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A Look Back on 1999
The year of 1999 was full of activities
for everyone involved in PISA. During
the first quarter, the focus was on pre-
paring for the PISA field trial. During
the second quarter, most countries
were still busy following up on the
field trial implementation, including
the complex process of marking the
open-ended items and entering the da-
ta. All countries were able to imple-
ment the field trial successfully, thanks
to exceptional efforts of the National
Project Managers.

In the third quarter of 1999, the focus
was on the analysis of the field trial
data and initial preparations for the
main study. The field trial results met
and, in many cases, surpassed expecta-
tions. The psychometric characteristics
for most of the items were very good.
The Functional Expert Groups, in con-
sultation with the PISA test develop-
ers, were able to put together a test by
analysing results from the field trial
and examining the qualitative item re-
views that had been undertaken by
National Project Managers. Not only
was it possible to obtain a close match
between the requirements of the con-
ceptual frameworks of the tests, but it
was also possible to ensure a high
psychometric quality of the assess-
ment. The interpretation of field trial
analysis and the assembly of the Main
Study instruments took place mostly
through the last quarter of 1999.

The Main Study instruments are almost
ready and countries are expected to re-
ceive them by 31 December 1999. The

test developers have been able to ac-
complish a task that many thought im-
possible: to put together a high quality
test as complex as PISA in such a short
period of time.

This is an opportunity to congratulate
and thank all individuals involved in
the project from the countries’ repre-
sentatives to members of the consor-
tium for what has been accomplished.

The focus of the remainder of this
newsletter is on international and
national options in PISA.

International Options
The international options for PISA are
components (assessments or question-
naires) that relate to topics which are
important to a large number of coun-
tries but that are still experimental in
nature. Countries may, but are not re-
quired to administer these. The inter-
national options relate to policy rele-
vant areas and will therefore have a
prominent place in the international re-
ports.

Self-Regulated Learning as a Cross-
Curricular Competency (CCC)
One of the international options for the
first cycle of PISA relates to the as-
sessment of: students’ own thinking
and learning, knowledge of learning
strategies and heuristics, and the ability
of students to use these competencies
to optimise the learning process. The
three scales being proposed for the
Main Study instrument focus on:
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� learning strategies: (scales on
memorising, elaboration, and control
strategies);
� motivational preferences (scales
on instrumental motivation, instru-
mental motivation verbal and in
mathematics, effort and persistence in
learning, co-operative and competitive
learning); and,
� self-concept (control expectation,
self-efficacy, self-concept verbal, self-
concept in mathematics and academic
self-concept).

The proposed instrument will require
approximately 10 minutes of the stu-
dents’ time.

Familiarity with computer and infor-
mation technology (IT)
A second international option assesses
the familiarity and awareness of 15-
year-old students with computers and
information technology. Building on
an existing instrument used by the
Education Testing Service (ETS) in the
United States, this will be administered
in PISA with the aim to:

� Learn about the familiarity of
young adults with new technology and
provide an outcome measure for par-
ticipating countries on familiarity of
15-year olds with computers;
� Lay the groundwork for the as-
sessment of information technology
skills themselves in future survey cy-
cles; and
� Explore the development of com-
puter-based delivery systems for future
survey cycles.

The proposed instrument requires ap-
proximately 5 minutes of the student
response time with questions concern-
ing three aspects of computer familiar-
ity: i) access or where 15 year-olds use
computers, ii) self-assessment of atti-
tude and ability, and iii) use of and ex-
perience with computers.

National Options
Countries have individual needs and
information that is often
supplementary to the common interna-
tional interests of PISA. PISA ad-
dresses this by allowing countries to
include national options, as long as
these do not detract from the interna-
tional design and operations. Approval
from the consortium is therefore
needed by countries interested in these.

The results from national options will
not feature in the international reports
but can play a central role in national
reports. The following illustrates the
national options implemented by a se-
lection of countries.

Australia
By Jan Lokan

Australia will incorporate several na-
tional options in the PISA Main Sur-
vey. Of most interest to our policy
makers are the results by State and
Territory. Since three of the eight
States and Territories are quite small, it
is necessary to oversample in those
three areas. We will also oversample
our Indigenous student population, to
an extent that we sample enough indi-
vidual students to justify reporting
achievement results separately for this
group. Overall, the group represents
about 2% of the 15-year-old cohort.

The unique national option that we will
exercise in Australia is to construct a
link with TIMSS. We are in the almost
unique situation that the cohort of 15-
year-olds who will be sampled for the
PISA main study next year is the same
cohort that was sampled as 9-year-olds
in TIMSS Population 1 in 1994 and as
13-year-olds in TIMSS-R in 1998. In-
dividual students have not been
tracked, so this option will yield lon-
gitudinal data only for the full cohort.

We will operationalise the link by in-
cluding a tenth test booklet into the

standard nine-booklet rotation. The
tenth booklet will contain one hour of
TIMSS items and one hour of PISA
items, selected from the existing pool.
Half of each hour will be devoted to
mathematics and half to science. To
compensate for the reduced numbers of
students per school who respond to the
nine PISA booklets, we are increasing
our school sample by a factor of one in
nine. As an NPM from another coun-
try pointed out at the recent meeting in
Melbourne, Australia has a unique op-
portunity to examine correlations be-
tween PISA and TIMSS results. It will
require very careful selection of both
TIMSS and PISA items, but it is possi-
ble that we will be able to compare
data on generic material in comparison
with material that is more directly re-
lated to mathematics and science cur-
ricula in our country.

There are shortcomings that we need to
be aware of when reporting any trend
results. Firstly, the TIMSS and
TIMSS-R cohorts were sampled as
class units, from the two adjacent
grades containing the most 9- and 13-
year-olds in TIMSS and from only the
upper of these two grades in TIMSS-R.
Together, the adjacent grades sampled
accounted for more than 90 per cent of
the age cohort, but this is several per-
centage points lower than we expect to
cover in PISA. Secondly, the Popula-
tion 2 TIMSS tests were targeted to
students who were 13 years old, not
15. This reinforces the importance of
our selecting appropriate TIMSS items
to use. Thirdly, the PISA testing will
take place about three months earlier in
the school year than TIMSS. For mate-
rial that is not strictly tied to school
curricula, this should not matter, but
for TIMSS material, it might.

Austria
By Günter Haider

In Austria the PISA Main Study 2000
will be supplemented by the following
components (“PISA PLUS”):
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Additional Context Questionnaires for
the Students consisting of detailed
questions concerning reading habits
and interests, support of schools re-
garding reading, school quality and
students’ condition, school; career,
computer and IT usage (“electronic
reading”) and IT competencies.

The focus lies on analysing the Aus-
trian youth’s reading habits and inter-
ests. Of particular interest is deter-
mining the status of reading within the
entertainment and media facilities of
students in everyday life (e.g. fre-
quency of reading and in what circum-
stances; the range of reading materials;
reading a screen, reading amongst
friends and reading habits of the fam-
ily) and reconstructing a student’s in-
dividual reading career (reading so-
cialisation). Another issue is the stu-
dent’s awareness and valuation of sup-
portive measures for the development
of reading skills (at school, in public,
at home).

To what extent is it possible to predict
success in school and work from suc-
cess in lower secondary education?
Are marks of prognostic validity?
What impact do organisational and
ecological factors at the school level as
well as affective prerequisites at the
student level have on a student’s suc-
cess in school. In addition there will be
differentiated analyses on students’
well-being dependent on the organisa-
tion of schools and ecological factors
as well as individual characteristics, in
particular the suitability of the chosen
type of school and the estimation of
school quality (“school climate”). Du-
ration: approx. 30 min (3 rotated
forms A, B, C).

Test on basic reading skills: Duration:
approx. 10 min.

Additional Context Questionnaire for
Schools focusing on circumstantial
conditions of reading and supportive
measures in the schools of 15/16-year

olds (dependent on a variety of con-
text-variables).

Other issues are school quality and
measures concerning quality-
development (including school phi-
losophy and profile, links with other
parts of the educational system and
school partnership) and computer and
internet resources. Duration: approx.
30 min.

Austria, Belgium (French), Denmark
and Ireland: The reading speed test
By Jude Cosgrove, Dominique Lafontaine,
Jan Mejding, Claudia Reiter and Christina
Wallner

The relationship between reading
speed and achievement on a test of lit-
eracy or mathematics is not a simple
one. However, the availability of reli-
able data on reading speed and accu-
racy (and, perhaps a measure combin-
ing these two elements) would enable
researchers to consider in some detail
what effects, if any, reading speed has
on the achievement of pupils in a par-
ticular country across the three PISA
domains (reading literacy, science and
mathematics) and within reading (e.g.,
continuous and non-continuous texts).
Another area of interest is the relation-
ship between reading speed and read-
ing literacy for pupils at different lev-
els of achievement.

The availability of cross-national data
on reading speed and achievement in
reading literacy, mathematics and sci-
ence also offers opportunities to study
differences in reading speed between
countries and to examine reasons for
any observed differences. Translation
can, in some cases, increase the length
of the text. Given this, it is of interest
to see whether reading speed increases
or remains the same, and whether ac-
curacy is affected. Furthermore, the
relationship between reading speed or
an index of accuracy/speed could be
related to the proportion of not-reached
items.

The reading speed measure, which was
used by some countries in the PISA
Field Trial in 1999, was developed by
the Danish National Institute of Edu-
cational Research. Students are pre-
sented with a passage of about 1800
words. As students read through the
text, they also perform a reading accu-
racy task that requires them to select
from among three words the one that
best completes a phrase or sentence.
There are 25 such items in the text.
After 4 minutes, pupils are asked to
stop and indicate where they are in the
text.

Germany
By Petra Stanat

In Germany, two types of national op-
tions have been added to the interna-
tional PISA design: Additional as-
sessments and additional samples.

Additional assessments (second test
day)

� A reading test assesses the extent
to which students are able to create a
mental picture of texts so that they can
use what they have read at a later point
in time. In this test, students are asked
to answer questions about texts without

Upcoming
Meetings
21-25 February 2000
Training Meeting of the Na-
tional Project Managers
Brussels, Belgium

08-10 March 2000
Network A Meeting
Wellington, New Zealand

13-15 March 2000
8th Meeting of the Board of Par-
ticipating Countries
Melbourne, Australia
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being able to look back at what they
have read.
� The reading test also assesses dif-
ferent levels of reading comprehension
(van Dijk & Kintsch, 1983; Kintsch,
1994).
� Proximal antecedents of reading
comprehension will be assessed to ex-
plore their relative importance (e.g.,
basic cognitive competencies, prior
knowledge about the subject of the
text, motivation, metacognitive con-
trol).
� All students will complete paper
and pencil measures of general prob-
lem solving skills. In a small sub-
sample of schools, moreover, computer
based instruments will be used on a
third test day.
� Students will also complete cur-
riculum valid maths and science items,
measures of social skills, and a na-
tional student questionnaire (e.g.,
questions about peers and use of me-
dia).
� A parent questionnaire assesses
attitudes towards school achievement,
and it is used to validate the informa-
tion students provide about their par-
ents’ occupation.

Additional samples

� A grade-based sample will be
drawn (9th grade).
� Approximately 1200 additional
schools will be sampled to allow
comparisons among the 16 German
states.

Norway
By Svein Lie

It has been our intention from the be-
ginning of PISA to have the analysis of
student understanding as our main na-
tional option. Our plan was to develop
more detailed, two-digit codes, in order
to record both score and type of re-
sponse, way of reasoning etc. Now the
two-digit coding in science and
mathematics has turned into an inter-
national option with codes partly built

on our ideas and detailed proposals. As
a national option we will also develop
two-digit codes for some reading
items. Based on student data from
these (and also from some multiple
choice items) we intend to carry out
some detailed diagnostic analysis.

As a further national option we have
oversampled schools with many mi-
nority students (not born in Norway
and/or not speaking Norwegian at
home). We want to carry out a detailed
study of some of the problems these
students are faced with in the different
fields covered by the PISA assessment.

Summary from Previ-
ous Meetings
The National Project Managers’
Meeting
This meeting was held in Melbourne,
Australia on 22-26 November 1999.
Representatives of 31 of the 32 partici-
pating countries attended it as well as
representatives from countries inter-
ested in joining PISA. The goals were
to discuss the proposed instruments to
be used in the main study, to review
the field trial results and consider the
survey operation procedures for the
main study.

The proposed instruments were ac-
cepted as appropriate given that they:

� reflect the goals and specifications
of the PISA assessment frameworks;
� were built using appropriate and
advanced methodologies and item
types within the constraints on testing
methodology and testing time;
� were built using effective meth-
ods to seek and use input from partici-
pating countries to ensure a balanced
representation of the cultural and lin-
guistic contexts in participating coun-
tries;
� have used suitable procedures to
ensure a balanced and appropriate lin-

guistic equivalence of the assessment
material;
� present appropriate levels of diffi-
culty and length; and
� demonstrate a high level of quality
and appropriate statistical information.

The marking procedures were of par-
ticular concern among participating
countries. Activities being undertaken
to improve this process include i) fur-
ther development of the marking
guides by the test developers; ii) the
inclusion of real responses submitted
by the countries to clarify the response
categories; iii) more comprehensive
training sessions for the markers; and
iv) the development of a training kit to
help countries train additional markers.

The double-digit coding will be im-
plemented for the open-ended items in
science and mathematics. In this pro-
cedure, the first digit indicates the stu-
dent score while the second digit indi-
cates the type of response. Although
this will not be used in the interna-
tional report, as the items were not de-
veloped with that purpose, the consor-
tium will ensure that this does not add
complexity or costs for the overall
marking process.

Other issues discussed at the meeting
were an appropriate balance between
the unit length and the number of as-
sessment items, the level of difficulty
of the mathematics test, a possible
modification of the structure of the as-
sessment session and the development
of a simplified test form for special
education institutions.

Meeting of the BPC Executive Group
The Executive Group of the Board of
Participating Countries met in Paris on
6 December 1999. This group:

� recommended that the BPC adopts
the main study instruments for use in
the first survey cycle;
� stressed the importance for coun-
tries to utilise the CCC international
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option on self-regulated learning as
they will be central to the international
PISA reports;
� underlined that although some
countries are adding an instrument to
measure reading speed, this is a purely
national option that is not part of PISA
design and policy framework and there
are no plans to use this information in
international PISA reports and publi-
cations;
� suggested that the consortium ex-
plore the possibility of adding inter-
country and inter-language marking for
validation reasons (this will be further
discussed after a proposal is received
from the consortium);
� expressed concern about the un-
availability of the simplified test form
to special education institutions for
students under similar conditions in
regular schools (this is being worked
with the consortium); and,
� suggested a meeting to bring to-
gether the national representatives in-
volved in writing national reports to
exchange views and experiences in the
development of national reports, dis-
cuss methods, analyses and the inter-
pretation of PISA data; and to establish
the production process and interna-
tional support structure for the devel-
opment of national reports.

Contacts
OECD Secretariat
The principal administrator 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


