PISA 2009 Results:
Overcoming Social
Background

EQUITY IN LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES
AND OUTCOMES

VOLUME I

OECD







PISA 2009 Results:
Overcoming
Social Background

EQUITY IN LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES
AND OUTCOMES

(VOLUME II)



This work is published on the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions
expressed and arguments employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of the
Organisation or of the governments of its member countries.

Please cite this publication as:
OECD (2010), PISA 2009 Results: Overcoming Social Background — Equity in Learning Opportunities and Outcomes (Volume II)
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264091504-en

ISBN 978-92-64-09146-7 (print)
ISBN 978-92-64-09150-4 (PDF)

The statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data
by the OECD is without prejudice to the status of the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank
under the terms of international law.

Photo credits:

Getty Images © Ariel Skelley

Getty Images © Geostock

Getty Images © Jack Hollingsworth
Stocklib Image Bank © Yuri Arcurs

Corrigenda to OECD publications may be found on line at: www.oecd.org/publishing/corrigenda.
PISA™, OECD/PISA™ and the PISA logo are trademaks of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).
All use of OECD trademarks is prohibited without written permission from the OECD.

© OECD 2010

You can copy, download or print OECD content for your own use, and you can include excerpts from OECD publications, databases and multimedia
products in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided that suitable acknowledgment of OECD as source
and copyright owner is given. All requests for public or commercial use and translation rights should be submitted to rights@oecd.org. Requests for
permission to photocopy portions of this material for public or commercial use shall be addressed directly to the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC)
at info@copyright.com or the Centre francais d’exploitation du droit de copie (CFC) at contact@cfcopies.com.




Foreword

One of the ultimate goals of policy makers is to enable citizens to take advantage of a globalised world economy.
This is leading them to focus on the improvement of education policies, ensuring the quality of service provision,
a more equitable distribution of learning opportunities and stronger incentives for greater efficiency in schooling.

Such policies hinge on reliable information on how well education systems prepare students for life. Most countries
monitor students’ learning and the performance of schools. But in a global economy, the yardstick for success
is no longer improvement by national standards alone, but how education systems perform internationally. The
OECD has taken up that challenge by developing PISA, the Programme for International Student Assessment, which
evaluates the quality, equity and efficiency of school systems in some 70 countries that, together, make up nine-
tenths of the world economy. PISA represents a commitment by governments to monitor the outcomes of education
systems regularly within an internationally agreed framework and it provides a basis for international collaboration
in defining and implementing educational policies.

The results from the PISA 2009 assessment reveal wide differences in educational outcomes, both within and
across countries. The education systems that have been able to secure strong and equitable learning outcomes,
and to mobilise rapid improvements, show others what is possible to achieve. Naturally, GDP per capita influences
educational success, but this only explains 6% of the differences in average student performance. The other 94%
reflect the potential for public policy to make a difference. The stunning success of Shanghai-China, which tops
every league table in this assessment by a clear margin, shows what can be achieved with moderate economic
resources in a diverse social context. In mathematics, more than a quarter of Shanghai-China’s 15-year-olds can
conceptualise, generalise, and creatively use information based on their own investigations and modelling of
complex problem situations. They can apply insight and understanding and develop new approaches and strategies
when addressing novel situations. In the OECD area, just 3% of students reach this level of performance.

While better educational outcomes are a strong predictor of economic growth, wealth and spending on education
alone are no guarantee for better educational outcomes. Overall, PISA shows that an image of a world divided
neatly into rich and well-educated countries and poor and badly-educated countries is out of date.

This finding represents both a warning and an opportunity. It is a warning to advanced economies that they cannot
take for granted that they will forever have “human capital” superior to that in other parts of the world. At a time of
intensified global competition, they will need to work hard to maintain a knowledge and skill base that keeps up
with changing demands.

PISA underlines, in particular, the need for many advanced countries to tackle educational underperformance so
that as many members of their future workforces as possible are equipped with at least the baseline competencies
that enable them to participate in social and economic development. Otherwise, the high social and economic
cost of poor educational performance in advanced economies risks becoming a significant drag on economic
development. At the same time, the findings show that poor skills are not an inevitable consequence of low national
income — an important outcome for countries that need to achieve more with less.

But PISA also shows that there is no reason for despair. Countries from a variety of starting points have shown the
potential to raise the quality of educational outcomes substantially. Korea’s average performance was already high
in 2000, but Korean policy makers were concerned that only a narrow elite achieved levels of excellence in PISA.
Within less than a decade, Korea was able to double the share of students demonstrating excellence in reading
literacy. A major overhaul of Poland’s school system helped to dramatically reduce performance variability among
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schools, reduce the share of poorly performing students and raise overall performance by the equivalent of more
than half a school year. Germany was jolted into action when PISA 2000 revealed a below-average performance and
large social disparities in results, and has been able to make progress on both fronts. Israel, Italy and Portugal have
moved closer to the OECD average and Brazil, Chile, Mexico and Turkey are among the countries with impressive
gains from very low levels of performance.

But the greatest value of PISA lies in inspiring national efforts to help students to learn better, teachers to teach better,
and school systems to become more effective.

A closer look at high-performing and rapidly improving education systems shows that these systems have many
commonalities that transcend differences in their history, culture and economic evolution.

First, while most nations declare their commitment to education, the test comes when these commitments are
weighed against others. How do they pay teachers compared to the way they pay other highly-skilled workers?
How are education credentials weighed against other qualifications when people are being considered for jobs?
Would you want your child to be a teacher? How much attention do the media pay to schools and schooling? Which
matters more, a community’s standing in the sports leagues or its standing in the student academic achievement
league tables? Are parents more likely to encourage their children to study longer and harder or to spend more time
with their friends or in sports activities?

In the most successful education systems, the political and social leaders have persuaded their citizens to make the
choices needed to show that they value education more than other things. But placing a high value on education
will get a country only so far if the teachers, parents and citizens of that country believe that only some subset of
the nation’s children can or need to achieve world class standards. This report shows clearly that education systems
built around the belief that students have different pre-ordained professional destinies to be met with different
expectations in different school types tend to be fraught with large social disparities. In contrast, the best-performing
education systems embrace the diversity in students’ capacities, interests and social background with individualised
approaches to learning.

Second, high-performing education systems stand out with clear and ambitious standards that are shared across the
system, focus on the acquisition of complex, higher-order thinking skills, and are aligned with high stakes gateways
and instructional systems. In these education systems, everyone knows what is required to get a given qualification,
in terms both of the content studied and the level of performance that has to be demonstrated to earn it. Students
cannot go on to the next stage of their life — be it work or further education — unless they show that they are qualified
to do so. They know what they have to do to realise their dream and they put in the work that is needed to achieve it.

Third, the quality of an education system cannot exceed the quality of its teachers and principals, since student
learning is ultimately the product of what goes on in classrooms. Corporations, professional partnerships and
national governments all know that they have to pay attention to how the pool from which they recruit is established;
how they recruit; the kind of initial training their recruits receive before they present themselves for employment;
how they mentor new recruits and induct them into their service; what kind of continuing training they get; how
their compensation is structured; how they reward their best performers and how they improve the performance of
those who are struggling; and how they provide opportunities for the best performers to acquire more status and
responsibility. Many of the world’s best-performing education systems have moved from bureaucratic “command
and control” environments towards school systems in which the people at the frontline have much more control
of the way resources are used, people are deployed, the work is organised and the way in which the work gets
done. They provide considerable discretion to school heads and school faculties in determining how resources
are allocated, a factor which the report shows to be closely related to school performance when combined with
effective accountability systems. And they provide an environment in which teachers work together to frame what
they believe to be good practice, conduct field-based research to confirm or disprove the approaches they develop,
and then assess their colleagues by the degree to which they use practices proven effective in their classrooms.

Last but not least, the most impressive outcome of world-class education systems is perhaps that they deliver high-
quality learning consistently across the entire education system, such that every student benefits from excellent
learning opportunities. To achieve this, they invest educational resources where they can make the greatest
difference, they attract the most talented teachers into the most challenging classrooms, and they establish effective
spending choices that prioritise the quality of teachers.
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These are, of course, not independently conceived and executed policies. They need to be aligned across all aspects
of the system, they need to be coherent over sustained periods of time, and they need to be consistently implemented.
The path of reform can be fraught with political and practical obstacles. Moving away from administrative and
bureaucratic control toward professional norms of control can be counterproductive if a nation does not yet have
teachers and schools with the capacity to implement these policies and practices. Pushing authority down to lower
levels can be as problematic if there is not agreement on what the students need to know and should be able to do.
Recruiting high-quality teachers is not of much use if those who are recruited are so frustrated by what they perceive
to be a mindless system of initial teacher education that they will not participate in it and turn to another profession.
Thus a country’s success in making these transitions depends greatly on the degree to which it is successful in
creating and executing plans that, at any given time, produce the maximum coherence in the system.

These are daunting challenges and thus devising effective education policies will become ever more difficult as
schools need to prepare students to deal with more rapid change than ever before, for jobs that have not yet been
created, to use technologies that have not yet been invented and to solve economic and social challenges that we
do not yet know will arise. But those school systems that do well today, as well as those that have shown rapid
improvement, demonstrate that it can be done. The world is indifferent to tradition and past reputations, unforgiving
of frailty and complacency and ignorant of custom or practice. Success will go to those individuals and countries
that are swift to adapt, slow to complain and open to change. The task of governments will be to ensure that
countries rise to this challenge. The OECD will continue to support their efforts.
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Executive Summary

The best performing school systems manage to provide high-quality education to all students.

Canada, Finland, Japan, Korea and the partner economies Hong Kong-China and Shanghai-China all perform well
above the OECD mean performance and students tend to perform well regardless of their own background or the
school they attend. They not only have large proportions of students performing at the highest levels of reading
proficiency, but also relatively few students at the lower proficiency levels.

Disadvantaged students may have access to more teachers, but not necessarily to the best teachers.

With the exception of Turkey, Slovenia, Israel and the United States, where socio-economically disadvantaged
schools also tend to be deprived in terms of basic resources, such as larger student-staff ratios, OECD countries
place at least an equal, if not a larger, number of teachers into socio-economically disadvantaged schools as those
who are placed in advantaged schools. But despite this fact, disadvantaged schools still report great difficulties in
attracting qualified teachers. In other words, in disadvantaged schools, quantity of resources does not necessarily
translate into quality of resources since, in general, more advantaged students attend schools that have a higher
proportion of full-time teachers who have an advanced university degree. Findings from PISA suggest that, in
terms of teacher resources, many students face the double liability of coming from a disadvantaged background
and attending a school with lower quality resources. Many countries also show a strong relationship between
the socio-economic background of students and their success at school and, in some of these countries,
these disparities are magnified by large variations in the schools’ socio-economic backgrounds, that is, in the
backgrounds of the students’ peers.

Home background influences educational success, and schooling often appears to reinforce its effects. Although poor
performance in school does not automatically follow from a disadvantaged socio-economic background, the socio-
economic background of students and schools does appear to have a powerful influence on performance.
Socio-economic disadvantage has many facets and cannot be ameliorated by education policy alone, much less
in the short term. The educational attainment of parents can only gradually improve, and average family wealth
depends on the long-term economic development of a country and on a culture that promotes individual savings.
However, even if socio-economic background itself is hard to change, PISA shows that some countries succeed in
reducing its impact on learning outcomes.

While most of the students who perform poorly in PISA are from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds,
some peers from similar backgrounds excel in PISA, demonstrating that overcoming socio-economic barriers to
achievement is possible. Resilient students come from the bottom quarter of the distribution of socio-economic
background in their country and score in the top quarter among students from all countries with similar socio-
economic background. In Finland, Japan, Turkey, Canada and Portugal and the partner country Singapore, between
39% and 48% of disadvantaged students are resilient. In Korea and in partner economy Macao-China 50% and 56%
of disadvantaged students can be considered resilient, and this percentage is 72% and 76% in partner economies
Hong Kong-China and Shanghai-China, respectively.
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Across OECD countries, a student from a more socio-economically advantaged background (among the top one
seventh) outperforms a student from an average background by 38 score points, or about one year’s worth of
education, in reading. In New Zealand, France and the partner countries and economies Bulgaria and Dubai (UAE),
this one point difference in socio-economic background is associated with a performance difference of more than
50 score points. On average across OECD countries, 14% of the differences in student reading performance within
each country is associated with differences in students’ socio-economic background. In Hungary and the partner
countries Peru, Bulgaria and Uruguay, more than 20% of the differences in student performance is associated with
differences in background.

Regardless of their own socio-economic background, students attending schools with a socio-economically advantaged
intake tend to perform better than those attending schools with more disadvantaged peers.

In the majority of OECD countries, the effect of the school’s economic, social and cultural status on students’
performance far outweighs the effects of the individual student’s socio-economic background. And the magnitude
of the differences is striking. In Japan, the Czech Republic, Germany, Belgium and Israel and the partner countries
Trinidad and Tobago and Liechtenstein, the performance gap between two students with similar socio-economic
backgrounds, one of whom attends a school with an average socio-economic background and the another attending
a school with an advantaged socio-economic background (among the top 16% in the country), is equivalent to more
than 50 score points, on average, or more than a year’s worth of education.

Across OECD countries, first-generation students — those who were born outside the country of assessment and who also
have foreign-born parents — score, on average, 52 score points below students without an immigrant background

In New Zealand, Canada and Switzerland, 20% to 25% of students are from an immigrant background while the
proportions are even higher in Liechtenstein (30%), Hong Kong-China (39%), Luxembourg (40%) and Qatar (46%).
In Macao-China and Dubai (UAE), that percentage is at least 70%. There is no positive association between the
size of the immigrant student population and average performance at the country or economy level, and there is
also no relationship between the proportion of students with an immigrant background and the performance gaps
between native and immigrant students. These findings contradict the assumption that high levels of immigration
will inevitably lower the mean performance of school systems.

Students in urban schools perform better than students in other schools, even after accounting for differences in socio-
economic background.

In Turkey, the Slovak Republic, Chile, Mexico and Italy, as well as the partner countries Peru, Tunisia, Albania, Argentina
and Romania, the performance gap between students in urban schools and those in rural schools is more than 45 score
points after accounting for differences in socio-economic background. This is more than one year of education across
OECD countries. That gap is 80 score points or more — or two years of schooling — in Hungary and in the partner
countries Bulgaria, Kyrgyzstan and Panama. However, this pattern is not observed in Belgium, Finland, Germany,
Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden, the United Kingdom and the United States.

On average across the OECD, 17 % of students come from single-parent families and they score five score points lower
than students from other types of families after accounting for socio-economic background.

Among OECD countries, the gap is particularly large in the United States where, after accounting for socio-economic
background, the performance difference between students from single-parent families and those from other types of
families stands at 23 score points. In Ireland, Poland and Mexico, the gap is 13 score points and in Belgium, Japan
and Luxembourg it is 10 score points, double the average among OECD countries. Among partner countries and
economies students from single-parent families score 10 points lower than peers from other types of families after
accounting for socio-economic background.

Parents’ engagement with their children’s reading life has a positive impact on their children’s reading performance.
Students whose parents reported that they had read a book with their child “every day or almost every day” or
“once or twice a week” during the first year of primary school performed higher in PISA 2009 than students whose
parents reported that they had done this “never or almost never” or “once or twice a month”. On average across
the 14 countries that had collected information on this question, the difference is 25 score points, but it ranges from
4 score points in the partner country Lithuania to 63 score points in New Zealand. Also, 15-year-olds whose parents
discuss political or social issues once a week or more score 28 score points higher than those whose parents do not,
or who talk about these issues less often. The performance advantage was largest in Italy, at 42 score points, and
smallest in the partner economy Macao-China, and it is observed across all countries.
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The following table summarises the key data of this volume. For each country, it shows the average score of 15-year-
olds in reading and seven equity measures from PISA: i) and ii) two measures focusing on those that achieve the
baseline level of proficiency in PISA: the proportion of boys and girls who score below Level 2; iii) a measure
of those who overcome socio-economic disadvantaged and do best given their weak prospects, the proportion
of resilient students; iv) and v) two measures of the relationship between student background and performance:
the percentage of variation in student performance explained by the student’s socio-economic background and
the slope of the socio-economic gradient, the average gap in performance between students from different socio-
economic backgrounds; and vi) and vii) two measures of equality in the distribution of educational resources,
namely the quality and quantity of teachers. For the first five measures, cells shaded in light blue indicate values
of quality or equity above the OECD average. Cells shaded in medium blue indicate values of equity below the
OECD average. Cells shaded in dark blue indicate values that are not statistically different from the OECD average.
In the last two columns, cells shaded in light blue indicate that disadvantaged schools are more likely to have more
or better resources. Cells shaded in medium blue that advantaged schools are more likely to have more or better
resources. Cells shaded in dark blue indicate values where disadvantaged and advantaged schools are equally likely
to have more or better resources. In these two last columns, estimates in bold indicate that they are statistically
different from the OECD average.
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SUMMARY OF PISA MEASURES OF EDUCATIONAL EQUITY
L]

Table II.A

l:l Higher quality or equity than OECD average

l:l At OECD average (no statistically significant difference)

l:l Lower quality or equity than OECD average

the OECD average

Disadvantaged schools are more likely to have more or better
resources, in bold if relationship is statistically different from

l:l Within country correlation is not statistically significant
l:l Advantaged schools are more likely to have more or better

resources, in bold if relationship is statistically different from

the OECD average

E 5
o0 §,§ ‘E"i — g — E E E Correlation between the
£ o o2 o3 o2l wew | g2g socio-economic background of
51 .?!"g_ E"g_ g2 o g'g 582 | E£S8= schools and the percentage of . Correlation between
= Es0 | Ex £5 5 é SES g | 9 3.5 teachers with university-level socio-economic background of
g5 oy | go¢ o= SEEST-3T =58 (ISCED 5A) among all full-time schools and the student/teacher
38 | 883 | £8E| &¢ £SEIZRE |H8 teachers ratio
OECD average 493 25 13 8 14 38 0.15 -0.15
Q Korea 539 9 2 14 11 32 -0.03 0.30
2 “Finland 53 | 13 3 1 8 31 -0.01 0.08
© "Canada 524 14 6 10 9 32 0.03 0.09
New Zealand 521 21 8 9 17 52 0.07 0.11
Japan 520 19 8 11 9 40 0.20 0.38
Australia 515 20 9 8 13 46 0.02 -0.07
Netherlands 508 18 11 8 13 37 0.62 0.38
Belgium 506 21 14 8 19 47 0.58 0.66
Norway 503 21 8 6 9 36 0.15 0.19
Estonia 501 19 7 9 8 29 0.00 0.43
Switzerland 501 22 11 8 14 40 0.24 0.06
Poland 500 23 7 9 15 39 -0.05 0.01
Iceland 500 24 10 7 6 27 0.30 0.40
United States 500 21 14 7 17 42 0.10 -0.17
Sweden 497 24 10 6 13 43 -0.04 0.12
Germany 497 24 13 6 18 44 -0.02 0.28
Ireland 496 23 11 7 13 39 -0.08 0.49
France 496 26 14 8 17 51 w w
Denmark 495 19 11 6 15 36 0.16 0.27
United Kingdom 494 23 14 6 14 44 -0.03 -0.10
Hungary 494 24 11 6 26 48 0.07 0.02
Portugal 489 25 11 10 17 30 0.04 0.39
Italy 486 29 13 8 12 32 0.13 0.50
Slovenia 483 31 11 6 14 39 0.55 -0.25
Greece 483 30 13 7 12 34 0.24 0.25
Spain 481 24 15 9 14 29 m 0.45
Czech Republic 478 31 14 5 12 46 0.37 0.08
Slovak Republic 477 32 13 5 15 41 -0.21 0.00
Israel 474 34 19 6 13 43 0.20 -0.20
Luxembourg 472 33 19 5 18 40 0.39 0.28
Austria 470 35 20 5 17 48 0.64 -0.07
Turkey 464 33 15 10 19 29 0.04 -0.26
Chile 449 36 25 6 19 31 0.25 -0.05
Mexico 425 46 34 7 14 25 -0.04 0.03
g Shanghai-China 556 7 2 19 12 27 0.32 -0.13
£ _Hong Kong-China 533 11 5 18 5 17 0.12 0.02
§ Singapore 526 16 9 12 15 47 0.22 -0.14
Liechtenstein 499 21 9 9 8 26 0.57 0.70
Chinese Taipei 495 22 10 10 12 36 0.29 -0.07
Macao-China 487 21 9 13 2 12 -0.18 0.17
Latvia 484 27 9 8 10 29 0.19 0.38
Croatia 476 31 13 7 11 32 0.28 0.32
Lithuania 468 