
CHAPTER 3

HOW WELL DO SCHOOLS CONTRIBUTE  
TO LIFELONG LEARNING?
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are equipping most young people for lifetimes of learning. Clear variation also occurs between 
countries in the numbers with the very lowest proficiency. Fifteen per cent or more of students 
scored at best at Level 1 in as many as 18 of the 28 OECD national educational systems surveyed. 
In four of them, a quarter or more of all students fell into this group. Such students can at most 
complete the most basic of reading tasks in familiar settings. Skills at this level are unlikely to serve 
them adequately in life, or to help much with further study. Thus in the countries with significant 
numbers at these low levels, there are clear problems of young people leaving school seriously 
ill-equipped with the knowledge and skills to be lifelong learners. 

Thus one measure of student capacity for lifelong learning can combine two indicators. The first 
of these, which should be maximised, is the proportion reaching or exceeding a high minimum 
benchmark on reading literacy: such as PISA Level 3. At this level students are capable of some 
of the complex and unfamiliar tasks that they will need in order to sustain learning beyond the 
structured environment of school. The second, which should be minimised, is the proportion 
which at best achieves the low minimum reading literacy benchmark of PISA Level 1 or below. 
Figure 3.1 illustrates how a few countries manage to get the great majority of their students above 
the high minimum, and at the same time to have only a small number who are at or below the low 
minimum. These countries are Australia, Belgium (Flemish Community), Canada, Finland, Ireland, 
Japan, Korea, New Zealand, Sweden and the United Kingdom.

As well as looking at how many students reach such thresholds, it is relevant to look at the 
distribution of students across the different levels of proficiency. Countries with high average 

 Figure 3.1 15-year-olds reaching specified thresholds on PISA combined reading literacy scale, 2000 (%)

Notes: Countries are arranged in ascending order of the percentages of 15-year-olds scoring at Level 3 or above on the combined reading 
literacy scale.

Countries in which two thirds or more of 15-year-olds scored at Level 3 or higher and less than 15% scored at Level 1 or below are 
grouped separately on the right of the figure. 

Turkey and the Slovak Republic did not participate in PISA 2000, and the Netherlands was excluded from certain comparisons 
because of a low response rate.

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

Data for Figure 3.1, p. 96.
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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
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21
21
21
21
21
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Source: OECD (2003d).

Data for Figure 3.3 

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




