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In the dark…

…all students, schools and education systems look the same…

But with a little light….
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But with a little light….
…important differences become apparent….
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Growth in baseline qualifications
A world of change

Approximated by percentage of persons with ISCED3 qualfications in age groups 55-64, 45-55, 45-44 und 25-34 years
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777777 Overview
111... The PISA approach

z Objectives and methods underlying PISA

2.2.2. Where we are today - and where we can be?
z What PISA shows students in different countries can do 

with what they have learned
z Examples from the best performing countries

3.3.3. How we can get there?
z Some policy levers that emerge from 

international comparisons
z Policy initiatives of OECD countries in response to PISA 

results

3.3.3. How we can make PISA most useful for policy?
z National and multi-lateral PISA components
z Adapting and extending the assessments
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The PISA approach

Measuring the quality of learning outcomes
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OECD countries participating from PISA 2000

OECD countries participating from PISA from 2003

OECD partner countries participating from PISA 2000

OECD partner countries participating from PISA 2003

OECD partner countries participating from PISA 2006

PISA country participation
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Deciding what to assess...

looking back at what students were 
expected to have learned

…or…
looking ahead to what they can do with 

what they have learned.

For PISA, the OECD countries chose the latter.



111111111111 Mathematical literacy in PISA
The real world The mathematical World

A real situation

A model of reality A mathematical 
model

Mathematical 
results

Real results

Understanding, 
structuring and 
simplifying the 
situation

Making the problem amenable 
to mathematical treatment

Interpreting 
the mathematical results

Using relevant 
mathematical 
tools to solve 
the problemValidating 

the results



121212121212

Where we are - and where we can be

What PISA shows students can do
Examples of the best performing countries



131313131313 Average performance
of 15-year-olds in 
mathematics

Low average performance

Large socio-economic disparities

High average performance

Large socio-economic 
disparities

Low average performance

High social equity

High average performance

High social equity

Strong socio-
economic impact on 
student performance

Socially equitable 
distribution of 

learning opportunities

TurkeyUruguay
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HungaryPoland
Luxembourg
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Austria
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DenmarkFranceSweden
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High mathematics performance

Low mathematics performance
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Low average performance

Large socio-economic disparities

High average performance

Large socio-economic 
disparities

Low average performance

High social equity

High average performance

High social equity

Strong socio-
economic impact on 
student performance

Socially equitable 
distribution of 

learning opportunities

High mathematics performance

Low mathematics performance
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How can we learn from each other?

Levers for policy that emerge from international 
comparisons
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171717171717 Sympathy doesn’t raise standards –
aspiration does

� In some of the best-performing countries
z National research teams report a strong 

“culture of performance”
– Which drives students, parents, teachers and the 

educational administration to high performance standards
� PISA suggests…

… that students and schools perform better in a climate 
characterised by high expectations and the readiness to invest 
effort, the enjoyment of learning, a strong disciplinary 
climate, and good teacher-student relations

– Among these aspects, students’ perception of teacher-student 
relations and classroom disciplinary climate display the strongest 
relationships 
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High ambitions

and clear standards

Access to best practice
and quality professional

development



191919191919 Challenge and support

Low support

High support

Low
challenge

High
challenge

Strong performance

Systemic improvement

Poor performance

Improvements idiosyncratic

Conflict

Demoralisation

Poor performance

Stagnation



202020202020 Governance of the school system
� In many of the best performing countries

z School-based decision-making is combined with 
devices to ensure a fair distribution of 
substantive educational opportunities

z The provision of standards and curricula at 
national/subnational levels is combined with 
advanced evaluation and support systems

– That are implemented by professional agencies
z Process-oriented assessments and/or 

centralised final examinations are complimented 
with individual reports and feed-back 
mechanisms on student learning progress

� Standard setting and equity-related goals
z Key objectives: 

– Raise educational aspirations, establish 
transparency over educational objectives, reference 
framework for teachers

z Approaches range from definition of broad 
educational goals up to formulation of concise 
performance expectations

z Some countries go beyond establishing educational 
standards as mere yardsticks and use 
performance benchmarks that students at 
particular age or grade levels should reach

z Instruments
– Minimum standards, targets defining excellence, 

normative performance benchmarks  

� Monitoring and equity-related goals
z Diverging views how evaluation and assessment can and 

should be used
– Some see them primarily as tools to reveal best practices and 

identify shared problems in order to encourage teachers and 
schools to improve and develop more supportive and productive 
learning environments

– Others extend their purpose to support contestability of 
public services or market-mechanisms in the allocation of 
resources

– e.g. by making comparative results of schools publicly available to 
facilitate parental choice or by having funds following students

z Differences in type of performance benchmarks being used 
and reported for the various stakeholders involved, 
including parents, teachers and schools
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High ambitions

Access to best practice
and quality professional

development

Accountability
and intervention in 

inverse proportion to 
success

Devolved
responsibility,

the school as the
centre of action



222222222222 Durchschnittliche
Schülerleistungen im
Bereich Mathematik

Low average performance

Large socio-economic disparities

High average performance

Large socio-economic disparities

Low average performance

High social equity

High average performance

High social equity

Strong socio-
economic impact on 
student performance

Socially equitable 
distribution of 

learning opportunities

High mathematics performance

Low mathematics performanceGreece
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232323232323 Durchschnittliche
Schülerleistungen im
Bereich Mathematik

Strong socio-
economic impact on 
student performance

Socially equitable 
distribution of 

learning opportunities

High mathematics performance

Low mathematics performance

School with responsibility for 
deciding which courses are offered

High degree of autonomy
Low degree of autonomy Greece
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Durchschnittliche
Schülerleistungen im
Bereich Mathematik

Strong socio-
economic impact on 
student performance

Socially equitable 
distribution of 

learning opportunities

High mathematics performance

Low mathematics performance

Early selection and 
institutional differentiation

High degree of stratification
Low degree of stratification
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Strong ambitions

Access to best practice
and quality professional

development

Accountability

Devolved
responsibility,

the school as the
centre of action

Individualised
learning

Integrated
educational
opportunities
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High ambitions

Access to best practice
and quality professional

development

Accountability
and intervention in 

inverse proportion to 
success

Individualised
learning

Devolved
responsibility, 

the school as the
centre of action

Integrated
educational
opportunities
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Creating a knowledge-rich profession in which schools and 

teachers have the authority to act, the necessary knowledge 
to do so wisely, and access to effective support systems

The tradition of 
education systems has 
been “knowledge poor”

The future of education 
systems needs to be 

“knowledge rich”

National 
prescription

Professional 
judgement

Informed professional 
judgement, the teacher as 

a “knowledge worker”

Informed 
prescription

Uninformed professional 
judgement

Uninformed 
prescription, teachers 

implement curricula



292929292929 Further information
z www.pisa.oecd.org

– All national and international publications
– The complete micro-level database

z email: pisa@oecd.org

z Andreas.Schleicher@OECD.org

… and remember:

Without data, you are just another person 
with an opinion
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How can make PISA most useful for 
national policy development?

Policy initiatives of OECD countries
National adaptation of PISA



313131313131 Policy initiatives in response to PISA
some examples

�Among the top performers
z Finland: 

– In-depths analysis of the threats to current 
strengths

– Attracting, developing and retaining effective teachers
– Maintaining flexibility of the education system and 

responding to increasing diversity in the student body
– Ensuring strategic support and financing of schools

z Japan: 
– A national debate on educational reform
– Improving student motivation and engagement 

with learning



323232323232 Policy initiatives in response to PISA
some examples

� Among average performers
z Denmark: 

– An OECD-led comprehensive review that resulted in 
specific recommendations

– Introduction of assessments of educational progress at 
key stages

– Turning PISA into an asset for professionalism
z Germany: 

– Massive increase in federal financing for education (30+%)
– Comprehensive full-day schooling programme
– Introduction of national educational standards and 

evaluation systems
– Introduction of an independent national reporting and 

accountability system 
– Strengthening of empirical research
– Tarteting of poor performers and disadvantaged students



333333333333 Policy initiatives in response to PISA
some examples

�Among below-average performers
z Italy: 

– The first coherent action plan to address large 
regional and between-school variation in the 
quality of learning outcomes

– Establishment of national and regional task 
forces

– Individualising learning
– Teacher professional development
– School leadership
– Accountability and autonomy



343434343434 Making PISA relevant
� The value of multi-lateral collaboration

z Examples where collaboration makes a difference
– Nordic countries, German-speaking countries

� The possibility to adapt or extend the tests
z Adding national assessment components
z Extending the range of item difficulties

� The need to develop a national research
agenda that drives instrument development
z Adapting or extending the tests

– Curriculum link and validation studies
– Extending the range of difficulties

z Adapting and extending the questionnaires
z Multilateral analysis and research
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