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performance on PISA can exhibit quite contrasting patterns of student proficiency and hence of 
preparedness for lifelong learning. Korea and New Zealand, for instance, both scored well overall 
compared with the OECD average of 500 points, with Korea at 525 and New Zealand at 529. Figure 3.2 
shows that extremely few Korean students have very low proficiency, a smaller proportion than 
in any other country. Yet a relatively small proportion also performs at the highest Level 5, which 
is lower than in 18 of the other 28 OECD national educational systems covered. In New Zealand, 
more than three times as many students as in Korea are at Level 5 (19% compared to 6%) and this 
proportion is more than in any other country in the 2000 study. On the other hand, New Zealand 
also has over twice as many students with very low proficiency as Korea (14% compared to 6% at 
Level 1 or below). It is worth considering the different issues and challenges of such patterns of 
proficiency in laying the foundation for lifelong learning.

Another measurable aspect of students’ cognitive capacities is the strategies that they use 
for learning. (This is closely linked to their motivational characteristics, which are discussed 
below.) Analysis of students’ learning strategies, as reported on the PISA questionnaire, shows 
that those who say that they adopt certain learning strategies have higher than average reading 
performance for that country. In particular, students who control their own learning, for example 
by checking that they have reached their learning goals, are likely to perform well. This is also 
a key requirement for becoming an autonomous learner throughout life. The survey also found 
that learning strategies differ somewhat for boys and for girls, with girls more likely to work out 
what they need to know, while boys are relatively strong in elaboration strategies and information 
processing (Artelt et al., 2003).

Unfortunately, differences in the way that students in different cultures interpret questions make it 
possible to compare only a few such approaches to learning across countries. One type of learning 
strategy in PISA 2000 that is comparable across countries is the use of memorisation strategies. 
There seems no consistent pattern between these strategies and overall performance: in some 
countries with high scores (Australia, Ireland, New Zealand and Sweden, for instance) students use 
memorisation more than average while in others (for example Korea and Finland) they rely on it 
less. One hypothesis could be that, in a rapidly changing world, personal knowledge management 

 Figure 3.2 Students at each level of proficiency on the PISA combined reading literacy scale, 2000 (%)

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