth to eighth) and seventh (fifth to ninth) on the uncertainty
and space and shape scales, but around sixteenth (eleventh to seventeenth) on
the quantity scale. Switzerland ranks third (third to fourth) and fourth (second
to seventh) on the space and shape and quantity scales only twelfth (tenth to
fourteenth) on the uncertainty scale.

For some countries — most notably Japan — the relative standing in the content
areas that were also assessed in 2000 remained broadly similar while performance
was lower on the quantity and uncertainty scales that were newly introduced in
2003. While it would thus be wrong to conclude that mathematics performance
in these countries has declined, the results do suggest that the introduction of
new content areas in the assessment — quantity and uncertainty (essentially
because these are valued and considered important by member countries in the
OECD) — sheds a slightly different light on the overall performance of these
countries in 2003,

A summary picture of mathematics performance

While the relative performance of countries in the four content areas
of mathematics is of importance for policy makers as it provides insight
into potential strengths and weaknesses of the intended curricula and the
effectiveness with which these are delivered, it is also possible to construct a
combined performance scale covering performance across the four content
areas. Results from this comparison are presented in Figure 2.16a, which shows
the percentage of students performing against the international benchmarks
defined by the PISA proficiency levels.

The results show that about a third of students in OECD countries perform at the
top three levels of the mathematics scale (Table 2.5a), but that this figure varies
widely in both OECD and the partner countries: half or more of 15-year-olds
perform at least at Level 4 in Finland and Korea as well as in the partner country
Hong Kong-China. However, only 3 per cent perform at Level 4 in Mexico, with
an even lower percentage in the partner countries Indonesia and Tunisia. In most
OECD countries, at least three quarters of students perform at or above Level 2.
Nevertheless, in Italy, Portugal and the United States over a quarter of students
are unable to complete tasks at Level 2. In Greece over a third of students fail

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003



Figuke 2163 m Percentage of students at each level of proficiency on
the mathematics scale
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to attain Level 2, and in Mexico and Turkey the majority of students do not
achieve this level. These students fail to demonstrate consistently that they have
baseline mathematical skills, such as the capacity to use direct inference to
recognise the mathematical elements of a situation, use a single representation
to help explore and understand a situation, use basic algorithms, formulae and
procedures, and the capacity to make literal interpretations and apply direct
reasoning (Table 2.5a).

Figure 2.16b gives a summary of overall student performance in different countries  ...and these can be

on the mathematics scale, presented in terms of the mean student score. As  combined to compare
discussed in Box 2.1, when interpreting mean performance, only those differences  overall mathematics
between countries that are statistically significant should be taken into account. The  performance in countries.
figure therefore shows those pairs of countries where the difference in their mean
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Figure 216b m Multiple comparisons of mean performance on the mathematics scale
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scores is sufficient to say with confidence that the higher performance by sampled
students in one country holds for the entire population of enrolled 15-year-olds.
A country’s performance relative to that of the countries listed along the top of
the figure can be seen by reading across each row. The colour-coding indicates
whether the average performance of the country in the row is either lower than
that of the comparison country, not statistically different, or higher. When making
multiple comparisons, e.g. when comparing the performance of one country
with that of all other countries, an even more cautious approach is required, and
only those comparisons that are indicated by the upward or downward pointing
symbols should be considered statistically significant for the purpose of multiple
comparisons. Figure 2.16b also shows which countries perform above, at or below
the OECD average.

For the reasons explained in Box 2.1, it is also not possible to determine the
exact rank order position of countries in the international comparisons. However,
Figure 2.16b shows, with 95 per cent probability, the range of rank order positions
within which the country mean lies, both for the group of OECD countries and
for all countries that participated in PISA 2003.

Mean performance scores are typically used to assess the quality of schools and
education systems. However, it has been noted above that mean performance does
not provide a full picture of student performance and can mask significant variation
within an individual class, school or education system.The performance variation
among schools is examined more closely in Chapter 4. To capture variation
between education systems and regions within countries, some countries have
also undertaken the PISA assessment at sub-national levels. Where such results are
available, these are presented in Annex B2. For some countries, such sub-national
differences are very large. For example, mean scores on the mathematics scale for
the Flemish community in Belgium are higher than those in the best-performing
OECD countries, Finland and Korea. In contrast, the results from the French
community are at the OECD average level.

Figure 2.17 sheds further light on the performance distribution within countries.
This analysis needs to be distinguished from the examination of the distribution
of student performance across the PISA proficiency levels discussed above.
Whereas the distribution of students across proficiency levels indicates the
proportion of students in each country that can demonstrate a specified level
of knowledge and skills, and thus compares countries on the basis of absolute
benchmarks of student performance, the analysis below focuses on the relative
distribution of scores, i.e., the gap that exists between students with the highest
and the lowest levels of performance within each country. This is an important
indicator of the equality of educational outcomes in mathematics.

The gradation bars in the figure show the range of performance in each country
between the 5" percentile (the point below which the lowest-performing 5 per
cent of the students in a country score) and the 95" percentile (the point below
which 95 per cent of students perform or, alternatively, above which the 5 per

cent highest-performing students in a country score). The density of the bar
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Figure 2.17 W Distribution of student performance on the mathematics scale
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Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 2.5c.

represents the proportion of students performing at the corresponding scale
points. The solid, horizontal black line near the middle shows the mean score for
each country (i.e., the subject of the discussion in the preceding section) and is
located inside a shaded box that shows its confidence interval. The figure shows
that there is wide variation in overall student performance on the mathematics
scale within countries. The middle 90 per cent of the population shown by the
length of the bars exceeds by far the range between the mean scores of the
highest and lowest performing countries. In almost all OECD countries, this
group includes some students proficient at Level 5 and others not proficient
above Level 1. In the majority of countries, the range of performance among the
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middle half of the students exceeds the magnitude of two proficiency levels, and
in Belgium and Germany it is around 2.4 proficiency levels. This suggests that
educational programmes, schools or teachers need to cope with a wide range of
student knowledge and skills.

In addition, Table 2.5c identifies the 25" and 75" percentiles, i.c., the scale
points that mark the bottom and top quarters of performers in each country.
To what extent are differences in student performance a reflection of a natural
distribution of ability and, therefore, difficult to influence through changes in
public policy? It is not easy to answer such a question with data from PISA alone,
not least because differences between countries are influenced by the social and
economic context in which education and learning take place. Nonetheless,
several findings suggest that public policy can play a role:

* First, the amount of within-country variation in performance in mathematics
varies widely between OECD countries. For instance, the difference between
the 75" and 25" percentiles ranges from less than 120 score points on the
mathematics scale in Canada, Finland, Ireland and Mexico to more than 140
score points in Belgium and Germany. In Belgium, this difference can be
explained, at least partially, by the difference in performance between the

Flemish and French communities (Annex B2).

Second, countries with similar levels of average performance show a consid-
erable variation in disparity of student performance. For example, Germany
and Ireland both score near the OECD average but, while Ireland shows one
of the narrowest distributions, the difference between the 75" and 25" per-
centiles in Germany is among the widest. Similarly, towards the lower end of
the scale, Italy and Portugal show similar levels of average performance, but
Portugal shows much less performance variation than Italy. And among the
top performing countries, Finland displays much less performance variation
than Korea or the Netherlands.

Third, it is evident from a comparison between the range of performance
within a country and its average performance that wide disparities in per-
formance are not a necessary condition for a country to attain a high level of
overall performance. As an illustration, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland
and Korea all have above-average performance but below-average differences
between the 75" and 25" percentiles (Table 2.5c).

Gender differences in mathematics

Previous sections have examined how performance differs among males and
females in the different mathematical content areas. This section draws this
information together.

Policy-makers have given considerable priority to issues of gender equality,
with particular attention being paid to the disadvantages faced by females.
Undeniably, significant progress has been achieved in reducing the gender gap in
formal educational qualifications. Younger women today are far more likely to
have completed a tertiary qualification than women 30 years ago: in 18 of the

29 OECD countries with comparable data, more than twice as many women

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003

...and that the middle
half of students vary in

pezformance. ..

.. .by more in some

countries than others.

Countries with similar
levels of average
performance show
considerable variation
in disparities of student

performance e

...with some high-

[@
performing countries
managing to limit

pcgformancc HGPS.

Females have made great
progress in reducing

their historic educational
disadvantage, and

are ahead in many

I'ESPCCIS. .

A Profile of Student Performance in Mathematics M



A Profile of Student Performance in Mathematics 8

aged 25 to 34 have completed tertiary education than women aged 55 to 64
years. Furthermore, university-level graduation rates for women now equal
or exceed those for men in 21 of the 27 OECD countries for which data are
comparable (OECD, 2004a).

...yet males continue to . However, in mathematics and computer science, gender differences in tertiary
do better at the tertiary  qualifications remain persistently high: the proportion of women among
level in mathematics and  university graduates in mathematics and computer science is only 30 per cent,
associated disciplines...  on average, among OECD countries. In Austria, Belgium, Germany, Hungary,
Iceland, the Netherlands, Norway, the Slovak Republic and Switzerland this

share is only between 9 and 25 per cent (OECD, 2004a).

...suggesting that schools Much therefore remains to be done to close the gender gap in mathematics
still have work to doin  and related fields in tertiary education and evidence suggests that action in this
nurturing performance  area needs to be targeted at youth and, indeed, children (Box 2.3). At age 15,

and interest among  many students are approaching major transitions from education to work, or
females.  to further education. Their performance at school, and their motivation and
attitudes towards mathematics, can have a significant influence on their further

educational and occupational pathways. These, in turn, can have an impact

not only on individual career and salary prospects, but also on the broader

effectiveness with which human capital is developed and utilised in OECD

economies and societies.

Box2.3 m Changes in gender differences in mathematics and science performance between lower

and upper levels of educational systems

In 1994-95, the IEA Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) revealed
statistically significant gender differences in mathematics among fourth-grade students in only
three out of the 16 participating OECD countries (Japan, Korea and the Netherlands). In all
cases the gender gap favoured males. However, the same study showed statistically significant
gender differences in mathematics at the grade-eight level in six of the same 16 OECD
countries, all in favour of males. And finally, in the last year of upper secondary schooling,
gender differences in mathematics literacy performance in the TIMSS assessment were large
and statistically significant in all participating OECD countries, except Hungary and the United
States (again, all in favour of males). A similar and even more pronounced picture emerged in
science (Beaton et al., 1996; Mullis et al., 1998).

Although the groups of students assessed at the different grade levels were not made up of the
same individuals, the results suggest that gender differences in mathematics and science become
more pronounced and pervasive in many OECD countries at higher grade levels.

Despite this general tendency, TIMSS also showed that some countries were managing to contain

the growth in gender disparities at higher grade levels (OECD, 1996; OECD, 1997).
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In this regard, it is striking how closely the broader gender patterns in later career
and occupational choices are already mirrored in the mathematics performance
of 15-year-old males and females as observed by PISA. And as shown in Chapter
3, gender differences are even more pronounced in the attitudes and approaches
towards mathematics shown by 15-year-old males and females. Gender patterns
in mathematics performance are fairly consistent across OECD countries
(Figure 2.18). Overall, the gender differences appear to be largest in the

mathematics/space and shape scale, where performance differences between

males and females are visible for all OECD countries except Finland, Norway,

PISA confirms that by age
15, gender differences are
visible in most countries,
with males performing
better, particularly at

the high end of the

performance distribution.

Figure 2.18 m Gender differences in student performance in mathematics
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While, overall, the gender
gap tends to be small,

...much larger differences
are observed within

individual schools. . .

the Netherlands and Japan. Gender differences are similarly important in the
mathematics/uncertainty scale, where performance differences are visible for
24 out of the 30 OECD countries. Finally, gender differences tend to be larger
at the top end of the performance distribution.

Iceland is the only OECD country where females consistently perform better
than males do. In Australia, Austria, Belgium, Japan, the Netherlands, Norway
and Poland, as well as in the partner countries Hong Kong-China, Indonesia,
Latvia, Serbia, and Thailand gender differences on the overall mathematics scale
are not statistically significant. For the other countries with visible differences,
the advantage of males varies widely. In Canada, Denmark, Greece, Ireland,
Korea, Luxembourg, New Zealand, Portugal and the Slovak Republic and in the
partner countries Liechtenstein, Macao-China and Tunisia, males outperform
females in all four content areas, in some of these cases by notable amounts. In
contrast, in Austria, Belgium, the United States and the partner country Latvia
males outperform females only on the mathematics/space and shape scale, and
in Japan, the Netherlands and Norway only on the mathematics/uncertainty
scale (Table 2.5¢c). The percentages of males and females at the lower end of
the scale are not consistent across countries. For example, in Iceland, 7 per
cent more males than females perform at or below Level 1 while in Greece
and Turkey 6 per cent more females than males perform at or below Level 1.
On the top end of the scale, in virtually all countries more males than females
perform at Level 6 and in the case of Japan and partner country Liechtenstein,
this difference is 5 and 7 per cent respectively (Table 2.5b).

Nevertheless, as noted in previous sections, gender differences tend to be small,
and are certainly much smaller than the gender differences that were observed
by PISA 2000 in the area of reading literacy.”

One issue, however, that needs to be taken into account when interpreting the
observed gender differences is that males and females, in many countries at
least, make different choices in terms of the schools, tracks and educational
programmes they attend. Table 2.5d compares the observed gender difference
for all students (column 1) with estimates of gender differences observed within
schools (column 2) and estimates of gender differences once various programme
and school characteristics have been accounted for. In most countries, the gender
differences are larger within schools than they are overall. In Belgium, Germany
and Hungary, for example, males have an overall advantage of 8, 9 and 8 score
points, respectively, on the mathematics scale, but the average gap increases
to 26, 31 and 26 points within schools. In these countries, this is a reflection
of the fact that females attend the higher performing, academically oriented
tracks and schools at a higher rate than males. If the programme and school
characteristics measured by PISA are taken into account,” then the estimated
gender differences increase even further in many countries (column 3). This
leads to an underestimation of the gender differences that are observed within
schools. In other words, in these countries more females attend schools and
tracks with higher average performance but, within these schools and tracks,

they tend to perform lower than males.
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From a policy perspective —and for teachers in classrooms — gender differences
in mathematics performance, therefore, warrant continued attention. This is the
case even if the advantage of males over females within schools and programmes
is overshadowed to some extent by the tendency of females to attend higher
performing school programmes and tracks.

The significant advantage of males in many countries on at least some of the
areas of mathematical content may also be the result of the broader societal and
cultural context or of educational policies and practices. Whatever the cause,
they suggest that countries are having differing success at eliminating gender

gaps, and that males typically remain better at mathematics.

At the same time, some countries do appear to provide a learning environment
that benefits both genders equally, either as a direct result of educational efforts
or because of a more favourable societal context or both. The wide variation
in gender gaps among countries suggests that the current differences are not
the inevitable outcomes of differences between young males and females and
that effective policies and practices can overcome what were long taken to be
inevitable outcomes of differences between males and females in interests,
learning styles and, even, in underlying capacities.

THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC CONTEXT OF COUNTRY
PERFORMANCE

In as much as it is important to take socio-economic background into account
when comparing the performance of any group of students, a comparison of
the outcomes of education systems needs to account for countries’ economic
circumstances and the resources that countries can devote to education. This is
done in the following analysis by adjusting the mathematics scale for various social
and economic variables at the country level. At the same time such adjustments
are always hypothetical and therefore need to be examined with caution. In a
global society, the future economic and social prospects of both individuals and
countries remains dependent on the results they actually achieve, not on the
performance that might result if they were to operate under average social and

economic conditions.

The relative prosperity of some countries allows them to spend more on
education, while other countries find themselves constrained by a relatively lower
national income. Figure 2.19 displays the relationship between national income
as measured by the gross domestic product (GDP) per capita and the average
mathematics performance of students in the PISA assessment in each country.
The GDP values represent GDP per capita in 2002 at current prices, adjusted
for differences in purchasing power between OECD countries (Table 2.6). The
figure also shows a trend line that summarises the relationship between GDP
per capita and mean student performance in mathematics. It should be borne
in mind, however, that the number of countries involved in this comparison
is small and that the trend line is therefore strongly affected by the particular

characteristics of the countries included in this comparison.

...with clear implications

for teachers. . .

...and perhapsfor

society more generally.

Such diﬁ%rcnces are not
inevitable: some countries

avoid them.

One can also adjust
country performance

to account fOI‘

socio-economic differences.

The case for doing

so is confirmed by a
correlation between
national income and
mathematics performance,

accounting for roughly

a fifth qfcountr)'
differences.
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Figure 2.19 B Student performance and national income
Relationship between performance in mathematics and GDP per capita, in US dollars,

converted using purchasing power parities (PPPs)
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Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 2.6.

There are countries
that do better or worse
than predicted by their

national income.

The scatter plot suggests that countries with higher national income tend to
perform better in mathematics. In fact, the relationship suggests that 28 per
cent of the variation between countries’ mean scores can be predicted on the
basis of their GDP per capita.™

Countries close to the trend line are where the predictor GDP per capita suggests
that they would be. Examples include Austria, Denmark, Germany, Hungary and
Sweden. For instance, Sweden outperforms Hungary in mathematics to an extent
that one would predict from the difference in their GDP per capita, as shown
in Figure 2.19. However, the fact that countries deviate from the trend line also
suggests that the relationship is not deterministic and linear. Countries above the
trend line have higher average scores on the PISA mathematics assessment than
would be predicted on the basis of their GDP per capita (and on the basis of the
specific set of countries used for the estimation of the relationship). Countries
below the trend line show lower performance than would be predicted from
their GDP per capita.

Obviously, the existence of a correlation does not necessarily mean that there
is a causal relationship between the two variables; there are, indeed, likely to be
many other factors involved. Figure 2.19 does suggest, however, that countries
with higher national income are at a relative advantage. This should be taken into
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account, in particular, in the interpretation of the performance of countries with
comparatively low levels of national income. For some countries, an adjustment
for GDP per capita makes a substantial difference to their relative standing
internationally. For example, following such an adjustment, Hungary and Poland
would move around ten rank order positions upwards on the mathematics scale
(490 to 514 and 490 to 521 score points respectively), and the Czech Republic
(516 to 536 score points), Portugal (466 to 479 score points) and New Zealand
(523 to 528 score points) still by between two and seven positions. Conversely,
Austria (506 to 493 score points), Denmark (514 to 500 score points), Norway
(495 to 463 score points) and Switzerland (527 to 510 score points) would move
between four and six rank positions downwards, given that their performance
falls well below what their national levels of income predict.

One can further extend the range of contextual variables to be considered further.
Given the close interrelationship established in Chapter 4 between student
performance and parental levels of educational attainment, an obvious contextual
consideration concerns differences in levels of adult educational attainment among
the OECD countries. Table 2.6 shows the percentage of the population in the
age group 35-44 years that have attained upper secondary and tertiary levels of
education. This age group roughly corresponds to the age group of parents of the
15-year-olds assessed in PISA that have attained the upper secondary and tertiary
levels of education. If these variables are included in the adjustment in addition
to GDP per capita, Poland and Portugal would move upwards by around 16 rank
positions (490 to 526 and 466 to 521 score points respectively). Both Poland and
Portugal would thus be included in the group of the 10 countries with the highest
performance relative to their GDP per capita and levels of adult educational
attainment. Conversely, Canada (532 to 510 score points), Denmark (514 to 496
score points), Finland (544 to 525 score points), Germany (503 to 484 score
points), Japan (534 to 506 score points), Norway (495 to 459 score points) and
Sweden (509 to 487 score points) would move downwards by between 5 and 9
positions, given that their GDP per capita and levels of adult educational attainment
would predict far higher levels of student performance than they actually attain.
Although combining adult attainment with GDP results in a closer relationship
with student performance than when GDP is considered alone, the relationship
remains far from deterministic and linear as the model underlying the adjustment
assumes. The results therefore need to be interpreted with caution.

While GDP per capita reflects the potential resources available for education
in each country, it does not directly measure the financial resources actually
invested in education. Figure 2.20 compares countries’ actual spending per
student, on average, from the beginning of primary education up to the age of 15,
with average student performance across the three assessment areas. Spending
per student is approximated by multiplying public and private expenditure
on educational institutions per student in 2002 at each level of education by
the theoretical duration of education at the respective level, up to the age of
15.7 The results are expressed in United States dollars (USD) using purchasing
power parities (OECD, 2004a).
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Figure 2.20 ® Student performance and spending per student

Relationship between performance in mathematics and cummulative expenditure on educational institutions per student

between the ages of 6 and 15 years, in US dollars, converted using purchasing power parities (PPPs)
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Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 2.6.

...which shows a positive

relationship between
spending per student
and mean mathematics

performance. .o

...but also that high
spending levels do
not guarantee high

pegformance.

Figure 2.20 shows a positive relationship between spending per student and mean
mathematics performance (see also Table 2.6). As expenditure per student on
educational institutions increases, so also does a country’s mean performance.
However, expenditure per student explains merely 15 per cent of the variation

in mean performance between countries.

Deviations from the trend line suggest that moderate spending per student
cannot automatically be equated with poor performance by education systems.
Spending per student between the ages of six and 15 years in the Czech Republic
is roughly one-third of, and in Korea roughly one-half of, spending levels in the
United States, but while both the Czech Republic and Korea are among the top
ten performers in PISA, the United States performs below the OECD average.
Similarly, Spain and the United States perform almost equally well, but while
the United States spends roughly USD 80 000 per student between the ages
of six and 15 years, in Spain this figure is merely USD 47 000. Countries that
perform significantly higher than would be expected from their spending per
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student alone include Australia, Belgium, Canada, the Czech Republic, Finland,
Japan, Korea and the Netherlands. Countries that perform significantly below
the level of performance predicted from spending per student include Greece,
Italy, Mexico, Norway, Portugal, Spain and the United States. In summary, the
results suggest that, while spending on educational institutions is a necessary
prerequisite for the provision of high-quality education, spending alone is not
sufficient to achieve high levels of outcomes.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY

For much of the past century, the content of school mathematics curricula
was dominated by the need to provide the foundations for the professional
training of a small number of mathematicians, scientists and engineers. With the
growing role of science, mathematics and technology in modern life, however,
the objectives of personal fulfilment, employment and full participation in
society increasingly require that all adults, not just those aspiring to a scientific
career, should be mathematically, scientifically and technologically literate. The
performance of a country’s best students in mathematics and related subjects
may have implications for the role that the country will play in tomorrow’s
advanced technology sector, and for its overall international competitiveness.
Conversely, deficiencies among lower-performing students in mathematics
can have negative consequences for individuals’ labour-market and earnings

prospects and for their capacity to participate fully in society.

Not surprisingly, policy-makers and educators alike attach great importance
to mathematics education. Addressing the increasing demand for mathematical
skills requires excellence throughout education systems, and it is therefore
essential to monitor how well countries provide young adults with fundamental
skills in this area.

The wide disparities in student performance in mathematics within most
countries, evident from the analysis in this chapter, suggest that excellence
throughout education systems remains still a remote goal and that countries
need to serve a wide range of student abilities, including those who perform
exceptionally well and also those most in need. At the same time, the analysis
has shown that wide disparities in performance are not a necessary condition
for a country to attain a high level of overall performance. Indeed, some of the
best-performing countries have achieved their results while displaying a modest
gap between their stronger and weaker performers.

Performance does not only vary widely among students, but in many countries it
also varies between different areas of mathematical content. Such variation may
be related to differences in curricular emphases as well as to the effectiveness
with which curricula are delivered in different content areas. While countries
need to make curricular choices based on their national context and priorities,
examining these choices in the light of what other countries consider important
can provide a broader frame of reference for national educational policy

development.

Mathematics plays a
central role for the
success of individuals and

societies ...

.. .50 most countries attach
great importance to securing
high performance standards in
mathematics throughout their

education system. . .

.. .but some continue to
see wide differences in the
performance

of their students.

Relative strengths and
weaknesses in various
areas quathcmatics
may lead countries to
re-examine curricular

pri orities.
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Gender differences

are visible in most
countries, with males
performing better,
particularly at the high
end of the performance

distribution. . .

...and, while overall gender

differences are often small, the

gender gaps which teachers
face in classrooms are often

considerable.

Differences in the overall
performance of countries
do matter, and cannot
be explained only by
spending.

Underperformance
matters greatly for
individuals, especially
where they fail to
complete secondary
education, reducing their

job prospects. ..

This chapter has shown differences between the performance of males and
females in many countries, with the advantage for males being largest in the
mathematics/space and shape and the uncertainty scales. Much remains to be
done to close the gender gap in mathematics and related fields and evidence
suggests that action in this area needs to be targeted at youth and, indeed,
children. Their performance at school, and their motivation and attitudes
in different subject areas, can have a significant influence on their further
educational and occupational pathways. These, in turn, may have an impact
not only on individual career and salary prospects, but also on the broader
effectiveness with which human capital is developed and utilised in OECD
economies and societies. However, the wide variation in gender gaps among
countries suggests that the current differences are not the inevitable outcomes
of education and that effective policies and practices can overcome what were
long taken to be the fixed outcomes of differences in interests, learning styles
and even underlying capacities between males and females.

In most countries, the gender differences are larger within schools than they
are overall, reflecting that females tend to attend the higher performing,
academically oriented tracks and schools at a higher rate than males but, within
these, often perform significantly below males. From a policy perspective —and
for teachers in classrooms — gender differences in mathematics performance,

therefore, warrant continued attention.

Finally, although the variation in student performance within countries is
many times larger than the variation between countries, significant differences
between countries in the average performance of students should not be
overlooked. Particularly in subject areas such as mathematics and science, these
differences may raise questions about some countries’ future competitiveness.
Not all of the variation in the performance of countries in mathematics can
be explained by spending on education. Although the analyses have revealed a
positive association between the two, they also suggest that while spending on
educational institutions is a necessary prerequisite for the provision of high-
quality education, spending alone is not sufficient to achieve high levels of
outcomes. Other factors, including the effectiveness with which resources are

invested, also play a crucial role.

Does mathematics performance on the PISA assessment matter for the future?
It is difficult to assess to what extent performance and success in school is
predictive of future success. However, what OECD data show is that individuals
who have not completed an upper secondary qualification — still roughly one in
five on average across OECD countries, despite significant progress over the last
generation — face significantly poorer labour-market prospects. For example,
labour force participation rates rise steeply with educational attainment in most
OECD countries (OECD, 2004a). With very few exceptions, the participation
rate for graduates of tertiary education is markedly higher than that for upper
secondary graduates which, in turn, is markedly higher than that for individuals
without an upper secondary qualification. The gap in male participation rates

is particularly wide between upper secondary graduates, and those without an
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upper secondary qualification and the labour force participation rate for women
with less than upper secondary attainment is particularly low.

Similarly, education and earnings are positively linked, with upper secondary
education representing a threshold in many countries beyond which additional
education attracts a particularly high premium (OECD, 2004a). In all countries,
graduates of tertiary-level education earn substantially more than upper
secondary graduates. It is possible to contrast, on the one hand, the advantages
of education for individuals in terms of higher average earnings, lower risks of
unemployment and the public subsidies they receive during their studies with,
on the other hand, the costs that individuals incur when studying, in terms of the
tuition fees they need to pay, earnings lost during their studies or higher tax rates
later in life. The annual rate of return on the investment that individuals incur
when completing a tertiary degree is higher than real interest rates, and often
significantly so, ranging for males from around 7% in Italy and Japan to 17% in
the United Kingdom. Even when public investment in education is included,
there is still a positive and significant social return to tertiary education in all
countries with comparable data.

In addition, international comparisons show a pivotal role that education plays in
fostering labour productivity, and by implication economic growth — not just as
an input linking aggregate output to the stock of productive inputs, but also as a
factor strongly associated with the rate of technological progress. The estimated
long-run effect on economic output of one additional year of education in the
combined OECD area is in the order of between 3 and 6 per cent (OECD,
2004a). Finally, the importance of mathematics for citizenship in the modern
world should not be overlooked.

Obviously, learning does not end with compulsory education and modern
societies provide various opportunities for individuals to upgrade their
knowledge and skills throughout their lives. However, at least when it comes
to job-related continuing education and training, on average across OECD
countries, about three times as many training hours are invested in employees
with a tertiary qualification, as in employees without an upper secondary
qualification (OECD, 2000a and 2000b). Thus, initial education combines with
other influences to make job-related training beyond school least likely for those
who need it most.

This underlines why a solid foundation of knowledge and skills at school is
fundamental for the future success of individuals and societies and the importance
of providing opportunities for adults who need to improve their basic levels of
literacy in reading, mathematics and science in order to be able to engage in
relevant learning throughout their lives. It is in that sense that the results from

PISA give rise to concern in many countries.

...and also their
earnings prospects, which
tend to be strongly
affected by whether

they obtain upper
secondary and tertiary
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...while for society as
a whole, education can
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© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003

A Profile of Student Performance in Mathematics M



A Profile of Student Performance in Mathematics 8

9.

10.

11.

Notes

See Box 2.2 for an explanation.

In mathematics, the improvement is statistically significant at the 95 per cent confidence level only for one of the two scales

with comparable data.

In Mexico, the net enrolment rate of 15-year-olds increased from 51.6 per cent in the 1999-2000 school year to 56.1 per
cent in the 2002-03 school year (Source: OECD education database).

Further technical details on the methods used to estimate student ability and item difficulty, and to form the scale, are
provided in the PISA 2003 Technical Report (OECD, forthcoming).

To be more precise, students were placed at a point on the scale at which they had a 62 per cent chance of answering
a question correctly. This is not an arbitrary number: its derivation is related to the definition of proficiency levels, as

explained later in this section.

Technically, the mean score for student performance in mathematics across OECD countries was set at 500 score points
and the standard deviation at 100 score points, with the data weighted so that each OECD country contributed equally.
Note that this anchoring of the scale was implemented for the combination of the four scales. The average mean score and
standard deviation of the individual mathematics scales can therefore differ from 500 and 100 score points.

Results for the combined OECD area are represented in the tables by the OECD total. The OECD total takes the OECD
countries as a single entity, to which each country contributes in proportion to the number of 15-year-olds enrolled in its
schools. It illustrates how a country compares with the OECD area as a whole. By contrast, the OECD average, that is also
referred to in this report, is the mean of the data values for all OECD countries for which data are available or can be estimated.
The OECD average can be used to see how a country compares on a given indicator with a typical OECD country. The OECD
average does not take into account the absolute size of the student population in each country, i.e., each country contributes
equally to the average. In this publication, the OECD total is generally used when references to the stock of human capital in the

OECD area are made. Where the focus is on comparing performance across education systems, the OECD average is used.

For the country Serbia and Montenegro, data for Montenegro are not available. The latter accounts for 7.9 per cent of the
national population. The name “Serbia” is used as a shorthand for the Serbian part of Serbia and Montenegro.

Although the probability that a particular difference will falsely be declared to be statistically significant is low (5 per
cent) in cach single comparison, the probability of making such an error increases when several comparisons are made
simultancously. It is possible to make an adjustment for this which reduces to 5 per cent the maximum probability that
differences will be falsely declared as statistically significant at least once among all the comparisons that are made. Such an
adjustment, based on the Bonferroni method, has been incorporated into the multiple comparison charts in this volume,
as indicated by the arrow symbols.

Column 1 in Table A1.2 estimates the score point difference that is associated with one school year. This difference can be
estimated for the 26 OECD countries in which a sizeable number of 15-year-olds in the PISA samples were enrolled in at least
two different grades. Since 15-year-olds cannot be assumed to be distributed at random across the grade levels, adjustments had
to be made for contextual factors that may relate to the assignment of students to the different grade levels. These adjustments
are documented in columns 2 to 7 of the table. While it is possible to estimate the typical performance difference among
students in two adjacent grades net of the effects of selection and contextual factors, this difference cannot automatically
be equated with the progress that students have made over the last school year but should be interpreted as a lower bound
of the progress achieved. This is not only because different students were assessed but also because the contents of the PISA
assessment was not expressly designed to match what students had learned in the preceding school year but was designed more
broadly to assess the cumulative outcome of learning in school up to age 15. For example, if the curriculum of the grades in
which 15-year-olds are enrolled mainly in covers other material than that assessed by PISA (which, in turn, may have been
included in earlier school years) then the observed performance difference will underestimate student progress. Accurate

measures of student progress can only be obtained through a longitudinal assessment design that focuses on content.

When measured in terms of effect sizes (for an explanation of the concept and its interpretation see Box 3.3), these are greater
than 0.2 only in Canada, Ireland, Luxembourg, Korea, the Slovak Republic, Spain and Switzerland as well as in the partner
countries Liechtenstein, Uruguay and Macao-China. In all countries except Liechtenstein the effect sizes remain below 0.3.
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15.
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18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

See Annex A8 for an explanation of the methods employed to establish the link between the PISA 2000 and 2003

assessments.

Luxembourg also shows a significant performance difference. However, the results are not comparable because of changes
in assessment conditions. In PISA 2000, students in Luxembourg were given one assessment booklet, with the languages
chosen by the students one week prior to the assessment. In practice, however, familiarity with the language of assessment
became an important barrier for a significant proportion of students in PISA 2000. In 2003, students were each given
one assessment booklet in both languages of instruction and could choose their preferred language immediately prior to
the assessment. This provided for assessment conditions that are better comparable with those in countries that have only
one language of instruction and results in a fairer assessment of the true performance of students in mathematics, science,
reading and problem-solving. As a result of this change in procedures, the assessment conditions and hence the assessment
results for Luxembourg cannot be compared between 2000 and 2003. Results for 2000 have therefore been excluded for
Luxembourg from this report.

In the United States, large standard errors in 2000 may account at least in part for the fact that the United States score is
not statistically significantly different between 2000 and 2003.

When measured in terms of effect sizes (for an explanation of the concept and its interpretation see Box 3.3), these are
greater than 0.2 only in Denmark, Italy and Korea as well as the partner countries Liechtenstein and Macao-China. In all
countries the effect sizes remain below 0.3.

Also, Luxembourg shows a large performance difference between the 2000 and 2003 results, but —as explained previously
— this may be largely due to the modified assessment conditions that allowed students to choose their preferred language
from among the two official languages of instruction.

When measured in terms of effect sizes (for an explanation of the concept and its interpretation see Box 3.3), these are greater
than 0.2 only in Greece, Korea and the partner country Liechtenstein. In all countries the effect sizes remain below 0.3.

When measured in terms of effect sizes (for an explanation of the concept and its interpretation see Box 3.3), these are
greater than 0.2 only in Denmark, Greece, Korea, Italy, Luxembourg, Switzerland, and the partner countries Liechtenstein
and Macao-China. In all countries the effect sizes remain below 0.3.

The relative probability of a country assuming each rank-order position on each scale is determined from the country mean
scores, their standard errors and the covariance between the performance scales of the two assessment areas. From this
it can be concluded whether, with a probability of 95 per cent, a country would rank statistically significantly higher, not
statistically differently, or statistically significantly lower on one scale than on the other scale. For details on the methods

employed see the PISA 2003 Technical Report (OECD, forthcoming).

When measured in terms of effect sizes (for an explanation of the concept and its interpretation see Box 3.3), gender
differences on the mathematics scale are greater than 0.2 only in Greece, Korea and the partner countries Liechtenstein
and Macao-China. In all countries the effect sizes remain below 0.3.

A list of the school factors and an explanation of the model used is given in Chapter 5.

For the 30 OECD countries included in this comparison, the correlation between mean student performance in mathematics

and GDP per capita is 0.43. The explained variation is obtained as the square of the correlation.

. Cumulative expenditure for a given country is approximated as follows: let n(0), n(1) and n(2) be the typical number of

years spent by a student from the age of six up to the age of 15 years in primary, lower secondary and upper secondary
education. Let E(0), E(1) and E(2) be the annual expenditure per student in US dollars converted using purchasing power
parities in primary, lower secondary and upper secondary education, respectively. The cumulative expenditure is then
calculated by multiplying current annual expenditure E by the typical duration of study n for each level of education i using
the following formula:

2
CE = n(i)* E(i)

i=0
Estimates for n(i) are based on the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) (OECD, 1997).
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Student Learning: Attitudes, Engagement and Strateqgies [

Schools need to maintain
and develop children’s
positive disposition to

learning. ..

... help students acquire
the skills to manage their

own learning. ..

...foster students’ interest
in and positive attitudes
towards the subjects they

learn. ..

...and strengthen student
engagement with school

more generally.

To shed light on this,
PISA assessed student

approaches to ]earning. ..

...and this chapter gives

a profile of ...

INTRODUCTION

Most children come to school ready and willing to learn. How can schools
foster and strengthen this predisposition and ensure that young adults leave
school with the motivation and capacity to continue learning throughout life?
Without the development of these attitudes and skills, individuals will not be
well prepared to acquire the new knowledge and skills necessary for successful
adaptation to changing circumstances.

In school, teachers manage much of students’ learning. However, learning is
enhanced if students can manage it themselves; moreover, once they leave school,
people have to manage most of their own learning, To do this, they need to be able
to establish goals, to persevere, to monitor their learning progress, to adjust their
learning strategies as necessary and to overcome difficulties in learning. Students
who leave school with the autonomy to set their own learning goals and with a sense
that they can reach those goals are better equipped to learn throughout their lives.

A genuine interest in school subjects is important as well. Students with an
interest in a subject like mathematics are likely to be more motivated to manage
their own learning and develop the requisite skills to become effective learners
of that subject. Hence, interest in mathematics is relevant when considering the
development of effective learning strategies for mathematics. In contrast, anxiety
about learning mathematics can act as a barrier to effective learning. Students
who feel anxious about their ability to cope in mathematics learning situations

may avoid them and thus lose important career and life opportunities.

Finally, the majority of students’ learning time is spent in school and as such
the climate of the school is important for the creation of effective learning
environments. If a student feels alienated and disengaged from the learning
contexts in school, his or her potential to master fundamental skills and concepts
and develop effective learning skills is likely to be reduced.

A comprehensive assessment of how well a country is performing in education
must therefore look at these cognitive, affective and attitudinal aspects in addition
to academic performance. To this end, PISA 2003 establishes a broader profile of
what students are like as learners at age 15, one that includes students’ learning
strategies and some of the non-cognitive outcomes of schooling that are important
for lifelong learning: their motivation, their engagement and their beliefs about
their own capacities. Since the focus of PISA 2003 was on mathematics, most of

these issues were analysed in the context of mathematics as well.

This chapter reports and analyses these results. It secks to provide a better
understanding of how various aspects of students’ attitudes to learning and their
learning behaviour relate to each other and to student performance, it observes
how these relationships differ across countries, and it explores the distribution of
relevant characteristics among students, schools and countries. After summarising
existing evidence and explaining how students’ characteristics as learners are

measured and reported in 2003, the chapter analyses in turn:
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* Students’ engagement with mathematics and school. This is related both to their
own interest and enjoyment and to external incentives. Subject motivation is
often regarded as the driving force behind learning, but the analysis extends
the picture to students’ more general attitudes towards school including stu-
dents’ sense of belonging at school.

* Students’ beliefs about themselves. This includes students’ views about their own
competence and learning characteristics in mathematics, as well as attitudinal
aspects, which have both been shown to have a considerable impact on the way
they set goals, the strategies they use and their performance.

= Students’ anxiety in mathematics, which is common among students in many

countries and is known to affect performance.

* Students’ learning strategies. This considers what strategies students use during
learning. Also of interest is how these strategies relate to motivational factors and
students’ self-related beliefs as well as to students’ performance in mathematics.

The chapter places considerable emphasis on comparing approaches to learning
for males and females. Although Chapter 2 has shown gender differences in
student performance in mathematics to be moderate, this chapter shows that
there are marked differences between males and females in their interest in and
enjoyment of mathematics, their self-related beliefs, as well as their emotions
and learning strategies related to mathematics. An important reason why these
additional dimensions warrant policy attention is that research shows them to
influence decisions about enrolment in school tracks or study programmes and
courses where mathematics is an important subject. These decisions may, in

turn, shape students’ post-secondary education and career choices.

When interpreting the analyses reported in this chapter, three caveats need
to be borne in mind. First, constructs such as interest in and enjoyment of
mathematics and the use of particular types of learning strategies are based on
students’ self-reports, and not on direct measures. To measure directly whether
students actually adopt certain approaches to learning, one would need to
examine their actions in specific situations. This requires in-depth interview
and observation methods of a type that cannot be applied in a large-scale
survey like PISA (Artelt, 2000; Boekaerts, 1999; Lehtinen, 1992). While PISA
collects information on the extent to which students generally adopt various
learning strategies that have been shown to be important for successful learning
outcomes, such necessary preconditions for successful learning do not guarantee
that a student will actually regulate his or her learning on specific occasions.
However, by looking at such characteristics and at students’ views on how they
see themselves, one can obtain a good indication of whether a student is likely to
regulate his or her own learning, and this is the approach taken by PISA. At the
centre of this approach is the hypothesis that students who approach learning
with confidence, with strong motivation and with a range of learning strategies
at their disposal are more likely to be successful learners. This hypothesis has

been borne out by the research referred to in Box 3.1.
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Second, students across countries may vary with respect to how they perceive
and respond to the questionnaire items on which the constructs are based.
This is quite understandable since the survey asks students to make subjective
assessments about things such as how hard they work, while at the same time
students perceive their attitudes and behaviour within a frame of reference
shaped by their school and culture. It cannot be taken for granted, for
example, that a student who says that he or she works hard has characteristics
comparable to a student in another country who says the same: cultural
factors can influence profoundly the way in which such responses are given.
This is emphasised by research showing that self-reported characteristics are
vulnerable to problems of comparability across cultures (e.g., Heine et al.,
1999; van de Vijver and Leung, 1997; Bempechat, et al., 2002) and has been
confirmed by analyses of students’ responses in PISA. Analyses of PISA 2000
data (OECD, 2003b) as well as PISA 2003 data have shown that for some of
the student characteristics measured in PISA, most notably their self-beliefs
and their sense of belonging at school, valid cross-country comparisons
can be made. In these cases, similar relationships between self-reported
characteristics and student performance within and across countries indicate
that the characteristics being measured are comparable across countries.
In contrast, for other measures — most notably interest in mathematics,
instrumental motivation, the use of elaboration and control strategies — cross-
country comparisons are more difficult to make.

Nevertheless, even where cross-country comparisons of student reports are
problematic, it is often still possible to compare the distribution of a particular
characteristic among students within different countries. Thus, for example,
while the average level of instrumental motivation in two countries may not
be comparable in absolute terms, the way in which student scores on a scale of
instrumental motivation are distributed around each country’s average can be
compared in building up country profiles of approaches to learning. Differences
among subgroups within countries as well as structural relationships between
students’ approaches to learning and their performance on the combined PISA
mathematics test will therefore be the main focus of the results presented here.

Third, while analyses of associations raise questions of causality, these remain
difficult to answer. It may be, for example, that good performance and
attitudes towards learning are mutually reinforcing. Alternatively, it could be
that students with higher natural ability both perform well and use particular
learning strategies. Other factors, such as home background or differences in the
schooling environment, may also play a part. However, research has identified
some measurable learning characteristics of students that are associated with
the tendency to regulate learning, as well as with better performance. Research
has also shown that learning is more likely to be effective where a student
plays a proactive role in the learning process — for example drawing on strong
motivation and clear goals to select an appropriate learning strategy.' These are

the basis for this chapter.
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Existing evidence on student approaches to learning and
how it frames PISAS approach

Evidence from earlier research has played an important role in the construction
of the PISA measures on learner characteristics, both in terms of establishing
which aspects of students’ learning approaches are important and in terms of
developing accurate measures of those approaches.

Researchoneffective studentapproachestolearninghasfocused onunderstanding
what it is for a student to regulate his or her own learning. This focus derives
both from the direct evidence (Box 3.1) that such regulation yields benefits in
terms of improved student performance and also from the assumption (albeit
not presently backed by strong research) that lifelong learning is reliant on self-
regulation. The latter view is increasingly important in analysis of educational
outcomes. For example, a large conceptual study on Defining and Selecting
Competencies, carried out by the Swiss Federal Statistical Office in collaboration
with the OECD, identified three key categories of the broader outcomes of
schooling. One of these, personal skills, was defined in terms of “the ability to
act autonomously” (Rychen and Salganik, 2002).”

Although there have been varying definitions of self-regulated learning, it is
generally understood to involve students being motivated to learn, selecting
appropriate learning goals to guide the learning process using appropriate
knowledge and skills to direct learning and consciously selecting learning

strategies appropriate to the task at hand.

Box 3.1 m Students who regulate their learning perform better

There is a broad literature on the effects of self-regulated learning on
scholastic achievement. Students who are able to regulate their learning
effectively are more likely to achieve specific learning goals. Empirical
evidence for such positive effects of regulating one’s learning and using
learning strategies stems from:

* Experimental research (e.g., Willoughby and Wood, 1994);

* Research on training (e.g., Lehtinen, 1992; Rosenshine and Meister,
1994); and

* Systematic observation of students while they are learning (e.g., Artelt,
2000) including studies that ask students to think aloud about their
own awareness and regulation of learning processes (e.g., Veenman and

van Hout-Wolters, 2002).
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Research demonstrates the importance of a combination of such factors
in a particular learning episode (e.g., Boekaerts, 1999). Students must
be able to draw simultancously on a range of resources. Some of these
resources are concerned with knowledge about how to process information
(cognitive resources) and awareness of different available learning strategies
(metacognitive resources). Learners may be aware of appropriate learning
strategies, but not put them into use (Flavell and Wellman, 1977). Therefore,
students also need motivational resources that contribute to their readiness, for
example, to define their own goals, interpret success and failure appropriately,
and translate wishes into intentions and plans (Weinert, 1994).

Self-regulated learning thus depends on the interaction between what students
know and can do on the one hand, and on their motivation and dispositions on
the other. PISA’s investigation of student approaches to learning is therefore
based on a model combining these two broad elements. They interact strongly
with each other. For example, students’ motivation to learn has a profound
impact on their choice of learning strategies because, as shown below, some
strategies require a considerable degree of time and effort to implement
(Hatano, 1998).

Studies investigating how students actually regulate learning and use appropriate
strategies have found particularly strong associations between approaches to
learning and performance. Less direct but easier to measure, students’ attitudes
and behaviours associated with self-regulated learning — such as their motivation
and tendency to use certain strategies — are also associated with performance,
albeit generally less strongly.

Measuring whether students are likely to adopt effective approaches
to learning

Following the principle described above — that certain characteristics make
it more likely that students will approach learning in beneficial ways — PISA
examined a number of such characteristics and asked students several questions
about each of them in the context of mathematics. These categories came under
the four broad elements of motivation, self-related beliefs, emotional factors
and learning strategies. Figure 3.1 sets out the characteristics being investigated,
giving a brief rationale for their selection, based on previous research, as well as
examples of exactly what students were asked. The full set of questions is shown

in Annex Al.

To what extent can one expect an accurate self-assessment by 15-year-olds of
their learning approaches? Evidence from selected countries shows that by the
age of 15, students’ knowledge about their own learning and their ability to give
valid answers to questionnaire items have developed considerably (Schneider,
1996). It can thus be assumed that the data provide a reasonable picture of
student learning approaches.
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Figure 3 .1 m Characteristics and attitudes of students as learners in mathematics

Category of characteristics
and rationale

Student characteristics used
to construct a scale to report results

A. Motivational factors and general attitudes
towards school

Motivation is often considered the driving force behind
learning, One can distinguish motives deriving from external
rewards for good performance such as praise or future
prospects and internally generated motives such as interest in
subject areas (Deci and Ryan, 1985). Students’ more general
attitudes towards school and their sense of belonging at
school were also considered both as predictors for learning
outcomes and as important outcomes of schooling in
themselves.

1. Interest in and enjoyment of mathematics. Students
were asked about their interest in mathematics as a subject
as well as their enjoyment of learning mathematics.

Interest in and enjoyment of a subject is a relatively stable
orientation that affects the intensity and continuity of
engagement in learning situations, the selection of strategies

and the depth of understanding,

2. Instrumental motivation in mathematics. Students
were asked to what extent they are encouraged to learn by
external rewards such as good job prospects. Longitudinal
studies (e.g., Wigﬁeld et al., 1998) show that such
motivation influences both study choices and performance.

3. Attitudes toward school. Students were asked to think
about what they had learned at school in relation to how
the school had prepared them for adult life, given them
confidence to make decisions, taught them things that could
be useful in their job or been a waste of time.

4. Sense of belonging at school. Students were asked to
express their perceptions about whether their school was a
place where they felt like an outsider, made friends easily,
felt like they belonged, felt awkward and out of place or
felt lonely.

B. Self-related beliefs in mathematics

Learners form views about their own competence and
learning characteristics. These have considerable impact
on the way they set goals, the strategies they use and
their achievement (Zimmerman, 1999). Two ways of
defining these beliefs are: in terms of how well students
think that they can handle even difficult tasks — self-
efficacy (Bandura, 1994); and in terms of their belief in
their own abilities — self-concept (Marsh, 1993). These
two constructs are closely associated with one another,
but nonetheless distinct.

Self-related beliefs are sometimes referred to in terms of
self-confidence, indicating that such beliefs are positive.

In both cases, confidence in oneself has important benefits
for motivation and for the way in which students approach

learning tasks.

5. Self-efficacy in mathematics. Students were asked
to what extent they believe in their own ability to handle
learning situations in mathematics effectively, overcoming
difficulties. This affects students’ willingness to take on
challenging tasks and to make an effort and persist in
tackling them. It thus has a key impact on motivation
(Bandura, 1994).

6. Self-concept in mathematics. Students were asked
about their belief in their own mathematical competence.

Belief in one’s own abilities is highly relevant to successful
learning (Marsh, 1986), as well as being a goal in its own

right.
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C. Emotional factors in mathematics

Students’ avoidance of mathematics due to emotional
stress is reported to be widespread in many countries.
Some research treats this construct as part of general
attitudes to mathematics, though it is generally considered
distinct from attitudinal variables.

7. Anxiety in mathematics. Students were asked to
what extent they feel helpless and under emotional stress
when dealing with mathematics. The effects of anxiety in
mathematics are indirect, once self-related cognitions are
taken into account (Meece et al., 1990).

D. Student learning strategies in mathematics

Learning strategies are the plans students select to achieve
their goals: the ability to do so distinguishes competent
learners who can regulate their learning (Brown et al.,

1983).

Cognitive strategies that require information processing
skills include, but are not limited to, memorisation and
elaboration. Metacognitive strategies, entailing conscious
regulation of one’s own learning, are measured in the
concept of control strategies.

8. Memorisation/rehearsal strategies. Students

were asked about their use of learning strategies for
mathematics that involve representations of knowledge
and procedures stored in memory with little or no further

processing.

9. Elaboration strategies. Students were asked about
their use of learning strategies for mathematics that
involve connecting new material to prior learning, By
exploring how knowledge learned in other contexts
relates to new material students acquire greater

understanding than through simple memorisation.

10. Control strategies. Students were asked about their
use of learning strategies for mathematics that involve
checking what one has learned and working out what
one still needs to learn, allowing learners to adapt their
learning to the task at hand. These strategies are used to
ensure that one’s learning goals are reached and are at the
heart of the approaches to learning measured by PISA.

This section examines
four aspects of student
engagement with
mathematics and school
and relates these to

pe}formance.

Intrinsic motivation
shows whether students
have interest which
encourdges them

to study hard.

STUDENTS' ENGAGEMENT WITH LEARNING IN MATHEMATICS
AND SCHOOL MORE GENERALLY

This section describes four constructs collected from students in PISA 2003 that
are related to a positive disposition to school and learning and then proceeds
to report how these variables relate to achievement. Two of the constructs are
specific to learning in mathematics (interest in and enjoyment of mathematics
or intrinsic motivation, and instrumental or external motivation), while two
relate to more general engagement with schooling (attitude towards school
and sense of belonging at school). As well as being related thematically, these
variables are related to each other empirically —i.e. there are strong associations
between them.

Interest in and enjoyment of mathematics

Motivation and engagement can be regarded as the driving forces of learning.
They can also affect students’ quality of life during their adolescence and can
influence whether they will successfully pursue further educational or labour
market opportunities. In particular, given the importance of mathematics for
students’ future lives, education systems need to ensure that students have
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Box3.2 m Interpreting the PISA indices

The measures are presented as indices that summarise student responses to a series of related ques-
tions constructed on the basis of previous research (Annex Al). The validity of comparisons across
countries was explored using structural equation modelling. In describing students in terms of each
characteristic (e.g., interest in mathematics), scales were constructed on which the average OECD
student (e.g., the student with an average level of interest) was given an index value of zero, and about
two-thirds of the OECD student population are between the values of -1 and 1 (i.e., the index has a
standard deviation of 1). Negative values on an index do not necessarily imply that students responded
negatively to the underlying questions. Rather, a student with a negative score responded less positively
than students on average across OECD countries. Likewise, a student with a positive score responded
more positively than the average in the OECD area. As each indicator is introduced below, a diagram
shows more precisely which scores are associated with particular responses.

Wherever standard deviations are reported, these refer to the standard deviation of the distribution
in the OECD area.

Box 3.3 m Comparing the magnitude of differences across countries

Sometimes it is useful to compare differences in an index between groups, such as males and
females, across countries. A problem that may occur in such instances is that the distribution of
the index varies across countries. One way to resolve this is to calculate an effect size that accounts
for differences in the distributions. An effect size measures the difference between, say, the interest
in mathematics of male and female students in a given country, relative to the average variation in
interest in mathematics scores among male and female students in the country.

An effect size also allows a comparison of differences across measures that differ in their metric. For
example, it is possible to compare effect sizes between the PISA indices and the PISA test scores.

In accordance with common practices, effect sizes less than 0.20 are considered small in this volume,
effect sizes in the order of 0.50 are considered medium, and effect sizes greater than 0.80 are
considered large. Many comparisons in this chapter consider differences only if the effect sizes are
equal to or great than 0.20, even if smaller differences are still statistically significant.

For detailed information on the construction of the indices, see Annex A1.

both the interest and the motivation to continue learning in this area beyond
school. Interest in and enjoyment of particular subjects, or intrinsic motivation,
affects both the degree and continuity of engagement in learning and the
depth of understanding reached. This effect has been shown to operate largely
independently of students’ general motivation to learn (see also the last section
of this chapter). For example, a student who is interested in mathematics
and therefore tends to study diligently may or may not show a high level of
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general learning motivation, and vice versa. Hence, an analysis of the pattern
of students’ interest in mathematics is important. Such an analysis can reveal
significant strengths and weaknesses in attempts by education systems to
promote motivation to learn in various subjects among different sub-groups of

students.

In PISA 2000, which focussed on reading, students felt generally positive about
reading. In contrast, students in PISA 2003 (as well as in PISA 2000) expressed
less enthusiasm for mathematics. For example while, on average across OECD
countries, about half of the students report being interested in the things they
learn in mathematics, only 38 per cent agree or strongly agree with the statement
that they do mathematics because they enjoy it.

Less than one-third report looking forward to their mathematics lessons. In fact,
in countries such as Belgium, Finland, France, Korea, Iceland, Italy, Latvia, the
Netherlands, Portugal, Serbia’ and Spain fewer than half as many students who
report an interest in the things they learn in mathematics, say that they look
forward to their mathematics lessons (Figure 3.2).

Itis, of course, well established that intrinsic motivation tends to be lower at later
stages of schooling and students seem often to lose interest in and enjoyment
of mathematics after primary education. This is partly an effect of increasing
differentiation of students’ interests and their investment of time as they grow
older. However, to what extent is lower interest in mathematics an inevitable
outcome, and to what extent a consequence of the ways in which schooling
takes place and mathematics is taught? One way to examine this is to explore
how educational systems vary in this respect and to what extent any observed
differences among schools within countries in student motivation relate to

differences in educational policies and practices.

Students’ reports of their interest in and enjoyment of mathematics can be
represented on an index constructed so that the average score across OECD
countries is 0 and two-thirds score between 1 and -1. A positive value on the
index indicates that students report interest in and enjoyment of mathematics
higher than the OECD average. A negative value indicates an interest lower than
the OECD average (Box 3.2).*

The OECD averages mask significant differences among countries. For
example, in the Czech Republic, Hungary and Japan 40 per cent or less of
students agree or strongly agree that they are interested in the things they learn
in mathematics, while more than two-thirds of students in France, Mexico
and Portugal, as well as in the PISA partner countries Brazil, Indonesia, the
Russian Federation, Thailand, Tunisia, and Uruguay agree or strongly agree
with this statement. This being said, research in PISA 2000 pointed out that it
is difficult to interpret the meaning of absolute values on the index of interest
in and enjoyment of mathematics across countries and cultures (Figure 3.2

and Table 3.1).
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Nevertheless, even if absolute index values are difficult to compare across
countries, it is reasonable to compare how closely student interest in and
enjoyment of mathematics relate to student performance within each country.
While the results from PISA 2003 do not necessarily show that countries with
“more interested” students achieve, on average, better mathematics results (in
fact, students in one of the best performing countries, Japan, report the lowest
interest in and enjoyment of mathematics), the results do show that, within
each country, students with greater interest in and enjoyment of mathematics
tend to achieve better results than those with less interest in and enjoyment of
mathematics. However, the strength of this relationship varies by country.

Table 3.1 shows in more detail the relationship between students’ interest in
and enjoyment of mathematics and mathematics performance. This is done by
dividing students into four groups according to their value on the index. The
average mathematics score of students in each of the four groups is shown for
each country. When comparing across countries how well students in the top
quarter and the bottom quarter of the index perform in mathematics, readers
should bear in mind that the overall level of interest in mathematics itself varies
between countries, so that these score differences should be interpreted with
respect to each country mean. The third panel of Figure 3.2 summarises the
relationship between interest in and enjoyment of mathematics and mathematics
performance. The length of the bar shows the increase in mathematics scores
per unit (i.e., one OECD standard deviation) of the index of interest in and
enjoyment of mathematics. The values to the right of the bar show the percentage
of variance in mathematics performance that is explained by the index of
interest in and enjoyment of mathematics. On average across OECD countries,
the increase is equal to 12 score points. But the increase ranges from a negligible
or very modest impact in Austria, Hungary, Luxembourg, Mexico, the United
States and the partner countries Indonesia, Liechtenstein, Serbia, Thailand and
Tunisia to between 27 and 36 score points, or roughly half a proficiency level in
mathematics or the equivalent of the performance difference corresponding to a
year of schooling,” in Denmark, Finland, Japan, Korea, Norway, Sweden and the
partner country Hong Kong-China. Finland, Japan and Korea stand out because
their average performance in mathematics is high but students do not express
strong interest in mathematics. Nevertheless, the performance gap within these
countries between students who express greater or lesser interest is also high,
with the PISA index of interest in and enjoyment of mathematics explaining
11 per cent of the variance in mathematics performance in Finland and 8 per
cent in Japan.

As noted before, the causal nature of this relationship may well be complex
and is difficult to discern. Interest in the subject and performance may be
mutually reinforcing and may also be affected by other factors, such as the social
backgrounds of students and their schools. Indeed, as shown later inTable 3.12,
the relationship between intrinsic motivation and student performance in

mathematics diminishes considerably or even becomes negligible in most
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Figure 3.2 m Students’ interest in and enjoyment of mathematics

Percentage of students agreeing
or strongly agreeing with the
following statements:

gs I learn in

-2.5

=
;2
5 Zu g 2
T2 8% < £%
LE ZE X =g
Tunisia 76 63 67 82
Indonesia 78 65 74 70
Thailand 70 66 69 84
Mexico 64 50 45 87
Brazil 52 47 61 80
Turkey 60 50 58 65
Denmark 48 47 59 65
Uruguay 40 51 48 70
Russian Fed. 28 41 41 69
Hong Kong-China 37 45 52 51
Portugal 35 27 47 69
Macao-China 34 35 45 43
New Zealand 35 41 39 56
Switzerland 24 41 52 60
Poland 40 30 40 54
Greece 46 27 44 50
Liechtenstein 22 41 52 54
Sweden 49 30 35 53
Italy 31 28 47 60
Latvia 26 22 41 55
Germany 21 40 43 55
France 31 24 47 67
United States 32 40 34 51
Slovak Republic 27 34 33 58
Australia 28 37 36 51
Canada 31 34 36 52
Ireland 29 32 33 48
Serbia 29 20 35 48
Spain 32 20 37 61
Iceland 33 24 38 49
Korea 29 22 31 44
Belgium 23 23 33 54
Norway 26 29 34 50
Czech Republic 10 30 31 40
Netherlands 20 20 35 46
Hungary 18 24 27 40
Finland 18 20 25 45
Luxembourg 21 30 33 43
Austria 20 31 28 41
Japan 13 26 26 32
OECD average 31 31 38 53
United Kingdom' 30 35 34 49
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1. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).

Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 3.1.
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countries when other learner characteristics are accounted for. However,
whatever the nature of this relationship, a positive disposition towards

mathematics remains an important educational goal in its own right.

While the preceding chapter showed that differences in the mathematics
performance of males and females in at least two of the four mathematics scales
tend to be small or moderate, it is noteworthy that, with the exception of Iceland,
Ireland, Portugal, Spain and the partner countries the Russian Federation
and Thailand, males express significantly higher interest in and enjoyment of
mathematics than females, and particularly so in Austria, Germany, Switzerland
and the partner country Liechtenstein (Table 3.1). As an example, on average
across OECD countries, 37 per cent of males (compared with 25 per cent of
females) agree or strongly agree with the statement that they enjoy reading
about mathematics. As an even more extreme example, in Switzerland 33 per
cent of males compared with just 13 per cent of females report enjoying reading
about mathematics (for data see www.pisa.oecd.org). When gender differences on
the PISA index of interest in and enjoyment of mathematics are converted into
effect sizes (Figure 3.14 and Table 3.16), 21 of the 41 countries participating in
PISA show effect sizes equal to or greater than 0.20, which can be interpreted
as relevant to educational policy (Box 3.3). In contrast, gender differences in
mathematics performance that exceed effect sizes of 0.20 only exist in Greece,
Korea and the Slovak Republic and in the partner countries Liechtenstein and
Macao-China (Table 3.16, Box 3.3).

This is of concern for policy as these data reveal inequalities between the genders
in the effectiveness with which schools and societies promote motivation and

interest in mathematics.

Instrumental motivation

Beyond a general interest in mathematics, how do 15-year-olds assess the
relevance of mathematics to their own life and what role does such external
motivation play with regard to their mathematics performance? Among OECD
countries 75 per cent of 15-year-olds agree or strongly agree with the statements
that making an effort in mathematics is worth it because it will help them in
the work that they want to do later on. Seventy-eight per cent of 15-year-olds
agree or strongly agree that learning mathematics is important because it will
help them with the subjects that they want to study further on in school. Sixty-
six per cent of them agree or strongly agree that mathematics is an important
subject because they need it for what they want to study later on. And 70 per
cent agree or strongly agree that they will learn many things in mathematics that
will help them get a job (see first panel of Figure 3.3a).

Nevertheless, significant proportions of students disagree or disagree strongly
with such statements. There is also considerable cross-country variation in
self-reported instrumental motivation. Only half of the students in Japan and
Luxembourg agree or strongly agree that making an effort in mathematics is

It is of concern that

in most countries

males are statistically
significantly more
interested in mathematics
than females, and in
half of the countries

this difference is very

substantial.

Most students believe that
success in mathematics
will help them in their
future work and study. ..

...but in some countries

on/}' ha]fhave such attitudes,
a notable finding despite
difficulties with comparability.
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Figure 3.33 m Students’ instrumental motivation in mathematics
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1. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (sece Annex A3).
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 3.2a.
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worth it, because it will help them in the work they want to do (Figure 3.3a).
Similarly, the percentage of students that agree or strongly agree that they will
learn many things in mathematics that will help them get a job is only around
46 per cent in Japan and Korea and also less than 60 per cent in Austria, Belgium
and Luxembourg (it is 70 per cent on average across the OECD). Among the
partner countries, this figure is equal to or more than 60 per cent. While
the difficulties of comparing student responses on this index across cultures
are acknowledged, the magnitude of these observed differences warrants
attention.

As in the case of interest in and enjoyment of mathematics, countries can
be compared on an index that summarises the different questions about
instrumental motivation in mathematics (see www.pisa.oecd.org for the item map
and Table 3.2a and Figure 3.3a for data). The third panel of Figure 3.3a shows
the relationship between student instrumental motivation in mathematics and
mathematics performance, measured in terms of the increase in mathematics
performance associated with a one unit (one standard deviation) increase on the
PISA index of instrumental motivation (Table 3.2a).

Although the results show that the relationship between performance and
instrumental motivation is much weaker than with intrinsic motivation (i.e.,
interest in and enjoyment of mathematics), instrumental or extrinsic motivation
has been found to be an important predictor for course selection, career choice
and performance (Eccles, 1994).

Obviously, the choices that the 15-year-olds assessed in PISA 2003 will make
in their future lives cannot be known. However, PISA asked 15-year-olds what
education level they expect to attain. In most countries, levels of instrumental
motivation are higher among students aspiring to at least completing educational
programmes that provide access to tertiary education. This relationship is
stronger still if the students expect to complete a tertiary programme, as is
shown in the first panel of Figure 3.3b (Table 3.2b). However, this pattern is not
universal, as shown in the second panel of the same figure.

Last but not least, it is also noteworthy that in the countries where the
difference in instrumental motivation between males and females is largest,
namely in Austria, Germany, the Netherlands and Switzerland, the share of
women graduating from university-level tertiary programmes in mathematics
or computer science is below the OECD average and in some of these countries
it is significantly below this benchmark (OECD, 2004a).® This observation
supports the hypothesis that instrumental motivation in different subject
matter areas, combined with other influences, is predictive of the future labour
market and career choice of students. These differences are even more striking
as Table 3.3 shows that, overall, females have higher expectation toward their
future occupations than males. In the combined OECD area, 89 per cent of
females, but only 76 per cent of males expect to hold a white-collar occupation

by the age of 30.
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Figure 3 3b m Students’ instrumental motivation in mathematics and their educational expectations

Females A Mean index of intrumental motivation in mathematics for females expecting to complete
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Students’ perception of how well school has prepared them for life

All education systems aspire not just to transmit subject knowledge but also to
prepare students well for life in general. The views of the majority of 15-year-
olds suggest that education systems are quite successful in this respect. Typical
students in the OECD area disagree with the statement that school has done
little to prepare them for adult life when they leave school. They also disagree
or strongly disagree that school has been a waste of time. In contrast, they agree
that school helped give them confidence to make decisions and agree that school

has taught them things which could be useful in a job.

Nevertheless, a significant minority of students, 8 per cent on average across
OECD countries, consider school a waste of time and an average of 32 per
cent consider that school has done little to prepare them for life. In Germany,
Hungary, Luxembourg, Mexico, Turkey and, among the partner countries, in
Hong Kong-China, Liechtenstein, Macao-China and Uruguay, those agreeing
or strongly agreeing that school has done little to prepare them for life exceeds
40 per cent (see first panel of Figure 3.4). This suggests that there is room for
improvement in general attitudes towards schooling for 15-year-olds.

As in the case of interest in and enjoyment of mathematics, an index summarises
results in different countries for the questions about attitudes towards school
(see www.pisa.oecd.org for the item map and Table 3.4 for data).

To what extent are the attitudes of students towards school an attribute of
the educational programmes or the schools that they attend? This question
is difficult to answer. However, the last two columns in Figure 3.4 show
that, in some countries at least, students’ attitudes vary greatly from one
school to another. The first of these two columns shows the average level
of students’ attitudes towards schools in one of the schools with the lowest
such attitudes, defined as the school below which only 5 per cent of schools
report more negative attitudes. The last column shows the average level of
students’ attitudes towards school in a school where attitudes are higher
than in 95 per cent of the other schools. Together, the two columns thus
provide an indication of the range of student attitudes among schools. While
differences in these attitudes among students within schools tend to be much
larger than differences across schools, the latter are nonetheless significant.
In most countries, attitudes in schools where they are most positive tend to
be around a standard deviation higher than where they are the most negative.
Hence, although students within schools differ far more than schools do in
this respect, there are considerable differences between schools in many
countries. This is most notably the case in Austria, Greece, Hungary, Iceland,
Italy, Mexico, Turkey and the United States as well as in the partner countries
Brazil and the Russian Federation.

In contrast, schools in Finland, Japan, Korea, the Netherlands and the partner
country Hong Kong-China differ less with regard to attitudes towards school.
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Figure 3.4 m Students’ attitudes towards school
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However, what is equally clear from the analysis is that poor attitudes towards
school are not confined to a small number of schools. Indeed, there are few
schools in any country in which this cannot be considered an issue. In two
countries, Japan and the partner country Hong Kong-China, even in the 5 per
cent of schools with the most positive student attitudes towards school, school
means fall below the OECD average.

A relationship between students’ attitude to school and student achievement is
not evident from the data. Nonetheless, the promotion of positive attitudes to
school is worthwhile given that it has been shown to relate to other important

outcomes relevant to learning for life.

Gender differences in attitude to school are statistically significant in all countries
except in Korea and New Zealand and in the partner countries Hong Kong-
China, Liechtenstein and Macao-China. Females generally report far more
positive attitudes towards school.

Students’ sense of belonging at school

Beyond students’ perception of how well school has prepared them for life,
their overall sense of belonging at school is also important. For most students,
school is central to their daily life. They view schooling as essential to their long-
term well-being, and this attitude is reflected in their participation in academic
and non-academic pursuits. These students tend to have good relations with
school staff and with other students — they feel that they belong at school.
However, some youths do not share this sense of belonging, and do not believe
that academic success will have a strong bearing on their future. These feelings
and attitudes may result in their becoming disaffected with school (Finn, 1989;
Jenkins, 1995). They may withdraw from school activities, and in some cases
participate in disruptive behaviour and display negative attitudes towards teachers
and other students. Meeting the needs of students who have become disaffected
from school is a major challenge facing teachers and school administrators.

Much of the research on students’ sense of belonging at school has been concerned
with its relationship to student performance. This chapter also examines this
issue. However, in addition, students’ sense of belonging at school can be seen
as a disposition towards learning, working with others and functioning in a
social institution. It is known that students who have behavioural problems tend
to be disaffected with school (Offord and Waters, 1983). In some countries,
longitudinal studies that have followed young people with behavioural problems
into adulthood have found that nearly one-half of them continue to suffer from
psychological and social difficulties as adults (Offord and Bennett, 1994).
Thus, the sense of belonging at school can be, for some students, indicative
of economic or educational success and long-term health and well-being. As
such, this perception deserves to be treated alongside academic performance
as an important outcome of schooling. Moreover, the sense of belonging at
school should not be considered an unalterable trait of individuals, stemming
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Iypically, students in
OECD countries have
a positive sense of

belonging at school. . .

...but in some countries,
relatively large numbers
have a low sense of

belonging at school. ..

...and even in some
countries where overall
students have a high sense
of belonging at school,
Signy’fcant proportions
feel negative.

solely from students’ experiences at home, but as entailing perceptions that
can be affected by teachers and parents, as well as shaped by school policy and
practice.

Students’ sense of belonging at school was measured by asking them about
their feelings about school as a place. Overall, students in the OECD report a
positive sense of belonging at their school. On average across OECD countries,
81 per cent of the students agree or strongly agree that their school is a place
where they feel like they belong. Eighty-nine per cent agree or strongly agree
that their school is a place where they make friends easily. Ninety per cent
disagree or strongly disagree that they feel awkward and out of place, and 93
per cent disagree or strongly disagree that school is a place where they feel like
an outsider or left out of things (Figure 3.5).

Nevertheless, there is considerable variation across countries, which is
most readily apparent when student views are summarised on an index (see
www. pisa.oecd.org for the item map and Table 3.5a for data). Students in Austria,
Germany, Iceland, Luxembourg, Norway, Spain, Sweden and Switzerland and
in the partner countries Liechtenstein and Uruguay report the highest sense
of belonging at school. In contrast, the lowest sense of belonging at school is
reported by students in Belgium, the Czech Republic, France, Japan, Korea,
Poland, the Slovak Republic and Turkey, and in the partner countries Hong Kong-
China, Indonesia, Latvia, Macao-China, the Russian Federation and Thailand.
For example, while in Sweden 5 per cent of students report that school is a
place where they feel awkward and out of place, more than three times this
proportion report that feeling in Belgium, Japan and the partner country Tunisia

(Figure 3.5).

Within countries, there is still more variation with regard to students’ sense
of belonging at school than between countries. It is noteworthy that in some
of the countries where students, overall, express a strong sense of belonging
at school, including Austria, Germany, Luxembourg, Norway and Sweden, this
is not because there are exceptionally few students reporting a low sense of
belonging at school. Rather, this is because the quarter of students at the top end
report a particularly strong sense of belonging at school.

In 20 of the 41 participating countries, males and females report similar levels of
sense of belonging at school. However, there are some notable exceptions, with
females in Australia, Belgium, Canada, Hungary, Ireland, Japan, Mexico, Poland
and Turkey and in the partner countries in Hong Kong-China, Indonesia, Latvia,
the Russian Federation and Thailand, reporting a higher sense of belonging at
school. In contrast, the reverse is true in Finland, Korea, Spain, Sweden and the
partner country Uruguay.

Students’ answers are, of course, likely to depend on their cultural context,
their own social confidence and their feelings about school. However, analyses
of the PISA data (mentioned in the introduction) support the use of the overall

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003



Figure 3.5 m Students’ sense of belonging at school
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1. This is the school at the 5" percentile. In only 5% of schools is students’ sense of belonging at school lower.
2. This is the school at the 95" percentile. Students’ sense of belonging at school is higher than in 95% of the other schools.
3. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).

Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 3.5a.
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Most variation in the
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seem to feel they belong
at school less than those

in general streams.

response to these questions as an indicator of whether students feel that they
belong in the school environment. Thus, unlike in the case of previous indicators
reported in this chapter, students’ reports of their sense of belonging at school
produce an indicator that can be validly compared across countries.

To what extent are students who feel that they do not belong concentrated in
particular schools within each country? This question is important for education
policy, since it helps establish the extent to which disaffection is associated with
features of the school system itself or the way it interacts with students and
schools in particular circumstances.

The last two columns of Figure 3.5 give some indication of the between-school
differences in each country by showing the range of school averages of students’
sense of belonging at school. The first of these two columns shows the average
sense of belonging in a school where such attitudes are among the lowest, defined
as a school below which students’ sense of belonging is lower only in 5 per cent
of other schools. The last column shows the school average where students’

sense of belonging at school is higher than in 95 per cent of other schools.

Differences in the sense of belonging at school among students within schools —
as shown by the range from the 5" to the 95" percentiles — tend to be much larger
than differences among schools (in most countries, between-school differences
explain only around 4 per cent of the overall variation). Therefore, no school
is immune from this problem, and a strategy that is only targeted at certain
schools will not be able to address the problem fully. However, in countries
such as Austria, Denmark, Hungary, Italy, Mexico, Norway, Switzerland, and
the partner countries Liechtenstein and Thailand, students’ sense of belonging
at school differs considerably between schools. By contrast, between-school
differences in students’ sense of belonging at school are negligible in Finland,
Ireland, Japan, and the Netherlands and in the partner countries Hong Kong-
China and Macao-China.

As with attitudes to school, a low sense of belonging at school is thus not
confined to small numbers of schools in each country. In Japan and Turkey and
in the partner countries Hong Kong-China and Macao-China even in the 5 per
cent of schools with the most positive student perception of sense of belonging
at school, school means fall below the OECD average.

Determining the extent of this variation across schools is important for at least
two reasons. In countries where there is considerable variation among schools,
it may be more efficient to target certain schools for intervention, whereas if
the prevalence is fairly uniform across most schools in a country, then more
universal policies are likely to be more effective. The second reason is that if
there is considerable variation among schools in the prevalence of disaffected
students, then it may be possible to discern whether particular school factors
are related to students’ sense of belonging at school, thereby providing some
direction for what kinds of interventions might be most effective. It is beyond
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the scope of this initial report to examine such school factors but one issue
worth noting is significant variation in students’ sense of belonging at school
between different types of school programmes in some countries (Table 3.5b).
For example, in Austria and the Netherlands and in the partner countries
Indonesia and Serbia students’ sense of belonging at school is considerably
weaker in programmes geared towards vocational studies than in academically
oriented programmes. Similarly, students’ sense of belonging at school in
programmes designed to provide direct access to the labour market, tends to
be lower than in academically oriented programmes, most notably in Belgium,
the Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary, Japan, Korea and the Netherlands and
in the partner country Serbia.

While, as noted above, students’ sense of belonging at school is an important
outcome of schooling, it is also important to examine how it relates to their
performance. A common explanation of engagement is that it precedes academic
outcomes, and that when students become disengaged from school, their academic
performance begins to suffer. This may be the case for some students. However,
an equally plausible model is that a failure to succeed in academic work at school
results in student disaffection and the withdrawal from school activities. A third
model is that a range of other factors, including individual, family and school
factors, jointly influence both engagement and academic outcomes. It may also
be that the causal relationships differ, depending on students’ academic ability and
family and school contexts. In addition, these explanations are not incompatible
with one another. An understanding of the causal mechanisms associated with
engagement and academic achievement is central to educational policy in that it

affects decisions about when and how to intervene.

PISA cannot determine the causal relationships underlying students’ sense
of belonging at school and their performance (or vice versa). However, it
can provide an indication of how strong the relationships are at age 15. The
relationship between sense of belonging at school and mathematics performance

The relationship between
students’ sense of

belonging at school and
their performance can be

interpreted djﬁcrcntb' ..

...but the fact that the
strongest associations
with performance are for

whole schools rather than

can be examined both at the level of individual students and at the level of for individuals suggests

schools (Table 3.5c). At the student level, the relationship tends to be weak,
which suggests that performance and sense of belonging at school are markedly
different outcome measures. By contrast, in most countries, the sense of
belonging at school that students have in particular schools tends to be more
closely related to the average performance level of that school. In particular,
in Japan, Mexico and Turkey and in the partner country Hong Kong-China,
schools with high average levels of sense of belonging at school also tend to have
high average levels of performance.

Students’ sense of belonging at the school level — mirroring students’ shared
experience — is more likely to reflect features of the school that are relevant for
students’ sense of belonging at school. Thus, schools that provide the basis for
students to feel engaged and to experience a sense of belonging at school tend
to have better overall performance than schools where students on average feel
awkward and out of place.
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This finding has a number of implications for educational policy and practice.
The weak correlations at the student level suggest that teachers and guidance
counsellors are likely to encounter students who have a very low sense of
belonging at school but whose performance in academic subjects is average or
above average.

The moderately strong school-level correlations between students’ sense of
belonging at school and their mathematics performance mean that schools
where students tend to have a strong sense of belonging also tend to have high
levels of academic performance. The design of PISA does not allow the inference
that efforts to increase students’ sense of belonging at school are likely to lead
to better academic performance. However, the results suggest that efforts to
increase students’ sense of belonging at school will not usually be harmful to
academic performance, and vice versa. In fact, the relationship might be mutually

reinforcing.

STUDENTS’' BELIEFS ABOUT THEMSELVES

Autonomous learning requires both a critical and a realistic judgement of the
difficulty of a task as well as the ability to invest enough energy to accomplish it.
Learners form views about their own competences and learning characteristics.
These views have been shown to have considerable impact on the way they set
goals, the strategies they use and their performance. Two ways of defining these
beliefs are in terms of students’ beliefs in their own academic abilities (self-
concept) and of how much students believe in their own ability to handle tasks
effectively and overcome difficulties (self-efficacy). A third dimension relates to
emotional factors, such as feelings of helplessness and emotional stress when
dealing with mathematics. All three dimensions were investigated by PISA.

This section examines these three aspects of students’ beliefs about themselves as
learners in mathematics. It then analyses how these aspects relate to performance

in mathematics.

Students’ self-concept in mathematics

Students’ academic self-concept is both an important outcome of education and
a powerful predictor of student success. Belief in one’s own abilities is highly
relevant to successtul learning (Marsh, 1986). It can also affect other factors
such as well-being and personality development, factors that are especially
important for students from less advantaged backgrounds.

When 15-year-olds are asked about their views of their mathematical abilities,
the picture that emerges is, however, less positive than students’ self-concept
in reading, which was examined in PISA 2000 (OECD, 2001a). On average
across OECD countries, 67 per cent of students disagree or strongly disagree
that in their mathematics class, they understand even the most difficult work.
Countries vary with respect to the response patterns. For example, for the
aforementioned question, percentages disagreeing or strongly disagreeing range
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from around 84 per cent or more in Japan and Korea to 57 per cent or less in
Canada, Mexico, Sweden and the United States. Similarly, on average across OECD
countries, roughly half of the students disagree or strongly disagree that they
learn mathematics quickly. But while in Japan and Korea, as well as in the partner
country Thailand, more than 62 per cent of students disagree or strongly disagree,
the proportion is only around 40 per cent of students in Denmark and Sweden
(Figure 3.6, but note that results are reported in terms of students’ agreement
with the respective statements rather than disagreement, as in this text).

For most of these questions, comparatively large gender differences are
apparent. For example, while on average across OECD countries, 36 per cent
of males agree or strongly agree that they are simply not good at mathematics,
the average for females is 47 per cent. In Italy, Japan, Korea, Norway, Poland,
Portugal and Spain and in the partner countries Brazil, Hong Kong-China,
Indonesia, Macao-China, Thailand, Tunisia and Turkey, between 50 and 70 per
cent of females agree or strongly agree with this statement (for data, see www.

pisa.oecd.org).

Countries can be compared on an index that summarises the different questions
about students’ self-concept in mathematics. As before, the index is constructed
with the average score across OECD countries set at 0 and two-thirds scoring
between 1 and -1 (see www.pisa.oecd.org for the item map). Results for individual
countries are displayed in the second panel of Figure 3.6. Countries are here
ranked by their mean levels of self-concept in mathematics, with lines connecting
the mean of the bottom and top quarters of the distribution in each country. The

mean index by gender is shown in this ﬁgure as well as in Table 3.6.

The comparison shows that students in Canada, Denmark, Germany, Mexico,
New Zealand, the United States and the partner country Tunisia have the
greatest confidence in their mathematics abilities. Students in Japan and Korea
and in the partner country Hong Kong-China have the lowest self-concept. In
almost all countries, there is considerable variation between males and females
and in all countries males tend to show statistically significantly higher levels of
self-concept in mathematics than females. This is particularly so in Denmark,
Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Switzerland and in the partner
country Liechtenstein (Table 3.6). Nevertheless, some caution is warranted

when comparing index values on this measure across countries.

The third panel of Figure 3.6 also shows that, within countries, students’ self-
concept in mathematics is closely related to their performance on the PISA
2003 mathematics assessment. An increase of one index point on the scale of
self-concept in mathematics corresponds, on average across OECD countries,
to 32 score points on the mathematics performance scale, which is about half a

proficiency level (Table 3.6).

Besides a moderately strong association between individual students’ performance
and their self-concept in mathematics, it is perhaps even more important that the
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Figure 3.6 m Students’ self-concept in mathematics
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1. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).

Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 3.6.
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data reveal a similarly strong association at school levels. This suggests that schools
in which students tend to have a strong self-concept in mathematics also tend to
have high levels of mathematics performance. Note, however, that countries with
high average self-concept in mathematics are not necessarily countries with high

mean mathematics scores.

At one level, it is not surprising that students who perform well in PISA also  This is not just because
tend to have high opinions of their abilities. However, as explained in Box  able students are more
3.4, self-concept must be seen as much more than simply a mirror of student  confident, but also because
performance. Rather, it can have a decisive influence on the learning process.  confident students are
Whether students choose to pursue a particular learning goal is dependent — more likely to adopt

on their appraisal of their abilities and potential in a subject area and on their  cerzain learning goals.
confidence in being able to achieve this goal even in the face of difficulties. The

latter aspect of self-related beliefs is the subject of the following section.

Box 3.4 m Do students’ beliefs about their abilities simply mirror their performance?

One issue that arises when asking students what they think of their own abilities, especially in terms
of whether they can perform verbal and mathematical tasks (which are also assessed directly in
PISA), is whether this adds anything of importance to what we know about their abilities from the
assessment. In fact, both prior research and the PISA results give strong reasons for assuming that
confidence helps to drive learning success, rather than simply reflecting it. In particular:

* Research about the learning process has shown that students need to believe in their own
capacities before making necessary investments in learning strategies that will help them to higher
performance (Zimmerman, 1999). This finding is also supported by PISA: Figure 3.7 suggests
that the belief in one’s efficacy is a particularly strong predictor of whether a student will control

his or her learning.

= Much more of the observed variation in student levels of self-related beliefs occurs within
countries, within schools and within classes than would be the case if self-confidence merely
mirrored performance. That is to say, in any group of peers, even those with very low levels
of mathematics performance, the stronger performers are likely to have relatively high self-
confidence, indicating that they base this on the norms they observe around them. This illustrates
the importance of one’s immediate environment in fostering the self-confidence that students
need in order to develop as effective learners.

PISA 2000 showed that students reporting that they are good at verbal tasks do not necessarily
also believe that they are good at mathematical tasks, despite the fact that PISA 2000 revealed a
high correlation between performance on these two scales. Indeed, in most countries there was, at
most, a weak and in some cases negative correlation between verbal and mathematical self-concept
(OECD, 2003b). This can again be explained by the assertion that students’ ability judgements are
made in relation to subjective standards which are in turn based on the contexts they are in. Thus,
some students who are confident in reading may be less confident in mathematics partly because
it is a relative weak point in relation to their own overall abilities and partly because they are more
likely than weak readers to have peers who are good mathematicians.
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The picture remains, of course, largely descriptive and it will require further
analysis to examine to what extent self-related beliefs in general, and self-
concept in mathematics in particular, are related to factors such as instructional
practices and teacher feedback.

Students’ confidence in overcoming difficulties in mathematics

Successful learners are not only confident of their abilities. They also believe that
investment in learning can make a difference and help them to overcome difficulties
— that is, they have a strong sense of their own efficacy. By contrast, students who
lack confidence in their ability to learn what they judge to be important and to
overcome difficulties are exposed to failure, not only at school, but also in their
adult lives. Self-efficacy goes beyond how good students think they are in subjects
such as mathematics. It is more concerned with the kind of confidence that is
needed for them to successfully master specific learning tasks. It is therefore not
simply a reflection of a student’s abilities and performance, but has also been shown
to enhance learning activity, which in turn improves student performance.

Students’ confidence in overcoming difficulties in particular mathematics tasks can
be compared through an index of self-efficacy in mathematics. This summarises
the different questions about students’ confidence in solving certain calculations
in mathematics. The index is constructed, with the average score across OECD
countries set at 0 and with two-thirds scoring between 1 and -1 (i.e., a standard
deviation of 1) (see www. pisa.oecd.org for the item map). Evidence from PISA 2000
and PISA 2003 suggests that the index values of self-efficacy in mathematics can
be reasonably compared across countries (OECD, 2003b). Results for individual
countries are displayed in the first panel of Figure 3.7, where countries are ranked
by their mean levels of self-efficacy in mathematics, with lines connecting the
mean of the bottom and top quarters of the distribution in each country. On
average, students in Greece, Japan, Korea and Mexico and in the partner countries
Brazil, Indonesia, Thailand and Tunisia express the least self-efficacy in mathematics
whereas students in Canada, Hungary, the Slovak Republic, Switzerland and the
United States express comparatively stronger degrees of self-efficacy. However,
within each country there is considerable variation, with the top quarter of
students in most countries expressing strong confidence in handling specific
tasks related to mathematics. Variation is particularly large in Canada, Iceland,
Luxembourg, Norway, Switzerland, Turkey and the United States as seen by the
difference between the mean index for the top and the bottom quarters.

Figure 3.7 shows that students’ self-efficacy in mathematics is even more closely
related to student performance on the PISA 2003 mathematics assessment than
self-concept in mathematics. In fact, self-efficacy is one of the strongest predictors
of student performance, explaining, on average across OECD countries, 23 per
cent of the variance in mathematics performance, and more than 30 per cent
in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Japan, Korea, Norway, the Slovak Republic,
Sweden and the partner country Hong Kong-China. Even when accounting for

other learner characteristics, such as anxiety in mathematics, interest in and
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Figure 3.7 m Students’ self-efficacy in mathematics
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enjoyment of mathematics or the use of control strategies, sizeable effects sizes
remain for virtually all countries (Table 3.12).

Looked at differently, an OECD average increase of one index point on the scale
of self-efficacy in mathematics corresponds to 47 score points — just over the
equivalent of one school year — in mathematics performance (Table 3.7 and Box
2.2). Not even in the best-performing OECD countries does the quarter of
students who believe least in their own learning efficacy perform at or above the
OECD average mathematics score. In contrast, in all but five OECD countries,
students in the third quarter on the index of self-efficacy in mathematics score
above the OECD average, while students in the top quarter score above the
average performance of Finland, the highest scoring OECD country overall, in
all but six OECD countries (Table 3.7). In fact, in some of the best performing
countries, including the Czech Republic, Japan, Korea and Switzerland, the
quarter of students with least self-efficacy face a three to four times higher
probability of performing in the bottom quarter on the mathematics assessment
than students reporting average self-efficacy.

The association between mathematics efficacy and mathematics performance is
not only strong at the student level. In most countries there is also a clear tendency
for students in lower performing schools to have less confidence in their abilities
to overcome difficulties. In fact, across the OECD, 23 per cent of the mathematics
performance differences among schools can be explained by the average levels of
students’ self-efficacy in mathematics at school (Figure 3.7). This indicates that
further research, perhaps with longitudinal studies, is warranted to identify the
school and student factors associated with high efficacy, and to investigate whether
attempts to increase efficacy also result in increases in achievement.

Finally, and as stated above, students’ views about their abilities to handle challenges
in mathematics effectively should not only be considered a predictor of student
performance. These views should be considered an important outcome in their
own right, having as they do a key impact on students’ motivation and use of
control strategies (Table 3.13).

STUDENTS’ ANXIETY IN MATHEMATICS

Some students’ less favourable disposition towards mathematics may be a
consequence of earlier failures. Indeed, a considerable proportion of 15-year-
olds in PISA report feelings of helplessness and emotional stress when dealing
with mathematics (Table 3.8 and Figure 3.8). On average among OECD
countries, half of 15-year-old males and more than 60 per cent of females
report that they often worry that they will find mathematics classes difficult
and that they will get poor marks (for data see www.pisa.oecd.org). On the other
hand, fewer than 30 per cent of students across the OECD agree or strongly
agree with statements indicating that they get very nervous doing mathematics
problems, get very tense when they have to do mathematics homework or feel
helpless when doing a mathematics problem (see first panel in Figure 3.8).

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003



Figure 3.8 m Students’ anxiety in mathematics
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1. This is the school at the 5% percentile. In only 5% of schools is students’ anxiety in mathematics lower.
2.This is the school at the 95" percentile. Students’ anxiety in mathematics is higher than in 95% of the other schools.
3. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).

Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 3.8.
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There is considerable cross-country variation in the degree to which students
feel anxiety when dealing with mathematics, with students in France, Italy,
Japan, Korea, Mexico, Spain, and Turkey reporting feeling most concerned and
students in Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands and Sweden least concerned
(see second panel in Figure 3.8). For example, more than half of the students
in France and Japan report that they get very tense when they have to do
mathematics homework, but only 7 per cent of students in Finland and the
Netherlands report this. It is noteworthy that Finland and the Netherlands are
also two of the top performing countries.

More than two-thirds of the students in Greece, Italy, Japan, Korea, Mexico
and Portugal report that they often worry that it will be difficult for them in
mathematics classes, whereas only about one-third of students in Denmark
or Sweden fall into this category. Among the participating partner countries,
students in Brazil, Indonesia, Thailand, Tunisia and Uruguay report feeling more
anxiety in dealing with mathematics, with students in Liechtenstein feeling the
least anxiety. For example, more than half of students in Thailand and Tunisia
report that they get very tense when they have to do mathematics homework.
More than two-thirds of the students in Brazil, Hong Kong-China, Indonesia,
Macao-China and Tunisia report that they often worry that they will find
mathematics classes difficult.

As is to be expected, anxiety in mathematics is negatively related to student
performance. A one-point increase on the PISA index of anxiety in mathematics
corresponds, on average across OECD countries, to a 35-point drop in the
mathematics score, which is just over half a proficiency level (see the third panel
in Figure 3.8 and Table 3.8). Students in the bottom quarter of the index of
anxiety in mathematics are half as likely to be among the bottom quarter of
performers compared to the average student. This negative association remains
even if other learner characteristics —such as students’ interest in and enjoyment
of mathematics, self-efficacy in mathematics and use of control strategies — are
accounted for (Table 3.12).

As was the case with self-efficacy, the association between anxiety in mathematics
and mathematics performance is not only strong at student levels. In most
countries, there is also a clear tendency for students in lower performing schools
to report higher levels of anxiety in mathematics (Table 3.15), with 7 per cent
of the performance variance among schools explained by the average levels of
students’ anxiety in mathematics at school.

The statistically significantly higher levels of anxiety in mathematics reported
among females (apparent in all countries except Poland) are of particular concern
for education policy, most notably in Austria, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway and Switzerland. Females
also reported higher levels of anxiety in mathematics than males in all partner
countries except Serbia (Table 3.8 and Figure 3.8).
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The importance of further research in this area is underlined by the strong
prevalence of anxiety in mathematics among 15-year-olds in general, and
females in particular, coupled with the finding that in countries such as Denmark,
Sweden and the Netherlands students report much lower levels of anxiety in
mathematics. The positive experiences of the latter group of countries, which
also perform well in mathematics overall, suggest that the issue can be managed
successfully and raise questions about how these countries are addressing the
issue through the organisation of schooling and instructional delivery.

STUDENTS' LEARNING STRATEGIES

Students do not passively receive and process information. They are active
participants in the learning process, constructing meaning in ways shaped by their
own prior knowledge and new experiences. Students with a well-developed ability
to manage their own learning are able to choose appropriate learning goals, to use
their existing knowledge and skills to direct their learning, and to select learning
strategies appropriate to the task in hand. While the development of these skills
and attitudes has not always been an explicit focus of teaching in schools, it is
increasingly being explicitly identified as a major goal of schooling and should,
therefore, also be regarded as a significant outcome of the learning process. This is
particularly so as, once students leave school, they need to manage most of their
learning for themselves. To do this they must be able to establish goals, persevere,
monitor their progress, adjust their learning strategies as necessary and overcome
difficulties in learning, Therefore, while understanding and developing strategies
that will best enhance their learning will be a benefit for students at school, even
larger benefits are likely to accrue when they learn with less support in adult life.

This section describes three constructs collected from students in PISA 2003
that are related to the control of learning strategies in general (metacognitive
strategies that involve planning, monitoring and regulation); memorisation
strategies (e.g., lcarning kcy terms or repeated lcarning of material); and
elaboration strategies (e.g., making connections to related areas or thinking

about alternative solutions).

Controlling the learning process

Good learners can manage their own learning and apply an arsenal of learning
strategies in an effective manner. Conversely, students who have problems
learning on their own often have no access to effective strategies to facilitate
and monitor their learning, or fail to select a strategy appropriate to the task
in hand. Control strategies through which students can monitor their learning
by, for example, checking what they have learned and working out what they
still need to learn, form an important component of effective approaches to
learning as they help learners to adapt their learning as needed.

When asked questions about their approaches to monitoring their learning in
mathematics and relating this to their learning goals, 87 per cent of the 15-year-olds

As students are active
participants in the
Iearning process,
construcm‘n(q meaning in
ways shaped by their own
prior knowledge and new

expcriences. ..

...PISA also SOnght to

CGPILH’C dajj(érent l'}’pCS Qf
]earning Strateg}'.

Effective learners monitor
their own learning by
checking that they are
meeting their learning

goals. ..

...and most students say they

do this to some degree. ..
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...but the association
with performance, though
substantial in some
countries, tends to be

weak overall.

inthe OECD countriesagree or strongly agree that when they study for amathematics
test they try to work out what are the most important parts to learn. Seventy-three
per cent of them agree or strongly agree that when they study mathematics they
make themselves check to see if they remembered the work they had already done.
Eighty-six per cent agree or strongly agree that when they study mathematics they
try to figure out which concept they still have not understood properly. Sixty-nine
per cent agree or strongly agree that when they cannot understand something in
mathematics they always search for more information to clarify the problem. And
75 per cent of 15-year-olds agree that when they study mathematics they start by
working out exactly what they need to learn (Figure 3.9).

Students can be compared on an index that summarises the different questions
about the use of control strategies (see www.pisa.oecd.org for the item map and
Table 3.9 for data). However, analyses of the PISA 2000 data suggest that absolute
values of countries on this index cannot be easily compared because of cultural
differences in student response behaviour. Nevertheless, it is legitimate to
compare how closely student control strategies relate to student performance in
each country and how differences between males and females (or other groups)
within each country vary across countries (Table 3.9). It is also noteworthy that
females report significantly more use of control strategies in mathematics than
males in 22 of 30 OECD countries.

The relationship between the reported use of control strategies and student
performance in mathematics tends to be relatively weak, with one unit on the
index corresponding to around 6 score points on the mathematics scale, on
average across OECD countries (Table 3.9). This is different from the case of
reading in PISA 2000, where the use of control strategies was strongly related
to reading performance, with one unit on the index corresponding to a reading
performance difference of 16 score points (Table 4.5 and OECD, 2001a). As
suggested later in this chapter, students who are anxious about mathematics
may use control strategies to help them more than those who are confident,
so that while such strategies help individuals raise their performance, they are
not on average used more by people who perform better. For these reasons,
schools may still need to give more explicit attention to allowing students to
manage and control their learning, with the aim to help them develop effective
strategies, not only to support their learning at school but also to provide them
with the tools to manage their learning later in life.

It is also noteworthy that the relationship between the use of control strategies
in mathematics and mathematics performance varies widely between countries.
In Korea, for example, which has a comparatively low mean score on the
control strategies index (-0.49), the relationship between the index and student
performance is strong, with one unit on the index corresponding to 38 score
points on the mathematics scale. In Australia, Japan, Norway, Portugal, Turkey
and the partner country Hong Kong-China, one unit corresponds to between
14 and 27 score points. In contrast, in other countries the relationship is not
statistically significant or even slightly negative.

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003



Figure 3.9 m Effective learning: Control strategies b
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Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 3.9.
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] Figure 3.10 m Effective learning: Memorisation strategies
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1.Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).

Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 3.10.
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Memorisation and elaboration strategies

Memorisation  strategies (e.g., learning of facts or rehearsal of examples)
are important in many tasks, but they commonly only lead to verbatim
representations of knowledge, with new information being stored in the
memory with little further processing. Where the learner’s goal is to be able to
retrieve the information as presented, memorisation is an appropriate strategy.
But such learning by rote rarely leads to deep understanding. In order to achieve
understanding, new information must be integrated into a learner’s prior
knowledge base. Elaboration strategies (e.g., exploring how the material relates
to things one has learned in other contexts, or asking how the information might
be applied in other contexts) can be used to reach this goal.

Studentsin PISA 2003 were asked separate questions on their use of memorisation
and elaboration strategies in the field of mathematics. On the basis of their
responses, indices were created for each of these learning strategies. As ever,
any conclusions need to be drawn with reference to the cultural and educational
contexts and analyses in both PISA 2000 and PISA 2003. This suggests that it
remains difficult to compare absolute values on both of these indices across
countries and cultures (Table 3.10 and Table 3.11).

With regard to the use of memorisation strategies in the OECD countries,
66 per cent of the 15-year-old students agree or strongly agree that in order
to remember the method for solving a mathematics problem they go through
examples repeatedly. Seventy-five per cent of them agree or strongly agree that
to learn mathematics they try to remember every step in a procedure. However,
65 per cent disagree or strongly disagree that when they study for mathematics
they try to learn the answers to problems by heart (Figure 3.10).

With regard to the use of elaboration strategies in OECD countries, 53 per cent
of 15-year-olds agree or strongly agree that they think how the mathematics
they have learnt can be used in everyday life. Sixty-four per cent agree or
strongly agree that they try to understand new concepts in mathematics by
relating them to things they already know. Sixty per cent disagree or strongly
disagree that when they are solving a mathematics problem they often think
about how the solution might be applied to other interesting questions. And
56 per cent of 15-year-olds disagree or strongly disagree that when learning
mathematics they try to relate the work to things they have learnt in other

subjects.

HOW LEARNER CHARACTERISTICS RELATE TO EACH OTHER AND
INFLUENCE PERFORMANCE

Previous sections in this chapter have examined different learner characteristics
individually. This section now considers how different learner characteristics
interrelate and how each of these learner characteristics relate to student
performance, after accounting for the effect of the others.

Students may need to
memorise irszrmation,
but only where this is
integrated with prior
knowledge does this bring

deeper understanding. . .

...so PISA looked at
memorisation and

elaboration strategies.

Most students memorise
procedures but report to
not simply learn answers

by heart. ..

...and most relate new
concepts to what they
know, but do not rcﬂect

on them more widely.

Examining these learner

characteristics together. . .
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Figure 3.11 m Effective learning: Elaboration strategies
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Associations between different student characteristics make it difficult to separate  ...makes it possible to
out the effect of any single one of them when it comes to predicting performance.  distinguish the separate
For example, students who say that they are interested in mathematics are also  influence of each on
more likely to perform well, to believe in their own efficacy and to exert effort  performance.

and persistence, factors that have also been shown to be associated with strong

performance. To what extent is being interested in mathematics a predictor, in

itself, of good performance and to what extent can the high performance of

students who are interested in mathematics be explained by the fact that they also

tend to have these other positive attributes? By building a model of the multiple

interactions among these variables, it is possible to separate out the impact of

each — effectively looking at the association between, say, mathematics interest and

performance while controlling for other measured characteristics. This makes it

possible to distinguish a separate effect for each variable (Figure 3.11).

The model used here to analyse these effects considers a selection of the measures
used by PISA to measure students’ interest in mathematics and their anxiety in
mathematics, alongside students’ use of control strategies and their mathematics
performance.” The model operates on the basis that students’ interest in
mathematics and low levels of anxiety are drivers which initiate investment in
learning activity, with the adoption of particular strategies, represented in the

Student Learning: Attitudes, Engagement and Strategies [

model by students’ tendency to control their own learning. The model then
seeks to predict students’ performance in mathematics from students’ interest
in mathematics, their absence of anxiety in mathematics and the frequency with
which students report the use of control strategies.

Figure 3.12 shows the measured average degree of association for each of the
relationships, with results for individual countries shown inTable 3.12.% These
are different from the individual associations between the various characteristics

Figure 3.12 m Individual factors associated with control strategies and
performance, when accounting for other factors

Anxiety in mathematics

P - —
j— —
. 0.37 ~ N
Interest in and .
enjoyment of Control 0.04 Mathematics
mat}ylematics strategies I performance
A
0.03

Note: The width of each arrow is proportional to the regression coefficient, shown in each box,
a measure of the association between the factors (however, the proportion of explained variance
cannot be calculated from the coefficient for a single variable, since several variables are looked
at simultaneously). The directions of the arrows in this diagram indicate a suggested effect,
rather than a demonstrated causal link.

Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Tables 3.12, 3.13 and 3.14.
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This analysis shows

that students who are
less anxious perform
better regardless of other

characteristics. . .

...that anxiety and
interest in and enjoyment
of mathematics are closely

interrelated. . .

... that while control
strategies are not
directly associated with
performance, they are
linked to interest and

anxie[)’. ..

...and that students
often seem to use control
strategies as a response to

anxict)f.

and performance shown in previous sections because they now separate out the
specific effect by accounting for interrelationships with the other variables. The
following results emerge from this analysis.

First, the various aspects of student anxiety in mathematics closely affect
performance, over and above associations with other learner characteristics. The
strength of the influence is shown by the width of each arrow. The results show
that students with an absence of anxiety about mathematics perform strongly in
mathematics, regardless of other aspects of their attitudes or behaviour. When
other factors are taken into account, students’ interest in and enjoyment of

mathematics have on average no clear association with performance.

This does not mean, however, that interest in and enjoyment of mathematics
do not matter: the fact that students with these characteristics are more likely
to use effective learning strategies clearly contradicts such an interpretation.
Rather, the strong negative association between interest in and enjoyment of
mathematics and anxiety in mathematics suggests that these two factors work
together: As indicated by the associations between anxiety in mathematics
and interest in and enjoyment of mathematics in Figure 3.12, students who
are anxious about doing mathematics tend not to be interested in or enjoy
mathematics. The associations between the two learner characteristics on the
left side of the model are rather consistent across countries (Table 3.14) and

thus seem to illustrate a universal pattern of relationships.

Animpactof control strategies on performance, once other learner characteristics
are accounted for, is not measurable. This is not because controlling one’s
learning does not help performance, but rather because a large amount of the
variation in the degree to which students control their learning is associated
with variation in their interest in and enjoyment of mathematics as well as in

their anxiety in mathematics.

It is clear from the above that while the separate effects of individual student
characteristics on student performance and on the use of control strategies
are not always large, measurement of the overall effect is different from the
sum of these individual associations, because several factors may combine to
have an influence. The modelling process allows the combined effect of several
characteristics to be measured by considering the percentage of variation in,
for example, student performance that could be explained by the combined
association with related factors. These results are shown in Figure 3.13.

Additionally, the low but positive association between students’ anxiety in
mathematics and their self-reported control strategies — most obvious in Belgium,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Spain as well as in Latvia and Liechtenstein
among the partner countries (Table 3.13) — shows that control strategies are
not only used by students who are highly motivated, but also used by students
who are anxious about mathematics. Students who are anxious (and often low
performing as indicated by the negative effect on mathematic performance)
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Figure 3.13 m The combined explanatory power of student learning characteristics on mathematics

performance and control stategies
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Source: OECD PISA 2003 database.
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This analysis shows
strong interrelationships
between learner
characteristics and

mathematics perfbrmance.

PISA shows fewer
differences among schools
in learner characteristics

than in perﬁ)rmance. ..

...but this may be
because students describe
their characteristics
relative to those of their

PGCI’S.

seem to regulate their learning by an increased use of control strategies, which
can be a highly effective approach given their specific needs. On the other hand,
students who are more capable might not need such deliberate self-control,
since information processing happens smoothly and thus they report using these
to use strategies less frequently. Looking at the overall picture, as shown in
Figure 3.12, such a differential (but adaptive) use of strategies can help explain
why students who use control strategies most do not necessarily have higher
than average performance, even though such strategies can help individuals with
particular needs to perform better.

Overall, Figure 3.13 shows strong interrelationships between learner charac-
teristics and mathematics performance. Similarly, when looking at the amount
of explained variance for students’ use of control strategies, the two predictors,
namely interest in and enjoyment of mathematics and anxiety in mathematics,
explain around 30 per cent of the variance in Korea and Turkey and the partner
country Tunisia (OECD average 14 per cent). Although the PISA index of
control strategies may also capture other learner characteristics, control over
the learning process is an important outcome in its own right, particularly in a
lifelong learning context where autonomous learning is becoming increasingly
important. It suggests that in all countries, adopting an effective learning strategy
depends not just on having cognitive tools (knowing how to learn) but also on
having certain attitudes and dispositions (wanting to learn).

HOW LEARNER CHARACTERISTICS VARY ACROSS SCHOOLS

How do the overall patterns in learner characteristics vary among schools? A high
degree of variation between schools within countries would indicate that certain
schools stand out and suggest that it is possible to influence the development of
students’ approaches to learning through schooling and targeted interventions.
Table 3.15 examines the relative proportions of variation between schools in
several of the learner characteristics reported in this chapter.

The results suggest that differences between schools in students’ reported
characteristics are far less pronounced than the differences within schools. For the
eight characteristics considered inTable 3.15, on average across OECD countries,
variation among schools accounts for less than 15 per cent of the overall variation
among students. This may suggest that, in most countries, comparatively few
schools stand out as being particularly likely to have students who report being
well-motivated, confident and using effective learning strategies.

Such results must be interpreted with caution, though, given that they are based
on self-reports and that students’ judgements about themselves can be strongly
influenced by reference to their peers. In the case of some characteristics,
this might disguise important between-school differences in students’ real
approaches to learning. For example, it is possible that some students with
hard-working classmates understate the amount of effort and persistence they
put in, compared to students with less hard-working classmates, even though
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it is the absolute amount of effort that matters to school success. This makes
it hard to identify schools with relatively hard-working pupils overall. On the
other hand, in other respects, students’ perceptions relative to their peers are
an important part of the picture. For example, even if students’ perceptions of
not being good at mathematics are linked to the high mathematics abilities of
others in the school, rather than to an absolute weakness in the subject, this lack
of confidence is still an important aspect of their approach to learning that may

hold them back.

The finding that individual schools do not vary greatly in the profile of students’
self-reported approaches to learning has, nevertheless, important implications,
even if it does not imply that all schools are similar with regard to the learner
characteristics of their intake. What it does highlight is the large variation in
learner characteristics among students within schools. The large proportion of
within-school variation underlines the importance for teachers to be able to
engage constructively with heterogeneity not only in student abilities but also
in their approaches to learning. Even in schools that are performing well there
are students who lack confidence and motivation and who are not inclined to set
and monitor their own learning goals.

A SUMMARY PICTURE OF GENDER DIFFERENCES IN LEARNER
CHARACTERISTICS

Previous sections of this chapter have examined gender differences separately
for the various learner characteristics. Figure 3.14 summarises the information
on gender differences for student attitudes, anxiety, strategies and cognitions
related to mathematics and relates the results to the observed performance
differences in mathematics. All results are expressed as effect sizes, so that
results can be compared across the different measures and across countries,
with an effect size of 0.20 used as a criterion to establish differences that warrant
attention by policy makers (Box 3.3).

A first striking finding is that while gender differences in student performance
tend to be modest (see first bar in Figure 3.14) there are marked differences
between males and females in their interest in and enjoyment of mathematics
as well as in their self-related beliefs, emotions and learning strategies related
to mathematics.

Figure 3.14 shows that in 21 countries males express stronger levels of
interest in and enjoyment of mathematics than females, with an average effect
size of 0.21, and with effect sizes greater than 0.50 in Switzerland as well
as in the partner country Liechtenstein. Gender differences in instrumental
motivation in mathematics tend to be even greater (the average effect size
is 0.24) than in interest in mathematics, suggesting that males may be more
motivated to learn because they believe that mathematics will help them in
their later careers.

Nevertheless, the high
variation within each
school shows that even
successful schools have

issues to address.

Various gender differences
can be compared in

standardised form. ..

...showing that males
and females approach the

learning of mathematics

differently. ..

...with males showing
higher motivation,
particularly in some

countries.
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Figure 3 14 m Gender differences in mathematics and other learning characteristics
as measured by effect sizes
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Note: Effect sizes equal to or greater than 0.20 are marked in darker colour (see Annex A4).
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Males perform better in
mathematics in 5 countries

Higher Higher
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Males report greater instrumental
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in 25 countries

Higher Higher
for females for males

Interest in and enjoyment
of mathematics
Males report greater interest in
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in 21 countries
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for females for males
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1. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 3.16.
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Figure 3.14 (continued-1) M Gender differences in mathematics and other learning characteristics
as measured by effect sizes

Australia
Austria
Belgium
Canada
Czech Republic
Denmark
Finland
France
Germany
Greece

Hong Kong-China
Hungary
Iceland
Indonesia
Ireland

Italy

Japan

Korea

Latvia
Liechtenstein
Luxembourg
Macao-China
Mexico
Netherlands
New Zealand
Norway
Poland
Portugal
Russian Fed.
Serbia

Slovak Republic
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
Thailand
Tunisia
Turkey
United States
Uruguay
OECD average
United Kingdom'

Note: Effect sizes equal to or greater than 0.20 are marked in darker colour (see Annex A4).
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Figure 3 14 (continued-2) M Gender differences in mathematics and other learning characteristics
as measured by effect sizes
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Note: Effect sizes equal to or greater than 0.20 are marked in darker colour (see Annex A4).
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Beyond the observed discrepancy between gender difference in actual
performance (which are comparatively small) and gender differences in student
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (which tend to be much larger), a similar
picture also emerges also when looking at students’ mathematics-related
self-efficacy beliefs, self-concepts and anxiety. Again, although females often
do not perform at a level much lower than males, they tend to report lower
mathematics-related self-efficacy than males in almost all countries, with the
strongest effects in Finland, the Netherlands, and Switzerland, as well as in the
partner country Liechtenstein. Similar results emerge for students’ self-concept
in mathematics, where males tend to have a more positive view of their abilities

than do females in most countries.

Finally, females experience significantly more feelings of anxiety, helplessness
and stress in mathematics classes than males in 32 of 40 countries. There are
statistically significantly higher levels of anxiety among females in Austria,
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway,
Spain and Switzerland, as well as in the partner countries Liechtenstein, Macao-
China and Tunisia.

Taken together, the difference between males and females in performance in
mathematics, on the one hand, and anxiety and attitudes towards the subject, on
the other, are highly relevant for policy makers, as these data reveal inequalities
between the genders in the effectiveness with which schools and societies
promote motivation and interest. The data also reveal a difference in the level
of anxiety in mathematics. The results raise questions as to how the gender gap
can be reduced and how to reach a high level of overall performance through the
organization of schooling and instructional delivery.

With respect to students’ use of learning strategies, gender differences are less
pronounced. Nevertheless, while gender patterns in the use of memorisation
strategies are not widely apparent,” in 28 of the 40 countries with available
data, males consistently report using elaboration strategies more often than
females. Conversely, in 8 countries, females report using control strategies
more often than males. This suggests that females are more likely to adopt a
self-evaluating perspective during the learning process. Females might benefit
from training in the use of elaboration strategies, while males, on the other
hand, might benefit from more general assistance in planning, organising and
structuring learning activities. Similar results have been reported on the basis

of the PISA 2000 data, where the same learning strategies were measured for
reading (OECD, 2003b).

Although these data reflect the attitudes and behaviour of 15-year-olds, the
patterns observed may well be predictive of those appearing later in their
educational and occupational careers. As mentioned before, significant progress
has been achieved in reducing the gender gap in formal educational qualifications
over the last generation and university-level graduation rates for women now

equal or exceed those for men in 21 of the 27 OECD countries for which
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Well-motivated and
confident students
invest well in their own

learning. ..

...and teachers can
help those with weaker
approaches to adopt
effective learning

strategics. ..

...which requires
a building of their
motivation and

confidence.

comparable data exist (OECD, 2004a). However, in mathematics and computer
science, gender differences in tertiary qualifications remain persistently high:
the proportion of women among university graduates in mathematics and
computer science is only 30 per cent, on average, among OECD countries, and
in Austria, Belgium, Germany, Hungary, Iceland, the Netherlands, Norway, the
Slovak Republic and Switzerland it is only between 9 and 25 per cent.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY

The results from this chapter suggest that students are most likely to initiate
high quality learning, using various strategies, if they are well motivated, not

anxious about their learning and believe in their own capacities.

Students’ motivation, their positive self-related beliefs as well as their emotions
also affect their use of learning strategies. There are good grounds for this: high
quality learning is time and effort-intensive. It involves control of the learning
process as well as the explicit checking of relations between previously acquired
knowledge and new information, the formulation of hypotheses about possible
connections and the testing of these hypotheses against the background of the
new material. Learners are only willing to invest such effort if they have a
strong interest in a subject or if there is a considerable benefit, in terms of high
performance, withlearners motivated by the external reward of performing well.
Thus, students need to be willing to learn how to learn. From the perspective
of teaching this implies that effective ways of learning — including goal setting,
strategy selection and the control and evaluation of the learning process — can
and should be fostered by the educational setting and by teachers.

Research on ways of instructing students in learning strategies has shown that
the development of learning expertise is dependent not only on the existence
of a repertoire of cognitive and metacognitive information-processing abilities
but also on the readiness of individuals to define their own goals, to be proactive,
to interpret success and failure appropriately, to translate wishes into intentions
and plans and to shield learning from competing intentions. A repertoire
of strategies combined with other attributes that foster learning develops
gradually through the practices of teachers who model learning behaviour,
through activities aimed at building a scaffolding structure of learning for the
student and through analysis of the reasons for academic success and failure.
During the process of becoming effective and self-regulated learners, students
need assistance and feedback, not only on the results of their learning, but
also on the learning process itself. In particular, the students with the weakest
approaches to learning need professional assistance to become effective and
self-regulated learners.

The links between students’ self-related beliefs in mathematics and learning
behaviours in mathematics suggest that motivation and self-confidence are
indispensable to outcomes that will foster lifelong learning. The combined effect
of motivation and self-confidence on control strategies suggests that teaching
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a student how to learn autonomously is unlikely to work without strong
motivation and self-confidence as a basis.

The finding that the profile of students’ self-reported approaches to learning
varies much more within schools than among schools also has policy implications,
even if it does not imply that all schools are similar with regard to the learner
characteristics of their intake. What it does highlight is the large variation in
learner characteristics among students in each school. This underlines the
importance for schools and teachers to be able to engage constructively with
heterogeneity not only in student abilities but also in their characteristics as
learners and their approaches to learning, It will not be sufficient to operate
on the principle that a rising tide raises all ships, since even in well-performing
schools there are students who lack confidence and motivation and who are not

inclined to set and monitor their own learning goals.

Another striking finding of the analysis is that while females generally do not
perform much below males in mathematics, they consistently report much
lower interest in and enjoyment of mathematics, lower self-related beliefs and
much higher levels of helplessness and stress in mathematics classes. This finding
is highly relevant for policy makers, as it reveals inequalities between the genders
in the effectiveness with which schools and societies promote motivation and
interest and — to an even greater extent — help students overcome anxiety
towards different subject areas. These patterns may well be predictive of gender
differences appearing later in the educational and occupational careers of males
and females. They raise questions as to how the gender gap can be reduced and a
high level of overall performance reached through the organisation of schooling

and instructional delivery.

Overall, the results suggest that education systems need to invest in approaches
that address aspects of attitudes and learning behaviours and to consider this as a
goal that is as central to the mission of education systems as cognitive instruction.
This may have implications for the initial training of teachers, as well as for the
continuous professional development of teachers.
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9.

Notes

This research is summarised in Box 3.1 below and further described in OECD (2003b).

The other two categories related to the interactive use of tools in the widest possible sense and social skills, defined in terms

of successful participation in socially heterogeneous groups.

For the country Serbia and Montenegro, data for Montenegro are not available. The latter accounts for 7.9 per cent of the
national population. The name “Serbia” is used as a shorthand for the Serbian part of Serbia and Montenegro.

To illustrate the meaning of the international scores on the index, question-by-score maps have been constructed that relate
the index value to typical student responses to the questions that were asked. These question-by-score maps can be found

at www.pisa.oecd.org.
See Box 2.2 in Chapter 2 for an explanation of how scores are translated into years of schooling,

The share of females completing a university-level qualification (tertiary Type A) in mathematics or computer science in
2002 was 30 per cent on average across OECD countries with available data and 19 per cent in Austria, 23 per cent in
Germany, 16 per cent in the Netherlands and 19 per cent in Switzerland. Luxembourg also shows large gender differences
in instrumental motivation but since tertiary institutions awarding Type A qualifications in mathematics and science do not
exist in Luxembourg, no comparison about gender differences can be made (OECD, 2004a).

The variables selected for the purpose of this model are as follows: The use of control strategies in mathematics is used to
illustrate how learning strategies are associated with performance. Thinking about what one needs to learn and relating
this to learning goals is a particularly important aspect of regulating one’s own learning, which prior research has shown
to have a particularly close association with performance. The link between motivation and performance is illustrated by
interest in and enjoyment of mathematics, one of the motivational characteristics measured. Anxiety in mathematics or students’
feelings of helplessness and stress when dealing with mathematics has been shown to have a negative effect on performance.
Instead of processing task relevant cognitions, students with a high degree of anxiety are often occupied by task-irrelevant
cognitions and emotional stress. Both lead to reduced capacity for actually dealing with the tasks at hand and therefore to

lower performance.

The degree of association is measured by the multiple regression coefficients in the model. These coefficients vary between

1 or -1 (indicating a perfect positive or negative relationship) and 0 (indicating that there is no relationship)

Effect sizes exceed 0.2 only in Denmark, the Netherlands and Norway.
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Nine-tenths of the
student performance
variation in PISA is

within countries, and this

chapter looks at. ..

...how much of that
variation is associated
with performance
differences among schools

and with socio-economic

groups. .

...as well as at policy
approachesfor raising
performance and
improving equity in the
distribution of learning

OPPOI’IYUTHUCS.

School performance
differences can arise
from the separation of

students. . .

INTRODUCTION

Chapter 2 considered how well students in different countries perform in
mathematics at age 15.The analyses reveal considerable variation in the relative
standing of countries in terms of their students’ capacity to put mathematical
knowledge and skills to functional use. However, the analyses also suggest that
differences between countries represent only about one-tenth of the overall
variation in student performance in the OECD area.’

Variation in student performance within countries can have a variety of causes,
including the socio-economic backgrounds of students and schools; the ways
in which teaching is organised and delivered in classes; the human and financial
resources available to schools; and system-level factors such as curricular

differences and organisational policies and practices.

This chapter starts by examining more closely the performance gaps shown in
Chapter 2. It considers, in particular, the extent to which overall variation in
student performance relates to differences in the results achieved by different
schools. Next, it looks at how socio-economic background relates to student
performance. In so doing, it describes the socio-economic gradients that relate
students’ performance in mathematics to their backgrounds. The chapter then
considers these two phenomena in combination (between-school differences
in performance and the impact of socio-economic background). In order to
examine how socio-economic background is interrelated with equity in the

distribution of learning opportunities.

Finally, the chapter considers the policy implications of these findings, discussing
why different policy strategies are likely to be appropriate in different countries,
according to the extent to which low performance is concentrated in particular
schools and particular socio-economic groups.

Chapter 5 takes the analysis further by examining school resources, policies and
practices that are associated with school performance as measured by PISA.

The overall impact of home background on student performance tends to be
similar for mathematics, reading and science in PISA 2003.” Therefore, to
simplify the presentation and avoid repetition, the chapter limits the analysis to
student performance in mathematics, and it considers the combined mathematics

scale rather than examining the four mathematics scales separately.

SECURING CONSISTENT STANDARDS FOR SCHOOLS: A PROFILE
OF BETWEEN- AND WITHIN-SCHOOL DIFFERENCES IN STUDENT
PERFORMANCE

Catering for the needs of a diverse student body and narrowing the gaps in student
performance represent formidable challenges for all countries. The approaches
that countries have chosen to address these demands vary. Some countries have
comprehensive school systems with no, or only limited institutional differentiation.
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They seeck to provide all students with similar opportunities for learning
by requiring each school and teacher to provide for the full range of student
abilities, interests and backgrounds. Other countries respond to diversity by
grouping students through tracking or streaming, whether between schools or
between classes within schools, with the aim of serving students according to
their academic potential and/or interests in specific programmes. And in many
countries, combinations of the two approaches occur.

Even in comprehensive school systems, there may be significant variation in
performance levels between schools, due to the socio-economic and cultural
characteristics of the communities that are served or to geographical differences
(such as between regions, provinces or states in federal systems, or between
rural and urban areas). Finally, there may be differences between individual
schools that are more difficult to quantify or describe, part of which could result
from differences in the quality or effectiveness of the instruction that those
schools deliver. As a result, even in comprehensive systems, the performance
levels attained by students may still vary across schools.

How do the policies and historical patterns that shape each country’s school system
affect and relate to the variation in student performance between and within
schools? Do countries with explicit tracking and streaming policies show a higher
degree of overall disparity in student performance than countries that have non-
selective education systems? Such questions are particularly relevant to countries
that observe large variation in overall mathematics performance (Table 4.1a).

Figure 4.1 shows considerable differences in the extent to which mathematics
competencies of 15-year-olds vary within each country (Table 4.1a). The total
length of the bars indicates the observed variance in student performance on
the PISA mathematics scale. Note that the values in Figure 4.1 are expressed
as percentages of the average variance between OECD countries in student
performance on the PISA mathematics scale, which is equal to 8 593 units.” A
value larger than 100 indicates that variance in student performance is greater in
the corresponding country than on average among OECD countries. Similarly, a
value smaller than 100 indicates below-average variance in student performance.
For example, the variance in student performance in Finland, Ireland and
Mexico as well as in the PISA partner countries Indonesia, Serbia,* Thailand
and Tunisia is more than 15 per cent below the OECD average variance. By
contrast, in Belgium, Japan and Turkey as well as in the partner countries Brazil,
Hong Kong-China and Uruguay, variance in student performance is 15 per cent
above the OECD average level.”

For each country, a distinction is made between the variance attributable to
differences in student results attained by students in different schools (between-
school differences) and that attributable to the range of student results within
schools (within-school differences).® In Figure 4.1, the length of the bars to
the left of the central line shows between-school differences, and also serves to

order countries in the figure. The length of the bars to the right of the central
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_E Figure 4.1 m Variance in student performance between schools and within schools on the mathematics scale
— Expressed as a percentage zzf the average variance in student pe{formance in OECD countries
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1. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).

Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 4.1a.
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line shows the within-school differences. Therefore, longer segments to the
left of the central line indicate greater variation in the mean performance of
different schools while longer segments to the right of the central line indicate
greater variation among students within schools.

As shown in Figure 4.1, while all countries show considerable within-school
variance, in most countries variance in student performance between schools
is also considerable. On average across OECD countries, differences in the
performance of 15-year-olds between schools account for 34 per cent of the
OECD average between-student variance.

In Hungary and Turkey, variation in performance between schools is particularly
large and is about twice the OECD average between-school variance. In Austria,
Belgium, the Czech Republic, Germany, Italy, Japan and the Netherlands, as
well as in the partner countries Hong Kong-China and Uruguay, the proportion
of between-school variance is still over one-and-a-half times that of the OECD
average level (see column 3 in Table 4.1a). Where there is substantial variation
in performance between schools and less variation between students within
schools, students tend to be grouped in schools in which other students perform
at levels similar to their own. This may reflect school choices made by families
or residential location, as well as policies on school enrolment or the allocation
of students to different curricula. To capture variation between education
systems and regions within countries, some countries have undertaken the
PISA assessment at regional levels. Where such results are available, these are
presented in Annex B2.

The proportion of between-school variance is around one-tenth of the OECD
average level in Finland and Iceland, and half or less in Canada, Denmark,
Ireland, Norway, Poland, Sweden and in the partner country Macao-China. In
these countries performance is largely unrelated to the schools in which students
are enrolled (Table 4.1a). This suggests that the learning environment is similar
in the ways that it affects the performance of students.

It is noteworthy that Canada, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Ireland, Norway,
Sweden and the partner country Macao-China also perform well or at least
above the OECD average level. Parents in these countries can be less concerned
about school choice in order to enhance their children’s performance, and can
be confident of high and consistent performance standards across schools in the
entire education system.

While some of the variance between schools is attributable to the socio-
economic background of students entering the school, some of'it is also likely to
reflect certain structural features of schools and schooling systems, particularly
in systems where students are tracked by ability. Some of the variance in
performance between schools may also attributable to the policies and practices
of school administrators and teachers. In other words, there is an added value
associated with attending a particular school.
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It is important to note that some, though not all, high performing countries
also show low or modest levels of between-school variance. This suggests that
securing similar student performance among schools, perhaps most importantly
by identifying and reforming poorly performing schools, is a policy goal that is
bothimportant in itself and compatible with the goal of high overall performance
standards.

For most countries, these results are similar to those observed in the PISA 2000
assessment. However, there are some notable exceptions. For instance, in
Poland, the move towards a more integrated education system since 1999 — as
a consequence of which institutional differentiation now occurs mainly after
the age of 15 — may have contributed to the observed dramatic reduction in the
between-school variation in performance of 15-year-olds between schools.

Between-school variance in Poland fell from more than half of the overall
performance variance in Poland in 2000 (see column 9 in Table 4.1b) to just
13 per cent in 2003 (see column 13 inTable 4.1a).” Simultaneously, the average
performance of 15-year-olds in Poland is now significantly higher in both
mathematical content areas for which comparable trend data are available, and
the overall performance gap between the lower and higher achievers is narrower
than it was in 2000. As noted in Chapter 2, the increase in average mathematics
performance is thus mainly attributable to an increase in performance at the lower
end of the performance distribution (i.e., the 5, 10" and 25" percentiles). This
has occurred to such an extent that in 2003 fewer than 5 per cent of students fell
below the performance standards that 10 per cent of Polish students had failed
to attain in 2000 (Chapter 2, Table 2.1c, Table 2.1d, Table 2.2¢ and Table 2.2d).
Performance differences among schools were also lower in other countries in 2003:
for example, in Belgium, Greece and Mexico, the proportion of national variation
in student performance attributable to between-school variance decreased by
8-10 percentage points.” In contrast, in Indonesia and Italy, the proportion of
variance that lies between schools increased by more than 10 percentage points
(see column 13 inTable 4.1 and column 9 inTable 4.1b).

THE QUALITY OF LEARNING OUTCOMES AND EQUITY IN THE
DISTRIBUTION OF LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES

Understanding why some schools show better performance results than
others is an important key to school improvement. It requires an analysis that
examines, in each country, the effects of student and school factors on both
student performance within schools and student performance across schools. As
a first step towards such an analysis, this section examines the interrelationship
between student performance and socio-economic background, as measured
by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status. In a second step, the
section then estimates the proportion of the variance in student performance
between schools that is attributable to students’ socio-economic backgrounds.
In a third step, the section relates the findings to questions about equity in the

distribution of learning opportunities.
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Students come from a variety of socio-economic and cultural backgrounds.
As a result, schools need to provide appropriate and equitable opportunities
for a diverse student body. The relative success with which they do this is
an important criterion for judging the performance of education systems.
Identifying the characteristics of poorly performing students and schools can
also help educators and policy-makers determine priorities for policy. Similarly,
identifying the characteristics of high performing students and schools can assist
policy-makers in promoting high levels of overall performance.

The results from PISA 2003 show that poor performance in school does not
automatically follow from a disadvantaged home background. However, home
background remains one of the most powerful factors inﬂuencing performance.

The nature and extent of this influence is described in the following paragraphs.

Parental occupational status, which is often closely interrelated with other
attributes of socio-economic status, has a strong association with student
performance (Table 4.2a). The average performance gap in mathematics
between students in the top quarter of the PISA index of occupational status
(whose parents have occupations in fields such as medicine, university teaching
and law) and those in the bottom quarter (with occupations such as small-scale
farming, truck-driving and serving in restaurants), amounts to an average of 93
score points, or more than one-and-a-half proficiency levels in mathematics.”
Expressed differently, one standard deviation (i.e., 16.4 units) on the PISA index
of occupational status is associated with an average performance difference of 34
score points. Even when taking into account the fact that parental occupational
status is interrelated with other socio-economic background factors and looking
at the unique contribution of occupational status alone, an average score

difference remains of 21 score points (see column 2 inTable 4.2).

In Belgium, France, Germany, Hungary, Luxembourg, the Slovak Republic and
the partner country Liechtenstein, differences in performance are particularly
large. In these countries, students whose parents have the highest-status jobs
score on average about as well as the average student in Finland, the best-
performing country in PISA 2003 across mathematics, reading and science. In
contrast, students whose parents have the lowest-status jobs score little higher
than students in the lowest performing OECD countries. Looked at differently,
in Belgium, Germany, Luxembourg and the partner country Liechtenstein,
students in the lowest quarter of the distribution of parental occupations are
2.3 times or more likely to be among the bottom quarter of performers in
mathematics (see column 11 inTable 4.2a).

Parental education (Table 4.2b and Table 4.2c) may also be of significant
educational benefit for children. The relationship between mothers’ educational
attainments and students’ performance in mathematics is shown to be positive and
significant in all participating countries.'” The gap in mathematics performance
between students whose mothers have completed upper secondary education and

those whose mothers have not is on average 50 score points, and reaches around
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the gap is much larger

than in others.

A student’s predicted
score is one pro_ﬁcieng/
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her mother completed

secondary education than

if she did not. ...
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...and higher still if
she completed tertiary

education.

The separate influence of
cultural capital is almost
as strong as that of
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A single parent may find it
harder to support students’
learning, and in some
countries, students with
single parents are much
more likely to be among the

lowest pc»rformcrs. ..

60 score points or more in Germany, Mexico, the Slovak Republic, Switzerland,
Turkey and the partner country Brazil. In fact, in Germany, the students whose
mothers or fathers did not complete upper secondary education are three times
more likely to be in the bottom quarter of mathematics performers than the
average student (Table 4.2b and Table 4.2c).

On average across OECD countries, a mother’s tertiary education adds another
24 score points to the student’s advantage in mathematics (Table 4.2b). Even
when controlling for the influence of other socio-economic factors, each year
of additional formal education of parents" adds an average of 5 score points (see
column 3 inTable 4.2).

In addition to their own level of education, which is of course less amenable to
policy, parents’ support for their children’s education is widely deemed to be an
essential element of success at school. When parents interact and communicate
well with their children, they can offer encouragement, demonstrate their interest
in their children’s progress, and generally convey their concern for how their
children are faring, both in and out of school. Indeed, PISA 2000 demonstrated
the important relationship between parental involvement and children’s academic
success. It also suggested that educational success may be related to patterns of
communication between parents and children (OECD, 2001a). An important
objective for public policy may therefore be to support parents, particularly
those whose own educational attainment is limited, in order to facilitate their
interactions both with their children and with their children’s schools in ways that
enhance their children’s learning, PISA 2006 will further examine these questions,
and will also include a new international option of a parents’ questionnaire.

Possessions and activities related to “classical” culture (e.g., classic literature,
books of poetry or works of art) also tend to be closely related to performance
(Table 4.2d). The possession of the kind of cultural capital on which school
curricula often tend to build, and which examinations and tests assess, appears
closely related to student performance in mathematics. While advantages of
cultural possessions are related to other home background characteristics, their
effects in isolation are generally strong. Even when controlling for other socio-
economic background factors, one unit on the PISA index of cultural possessions
is associated with an average score difference of 12 score points on the PISA
mathematics scale, an association that is almost as strong as the association with
parental occupation (see column 4 inTable 4.2).

As noted above, the family environment can help to promote academic perfor-
mance. Parents may read to young learners, assist them with homework and, in
some countries, volunteer to help in schools. For older students, a supportive
family environment can also be helpful with respect to homework, encouragement,
and attendance at meetings with teachers or school administrators. Providing
and maintaining such an environment may be difficult when students live in a
single-parent family, where parents often find themselves having to cope with the

dual responsibility of work and their children’s education. For some countries,
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the PISA results suggest a large performance gap for students from single-parent
families (Table 4.2¢). In Belgium, Ireland, the Netherlands, Sweden and the
United States students from single-parent families are 1.5 times or more likely
to be among the bottom quarter of mathematics performers than the average
student that lives with both parents.

Even when controlling for the influence of other socio-economic factors, an
average gap of 18 score points remains between students from single parent and
other types of families. This gap is between 25 and 30 score points in Belgium,
Ireland and the United States (see column 5 in Table 4.2).

Evidence that children in families with two parents perform better might seem to
be discouraging for single-parent families. However, evidence of disadvantage is a
starting point for the development of policy. The issue is how to facilitate effective
home support for children’s learning in ways that are relevant to the circumstances
of single parents. Strategic allocation of parental time to activities with the greatest
potential effect will increase efficiency where time is limited. Policy questions for
education systems and individual schools when interacting with parents relate to
the kind of parental engagement that should be encouraged. Obviously, education
policies in this area need to be examined in conjunction with policies in other

areas, such as those relating to welfare and the provision of childcare.

Finally, over recent decades, most OECD countries have experienced increased
migration, much of it of people whose home language is not the language of
instruction in the schools that their children attend. One can consider the situation
of these groups by looking successively at first-generation students (those born in
the country but with parents born outside), non-native students (themselves born
abroad) and students who speak a language at home most of the time which is
different from any of the official languages of the country where they live.

In countries in which first-generation students represent at least 3 per cent of the
students assessed in PISA 2003, a comparison of the mathematics performance
of first-generation students with that of native students tends to show large
and statistically significant differences in favour of native students. This is the
case in all countries except Australia, Canada and the partner countries Latvia,
Liechtenstein, Macao-China and Serbia (Table 4.2f). The results are broadly similar
to those revealed by PISA 2000 for reading literacy.

Concern about such differences is especially justified in those countries where
significant performance gaps are combined with comparatively large percentages
of first-generation students, such as France, Germany, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, Switzerland and the United States.

In Germany, the country with the largest such disparities, the performance gap
amounts to 93 score points on the mathematics scale, equivalent to an average
performance difference of over two grade levels (Box 2.2). These are troubling
differences because both groups of students were born in the country where the

...even controlling for
other factors, which
points to a need for extra

SUPPOT[.

In some countries, a
Signchant proportion
of 15-year-olds have
immigrant backgrounds
and some do not speak
the local language at

home. ..

...and those with
immigmnt parents
typically perform

Si(qnjﬁcam,])/ lower.

This is causcfor concern
where such students are

most numerous. . .

...and particularly where
they have experienced the
same curriculum as others

born in the country.
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assessment took place and, presumably, had experienced the same curriculum
that the national education system offers to all students. Despite whatever
similarities there might be in their educational histories, something about being
a first-generation student leads to a relative disadvantage in these countries (a
disadvantage which is reduced — but does not disappear — when controlling for
socio-economic background, as discussed below).

As one would expect, non-native students tend to lag even further behind native
students than do first-generation students, with the largest performance gap,
109 score points, found in Belgium (Table 4.2f and Figure 4.2).

Figure 4.2 m Place of birth and student performance

Percentage of non-native and
first-generation students (left scale)

B Percentage of non-native students

Performance of non-native, first-generation and native students
on the mathematics scale (right scale)

= Mean performance of native students on the mathematics scale

Percentage of first-generation students O Mean performance of first-generation students on the mathematics scale

® Mean performance of non-native students on the mathematics scale
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Note: Only countries with at least 3 per cent of students in at least one of these categories.

1. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 4.2f.
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The nature of the educational disadvantage experienced by students who
have an ethnic minority background and/or are the children of migrants is
substantially influenced by the circumstances from which they come. Educational
disadvantage in the country of origin can be magnified in the country of adoption
even though, in absolute terms, their educational performance might have been
raised. These students may be academically disadvantaged either because they
are immigrants entering a new education system or because they need to learn
a new language in a home environment that may not facilitate this learning. In
either case, they may be in need of special or extra attention. Focused help in
the language of instruction is one policy option that is often adopted for such
students. For example, students who do not speak the language of assessment
at home in Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands and Switzerland are at least
2.5 times more likely to be in the bottom quarter of mathematics performance
(Table 4.2g). More generally, being a non-native student or speaking a language
at home that is different from the language of assessment have a negative impact
on mathematics performance of, on average across OECD countries, 19 and 9
score points respectively (Table 4.2).

Nevertheless, the results show that some countries appear to be more effective
in minimising the performance disadvantage for students with a migration
background. The most impressive example is the partner country Hong Kong-
China. Here, 23 per cent of students have parents born outside Hong Kong-
China and another 20 per cent of students were born outside Hong Kong-China
themselves (though many of them come from mainland China). And yet, all
three student groups — whether non-native students, first-generation students,
or students who speak at home a language that is different from the language
of assessment — score well above the OECD average. Also, a large performance
difference between first-generation and non-native students suggests that
for students for whom there was sufficient time for the education system to
integrate them, this has occurred successfully. Australia and Canada are other
examples of countries with large immigrant populations and strong overall
student performance. However, the profile of these countries’ immigrant
populations differs substantially from that in most other participating countries,
so that comparisons are difficult to make. In particular, the fact that in these
countries there is virtually no performance difference between native students
and foreign-born students — with many of the foreign-born students likely to have
been educated at least for some years in their country of origin — suggests that
many students enter the system with already strong levels of performance. This
is very different, for example, from the situation in Belgium, the Netherlands,
Sweden and Switzerland. This contrast becomes even clearer when the separate
impact of the language spoken at home is also taken into account (Table 4.2).

When interpreting performance gaps between native students and those
with a migrant background, it is important to account for differences among
countries in terms of such factors as the national origin as well as the socio-

economic, educational and linguistic background of immigrant populations.

Both the difficulties of
adapting to a new system
and language difficulties
can play a part in

pcrﬁ)rmancc. ..

...but in some countries,
students seem to succeed

in overcoming these

difficulties.

Country comparisons
need to take account of
different characteristics of

immigrant popu]ations.
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Figure 4.3 @ Home language and student performance

Percentage of students who speak a language at home  performance of students on the mathematics scale, by
most of the time that is different from the language language group (right scale)

of assessment, from other official languages or from
other national dialects (left scale) -

Percentage of students who speak a language at home
most of the time that is different from the language of
assessment, from other official languages or from other
national dialects o

Mean performance on the mathematics scale of students who
speak a language at home most of the time that is the same
as the language of assessment, other official languages or
other national dialects

Mean performance on the mathematics scale of students who
speak a language at home most of the time that is different
from the language of assessment, from other official languages
or from other national dialects

Percentage Performance on the mathematics scale
30 650
25 600
20 | - 550
B T 1 T.] I T T 500

o (L (L

1 5
02 T ,,,,,,, I 450
O O
(¢]
5 400
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,, &

0 350

W g & T T &8 £ & & 2 £ 8 £ g S @& 2o 2 08 -

= ¢ % F E L o:fozofo% :: 2 £ (EOPO::ogOf

© 17) =] ~ =] 1] - = < E o < < ) = < g ',s g o g

£ £ 8 58 § 2 2 v < £ 5 & 53 5 Y % & Y £ &5 m»

E 8 9 8§ N < % 2 s &4 = £ g8 I 8 z L & © 2

§ = = s < O g R g 5 ) =

£ 3 : ¥ ~ S B g M

S5 2z 5 E = 7 P E

: :

& = =

Note: Only countries with at least 3 per cent of students in this category.

1. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 4.2g.

The composition of immigrant populations, in turn, is shaped by immigration

policies and practices and the criteria used to decide who will be admitted

into a country vary considerably across countries (OECD, 2003f). While some

countries tend to admit relatively large numbers of immigrants each year and

often with a low degree of selectivity, other countries have much lower and

often more selective migrant inflows. In addition, the extent to which the

social, educational and occupational status of potential immigrants is taken into

account in immigration and naturalisation decisions differs across countries. As

a result, immigrant populations tend to have more advantaged backgrounds in

some countries than in others.
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Research shows that the proportion of students with a migration background
does not relate to the extent to which these students are more or less successful
than their peers from native families (Stanat, 2004). Thus, the size of immigrant
populations alone does not seem to explain international variations in the
performance gap between these student groups. By contrast, the degree to
which students with a migrant background are disadvantaged in terms of their
socio-economic and educational background has been shown to relate to their
relative performance levels, as observed in the countries participating in PISA
2000 (Stanat, 2004). PISA 2003 confirms these findings. Figure 4.4 shows that
in countries where the educational and socio-economic status of immigrant
families is comparatively low, the performance gaps between students with and
without migrant backgrounds tends to be larger.

To gauge the extent to which between-country differences in the relative
performance of students with a migration background can be attributed to the
composition of their immigrant populations, an adjustment for the socio-economic
background of students can be made. As was already apparent in Figure 4.2,

The size of the immigrant

popu]ation apparent])/

has no eﬁéct, its socio-

economic composition

does.

Controlling for this factor

reduces and in some cases

eliminates the migration

effect.

Figu re 4.4 ® Student performance differences and socio-economic background differences

by students’ immigrant background

Relationship between differences in mathematics performance between native students and students with immigrant background
and socio-economic background differences between these two groups of students

Mathematics performance differences between native
students and students with immigrant background

120
Belgium
100 g
%0 Switzerland e |
iom Germany
Denmark_  Netherlands
oW g !
Swed H d
60 -l weden W Austria :
P I : 1
ortga Norway m ; B France
i Liechtenstein
Spain |
40
Greece [}
Luxembourg
. | |
20 Russian Federation _United KingdomI United States
N . WH K Chi
. long Kong-China
Ireland Latvia New Zealanfl
0 u M Australia
u L]
Canada | Macao-China
Serbia )
R*=0.56
-20
0.4 -0.2 0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0 1.2

Socio-economic background differences
between native students and students with

immigrant background (ESCS)

1. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 4.2f.
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Yet there remain big
differences between the
relative performance
inmmigrants in

different countries. . .

the statistically significant performance gap between native students, on the one
hand, and first generation as well as non-native students, on the other, varies
across the OECD countries from almost 100 points in Belgium to 42 points in
Luxembourg and the United States, and no statistically significant differences in
Australia, Canada and New Zealand. After students’ socio-economic background,
as measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status, is taken
into account, the performance gap between native students and students from
families with a migration background is reduced considerably in most countries.
This is shown in Figure 4.5 and Table 4.2h. In Belgium, for example, the difference
decreases from 100 to 60 points and in Germany from 81 to 35 points. In the
United States, the performance gap is reduced such that it is no longer statistically
significant.™

At the same time, the magnitude of the performance gap between immigrant and
native students continues to vary considerably, even when their socio-economic
and educational background is taken into account. Countries like Belgium
and Switzerland continue to be among those exhibiting the largest disparities
between students with migrant backgrounds and those from native families.

Figure 4.5 m Differences in mathematics performance associated with students’ immigrant background

B = Difference in mathematics performance between B = Difference in mathematics performance between
native students and first-generation or non-native students native students and first-generation or non-native students
Statistically significant differences are marked in a darker tone after accounting for differences in socio-economic
background (ESCS)
Performance on the mathematics scale Statistically significant differences are marked in a darker tone
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Note: This figure shows data for countries with more than 3 per cent of students in the aggregated category of non-native and

ﬁrst—generation students.

1. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 4.2h.
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Figure 4.6 W Differences in mathematics performance associated with students' immigrant background

and home language

M 1 Difference in mathematics performance between M @ Difference in mathematics performance between
native students and first-generation or non-native students native students and first-generation or non-native students
who speak a 1anguage at home that is different from the who speak a 1anguage at home that is different from the
language of assessment, from other official languages or language of assessment, from other official languages or
from other national dialects from other national dialects after accounting for differences
Statistically significant differences are marked in darker tone in socio-economic baCkground (ESCS)

Statistically significant differences are marked in darker tone
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Note: Only countries with at least 3 per cent of students in this category.
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 4.2h.

This suggests that, in addition to the composition of countries’ immigrant
populations, other factors determine between-country differences in immigrant

students’ relative school success.

One such factor might be the language background of immigrants in the different
countries. The extent to which immigrants have to overcome language barriers
varies considerably across countries. In countries with colonial histories, for
example, many immigrants already speak the official language of the country
at the time of their arrival. Using the language that students speak at home as
a proxy, Figure 4.6 shows the between-country differences that result when
this factor is accounted for. Taking this factor into account slightly reduces the
between-country variation in mathematics performance differences. Statistically
significant differences range from 42 score points for the United States to 104
score points in Belgium. When socio-economic background is also accounted
for, the between-country variation becomes even smaller but continues to
remain substantial, ranging from 9 score points in Luxembourg to 51 score
points in Belgium.

United States
New Zealand
Australia
Canada

...and even after
controlling for language
background, such country

di ﬁrercnces remain.

How Student Performance Varies between Schools and the Role that Socio-economic Background Plays in This I

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003 1 73



How Student Performance Varies between Schools and the Role that Socio-economic Background Plays in This

The separate and
collective inﬁucnce

of the various home
background factors can be

measured. . .

...showing that home
background makes a
substantial contribution

to student differences.

National research
sometimes shows that
home background
influences student

development throughout
childhood. . .

...and that schools seem

to make little difference.

Figure 4.7 summarises, for each country, the degree to which various features of
home background are associated with mathematics performance. These features
are: parental occupational status; parents’ level of education converted into
years of schooling; possessions related to “classical” culture; family structure;
students’ nationality and that of their parents; and the language spoken at home.
Since these features tend to be associated with each other — for example a student
whose parents are better educated is also likely to have parents in higher-status
occupations — the graph displays the influence of these features together and
shows the variance in student performance explained by each feature once the
influence of the others has been accounted for. The final bar in Figure 4.7 shows
the variance explained by all six factors together (Table 4.2).

Overall across the OECD countries, the combined influence of this set of
student-level socio-economic variables explains 17 per cent of the variance in
mathematics performance, ranging from less than 10 per cent in Canada, Iceland
and the partner countries Indonesia, Macao-China and the Russian Federation,
to more than 20 per cent in Belgium, Germany, Hungary and Portugal (see the
last column inTable 4.2). These findings have potentially important implications
for policy-makers. Skills in mathematics are an important foundation for lifelong
learning and enhance future opportunities for employment and earnings. As
a consequence, countries in which the relationship between socio-economic
background and student performance is strong do not fully capitalise on the skill
potential of students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Human capital may thus
be wasted and intergenerational mobility from lower to higher socio-economic
status limited. The poorer performing students will almost certainly be the ones
least likely to obtain the employment opportunities that offer the promise of
economic mobility. This is a loss not just for individuals, but also for societies
increasingly dependent on the many effects of human capital.

Achieving an equitable distribution of learning outcomes without losing high
performance standards thus represents an important challenge. Analyses at the
national level have often been discouraging. For example, using longitudinal
methods, researchers who have tracked children’s vocabulary development
have found that growth trajectories for children from differing socio-economic
backgrounds begin to differ early on (Hart and Risely, 1995) and that when
children enter school the impact of socio-economic background on both
cognitive skills and behaviour is already well established. Furthermore, during
the primary and middle school years, children whose parents have low incomes
and low levels of education, or are unemployed or working in low-prestige
occupations, are less likely to do well in academic pursuits, or to be engaged
in curricular and extra-curricular school activities than children growing up
in advantaged socio-economic contexts (Datcher, 1982; Finn and Rock, 1997;
Johnson et al., 2001; Voelkl, 1995).

National research also suggests that schools appear to make little difference
in overcoming the effects of disadvantaged home backgrounds. Indeed, it has
sometimes been argued that if school systems become more inclusive —
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Figu re 4.7 M Effect of student-level factors on student performance in mathematics
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Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 4.2.
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The international
perspective of PISA,
however, indicates that
it is possible to attain
socio-economic equity
at a high level of overall
educational quality.

This can be analysed by
using an overall index of

home background. . .

for example, by increasing the proportion of young people who complete
secondary school — then quality is bound to suffer.

The international evidence from PISA is more encouraging. It is the case that
in all countries, students with more advantaged home backgrounds tend to
have higher PISA scores. However, the comparisons of the relationship between
student performance and the various aspects of socio-economic background
examined above show that some countries simultaneously demonstrate high
average quality and relatively high equality of outcomes among students from
different socio-economic backgrounds. Thus, wide disparities in student
performance are not a necessary condition for a country to attain a high level of

overall performance.

This finding can be examined more systematically when the different economic,
social and cultural aspects of background are combined into a single index, as is
done in the following discussion. This index includes the highest International
Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI) of the parents or guardians,

the highest level of education of the parents converted into years of education,”

Figure 4.8 | Relationship between student performance in mathematics and socio-economic background

for the OECD area as a whole

Performance on the mathematics scale

900
800 Socio-economic gradient
"""""""" for the OECD area
as a whole
700
"""""""" Level 6
\ Level 5
600 .|
\ Level 4
500 X
"""""""" g5 L |
)/ Level 2
400 .
Level 1
300 | Leval 1
200 |
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PISA index of economic, social and cultural status

Note: Each dot represents 538 students from the OECD area.
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database.
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an index of the educational resources in the home,"* and the number of books
at home. The index is referred to in the following text as the PISA index of
economic, social and cultural status, or simply, at times, the students’ socio-
economic background (see Annex A1).

Figure 4.8 depicts the relationship between student performance and the  ...which can be mapped
student index of economic, social and cultural status, for the combined OECD  against performance. ..
area. The figure describes how well students from differing socio-economic

backgrounds perform on the PISA mathematics scale. This relationship is

affected both by how well education systems are performing and the extent of

dispersion of the economic, social and cultural factors that make up the index
(Box 4.1).

An understanding of this relationship, referred to as the socio-economic gradient, is ... with a gradient

a useful starting point for analysing the distribution of educational opportunities.  indicating socio-economic
From a school policy perspective, understanding the relationship is also  equity of school outcomes.
important because it indicates how equitably the benefits of schooling are being

shared among students from differing socio-economic backgrounds, at least in

terms of student performance.

Box 4.1 m How to read Figure 4.8

Each dot on this graph represents 538 15-year-old students in the combined OECD area. Figure
4.8 plots their performance in mathematics against their economic, social and cultural status.

The vertical axis shows student scores on the mathematics scale, for which the mean is 500. Note that
since the standard deviation was set at 100 when the PISA scale was constructed, about two-thirds
of the dots fall between 400 and 600. The different shaded areas show the six proficiency levels in

mathematics.

The horizontal axis shows values on the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status. This
has been constructed to have a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1, so that about two-thirds
of students are between +1 and —1.

The dark line represents the international socio-economic gradient, which is the best-fitting line
showing the association between mathematics performance and socio-economic status across OECD
countries.

Since the focus in the figure is not on comparing education systems but on highlighting a relationship
throughout the combined OECD area, each student in the combined OECD area contributes
equally to this picture —i.e., larger countries, with more students in the PISA population, such as
Japan, Mexico and the United States, influence the international gradient line more than smaller

countries such as Iceland or Luxembourg,
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This shows that students
with progressively more
advantaged socio-
economic backgrounds
perform progressively
better in mathematics,

on CZVGI'G((]G. .

...but also that many
students perform much
better or worse than

predicted.

The strength of this
relationship differs across

countries.

There are countries in
which students tend to
pezform well, irrespective
thbeir socio-economic

background. . .

Figure 4.8 points to several ﬁndings:

* Students from more advantaged socio-economic backgrounds generally
perform better. This finding, already noted above, is shown by the upward
slope of the gradient line.

A given difference in socio-economic status is associated with a gap in student
mathematics performance that is roughly the same throughout the distribution —
i.e., the marginal benefit of extra socio-economic advantage neither diminishes
nor rises by a substantial amount as this advantage grows. This is shown by the
fact that the socio-economic gradient is nearly a straight line. The gradient is,
however, not exactly straight: in fact, the relationship between the index of
economic, social and cultural status and performance in mathematics is slightly
stronger for students with lower levels of socio-economic status than for those
with higher levels."”

The relationship between student performance and the index of economic,
social and cultural status is not deterministic, in the sense that many
disadvantaged students shown on the left of the figure score well above what
is predicted by the international gradient line while a sizeable proportion of
students from privileged home backgrounds perform below what their home
background would predict. For any group of students with matched back-
grounds, there is thus a considerable range of performance.

To what extent is this relationship an inevitable outcome of socio-economic
differences as opposed to an outcome that is amenable to public policy? One
approach to answering this question lies in examining to what extent countries
succeed in moderating the relationship between socio-economic background
and student performance. For each country, Figure 4.9 displays the relationship
between student performance on the mathematics scale and the index of
economic, social and cultural status separately. Figure 4.9A and Figure 4.9B
highlight countries with mathematics performance statistically significantly
above the OECD average; Figure 4.9C and Figure 4.9D highlight countries with
mathematics performance not statistically different from the OECD average; and
Figure 4.9E and Figure 4.9F highlight countries with mathematics performance
statistically significantly below the OECD average.

Countries with above-average mathematics performance and with an impact of
socio-economic background not different from the OECD average are shown
by the black lines in Figure 4.9A. Countries with above-average mathematics
performance and a weaker-than-average relationship between performance and
socio-economic background, indicated by a red line in Figure 4.9B, succeed in
achieving high overall performance with modest socio-economic disparities. In
countries with above-average mathematics performance and a stronger-than-
average relationship with socio-economic background, indicated by a dashed
black line in Figure 4.9B, high performance levels are mainly due to very
high performance standards among students from advantaged socio-economic

backgrounds.
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Fl’gure 49 m Relationship between student performance in mathematics and socio-economic background
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...as well as countries
with below-average
performance and
]arge socio-economic

disparitics.

The gradient can be

described in terms of. ..

...how much of the
pegrformancc variation
is explained by student

background. . .

...how well a student
with an intemationa]]/v
average socio-economic

background performs. . .

Countries with below-average mathematics performance and with an impact of
socio-economic background not different from the OECD average are shown by
the black lines in Figure 4.9E. Countries with below-average performance and a
weaker-than-average relationship with socio-economic background are indicated
by ared line in Figure 4.9F. While, in these countries, the impact of socio-economic
disparities on student performance is comparatively small, this is mainly because
students from both advantaged and disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds
perform comparatively poorly. Finally countries with below-average performance
and stronger-than-average relationships with socio-economic background are
indicated by a dashed black line in Figure 4.9F. In these countries, socio-economic

disparities are large and overall performance is poor.

Countries in which performance is not statistically significantly different from the
average and the strength of the relationship between socio-economic background
and performance is also not different from the OECD average are shown with a
black line in Figure 4.9C, while countries with a stronger or weaker than average
relationship are shown in Figure 4.9D by the dashed black lines.

In describing Figure 4.9 and the equivalent distribution of performance in each
country as shown inTable 4.3a, several aspects of the gradient should be noted,
including how strongly socio-economic background predicts performance, how
well students with average background perform, how much difference it makes to
have stronger or weaker socio-economic background, and how wide are the socio-
economic differences in the student population. More specifically, the features
of the relationship between socio-economic background and performance can

be described in terms of:

® The strength of the relationship between mathematics performance and socio-economic
background. This refers to how much individual student performance varies above
and below the gradient line. This can be seen for the combined OECD area in
Figure 4.8 by the dispersion of dots above and below the line. For individual
countries, column 3 of Table 4.3a gives the explained variance, a statistic that
summarises the strength of the relationship by indicating the proportion of the
observed variation in student scores that can be attributed to the relationship
shown by the gradient line. If this number is low, relatively little of the variance in
student performance is associated with students’ socio-economic background; if
itis high, the reverse is the case. On average across OECD countries, 17 per cent
of the variance in student performance in mathematics within each country is
associated with the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status.” However,
this figure ranges from 7 per cent or less in Iceland and in the partner countries
Hong Kong-China, Indonesia and Macao-China to more than 22 per cent in
Belgium, Germany, Hungary, the Slovak Republic and Turkey.

* The level of the gradient lines in Figure 4.9 — their average height — is given in
column 2 of Table 4.3a. This shows the average mathematics score reached by
those students in each country that have an economic, social and cultural back-
ground equal to the average across OECD countries. The level of a gradient for
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a country can be considered an indication of what would be the overall level
of performance of the education system if the economic, social and cultural
background of the student population were identical to the OECD average.

The slope of the gradient line is an indication of the extent of inequality in
mathematics performance attributable to socio-economic factors (see column 4
in Table 4.3a) and is measured in terms of how much difference one unit on the
socio-economic background scale makes to student performance in mathematics.
Steeper gradients indicate a greater impact of economic, social and cultural status
on student performance, i.e., more inequality. Gentler gradients indicate a lower
impact of socio-economic background on student performance, i.e., more
equality. It is important to distinguish the slope from the strength of the
relationship. For example, Germany and Japan show a similar slope with one
unit of difference on the socio-economic background scale corresponding,
on average, to 47 and 46 score points, respectively, on the mathematics
performance scale. However, in Japan, there are many more exceptions to
this general trend so that the relationship only explains 12 per cent of the
performance variation, while in Germany student performance follows the
levels predicted by socio-economic background more closely, with 23 per cent
of the performance variation explained by socio-economic background. On
average across OECD countries, the slope of the gradient is 42 (see note 16).
This means that students’ scores on the mathematics scale are, on average in
OECD countries, 42 score points higher for each extra unit on the index of
economic, social and cultural status. The unit on the index of economic, social
and cultural status is one standard deviation, meaning that about two-thirds of
the OECD student population score within a range of two units. In the case
of Poland, for example, which has a gradient very close to the OECD average,
the average mathematics score of students with socio-economic scores one
unit below average is 445, similar to the average score of a Greek student, and
the average mathematics score of students one unit above the socio-economic
status mean is 535, i.e., similar to the average performance of Japan.

The length of the gradient lines is determined by the range of socio-economic scores
for the middle 90 per cent of students (between the 5" and 95" percentiles) in
each country (see column 5c inTable 4.3a), as well as by the slope. Columns 5a
and 5b in Table 4.3a show the 5" and the 95" percentiles of the PISA index of
economic, social and cultural status spanned by the gradient line. The length
of the gradient line indicates how widely the student population is dispersed
in terms of socio-economic background. Longer projections of the gradient
lines represent a wider dispersion of socio-economic background in the student
population within the country in question.

Figure 4.9 and Table 4.3a point to several findings:

* First, countries vary in the strength and slope of the relationship between
socio-economic background and student performance. The figure not only
shows countries with relatively high and low levels of performance on the

mathematics scale, but also countries which have greater or lesser degrees

...the amount of

difference that socio-
economic background
makes, on average, to

performance. ..

...and the range of
backgrounds experienced
by students in each

COUHU’}’.

In some countries, a
given djﬁerence in socio-
economic background
makes over twice as much
difference to predicted

pcrjbrmancc than in others.
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to cope with a much
wider range of student

backgrounds.

In most countries, an
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economic background
shows benefits for
performance to equal
degrees along a
continuum, but in some
the greatest gains are
at the lower end and in

others at the high end.

of inequality in performance among students from different socio-economic
backgrounds. It is worth emphasising the considerable extent of this difference.
Consider two students. One is from a less advantaged background, say, one
standard deviation below the OECD average on the PISA index of economic,
social and cultural status and the other from a relatively privileged background,
say, one standard deviation above the OECD average on the PISA index of
economic, social and cultural status. The predicted performance gap between
these two students varies between countries by a factor of over two. Column 4
in Table 4.3a can be used to calculate this difference. The mathematics score
point difference shown in this column is associated with a one standard
deviation change in the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status —
the two students in this example are separated by two standard deviations. This
means that in Iceland this gap is 56 score points but in Belgium and Hungary it
is 110 score points, equivalent to two proficiency levels (in each case double
the gradient slope, i.e., comparing students two standard deviations apart).
The figure also shows clearly that high performance does not have to come at
the expense of inequality, as some of the countries with the highest levels of
performance have relatively gentle gradients.

Second, the range of the index of economic, social and cultural status spanned
by the gradient lines varies widely between countries. Figure 4.9 shows that
the range of backgrounds of the middle 90 per cent of the student population
spans less than 2.5 index points on the index in Japan, Norway and the partner
countries Latvia and the Russian Federation, but around 4 index points or
more in Mexico, Portugal and the partner country Tunisia. These figures show
that some countries’ education systems need to cope with students from a
wider range of socio-economic backgrounds than others (see column 5 in
Table 4.3a).

Third, the gradients for many countries are roughly linear, thatis, each increment
on the index of economic, social and cultural status is associated with a roughly
constant increase in performance on the mathematics scale. One might have
expected that the gradients would be steep at low levels of economic, social
and cultural status, and then level off at higher status levels, signalling that above
a certain level of socio-economic background there would be progressively less
advantage in terms of student performance. Indeed, the gradients follow this
pattern in some countries, namely the Czech Republic, Hungary, Italy and the
Slovak Republic (with column 8 in Table 4.3a showing statistically significant
negative values). However, in Australia, Germany, Luxembourg, New Zealand,
Turkey and the United States and the partner countries Brazil, Indonesia,
Liechtenstein, Thailand, Tunisia and Uruguay the gradients display the opposite
pattern — they are relatively gentle at low levels of socio-economic status, and
become steeper at higher levels (with column 8 inTable 4.3a showing statistically
significant positive values). In these countries, among the more advanced
group of students, home background makes a greater difference to student
performance in mathematics. In other words, the greater the socio-economic
advantage, the greater the advantage it has in terms of student performance.
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In the remaining 24 countries in PISA, these effects are small and not statistically
significant. The finding that in all countries gradients tend to be linear, or only
modestly curved across the range of economic, social and cultural status, has
an important policy implication. Many socio-economic policies are aimed at
increasing resources for the most disadvantaged, either through taxation or
by targeting benefits and socio-economic programmes to certain groups. The
PISA results suggest that it is not easy to establish a low economic, social and
cultural status baseline, below which performance sharply declines. Moreover,
if economic, social and cultural status is taken to be a surrogate for the decisions
and actions of parents aimed at providing a richer environment for their
children — such as taking an interest in their school work — then these findings
suggest that there is room for improvement at all levels on the socio-economic
continuum. The fact that it is difficult to discern a baseline, however, does not
imply that differentiated student support is not warranted. Targeted efforts can
be very effective in reducing disparities, as shown, for example, in successful
efforts by many countries to close gender gaps in student performance.

Figure 4.10 m Performance in mathematics and the impact of socio-economic background
Average performance of countries on the PISA mathematics scale and the relationship between performance and
the index of economic, social and cultural status

[ | Strength of the relationship Strength of the relationship between | Strength of the relationship between
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Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 4.3a.
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Figure 4.10 summarises the findings by contrasting average performance in
mathematics (as shown on the vertical axis) with the strength of the relationship
between socio-economic background and mathematics performance (as shown
on the horizontal axis). The latter can be viewed as an indicator of equity in the
distribution of learning opportunities, with perfect equity being defined by asituation
in which students’ performance is unrelated to their socio-economic background.
Canada, Finland, Japan and the partner country Hong Kong-China, represented
in the upper right quadrant of the figure, are examples of countries that display
high levels of student performance in mathematics and, at the same time, a below-
average impact of economic, social and cultural status on student performance. By
contrast, Hungary and Turkey, displayed in the lower left quadrant, are examples
of countries with below-average student performance in mathematics and an
above-average impact of socio-economic background on performance. Belgium,
the Czech Republic and the Netherlands are examples of countries characterised
by high average performance levels but in which performance is comparatively
strongly related to socio-economic background. Finally, Italy, Norway and Spain are
countries in which average performance in mathematics is below the OECD average
but not strongly related to student background. Although Mexico and Turkey show
below average performance in mathematics associated with an average impact of
socio-economic background, it is important to note that because only around half
of 15-year-olds in these countries are enrolled in school (the smallest proportion
among all participating countries, see Table A3.1) and thus represented in PISA,
the impact of socio-economic background on the mathematics performance of 15-
year-olds is probably underestimated.

The figure highlights that countries differ not just in their overall performance,
but also in the extent to which they are able to reduce the association between
socio-economic background and performance. PISA suggests that maximising
overall performance and securing similar levels of performance among students
from different socio-economic backgrounds can be achieved simultaneously.
The results suggest therefore that quality and equity need not be considered as
competing policy objectives.

The results mirror those observed in PISA 2000 for mathematics. However,
some countries are exceptions to this similarity: in Australia and the United
States the relationship between student performance and socio-economic
background appears weaker in 2003, and in Belgium, Italy and the partner
country Liechtenstein the relationship appears stronger in 2003 (see Table 4.3b
for the PISA 2000 results)."”

When comparing the relationship between socio-economic background and
student performance, it is important to take into account marked differences in
the distribution of socio-economic characteristics between countries. Table 4.3a
presentskey characteristics of the distribution of the PISA index of economic, social
and cultural status in 2003. As noted before, PISA’s socio-economic index was
constructed such that roughly about two-thirds of the OECD student population
are between the values of -1 and 1, with an average score of O (i.e., the mean for
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the combined student population from participating OECD countries is set to 0
and the standard deviation is set to 1). Countries with negative mean indices
(see column 6 in Table 4.3a), most notably Mexico, Portugal, Turkey and the
partner countries Brazil, Hong Kong-China, Indonesia, Macao-China, Thailand
and Tunisia, are characterised by a below-average socio-economic background
and thus face far greater overall challenges in addressing the impact of socio-
economic background. This makes the high performance achieved by students
in Hong Kong-China and Macao-China all the more impressive. However, it also
places a different perspective on the observed below-average performance of the
remaining countries mentioned. In fact, a hypothetical adjustment that assumes
an average index of economic, socio-economic and cultural status across OECD
countries would result in an increase of mathematics performance in Turkey
from 423 to 468 score points, the observed performance level in Portugal.
Portugal’s average performance would, in turn, change from 466 to 485 score
points, which is almost on a par with the observed performance level of Spain
and the United States. Such adjusted scores are shown in column 2 inTable 4.3a.
In contrast, in countries such as Canada, Iceland, Norway and the United States,
which operate in much more favourable socio-economic conditions, adjusting
for this advantage would lower their scores considerably. Obviously, such an
adjustment is entirely hypothetical — countries operate in a global market place
where actual, rather than adjusted, performance is all that counts. Moreover,
the adjustment does not take into consideration the complex cultural context of
each country. However, in the same way that proper comparisons of the quality
of schools focus on the added value that schools provide (accounting for the
socio-economic intake of schools when interpreting results), users of cross-
country comparisons need to keep in mind the differences among countries in

economic, social and educational circumstances.

The challenges that education systems face depend not just on the average socio-
economic background of a country. They also depend on the distribution of
socio-economic characteristics within countries. Such heterogeneity in socio-
economic characteristics can be measured by the standard deviation, within
each country, of student values on the PISA index of economic, social and
cultural status (see column 7 in Table 4.3a). The greater this socio-economic
heterogeneity in the family background of 15-year-olds, the greater the
challenges for teachers, schools and the entire education system. In fact, many of
the countries with below-average socio-economic status, most notably Mexico,
Portugal, Turkey and the partner country Tunisia, also face the difficulty of
significant heterogeneity in the socio-economic background of 15-year-olds.

Even countries with average levels of socio-economic background differ
widely in the socio-economic heterogeneity of their populations. For example,
both France and Japan have a level in the PISA index of economic, social and
cultural status that is near the OECD average. However, while Japan has the
most homogeneous distribution of socio-economic characteristics among

OECD countries, France has a comparatively wide variation. Similarly, among
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the countries with the highest overall levels of socio-economic status, Canada,
Iceland, Norway and Sweden show a narrow range in distribution of socio-
economic characteristics, whereas the United States shows comparatively large
socio-economic disparities.

In countries in which the student population is very heterogeneous, similar
socio-economic gradients will have a much larger impact on the performances
gap than in countries that have socio-economically more homogeneous student
populations. For example, Germany and Poland have socio-economic gradients
with similar slopes: i.e., in both countries a given socio-economic difference is
associated with a similar difference in performance. Since the distribution of
socio-economic characteristics is much more heterogeneous in Germany than
in Poland, the performance gap among students in the top and bottom quarters
of the PISA index of economic, social and cultural background is much larger in
Germany than in Poland (Table 4.4).

Countries with a low average level of socio-economic background and a wide
distribution of socio-economic characteristics face particular challenges in meeting
the needs of disadvantaged students, even more so if the distribution of socio-
economic background characteristics is skewed towards disadvantage, as indicated
by a positive index of skewness in Table 4.3a (see column 9). For example, in
Mexico and Turkey, as well as in the partner countries Indonesia, Thailand and
Tunisia, more than half of all students come from a socio-economic background
below that experienced by the least advantaged 15 per cent of students in OECD
countries (see column 10 in Table 4.3a). By contrast, in Canada, Iceland and
Norway, less than 5 per cent of students have a socio-economic background below
that of the least advanced 15 per cent of all OECD students.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC DIFFERENCE, SCHOOL DIFFERENCE AND THE
ROLE THAT EDUCATION POLICY CAN PLAY IN MODERATING THE
IMPACT OF SOCIO-ECONOMIC DISADVANTAGE

Many of the factors of socio-economic disadvantage are not directly amenable
to education policy, at least not in the short term. For example, the educational
attainment of parents can only gradually improve, and average family wealth
depends on the long-term economic development of a country as well as the
development of a culture which promotes individual savings. The importance of
socio-economic disadvantage, and the realisation that aspects of such disadvantage
only change over extended periods of time, give rise to a vital question for
policy-makers: to what extent can schools and school policies moderate the
impact of socio-economic disadvantage on student performance? The overall
relationship between socio-economic background and student performance
provides an important indicator of the capacity of education systems to provide
equitable learning opportunities. However, from a policy perspective, the
relationship between socio-economic background and school performance is
even more important as it indicates how equity is interrelated with systemic
aspects of education.
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Figure 4.1 reveals large differences among countries in the extent to which
student performance varies among schools. Table 4.1a takes this further by
showing the between-school and within-school components of variation
in student performance that are attributable to students’ socio-economic
background. In other words, it looks at the strength of the relationship between
socio-economic background and student performance both within and between
schools. It is evident that there are marked differences among countries in the
percentage of within-school variation that can be attributed to socio-economic
background. At the same time, in most countries, this percentage is considerably
smaller than the between-school performance differences that can be attributed

to socio-economic background.

Belgium, the Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary and the partner country
Uruguay are countries in which schools differ considerably in their socio-
economic intake even though, within schools, student populations tend to have a
comparatively homogeneous socio-economic background. In Belgium, the Czech
Republic, Germany, Hungary, the Slovak Republic and the United States and the
partner country Uruguay, the between-school variance in student performance
that is attributable to students’ socio-economic background accounts for more
than 12 per cent of the OECD average between-student variance (see columns 5
and 6 in Table 4.1a) and for Belgium, Germany and Hungary this figure rises to
over 40 per cent if the additional effect of the whole school’s socio-economic
composition on each student’s performance is taken into account as well
(see columns 7 and 8 in Table 4.1a). By contrast, within schools, socio-economic
background in each of these three countries accounts for less than 5 per cent of

the performance variance (see column 6 inTable 4.1a).

Canada, Finland, Iceland, Japan, Mexico, Norway and Sweden and the partner
countries Hong Kong-China, Indonesiaand Macao-Chinaare among the countries
in which the socio-economic background of individual students accounts for 5
per cent or less of performance variance across schools (see columns 5 and
6 in Table 4.1a). However, Japan stands out in this group of countries in that
the picture changes significantly once the socio-economic intake of schools as
a whole is taken into account. When the additional effect of the whole school’s
socio-economic composition on each student’s performance is taken into
account, the percentage of explained variance in school performance rises from
around 3 per cent of the OECD average variance in student performance to
42 per cent (see columns 5 and 7 inTable 4.1a).

An examination is needed of how within-school and between-school variance
is attributable to socio-economic background. This is required in order to
understand which policies might help to simultaneously increase overall student
performance and moderate the impact of socio-economic background (i.e., to
raise and flatten a country’s socio-economic gradient line). The following section
examines the impact of socio-economic difference on student performance,

as measured by the socio-economic gradient. To this end, the gradient for a

The relationship between
performance and socio-
economic background
tends to be stronger at
school than at student

levels. . .

...particularly in those
countries in which schools
differ in their socio-

economic intake. . .

...but there are other
countries where schools
differ mainly for reasons
unrelated to student

background.

To understand this
furthcr, one needs to
consider both how student
background 11?ﬂucnccs
perjbrmance within a

school. ..
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...and how schools’

performances differ

according to the socio-

economic background of

their intakes.

country can be broken down into two parts: a within-school gradient and a
between-school gradient. The within-school gradient describes how students’ socio-
economic background is related to their performance within a common school
environment. The between-school gradient describes how schools’ average level
of performance is related to the average economic, social and cultural status of
their student intake."

Figure 4.13 at the end of this chapter shows the average performance, and the
socio-economic composition of the student intake, for each school in the PISA
sample. Socio-economic composition is measured by the mean PISA index
of economic, social and cultural status in the school. Each dot in the chart
represents one school, with the size of the dot proportionate to the number
of 15-year-olds enrolled in the school. This shows first that in some countries
students are highly segregated along socio-economic lines, whether because of
residential segregation, economic factors or selection within the school system.

Figure 411 m Effects of students’ and schools’ socio-economic background

on student performance in mathematics

Dgﬁrerences in pe{fbrmance on the mathematics scale associated with
half a student-level standard deviation on the index of economic, social and cultural status
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* Interquartile range of the school-level average mean index of economic, social and cultural status.
1. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD PISA 2003 database, Table 4.5 (Half values of Columns 2 and 7 respectively).

© OECD 2004  Learning for Tomorrow’s World — First Results from PISA 2003



The figure also shows the overall gradient between socio-economic background
and student performance (black line) (which was already shown in Figure 4.9).
Finally, the figure displays the between-school gradient (thick dashed black line)
and the average within-school gradient (thin dashed black line). Schools above
the between-school gradient line (thick dashed black line) perform better than
would be predicted by their socio-economic intake. Schools below the between-
school gradient line perform below their expected value.

Figure 4.11 compares the slopes of within-school and between-school gradients
across countries that are shown at the end of this chapter. The slopes represent,
respectively, the gap in predicted scores of two students within a school separated
by a fixed amount of socio-economic background, and the gap in predicted scores
of two students with identical socio-economic backgrounds attending different
schools where the average background of their fellow-students is separated by
the same fixed amount. The slopes were estimated with a multi-level model that
included the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status at the student
and school levels. The lengths of the bars in Figure 4.11 indicate the differences
in scores on the PISA mathematics scale that are associated with a difference
of half of an international standard deviation on the PISA index of economic,
social and cultural status for the individual student (red bar) and for the average
of the student’s school (grey bar). Half a student-level standard deviation was
chosen as the benchmark for measuring performance gaps because this value
describes realistic differences between schools in terms of their socio-economic
composition: on average across OECD countries, the difference between the 75t
and 25" quartiles of the distribution of the school mean index of economic, social
and cultural status is 0.77 of a student-level standard deviation. This value ranges
from 0.42 standard deviations or less in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden
to 0.90 or more standard deviations in Germany, Luxembourg and Mexico and in
the partner countries Liechtenstein and Tunisia (see column 11 inTable 4.5).

In almost all countries, and for all students, the relatively long grey bars in Figure
4.11 indicate the clear advantage in attending a school whose students are, on
average, from more advantaged socio-economic backgrounds. Regardless of their
own socio-economic background, students attending schools in which the average
socio-economic background is high tend to perform better than when they are
enrolled in a school with a below-average socio-economic intake. In the majority
of OECD countries the effect of the average economic, social and cultural status
of students in a school — in terms of performance variation across students — far
outweighs the effects of the individual student’s socio-economic background.

All of this is perhaps not surprising, but the magnitude of the differences is
striking. In Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary, Japan,
Korea, the Netherlands, the Slovak Republic and Turkey, as well as in the
partner countries Hong Kong-China and Liechtenstein, the effect on student
performance of a school’s average economic, social and cultural status is very
substantial. In these countries, half a unit on the index of economic, social and
cultural status at the school level is equivalent to between 40 and 72 score points

The gradients shown here
indicate pe(formance
differences associated
with a fixed amount

of difference in socio-

economic background.

The results show that
the effect of the school’s
socio-economic intake
counts for more than an
individual’s own socio-

economic background.

Relatively socio-economically
advantaged schools confer
well over ha!f a prcﬁcienc]
level of performance
advantage over the range
measured here, and in some

countries much more...
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(half of the value shown in column 7 in Table 4.5). Consider the case of two
hypothetical students in any of these countries, living in families with average
socio-economic background, as measured by the index of economic, social and
cultural status. One student attends a school in a socio-economically advantaged
area, in which the mean index of economic, social and cultural status of the
school’s intake is a quarter of a (student-level) standard deviation above the
OECD average. Most of this student’s peers will therefore come from families
that are more affluent than his or her own. The other student attends a school
in a more disadvantaged area: the school’s mean economic, social and cultural
background is a quarter of a standard deviation below the OECD average,
so that the student comes from a more affluent family than his or her peers.
Figure 4.11 indicates that the first student would be likely to have a much higher
mathematics performance than the second student, by between 40 and 72 score
points depending on the country in this list.

Socio-economic differences at student levels are much less predictive for
performance than the schools’ socio-economic context. Consider the case of
two students in the same country living in families whose different economic,
social and cultural status give them scores on the index a quarter of a student-level
standard deviation above and a quarter below the mean. If these students attend
the same school, with an average socio-economic profile, they would have a much
smaller gap in their predicted performance of a mere 2 score points in Japan and
12 score points in Belgium and the Slovak Republic (half of the value shown in
column 2 inTable 4.5).

In the interpretation of Figure 4.11, it needs to be borne in mind that differences
in the averages of schools’ socio-economic backgrounds are naturally smaller
than comparable differences between individual students, given that every
school’s intake is mixed in terms of socio-economic variables. To aid in the
interpretation, the typical range of the average socio-economic status of schools
has been added to Figure 4.11.

The manner in which students are allocated to schools within a district or
region, or to classes and programmes within schools, can have implications
for the contextual effect, in terms of the teaching and learning conditions in
schools that are associated with educational outcomes. A number of studies have
found that schools with a higher average socio-economic status among their
student intake tend to have several advantages. They are likely to have fewer
disciplinary problems, better teacher-student relations, higher teacher morale,
and a general school climate that is oriented towards higher performance.
Such schools also often have a faster-paced curriculum. Talented and motivated
teachers are more likely to be attracted to schools with higher socio-economic
status, and less likely to transfer to another school or to leave the profession.
Some of the contextual effect associated with high socio-economic status may
also stem from peer interactions that occur as talented students work with each
other. The potential influence of such classroom and school factors is examined
further in Chapter 5.
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Some of the contextual effect might also be due to factors which are not
accounted for in PISA. For example, the parents of a student attending a more
socio-economically advantaged school may, on average, be more engaged in the
student’s learning at home. This may be so even though their socio-economic
background is comparable to that of the parents of a student attending a less-
privileged school. Another caveat is relevant to the previously mentioned
example of the two hypothetical students of similar ability, who attended schools
with different average socio-economic intakes. This relates to the fact that
because no data on the students’ earlier achievement are available from PISA, it
is not possible to infer ability and motivation. Therefore, it is also not possible
to determine whether and to what extent the school background directly or
indirectly determines students’ performance (for example, indirectly through a
process of student selection or self-selection).

Two different messages emerge about the ways to increase both quality and
equality. On the one hand, socio-economic segregation may bring benefits for
the advantaged that will enhance the performance of the elite and, perhaps as
a consequence, overall average performance. On the other hand, segregation of
schools is likely to decrease equality. However, there is strong evidence that this
dilemma can be resolved from countries that have achieved both high quality and
high equality. Just how other countries might match this record is the key question.
Moving all students to schools with higher socio-economic status is a logical
impossibility and the results shown in Figure 4.11 should not lead to the conclusion
that transferring a group of students from a school with a low socio-economic
intake to a school with a high socio-economic intake would automatically result
in the gains suggested by Figure 4.11. That is, the estimated contextual effects
shown in Figure 4.11 are descriptive of the distribution of school performance,
and should not necessarily be interpreted in a causal sense.

In any attempt to develop education policy in the light of the above findings, there
needs to be some understanding of the nature of the formal and informal selection
mechanisms that contribute to between-school socio-economic segregation, and
the effect of this segregation on students’ performance. In some countries, socio-
economic segregation may be firmly entrenched through residential segregation in
major cities, or by a large urban/rural socio-economic divide. In other countries,
structural features of the education system tend to stream or track students from
different socio-economic contexts into programmes with different curricula and
teaching practices (see also Chapter 5). The policy options are either to reduce
socio-economic segregation or to mitigate its effects.

IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY

Home background influences educational success, and experiences at school
often appear to reinforce its effects. Although PISA shows that poor performance
in school does not automatically follow from a disadvantaged socio-economic
background, socio-economic background does appear to be a powerful influence

on performance.
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This could be because  This represents a signiﬁcant challenge for public policy striving to provide learning

privileged children  opportunities for all students irrespective of their socio-economic backgrounds.

are better able to take  National research evidence from various countries has often been discouraging.

advantage of education or  Schools have appeared to make little difference. Either because privileged families

because schools find them  are better able to reinforce and enhance the effect of schools, or because schools

easier to nurture...  are better able to nurture and develop young people from privileged backgrounds,

it has often appeared that schools reproduce existing patterns of privilege, rather

than bringing about a more equitable distribution of outcomes.
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The international comparative perspective that emerges from PISA is more
encouraging. While all countries show a clear positive relationship between
home background and educational outcomes, some countries demonstrate that
high average quality and equality of educational outcomes can go together.

This chapter has identified a set of indicators that, taking an internationally
comparative perspective, can help policy makers to identify strategies aimed
at raising performance and improving equity in the distribution of educational
opportunities. Althoughallpolicy choicesneed tobe defined within the respective
national socio-economic, economic and educational contexts, international
comparisons can provide some indication as to the kinds of policy that may
be most effective. To assess their potential impact on raising performance and
improving equity, policies can be classified as follows (Willms, 2004).

® Performance-targeted policies provide a specialised curriculum or additional
instructional resources for particular students based on their levels of
academic performance. For example, some schooling systems provide ecarly
prevention programmes that target children who are deemed to be at risk
of school failure when they enter early childhood programmes or school,
while other systems provide late prevention or recovery programmes for
children who fail to progress at a normal rate during the first few years of
elementary school. Some performance-targeted programmes aim to provide
a modified curriculum for students with high academic performance, such
as programmes for gifted students. More generally, policies that involve the
tracking or streaming of students into different types of programmes could
be considered performance-targeted as they strive to match curriculum and
instruction to students’ academic ability or performance. Grade repetition is
also sometimes considered a performance-targeted policy, because the decision
to have a student repeat a grade is usually based mainly on school performance.
However, in many cases grade repetition does not entail a modified curriculum
or additional instructional resources and therefore does not fit the definition of
a performance-targeted policy used here. Figure 4.12a illustrates the intended
impact of this type of policy. This figure builds on Figure 4.8 and shows student
performance on the vertical axis and students’ socio-economic background on
the horizontal axis. The focus of performance-targeted policies is at the lower
end of the performance scale, irrespective of the socio-economic background
of students (indicated by upward-moving arrows at the lower end of the vertical
axis in the chart, irrespective of students’ positions on the horizontal axis).
The solid line in Figure 4.12a indicates the currently observed slope of the
relationship between socio-economic background and student performance
whereas the dotted line indicates the slope that would result from successfully

implemented policies of this type.

Socio-economically targeted policies provide a specialised curriculum or additional
instructional resources for students from disadvantaged socio-economic
backgrounds. An example is the Head Start pre-school programme in the
United States for children from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds,
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although there is a wide range of programmes that target at risk children
and young persons. Some approaches select students on the basis of a risk
factor other than socio-economic background, such as whether the student
is a recent immigrant, a member of an ethnic minority, or living in a low-
income community. The important distinction is that these programmes select
students based on the family’s socio-economic background rather than on
their cognitive ability. Figure 4.12b illustrates the intended impact of this type
of policy (indicated by the upward-moving arrows), as well as its intended
outcome (indicated by the dotted gradient line). The focus is at the lower end
of the socio-economic scale, irrespective of student performance (indicated
by upward-moving arrows at the left end of the horizontal axis in the chart,
irrespective of students’ positions on the performance scale).

Compensatory policies provide additional economic resources to students from
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. These policies could be considered
asubset of the previously mentioned policies that use socio-economic targeting,
as they target students from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds, rather
than students with low cognitive performance. However, the emphasis is on
improving the economic circumstances of students from poor families, rather
than on providing a specialised curriculum or additional educational resources.
The provision of free lunch programmes for students from poor families is
an example. More generally, and in many countries, the provision of transfer
payments to poor families is the one of the primary policy levers at the national
level. The distinction between compensatory policies and socio-economically-
targeted policies is not always clear. For example, some jurisdictions have
compensatory funding formulas that allocate educational funds to schools
differentially, based on schools’ socio-economic intake. In some sense this is
a compensatory policy, but it could also be considered a socio-economically
targeted policy in as much as the intention is to provide additional educational
resources to students with disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds.
Figure 4.12c illustrates the intended impact of this type of policy (indicated by
arrows pointing towards the right end of the socio-economic scale, irrespective
of students’ positions on the performance scale) as well as the intended outcome

(indicated by the dotted gradient line).

Universal policies strive to increase the educational performance of all children
through reforms that are applied equally across the schooling system.
Generally, universal policies are aimed at altering the content and pace of the
curriculum, improving instructional techniques, or improving the learning
environment in schools and classrooms. Some jurisdictions responded to
PISA 2000 results by introducing major school reforms, introducing full-
day schooling, altering the school-entry age, or increasing the time spent on
language classes. These are all universal policies. Many universal policies strive
toimprove children’slearning environments by changing the structural features
of schools. There has also been an effort to increase parents’ involvement in
schooling in several ways, including greater involvement at home and greater
participation in school governance. Many universal policies are directed at
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changing teacher practice or aim at increasing the accountability of schools
and schooling systems through the assessment of student performance. The
underlying belief is that increased accountability will motivate administrators
and teachers to improve the learning environment of schools and classrooms
and provide better instruction. Figure 4.12d illustrates the intended impact
of this type of policy as well as its intended outcome (indicated by the dotted
gradient line).

Finally, inclusive policies strive to include marginalised students into mainstream
schools and classrooms. Inclusive practices often concentrate on including
students with disabilities in regular classrooms, rather than segregating them
in special classes or schools. This report considers inclusive policies to broadly
encompass reforms aimed at including any type of student who may be segre-
gated, whether with disabilities, students from ethnic minorities, or students
from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. Some inclusive policies
try to reduce between-school socio-economic segregation by means such as
redrawing school catchment boundaries, amalgamating schools, or creating
magnet schools in areas with low socio-economic status.

A question that often confronts school administrators is whether efforts to
improve student performance should be targeted mainly at those with low
performance or low socio-economic background. The overall slope of the socio-
economic gradient, together with the proportion of performance variation
explained by socio-economic background, are useful indicators for assessing this
question. Countries with relatively flat gradients are likely to find performance-
based policies more effective in raising performance among students. Conversely,
countries with steep socio-economic gradients might find some combination of
performance-targeted and socio-economically-targeted policies more effective.
For example, as noted earlier, Canada, Finland, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg,
Mexico, Portugal and Spain, as well as the partner countries Indonesia, Hong
Kong-China, Macao-China, Thailand and Tunisia, are characterised by gradients
thatare flatter than that at the OECD average level (Table 4.3a). In these countries,
a relatively smaller proportion of their low-performing students come from
disadvantaged backgrounds and also school performance is largely unrelated to
a school’s socio-economic intake. Thus, by themselves, policies that specifically
target students from disadvantaged backgrounds would not address the needs
of many of the country’s low-performing students. Moreover, if the goal is to
ensure that most students achieve some minimum level of performance, socio-
economically targeted policies in these countries would be providing services to

a sizeable proportion of students who have high performance levels.

By contrast, in countries where the impact of socio-economic background on
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from advantaged backgrounds shown in the bottom right area of the graph.
By contrast, performance targeted policies would reach most of the lower-
performing students and schools. In Germany, where the relationship between
socio-economic background and student performance is much stronger, socio-
economically-targeted interventions are likely to have a much stronger impact,
as a much larger proportion of students and schools are located in the lower-left
quadrant of the figure.

However, the case for socio-economically-targeted policies can still be over-
stated for countries with steep socio-economic gradients. In countries with
steep socio-economic gradients, but where the variation explained by socio-
economic background is only moderate, there tends to be a sizeable group
of poorly performing students with higher socio-economic background. In
most cases, socio-economically targeted policies are directed at the students
from families with very low socio-economic background. For example, for
the Czech Republic, as one shifts vertically in Figure 4.13 to the left —i.e., as
one focuses on lower levels of socio-economic background — the proportion of
schools and students with low levels of performance which is not covered by
these policies increases. Thus, in such situations socio-economically-targeted
policies are likely to miss a large proportion of students who have relatively

POOI' performance.

Performance-targeted policies can be classified into two types: those aimed at
improving the overall performance of low-performing schools, and those aimed
at improving the performance of low-performing students within schools.
The proportion of performance variation between schools, described at the
beginning of this chapter (Table 4.1a), can provide a useful indicator in judging
the appropriateness of particular policy approaches.

If there is little performance variation between schools, as in Canada, Denmark,
Finland, Iceland, Ireland, Norway, Poland or Sweden, then within-school policies
aimed at improving the performance of low-performing students are likely to
be more effective. By contrast, in countries such as Austria, Belgium, the Czech
Republic, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands and Turkey and the
partner countries Brazil and Hong Kong-China, large performance differences
between schools would suggest that policies target low-performing schools, at
least within each type of school where the education system is stratified.

Two variables — the skewness of the distribution of socio-economic background,
as a within-country measure of disadvantage, and the proportion of students in
cach country that are in the lowest sixth of the international distribution of socio-
economic background — help to assess the appropriateness of compensatory
policies that seek to meet the needs of students from disadvantaged families by
compensating for their economic circumstances (see columns 9 and 10 inTable
4.3a). Among OECD countries, the value for skewness is -0.31 (indicating
that the socio-economic background of 15-year-olds is skewed towards socio-

economic advantage). Among the partner countries the value is 0.16 (indicating
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that the socio-economic background of 15-year-olds is skewed towards socio-
economic disadvantage). And in some of the lower-income partner countries (but
also in the Czech Republic, Poland, Portugal and Turkey), skewness is more than
1.5 times this number. These figures indicate a greater need for compensatory
policies in some low-income countries. As previously noted, however, this
kind of policy by itself — like socio-economically targeted policies — cannot
substantially raise and level socio-economic gradients. Such a policy is likely to
be most effective if implemented alongside universal, as well as performance
and socio-economically-targeted, strategies.

Table 4.5 also provides an inclusion index (see column 12) (Willms, 2004). The
smaller the index value, the more schools are segregated by socio-economic
background. The larger the index value, the less schools are segregated by socio-
economic background.” Across countries, the relationship between average
performance and the inclusion index is positive. This suggests that countries
with greater socio-economic inclusion tend to have higher overall performance.
Furthermore, the relationship between the socio-economic gradients and the
index of socio-economic inclusion in OECD countries is negative, indicating that
countries with greater socio-economic inclusion tend to have flatter gradients.
Taken together, these results suggest that more inclusive schooling systems have
both higher levels of performance and fewer disparities among students from
differing socio-economic backgrounds. In some countries, socio-economic
segregation can be deeply entrenched due to economic divides between urban
and rural areas, as well as residential segregation in cities. However, segregation
can also stem from educational policies that stream children into certain kinds
of programmes early in their school careers (see also Chapter 5).

To increase quality and equity (i.e., to raise and flatten the gradient) in such
countries would require specific attention to between-school differences.
Reducing the socio-economic segregation of schools would be one strategy, while
allocating resources differentially to schools and programmes and secking to
provide students with differentiated and appropriate educational opportunities
are others. In countries where the inclusion index is low, it is important to
understand how the allocation of school resources within a country is related to
the socio-economic intake of its schools. In other countries, there is relatively little
socio-economic segregation between schools — i.e., schools tend to be similar in
their average socio-economic intake. In these countries, quality (the level) and
equality (the slope of the gradient) are mainly affected by the relationship between
student performance and the socio-economic background of individual students
within each school. To increase quality and equality in these countries will require
actions that predominantly focus within schools. Reducing the segregation within
schools of students of differing economic, social and cultural status would be one
strategy, and might require a review of classroom streaming practices. More direct
assistance for poorly performing students may also be needed. In these countries,
it is important to understand how the allocation of resources within schools is

related to the socio-economic characteristics of their students.

In countries with

greater socio-economic
segregation dacross
schools, overall differences
by socio-economic
background tend to be

]ar(qcr. ..

...and in these countries
some schools may

need more resources to
compensate, whereas

in other countries any

improvements will need to

be found within schools.
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Policy considerations need
to take account qf
long-term influences on
15-year-olds’

PCI‘]%I‘HZ(JHCC. .o

...and to take a broad
view, inc]uding the car])f
childhood years and

families.

Finally, when considering the information furnished by PISA, policy analysts tend
to focus their attention on the schooling system, particularly on features of the
secondary system. This is natural, as PISA is an assessment of students at age 15.
Indeed, the analyses pertaining to school effectiveness presented in this report
are based on data describing school offerings at the late primary or secondary
levels. However, PISA is not an assessment of what young people learned during
their previous year at school, or even during their secondary school years. It
is an indication of the learning development that has occurred since birth. A
country’s results in PISA depend on the quality of care and stimulation provided
to children during infancy and the pre-school years, and on the opportunities
children have to learn both in school and at home during the elementary and
secondary school years.

Improving quality and equity therefore require a long-term view and a broad
perspective. For some countries, this may mean taking measures to safeguard
the healthy development of young children, or improving early childhood
education. For others, it may mean socio-economic reforms that enable families
to provide better care for the children. But in many, it can mean efforts to
increase socio-economic inclusion and improve school offerings.
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Figure 413 (continued-2) M The relationship between school performance and schools’ socio-economic background
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Figure 413 (continued-4) M Relationship between school performance and schools’ socio-economic background
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How Student Performance Varies between Schools and the Role that Socio-economic Background Plays in This

9.

10.

11.

Notes

Performance differences between countries account for 10 per cent of the overall observed variance of student performance
in mathematics, while performance differences between schools within countries account for 28 per cent and performance

differences between students within schools account for 61 per cent of the overall variance (Table 5.21a)

While the overall relationship between socio-economic background and student performance tends to be similar across the
areas of mathematics, science and reading, it varies for some countries. For example, for the Czech Republic, Hungary, Korea
and the partner countries Brazil, Tunisia and Uruguay, the proportion of science performance variation that is explained by
the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status lies between 3.0 and 5.8 percentage points lower than for mathematics
while in Germany it lies 3.2 percentage points higher in science. Similarly, for the Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary, Korea,
the Netherlands, Portugal and Spain and for the partner countries Brazil, Tunisia and Uruguay the proportion of reading
performance that is explained by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status lies between 3.1 and 6.7 percentage
points lower than for mathematics while in Austria it is 5.0 percentage points higher in reading (see www.pisa.oecd.org).

Variation is expressed by statistical variance. This is obtained by squaring the standard deviation referred to in Chapter 2.
The statistical variance rather than the standard deviation is used for this comparison to allow for the decomposition of
the components of variation in student performance. For reasons explained in the PISA 2003 Technical Report, and most
importantly because the data in this table only account for students with valid data on their socio-economic background,
the variance may differ from the square of the standard deviation shown in Chapter 2. The PISA 2003 Technical Report also
explains why, for some countries, the sum of the between-school and within-school variance components differs slightly
from the total variance. The average is calculated over the OECD countries included in the table.

For the country Serbia and Montenegro, data for Montenegro are not available. The latter accounts for 7.9 per cent of the
national population. The name “Serbia” is used as a shorthand for the Serbian part of Serbia and Montenegro.

The OECD average level is calculated simply as the arithmetic mean of the respective country values. This average differs from
the square of the OECD average standard deviation shown in Chapter 2, since the latter includes the performance variation

among countries whereas the former simply averages the within-country performance variation across countries.

Note that these results are also influenced by differences in how schools are defined and organised within countries and by
the units that were chosen for sampling purposes. For example, in some countries some of the schools in the PISA sample
were defined as administrative units (even if they spanned several geographically separate institutions, as in Italy; in others
they were defined as those parts of larger educational institutions that serve 15-year-olds; in others they were defined
as physical school buildings; and in yet others they were defined from a management perspective (e.g., entities having a
principal). The PISA 2003 Technical Report (OECD, forthcoming) provides an overview of how schools were defined. Note
also that, because of the manner in which students were sampled, the within-school variation includes variation between

classes as well as between students.

In all countries, the changes between 2000 and 2003 are very similar for both mathematics scales for which trend data can
be estimated. For the purpose of this comparison, results are only shown for the overall mathematics scale, even though the
PISA 2000 data did not include two of the four mathematical content areas.

In Belgium, some of this difference may be attributable to changes in the ways in which schools were defined for the
purposes of sampling in PISA.

Father’s or mother’s occupation was used for this comparison, whichever was higher on the PISA socio-economic index of

occupational status.

Mother’s level of education was used for this comparison because the literature shows it to have the strongest relationship
with student performance. However, the relationship tends to be similar when fathers’ education is considered, with an
OECD average performance gap of 40 score points between students whose fathers completed secondary education from
students whose fathers did not (Table 4.2c).

For this comparison, the education levels of mothers and fathers were jointly examined and whichever was higher was then
related to student performance. In order to obtain a continuous metric that can be used in a regression, levels of education
were converted into years of schooling, using the conversion table shown inTable A1.1.
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12.

13.
14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

In this analysis, immigrant families’ current educational and socioeconomic status is used as a proxy for their qualifications
at the time they moved to their country of adoption. It should be noted that the families’ current situation will have also
been shaped by countries’ integration policies and practices. Therefore, the results will most likely overestimate the role of
the composition of immigrant populations and underestimate the role of countries” approaches to integration as potential
determinants of between-country differences in the performance gap between students with and without migration

backgrounds.
For the methodology used for the conversion see Annex A1.1.

The measure of home educational resources is constructed based on students’ reports on having at their home a desk to
study at, a room of their own, a quiet place to study, a computer they can use for school work, educational software, a link
to the Internet, their own calculator, classic literature, books of poetry; works of art (e.g., paintings); books to help with
their school work, and a dictionary.

These results were based on dividing the distribution of the index of economic, social and cultural status into quartiles
and examining the correlation in each quartile with mathematics performance. The following results were obtained: i) for
the lowest quartile: 0.336 (0.014) for the OECD total and 0.297 (0.009) for the OECD average, and ii) for the highest
quartile: 0.179 (0.012) for the OECD total and 0.147 (0.007) for the OECD average.

The percentage of variance explained on average across OECD countries and the average slope across countries are different
from the OECD average and total shown inTable 4.3a since the latter also reflect the between-country differences.

In PISA 2000, the index of economic, social and cultural status included a component on family wealth. Since analyses of
the PISA 2003 data suggest that the data on family wealth is difficult to compare across countries and cultures due to the
nature of the underlying questions, the family-wealth component was excluded from the index. Even though the influence
of the family-wealth component on the index was small, for the purpose of the comparison over time the PISA 2000 index
was re-calculated with the family-wealth component excluded as well. For this reason, the results for 2000 published in this

report differ slightly from those published in 2001.

The decomposition is a function of the between-school slope, the average within-school slope, and m’, which is the
proportion of variation in socio-economic background that is between schools. The statistic ’ can be considered a measure
of segregation by socio-economic background (Willms & Paterson, 1995), which theoretically can range from zero for
a completely desegregated system in which the distribution of socio-economic background is the same in every school,
to one for a system in which students within schools have the same level of socio-economic background, but the schools
vary in their average socio-economic background. One can also think of the term, 1 — 1, as an index of socio-economic
inclusion, which would range from zero for a segregated schooling system to one for a fully desegregated schooling system.
The overall gradient is related to the within- and between-school gradients through the segregation and inclusion indices:
B= n’x B,+(1- %) X B“; where 3 is the overall gradient, B, is the between-school gradient, and B is the average within-
school gradient.

More specifically, the index is defined as one minus the proportion of variation in the PISA index of economic, social and
cultural status that lies between schools, as explained in note 18.
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208

What can schools do
in the face of the fixed
influence of student
background?

This chapter builds

on previous results
showing that a school’s
characteristics can make

a d;ﬁrercnce. ..

...and examines policy

levers that are often thought
o [@

to be conducive to raising

student performance and

) fbstering equity.

The analysis builds on what
is known about effective
school improvement. . .
...including studies on
gﬁéctive teaching and

instruction. ..

.. .SC]?OO] ejj‘éctivcness

studies. . .

...and studies relating
to economic production

junctions.

INTRODUCTION

Chapter 4 showed the considerable impact that socio-economic background
can have on student performance and, by implication, on the distribution of
educational opportunities. At the same time, many of the factors of socio-
economic disadvantage are not directly amenable to education policy, at least
not in the short term. For example, the educational attainment of parents
can only gradually improve, and average family wealth depends on the long-
term economic development of a country as well as on the development of a
culture which promotes individual savings. The importance of socio-economic
disadvantage, and the realisation that aspects of such disadvantage only change
over extended periods of time, give rise to a vital question for policy makers:
what can schools and school policies do to raise performance and promote
equity?

Building on the results from PISA 2000, which suggested that students and schools
perform better in a climate characterised by high expectations, the readiness
of students to invest effort, the enjoyment of learning, a positive disciplinary
climate and good teacher-student relations, this chapter examines policy levers
and school-level characteristics that are often thought to be conducive to raising
levels of student performance and achieving a more equitable distribution of
educational opportunities.

However, studies like PISA can address such questions only up to a point,
both because many important contextual factors cannot be captured by
international comparative surveys of this kind, and because such surveys

do not examine processes over time to allow cause and effect to be firmly

established.

The school factors that were examined by PISA were selected on the basis of

three strands of research:

* Studies on effective teaching and instruction, which tend to focus on class-
room management and teaching strategies, such as students’ opportunity to
learn, time on task, monitoring performance at classroom levels, approaches
to teaching and differentiation practices.

School effectiveness studies, which focus on organisational and managerial
characteristics of schools, such as school and classroom climate, achievement
orientation, school autonomy and educational leadership, evaluation strate-

gies and practices, parental involvement and staff development.

Studies of economic factors relating to production functions, which focus on
resource inputs — such as school size; student/teaching staff ratios; the quality
of schools’ physical infrastructures and of their educational resources; teacher
experience, training and compensation — and how these translate into educa-

tional outcomes.
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The questions asked by PISA of students and school principals sought a
balanced representation of aspects in each of these three areas, concentrating
on those aspects having received support in earlier empirical research.
However, no data on student opportunities to learn were available to offer
insights into effective instruction and time on task." Furthermore, no data
were obtained from teachers, thus inferences on teaching and learning
can only be made indirectly from the perspective of students and school

principals.

Research has shown that factors that are closest to the students’ actual learning
tend to have the strongest impact on learning outcomes (e.g., Wang et al., 1993),
whereas the influence of factors more remote from the classroom tends to be
more difficult to assess. The chapter therefore moves from more proximate to

more distant factors by:

= beginning with an examination of school climate and the learning environ-

ment in classes and at school;

= then turning to reviewing the relationship between various school policies

and practices and student performance;

" next 100king at the impact of school resources on student and school

performance;

" and finally examining aspects of the structure of education systems, in
particular the nature and degree of stratification and institutional differentia-

tion in participating countries.

Since many factors within each of these categories are closely interrelated,
each section concludes with an examination of the joint impact of the factors

examined in that section.

It is also important to consider the extent to which differences in the
performance of schools are associated with socio-economic factors. As shown
in Chapter 4, socio-economic factors play a role both at the level of individual
students and through the aggregate context they provide for learning at schools,
for example, students from more advantaged backgrounds may choose better
schools or create better schooling conditions, by establishing an environment
that is more conducive to learning. Each of the following sections therefore
also considers the interrelationship between school factors and students’ socio-

economic background.

The concluding section then looks at all of the factors in combination and
seeks to determine the unique contribution each of the observed factors
makes to school performance, after all other factors have been taken into
account. This is used as the basis for drawing policy lessons from international

comparisons.

The chapter starts from
students’ direct experience in
classrooms, and then moves
on to broader characteristics
of their schools and school

systems. . .

...taking account of
how these factors interact
with each other and
with socio-economic

background. ..

...and concludes with
identifying the unique
influence of each factor.
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Box 5.1m Interpreting the data from schools and their relationship to student performance

Several of the indices summarise the responses of students or school principals to a series of
related questions. The questions were selected from larger constructs on the basis of theoretical
considerations and previous research. Structural equation modelling was used to confirm the
theoretically expected dimensions of the indices and to validate their comparability across countries.
For this purpose, a model was estimated separately for each country and, collectively, for all OECD
countries. For detailed information on the construction of the indices, see Annex A1.

The PISA 2003 indices are based on students’ and school principals’ accounts of the learning
environment and organisation of schools, and of the social and economic contexts in which
learning takes place. The indices rely on self-reports rather than on external observations and may
be influenced by cross-cultural differences in response behaviour. For example, students’ self-
perceptions of classroom situations may only imperfectly reflect the actual classroom situation or
students may choose to respond differently from their actual perceptions because certain responses

may be more socially desirable than others.

Several limitations of the information collected from principals should be taken into account in the
interpretation of the data:

* First, on average only 270 principals were surveyed in each OECD country and in five countries

less than 150 principals were surveyed.

* Second, although principals are able to provide information about their schools, generalising
from a single source of information for each school (and then matching that information with
students’ reports) is not straightforward. Most importantly, students’ performance in each of the
assessment areas depends on many factors, including all the education that they have received in
earlier years, not just the period in which they have interacted with their current teachers.

* Third, principals may not be the most appropriate source of information for some information

related to teachers, e.g., teachers’ morale and commitment.

Fourth, the learning environment in which 15-year-olds find themselves and that is examined
by PISA may only be partially predictive of the learning environment that shaped educational
experiences of the 15-year-olds earlier in their schooling career, particularly in education systems
where students progress through different types of educational institutions at the pre-primary,
primary, lower secondary and upper secondary levels. To the extent that the current learning
environment of 15-year-olds differs from that in their earlier school years, the contextual data
collected by PISA become an imperfect proxy for the cumulative learning environments of

students and their effect on learning outcomes is therefore likely to be underestimated.

Fifth, the definition of the school in which students are taught is not straightforward in some
countries, because 15-year-olds may be in different school types that vary in their level of education
or their programme destination.

Despite these caveats, the information from the school questionnaire can be instructive as it
provides unique insights into the ways in which national and sub-national authorities implement

their educational objectives.
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Where information based on reports from school principals is presented in this report, it has been

weighted so that it reflects the number of 15-year-olds enrolled in each school.

Unless otherwise noted, comparisons of student performance in this chapter refer to the performance

of students on the combined mathematics scale.

THE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT AND SCHOOL CLIMATE

This section examines school climate and the learning environment in classrooms
and at school. It looks at students’ perceptions of the degree of individual
support that they receive from their teachers, as well as at their perceptions of
student-teacher relations and the disciplinary climate at school. The picture also
includes the views of school principals on student and teacher behaviour as well

as students’ and teachers’ morale at their school.

Students’ perceptions of individual support from their teachers

Raising performance levels critically relies on effective support systems that
provide professional advice and assistance to students, teachers and school
management. Countries pursue different strategies to this end (OECD, 2004c).
Some seek primarily to address heterogeneity in the student body with services
directed towards students on a needs basis, including services for students
requiring special educational or social assistance, or educational and career
counselling. Some relate to networks between individual schools and between
schools and other institutions aimed at facilitating performance improvement of
teachers and schools. Yet others relate to the school system as a whole and often
include external agencies. Some countries provide independent professional
support structures while others have integrated support systems into school

administration, school inspection or the academic sector.

The individual support students receive from their teachers for their learning is
a central element in any approach to support. Research on school effectiveness,
in particular, suggests that students (particularly those with a low level of
performance) benefit from teaching practices that demonstrate teachers’
interest in the progress of their students, give the clear message that all students
are expected to attain reasonable performance standards and show a willingness
to help all students to meet these standards. It is this aspect of student support
that was examined by PISA 2003.

In order to examine the extent to which such practices are common in different
countries, students were asked to indicate the frequency with which teachers
in their mathematics lessons show an interest in every student’s learning,
give students extra help when they need it, help students with their learning,
continue to teach until students understand and give students an opportunity to

express opinions.”

The learning environment
and climate is reported
by students and school
principals.

Countries’ SU’(JIGgiCS to

SUPPOYI Students Vary. .

...but fostering
individual support by
teachers for learning is a
central element in most

approaches.
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Depending on the

country, a ma]‘orit)f

or on])f a minorit)f qf'

students feel supported by

their teachers. . .

...and substantial
numbers feel they do not
get the help they need.

An overall index . ..

...shows that students’
perceptions of how much
support they get from
their teachers varies

greatl)f across countries.

Within some countries,
but not others, there is
substantial variation also

across schools. . .

Results from PISA 2003 suggest that the strength of teachers’ efforts to support
students individually in their learning is — at least in the eyes of students — mixed,
with considerable variation across countries. While in Iceland, Mexico, Portugal,
Sweden, Turkey and the United States as well as in the PISA partner countries
Brazil, the Russian Federation, Thailand, Tunisia and Uruguay two-thirds of
students report that teachers show an interest in every student’s learning in
every or at least most mathematics lessons, this is only 43 per cent in Germany
and Greece (OECD average 58 per cent) (Figure 5.1 and Table 5.1b).

In fact, in Germany, Greece and Luxembourg, 18 per cent of students report
that their teachers in their mathematics lessons never or hardly ever show an
interest in every student’s learning (for data, see www.pisa.oecd.org). Across the
OECD countries, an average of only 66 per cent of students report that teachers
generally give extra help when students need it and only 62 per cent report
that teachers in their mathematics lesson continue teaching until students

understand.

Student responses to these various questions can be summarised on an index
of teacher support. Values above the OECD average, which is set at 0, indicate
higher than average student perceptions that teachers are supportive in their
mathematics lessons, while negative values indicate that students’ perceptions

of teachers’ supportiveness is below average.”

A comparison of this index across countries shows that students in Australia,
Canada, Denmark, Iceland, Mexico, New Zealand, Portugal, Sweden, Turkey
and the United States and in the partner countries Brazil, Indonesia, the Russian
Federation, Thailand, Tunisia and Uruguay report the most positive perceptions
of their teachers’ supportiveness for individual learning in mathematics
classes. By contrast, students in Austria, Germany, Japan, Luxembourg and the
Netherlands report the least degree of individual support from teachers in their
mathematics lessons. From the data available, there is no way of assessing the
extent to which these results reflect true differences in teachers’ attitudes and
practices — within and between countries — rather than differences in students’
subjective perceptions, since students in each country applied their own
judgement. Despite this caveat, some of the differences between countries are
so large that they merit attention (Figure 5.1 and Table 5.1a).

In some countries, there is also important variation in students’ perceptions of
teacher support across schools. The last two columns in Figure 5.1 provide an
indication of the variation between schools in this respect: 5 per cent of 15-year-
olds are enrolled in schools where teacher support is perceived to be worse than
indicated by the first column, and 5 per cent are enrolled in schools where teacher
support is perceived to be better than indicated by the second column. In Austria,
the Czech Republic, Hungary, Italy, Mexico, the Slovak Republic and the United
States, as well as in the partner countries Liechtenstein and Uruguay, student
perceptions of teacher support vary substantially among schools, which can be

seen by the large difference of the school level index of teacher support between
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1. This is the school at the 5* percentile. In only 5% of schools is the index of teacher support more negative.

2.This is the school at the 95™ percentile. The index of teacher support is more positive than in 95% of the other schools.
3. Response rate too low to ensure comparability (see Annex A3).

Source: OEC