
CHAPTER 3

HOW WELL DO SCHOOLS CONTRIBUTE  
TO LIFELONG LEARNING?
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The OECD’s analysis has developed an overall index of students’ sense of belonging at school. This 
index combines the answers to six different questions about belonging at school (see Box 3.2). Figure 3.3 
shows how many students in each country have relatively low scores on this index. A striking result is 
that in two of the three countries where a sense of belonging is lowest (Japan and Korea) students have 
some of the highest performance in reading, mathematical and scientific literacy. They also have some 
of the lowest rates of school absenteeism, as measured in PISA. So students in these countries appear 
to attend school, and perform well there, even though they feel least attuned to it as an environment. 
It is also hard to explain why in Sweden, where adults have high levels of measured competence and 
participation in learning2 and where students in PISA expressed a high sense of belonging at school, 
they also reported a high level of absenteeism. Thus it appears that attitudes towards one’s school 
environment do not translate directly into performance or attendance, since various cultural and socio-
economic factors intervene to mediate these relationships. The lack of consistent patterns reinforces 
the need to use a broad range of outcomes to assess the enduring impact of education.

 Figure 3.3 Students with a low sense of belonging at school, 2000 (%)

Note: Students classified as having a low sense of belonging at school are those who responded in the negative to at least one item in the 
six-item scale.

Source: OECD (2003d).

Data for Figure 3.3, p. 96.
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Box 3.2  Students’ overall “sense of belonging”

Students were asked whether they strongly agreed, agreed, disagreed or strongly 
disagreed, in each case that: school is a place where: 

a) I feel like an outsider (or left out of things).

b) I make friends easily.

c) I feel like I belong.

d) I feel awkward and out of place.

e) Other students seem to like me.

f) I feel lonely.

2 . As measured on the International Adult Literacy Survey (OECD, 2000d).
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   Level 3 and above      Level 1 or below   

Mexico
Luxembourg
Portugal
Greece
Belgium (Fr.)
Hungary
Poland
Germany
Italy
Czech Republic
Spain
Switzerland
Denmark
United States
France
Norway
Iceland
Austria

Sweden
United Kingdom
Australia
New Zealand
Ireland
Japan
Canada
Belgium (Fl.)
Korea
Finland

26
37
48
50
52
52
53
55
56
58
58
58
60
61
63
63
64
64

67
68
69
69
71
72
72
74
76
79

44
35
26
24
28
23
23
23
19
18
16
20
18
18
15
18
15
15

13
13
12
14
11
10
10
12
6
7

Source: OECD (2001b, Table 2.1a).

Data for Figure 3.1 

15-year-olds reaching specified thresholds on PISA combined reading literacy scale, 2000 (%)
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Data for the figures
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Korea
Poland
Japan
Belgium (Fl.)
Belgium (Fr.)
France
Czech Republic
Luxembourg
United States
Spain
Italy
Greece
Germany
Iceland
Mexico
Finland
Norway
New Zealand
Denmark
Switzerland
Australia
Portugal
Canada
Austria
Ireland
Hungary
Sweden
United Kingdom

41
41
38
32
31
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30
28
25
24
23
23
23
22
22
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21
21
21
21
21
21
21
20
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17

Source: OECD (2003d).

Data for Figure 3.3 

Students with a low sense of belonging at school, 2000 (%)




