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FIRST RESULTS FROM THE  
OECD PROGRAMME FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDENT ASSESSMENT (PISA) 

Years of collaboration have enabled OECD countries to compare the outcomes of 
education. 

1. How well do school systems perform in providing young people with a solid foundation of 
knowledge and skills, and in preparing them for life and learning beyond school? International 
comparisons of the outcomes of education systems have in the past been elusive. However, since 1997 
governments of the OECD have been working on establishing a comparative framework to assess how well 
their education systems meet core objectives. The result has been the OECD Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), the most comprehensive and rigorous international effort to date to assess 
learning outcomes and to identify the policy levers that may help improving the performance of education 
systems. 

For some countries, the results have been disappointing…  

2. First results were published in December 2001, showing how well 15-year-olds across the OECD 
can apply knowledge and skills in key subject areas and what they are like as learners. For some countries, 
these results were deeply disappointing, showing that their students’ performance lags considerably behind 
that of their counterparts, sometimes by the equivalent of several school years, and sometimes despite high 
investments in education, both in terms of government spending and student learning time.  

…but, overall, they show that excellence throughout the education system is an 
attainable goal… 

3. Overall, however, the results provide encouraging insights: The performance of countries such as 
Finland, Japan and Korea reveals that excellence in education is an attainable goal, and at reasonable cost. 
Equally important, the results show that high performance standards do not have to come at the price of 
large disparities in student performance: Six out of the eight countries with the smallest disparities in 
mathematics knowledge and skills - the most school-bound subject assessed by PISA - all perform well 
overall. Finally, the examples of Canada, Finland, Japan, Korea and Sweden, which combine high 
performance levels with an exceptionally moderate impact of social background on student performance, 
underline that poor performance in school does not automatically follow from a disadvantaged socio-
economic background of students.  

…and that maximising performance and securing a balanced distribution of 
educational opportunities do not need to be policy alternatives. 

4. Showing that countries differ not just in their overall performance, but also in the extent to which 
they are able to close the gap between the students with the lowest and the highest levels of performance 
and to reduce some of the barriers to an equitable distribution of learning outcomes is important. PISA 
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suggests that maximising overall performance and securing a balanced distribution of educational 
opportunities can be jointly achieved and do not need to be considered to be policy alternatives. 

Successful education systems have shifted the focus of education policy and practice… 

5. The high performance standards achieved by some countries set ambitious goals for others. The 
question is what they can learn from them to help students to learn better, teachers to teach better, and 
schools to be more effective. PISA does not show which policies or practices cause success, but it does 
reveal some common characteristics of students, schools and education systems that do well. PISA 
suggests that success is associated with a positive learning environment that is oriented towards results. 
Students and schools working in a climate characterised by high expectations and the readiness to invest 
effort, the enjoyment of learning, good teacher-student relations and high teacher morale tend to achieve 
better results.  

…from control over resources to school-based management of learning outcomes… 

6. Many of the countries that perform well in PISA today have been working towards this for years, 
and progressively shifting education policy and practice away from the mere control over the resources, 
structures and content of education towards the management of learning outcomes. They have established 
clear educational objectives for all the stakeholders involved and are investigating and assessing the 
achievement of these objectives systematically. Correspondingly, PISA shows that schools in these 
countries often have greater freedom to organise their learning environment and the range of subjects that 
they offer, and to administer the resources allocated to them. As the counterpart to more autonomy, schools 
in the better performing countries also tend to be more accountable for their results and responsible for 
addressing the needs of a diverse client base. They rarely have the option of making students repeat the 
school year, or transferring them to educational streams or school types with lower performance 
requirements that exist in some of the lower performing countries. 

…from the programmes and institutions to learning and the learner…  

7. As the causes of differences in student performance differ, so too do the approaches chosen by 
different countries to address these. Some countries have non-selective school systems that seek to provide 
all students with the same opportunities for learning and require each school to cater for the full range of 
student performance. Other countries respond to diversity by forming groups of students of similar levels 
of performance through selection either within or between schools, with the aim of serving students 
according to their specific needs. How do such policies and practices affect actual student performance? 
The question is difficult to answer but PISA suggests that both overall variation in student performance 
and performance differences between schools, tend to be greater in those countries with explicit 
differentiation at an early age between types of school. PISA also suggests that the effects of social 
clustering are larger in school systems with differentiated types of school than in systems in which the 
curriculum does not vary significantly between schools. More integrated and flexible educational 
pathways, combined with individual support for students, thus seem to be conducive to better results and a 
more balanced distribution of educational opportunities. It seems a matter of placing learning and the 
learners at the centre, rather than the educational programmes and providers. 



Meeting of representatives of National Economic Research Organisations 

 3 

…and from helping students repeat solutions to solving problems and engaging in 
learning. 

8. PISA also gives some important clues about the educational content that fosters the best learning 
outcomes. Students who do well tend be those most closely engaged in their own learning, who think about 
and plan what they need to know, rather than waiting to be fed information by the teacher. Developing the 
predisposition of students to engage with learning and the capacity to do so effectively therefore needs to 
receive more attention in some education systems, especially with an eye to fostering lifelong 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 potential learners for life. Motivation and engagement can also influence whether 
students will successfully pursue further educational or labour market opportunities. For many countries, 
education systems still need to go a long way in these respects and it is, in fact, disappointing that a 
significant minority of students in all countries, and a majority in some, display negative attitudes towards 
learning and a lack of engagement with school. Not only are negative attitudes associated with poorer 
student performance, but students who are disaffected with learning at school will also be less likely to 
engage in learning activities, either inside or outside of school, in later life. 

While some disadvantages remain for females, males’ under-performance is a growing 
problem… 

9. Policy-makers have given considerable priority to issues of gender equality, with particular 
attention being paid to the disadvantages faced by females. The results of PISA point to successful efforts 
in many countries but also to an emerging problem for males, particularly in reading literacy and at the 
lower end of the performance distribution. In mathematics, females remain at a disadvantage in many 
countries, on average, but the advantage of males, in those countries where this persists, is mainly due to 
high levels of performance of a comparatively small number of males not the relative absence of males 
among the lowest performers. 

…though some countries have demonstrated that gender differences can be successfully 
addressed. 

10. At the same time, there is significant variation between countries in the size of gender 
differences. The evidence from those countries where females are no longer at a disadvantage suggests that 
effective policies and practices can overcome what were long taken to be the inevitable outcomes of 
differences between males and females in learning style and, even, in underlying capacities. Indeed, the 
results of PISA make clear that some countries provide a learning environment or broader context that 
benefits both genders equally. The enduring differences in other countries, and the widespread 
disadvantage now faced by young males in reading literacy, often closely mirrored by student motivation 
and interest in the respective subject areas, require serious policy attention.  

Future assessments will show whether countries are progressing in the right direction. 

11. PISA results suggest that there is no single factor that explains why some schools or some 
countries have better results than others. Successful performance is attributable to a constellation of 
factors, including school resources, school policy and practice, and classroom practice. It will require 
further research and analysis to identify how these factors operate and influence student performance. In 
pursuit of this deeper understanding, the intention is to publish a series of thematic PISA reports in 2002 
and 2003 that will analyse the impact of school and system-level factors on student performance more 
extensively, and will seek to understand in more detail why some countries achieve better and more 



Meeting of representatives of National Economic Research Organisations 

 4 

equitable learning outcomes than others. In the meantime, the mere fact that high-quality learning 
outcomes are already a reality for most students in some countries is, in itself, an encouraging result that 
shows that the challenges ahead can be tackled successfully. Further assessments in 2003, 2006 and 2009 
will show whether countries are progressing in the right direction or are falling further behind. 


