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Introduction

To provide a resource for national edu-
cational policy review and develop-
ment, PISA will carry out analyses on
selected themes of key importance for
governments. These analyses rely on
questionnaires through which informa-
tion on demographic, social, economic,
and educational variables are obtained.

The main aim of the third issue of the
PISA Newsletter is to provide an up-
date on the development of the PISA
questionnaires. This issue will also in-
form on important decisions made
during the PISA related meetings held
in September and October 1999.

The PISA Context
Questionnaires
On 13-14 September 1999, NPMs and
other experts from participating coun-
tries met with the international experts
of the PISA consortium to discuss and
review the proposed main study ver-
sion of the school and student ques-
tionnaires. The meeting gave National
Project Managers an opportunity to
contribute to the revision process and
to present their views on the appropri-
ateness of the questionnaires within
their national institutional and educa-
tional contexts.

Social Background
Initially intended to provide an in-
depth analysis of socio-economic
status, the concept of social back-
ground in PISA has been broadened to

include the family environment and
socio-economic position.

� Family environment includes as-
pects of family structure, family size
and parenting styles.

� Socio-economic position includes
the following aspects:

� Occupational status, which is seen
as a process that converts educa-
tional credentials into earnings and
is measured in PISA through an
international socio-economic in-
dex of occupational status (ISEI)1.

� Cultural capital represents the
student’s familiarity with the
dominant culture. Students’ fa-
miliarity with classic literature,
books of poetry, works of art or
musical instruments as well as
parents’ level of education will be
considered.

� Social capital is seen as the social
resources of the family. In PISA,
this is measured by examining the
role of friends and family in the
schoolwork of students.

� Wealth, as a measure of financial
capital, is measured in PISA
through home possessions.

Students’ Engagement
Students’ engagement with their
school has been shown to influence
academic performance. Engagement is
being examined in PISA using school
and class attendance, social ties and
bonding between the student and the

1 Ganzeboom, H. B., Graaf, P. M. D., & Trei-
man, D. J. (1992). A Standard International So-
cio-Economic Index of Occupations Status. So-
cial Science Research, 21, 1-56.
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school, students’ involvement in extra-
curricular activities and the students’
relationship with their teachers.

Reading Habits and Behaviour
Reading literacy is the major focus of
this first PISA cycle. This phase also
intends to analyse reading as it relates
to students’ habits and behaviour. The
focus is on students’ access and use of
print in their environment including
home, school and community, their
reading attitudes and their reading
habits identified through their fre-
quency of reading and reading prefer-
ences.

Ethnicity and Language Issues
Two aspects of ethnicity are covered in
PISA: the language spoken at home
and the student’s country of birth.
PISA provides a valuable opportunity
for these issues to be analysed.

Students’ Academic Characteristics
Important issues are the programmes
that students take part in at school,
their homework and any special
courses they enrol in outside school to
improve their academic performance.
Each of these issues will be able to be
addressed using PISA.

Human and Educational Material
Resources
The area of material and human re-

sources available to students is also of
interest. PISA seeks information on
educational resources that students
have access to:

� at home: such as access to the
internet, educational software,
dictionaries, a quiet place to study,
textbooks and calculators; and

� in school: such as the use of
school libraries, computers, cal-
culators and science laboratories.

In order to develop a profile of human
resources in education, PISA seeks in-
formation on teachers, factors ham-
pering teaching, and opportunities
given to the teachers for professional
development.

School Climate
The school climate is also of concern
to policy makers. In PISA, this will be
studied through information on aca-
demic pressure, disciplinary climate,
teacher-student relations, teachers’ mo-
rale and commitment, and parental in-
volvement with the school.

� Academic pressure is the extent to
which students are encouraged to
achieve the expected standards set
by teachers or by the schools.
PISA investigates this by looking
at the expectations of teachers,
pace of curriculum, lack of in-
structional time, teachers’ efforts
to encourage students to achieve

their full potential and teachers’
attitudes towards academic
achievement.

� Disciplinary climate (the intention
to limit disruptive behaviour in the
classroom) is examined in the
school questionnaire by collecting
information on whether learning is
hampered by absenteeism and dis-
ruption of classes. The presence
of bullying or intimidation in
school is also examined.

� Teacher-student relations are as-
sessed by students’ perceptions of
how learning is affected by the
quality of the relationship between
students and teachers, the extent to
which the individual needs of stu-
dents are perceived to be met, the
degree of students’ respect to-
wards the teachers and the amount
of discipline required from the
students.

� Teachers morale and commitment
is gauged by the principals’ per-
ception of their absenteeism, their
resistance to change, their feelings
about school morale, their enthusi-
asm towards their work and their
pride in the school.

School Characteristics
An important aspect of PISA is the
variation of achievement between
school types. To this end, PISA seeks
the following information:

� the characteristics of instructional
programs that are offered by the
school and the distribution of the
15 year-old students across these
programs;

� the sources of funds for operating
the school;

� community size;
� total enrolment by gender;
� instructional time; and
� teacher and school autonomy.

School Policy
The role of assessment is examined by
the frequency with which assessment
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results are communicated to students,
parents, school principals and dis-
trict/government administrators as well
as how the school views the purpose of
assessment. In addition, the criteria for
admission and retention of students
and the resources offered to students
with learning disabilities will be ex-
amined.

The PISA context questionnaires are
not yet finalised. Figures 1 and 2 illus-
trate the distribution of questions by
the overall areas (remember that in
many cases a question can have many
items). They are being revised in con-
sultation with participating countries
and on the basis of the analysis of the
PISA field trial data.

In addition, the development of a
broader dissemination strategy helps to
ensure that the development of the
questionnaire is driven by the policy
priorities established by the Board of
Participating Countries.

Relevant
Publications
DeSeCo: Projects on Competencies
in the OECD Context. Analysis of
Theoretical and Conceptual Founda-
tions
Authors: Laura Hersh Salganik, Do-
minique Simone Rychen, Urs Moser
and John W. Konstant

In response to a growing demand from
national authorities for output-oriented
information about schools, several ini-
tiatives in the OECD context have
worked towards conceptualising and
developing new measures of learning
outcomes for children and adults. This
report focuses on three such projects,
the Cross-Curricular Competencies
Project, the International Adult Liter-
ary Survey, and the Human Capital In-
dicators Project. These activities are
examined at the theoretical and con-
ceptual level by analysing the proc-
esses associated with the selection,
definition and conceptualisation of
competencies, and the empirical con-
siderations applied.

This report is the initial activity of the
OECD programme Definition and Se-
lection of Competencies: Theoretical
and Conceptual Foundations
(DeSeCo). Initiated in 1998, DeSeCo is
a three-year program that seeks to de-

velop, through international and inter-
disciplinary collaboration, a frame-
work for understanding the competen-
cies that an individual needs to lead a
personally and socially successful life
and for a democratic society to face the
challenges of the present and the fu-
ture.

Summary from Previ-
ous Meetings
The Network A Problem Solving
Contributed by Mr. Jay Moskowitz

The Network A Problem Solving Plan-
ning meeting was held at the Max
Planck Institute for Human Develop-
ment in Berlin on 8-9 September 1999.
Participants of the meeting were
Eugene Owen, Chair of Network A
and the BPC; Ann Borthwick, Network
A consultant on problem solving; Eck-
hard Klieme, Jürgen Baumert, and Jo-
chen Wirth of the Max Planck Insti-
tute; Jean-Paul Reeff, Ministry of Edu-
cation, Luxembourg; and Jay Mosko-
witz, Network A Secretariat.

The main aim of the meeting was to
discuss the preliminary findings of the
field test of the problem solving in-
struments implemented as a national
option in PISA in Germany. The
meeting also dealt with planning for
next steps in Network A’s develop-
ment of a problem-solving framework
for use in the second cycle of PISA.

The German national option in prob-
lem solving is an ambitious effort. The
instruments are grounded in psycho-
logical research and include both func-
tional and analytical dimensions. The
team at Max Planck responsible for in-
strument development established four
criteria for assessing the utility of their
instruments in a large-scale assessment
of Cross-Curricular Competencies
(CCCs):
� Convergent validity,
� Discriminant validity,
� Educational sensitivity, and

Upcoming
Meetings
22-26 November 1999
PISA National Project Managers
Meeting
Melbourne, Australia

Figure 2 - SCHOOL QUESTIONNAIRE FOCUS AREAS
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� Feasibility.

A total of six tasks were tested—three
paper-and-pencil and three computer-
based tasks. Six hundred fifty students
were involved in the field test, and
each student completed three tasks.
Three measures were produced for
each of the tasks: exploration, knowl-
edge and goal-oriented regulation or
strategy. A mixed, but promising,
picture emerged from the field test,
particularly for the computer-based
tasks, where the strategy scale appears
to be measuring a unique aspect of
analytical reasoning. In contrast, the
paper-and-pencil tasks do not dis-
criminate from intelligence.

In considering next steps toward
framework development, the planning
group recommended the appointment
of a technical panel. The panel would
be chaired by Ann Borthwick and in-
clude Eckhard Klieme and five to six
additional members. A letter will be
circulated to Network A members so-
liciting nominations for this panel.
The first technical panel meeting is
tentatively scheduled for 5-6 Decem-
ber 1999, in New York City.

The INES Steering Group Meeting
At its meeting 21-22 September 1999
the INES Steering Group reviewed
progress in the evaluation of PISA. In
particular, the Steering Group:

� welcomed a first report on the ex-
ternal evaluation of various aspects of
PISA scheduled for the end of 1999
and to be considered by the BPC, the
Steering Group and other key
stakeholders including Network A;
� recognised the importance of sen-
ior policy input to the development of
PISA to ensure that PISA will deliver
results which address important policy
questions and that policy-makers and
Ministers are prepared for the dissemi-
nation of results;
� asked that the results of the
evaluation and the collective learning

process acquired in this first phase be
used to guide the planning of future
survey cycles of PISA as well as help
improve on-going procedures and
management of PISA;
� supported greater attention to the
Context and Student questionnaires in
the next survey-cycle with due regard
to the required balance between as-
sessment and context components of
the survey.

The INES Steering Group also exam-
ined the PISA dissemination strategy
developed by the BPC. With a view to
the reporting plans, the Steering
Group:

� acknowledged the difficulty of
providing comprehensive explanatory
models given the design constraints of
PISA (e.g. the absence of a measure of
cumulative effect of teaching practice)
but welcomed the new and innovative
approach to the measurement of skills
which is less curriculum focussed;
� supported the development of fo-
cused published thematic reports of
PISA following the initial international
report scheduled for October 2001;
� supported the release of a compre-
hensive micro-data set in two stages
following the initial report.

Scaling Meeting
A meeting on scaling methods was
held 23-24 September 1999 in Wash-
ington, hosted by the U.S. National
Centre for Education Statistics. This
meeting was attended by Mr. Raymond
Adams, Mr. Geoff Masters and Mr.
Norman Verhelst from the PISA Tech-
nical Advisory Group, Mr. Jon Cohen
and Mr. Eugene Johnson from AIR and
Mr. Mark Wilson The University of
California, Berkeley as well as Eugene
Owen, who is the Chair of Network A
and the BPC, and by Mr. Andreas
Schleicher.

While the PISA data strategy and
terms of reference specify that item re-
sponse theory will be used to establish

reporting scales and proficiency levels
for PISA, it leaves the choice of the
methods to be used for this purpose to
the consortium. The purpose of the ex-
pert meeting was to explore different
approaches to scaling and to advise the
consortium on the most appropriate
methods to be used for PISA.

The experts reached agreement that the
use of a theoretically based measure-
ment model, developed in its original
form by the Danish methodologist
George Rasch and very commonly
used in Europe for assessment pur-
poses, would be an appropriate starting
point. However, should the results
from PISA reveal that the PISA data
deviate significantly from the assump-
tions made under the proposed meas-
urement theory, then a more empiri-
cally driven approach to item response
theory would be considered. This al-
ternative model is often referred to as
the “three parameter model” and
widely used in North America as well
as in the International Adult Literacy
Survey. The experts have established a
set of criteria that would determine at
what point a transition to alternative
scaling methods would have to be con-
sidered.

Seventh Meeting of the Board of
Participating Countries
The meeting was held 4-5 October
1999 at the OECD headquarters in
Paris. It was chaired by Mr. Eugene
Owen and attended by representatives
of 27 countries.

The aims of the meeting were to re-
view the outcomes of the PISA field
trial, establish the review and decision
making process through which the
PISA main study instruments will be
developed and evaluated, decide on a
procedure for the public release of
PISA assessment materials, review the
draft terms of reference for the second
PISA survey cycle and establish the
PISA budget for 2000.
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The field trial results were presented
and viewed as very positive. In gen-
eral, the field trial item pool provided
appropriate coverage of the PISA as-
sessment frameworks and their quality
was carefully analysed through both
qualitative feedback from countries
and quantitative measures considering
the psychometric characteristics of the
items and cultural appropriateness.

The PISA dissemination strategy was
presented and approved. Some rec-
ommendations for the thematic reports
included:
� a policy-oriented focus,
� the consideration of the results
from the self-regulated learning inter-
national option,
� the inclusion of an international
report on the profile of reading literacy
as an integral part of the reporting
plans, and
� a request for a stronger systematic
perspective on the relationship be-
tween social background and student
achievement.

In order to respond to countries’ re-
quests for the release of illustrative
items for the dissemination and clarifi-
cation of the project, a proposal was
presented by the Secretariat to release
a set of items in February 2000. This
set will represent the important aspects
of PISA frameworks, in a variety of
item formats, presented in a contextu-
alised form and clearly positioning the
various dimensions of the project.

The terms of reference for the second
PISA survey cycle, developed by Net-
work A and one of the main issues for
this meeting, was presented by Eugene
Owen and welcomed by participants.
Details on the feasibility to assess
problem-solving as a fourth dimension
and the international option of reading
in a second language will only be pro-
vided once the bids to the international
call for tender become available.

Ms. Chiara Croce from Italy was
elected as a Vice Chair for the BPC.

The BPC also approved the budget for
PISA in 2000.

DeSeCo Symposium
The DESECO working group,
launched in September 1997, seeks to
explore the theoretical foundations for
the measurement of competencies that
are relevant for an effective participa-
tion in society. A symposium of ex-
perts was held 13-15 October 1999
with the aim to:

� work towards a better under-
standing of the competencies that are
important for today’s societies and
economies and the societal mecha-
nisms through which they are defined,
through an exchange between different
scientific disciplines;
� further advance the theoretical un-
derpinning of the measurement of
skills and competencies;
� provide feedback for education
policy by helping that relevant criteria
for successful evaluation of the educa-
tional system are selected on the basis
of a theoretically grounded framework.

Cultural Review Panel Meeting
The PISA Cultural Review Panel,
chaired by Mr. Ronald Hambleton, met
for two days in Paris to review the
cultural appropriateness of the subset
of PISA materials that the test devel-
opers and FEG chairs recommended
for use in the main study instruments.
This procedure was part of the quality
assurance procedures to ensure that the
assessment instruments:
� are appropriate in the various cul-
tural and linguistic context of the
OECD countries,
� do not violate accepted cultural
values and positions;
� are sensitive to gender issues; and
� minimise other types of cultural
bias that could influence the students’
performance on the item.

Overall, the cultural appropriateness of
the instruments for15-year-olds in par-
ticipating countries was regarded as
very high. The Cultural Review Panel
also commended the content diversity
of assessment stimuli, the high quality
of the assessment materials and the
statistical information used for guiding
the item selection process.

Some general issues raised related to
the novelty of the item formats for
some of the countries and the interac-
tion between the level of motivation of
students and performance.

The panel provided comments on spe-
cific units or items as well.

Functional Expert Group Meetings
The reading, mathematics and science
Functional Expert Groups met in Oc-
tober, to prepare a proposal for the
PISA main study instruments. Prior to
the meeting, the test developers identi-
fied a preliminary set of items by con-
sidering:
� the framework specifications,
� the statistical evidence collected
through the PISA field trial,
� the review of the items by partici-
pating countries, and
� the outcomes from the meeting of
t he Cultural Review Panel.

The method of scoring free-response
items using a two-digit coding scheme
was also discussed. In this type of
scoring, the first digit indicates the
score points whereas the second digit
specifies the type of response. This
method was recommended for consid-
eration with some of the free-response
items for science and mathematics.

INES Network A
A meeting of the INES Network A was
held 27-29 October 1999 in Luxem-
bourg. The activities at this meeting
included:

� A review of the outcomes from the
field trial of the PISA/CCC instrument
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on self-regulated learning and the es-
tablishment of directions for the further
development of this instrument.
� The continued development of the
Network A data strategy, with a focus
on instruments for the assessment of
cross-curriculum competencies.
� The development of proposals for
the terms of reference for the second
PISA survey cycle.
� The establishment of indicators on
student achievement for the 2000 edi-
tion of Education at a Glance and the
review of draft contributions for the
Network A volume for the INES Gen-
eral Assembly.

Contacts
OECD Secretariat
The principal contact for PISA at the
OECD is Mr. Andreas Schleicher who
can be reached at:
Andreas.SCHLEICHER@OECD.org
or by telephone at: +33 1 45 24 93 66.

Mrs. Claudia Tamassia works as an
administrator for the PISA project at
OECD and can be reached at
Claudia.TAMASSIA@OECD.org or
by telephone at: +33 1 45 24 19 03.

Ms. Juliet Evans provides administra-
tive assistance for PISA at OECD and
she can be reached at
Juliet.EVANS@OECD.org or by tele-
phone at: +33 1 45 24 99 94.

PISA Project Consortium
The principal contact point for PISA at
the PISA Project Consortium is the
Project Director, Mr. Ray Adams. He
can be reached at: Adams@acer.edu.au
or by telephone at: +61 3 92775604.
Questions or comments to the consor-
tium can also be sent to
pisa@acer.edu.au.

Contributions:
We are seeking input for future issues
of this newsletter. If you have some-
thing you would like to share with
other participants in the project, please
contact
Claudia.TAMASSIA@OECD.org
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