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3.3. What are the computers used for? 

Two OECD school surveys shed light upon the ways in which young people are using computers. 
The ICT questionnaire in PISA 2003 contained twelve questions asking students how often they used 
computers for specific purposes. Whilst it did not distinguish between use at school and use in other 
locations such as the home, the responses, which are summarised in Table 2.3, shed interesting light 
on the educational benefits that might result from the use of ICT by 15-year-olds.

Across the OECD as a whole, 15-year-olds most commonly report that they use computers frequently 
for electronic communication (e-mail or chat rooms), to surf the web (which might, of course, be for 
school-related purposes), and to play games, followed by downloading music and word processing. 
Educational software is the least common type of use, followed by programming and spreadsheets. Of 
the twelve items included in the questionnaire, using computers to learn school material was ranked 
eighth. In all of the 25 countries educational software was the least common type of frequent use for 
computers. Across the OECD as a whole, an average of 49% of 15-year-olds reported that they never 
use educational software, and 28% that they never use computers for learning school material. Only 
in Mexico, Poland and Turkey did as many as a quarter of 15-year-olds say that they use educational 
software almost every day or a few times a week. And only in Denmark and Portugal did half or more 
of all 15-year-olds report that they used computers to learn school material almost every day or a few 
times a week. The difference between the intensity with which 15-year-olds use computers for purposes 
such as surfing the web and playing games on the one hand, and the frequency with which they use 
them for obviously school-related purposes on the other, is quite striking. For example in Sweden, 75% 
of 15-year-olds use computers fairly frequently for electronic communication. Yet only 5% regularly 
use educational software, and only 23% regularly use computers to help them with school work.3  

Note: A value of 0.0 on the index corresponds to “Never”; a value of 1 to “Less than once a month”; a value of 2 to “Between once a week and 
once a month”; a value of 3 to “A few times each week” and a value of 4 to “Almost every day”. 

Source: PISA database.

Data for Figure 2.4, p. 72.

 Figure 2.4 Average frequency with which 15-year-old students used computers at school, 2000 and 2003
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3. In Japan only 11% of 15-year-olds reported that they used computers frequently for anything. This raises the intriguing 
possibility that a focus upon the use of computers is too narrow, and that increasing attention should be paid to the ways 
in which young people use other electronic media such as mobile phones. 
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Data for Figure 2.3

Percentage of upper secondary students attending schools with access to the Internet, 1995 and 2001

Data for Figure 2.4

Average frequency with which 15-year-old students used computers at school, 2000 and 2003




