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A Profile 
of Student Performance 

in Reading 
This chapter examines student performance in reading in PISA 2012. 
It provides examples of assessment questions, relating them to 
each PISA proficiency level, discusses gender differences in student 
performance, compares countries’ and economies’, performance in 
reading, and highlights trends in reading performance up to 2012.
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What can 15-year-old students do in reading? This chapter compares countries’ and economies’ performance, shows 
some regions’ performance, and analyses the changes over the various PISA assessments. It highlights the differences 
between girls’ and boys’ performance and provides examples of assessment questions at each PISA proficiency level. 

Reading literacy focuses on the ability of students to use written information in real-life situations. PISA defines reading 
literacy as understanding, using, reflecting on and engaging with written texts, in order to achieve one’s goals, to 
develop one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate in society (OECD, 2009). This definition goes beyond the 
traditional notion of decoding information and literal interpretation of what is written towards more applied tasks. PISA’s 
conception of reading literacy encompasses the range of situations in which people read, the different ways written texts 
are presented through different media, and the variety of ways that readers approach and use texts, from the functional 
and finite, such as finding a particular piece of practical information, to the deep and far-reaching, such as understanding 
other ways of doing, thinking and being. 

Reading literacy was the major domain assessed in 2000, the first PISA assessment, and in 2009, the fourth PISA 
assessment. In this fifth PISA assessment, mathematics was the major domain, thus less time was devoted to assessing 
students’ reading skills. As a result, only an update on overall performance is possible, rather than the kind of in-depth 
analysis of knowledge and skills shown in the PISA 2009 report (OECD, 2009).

This chapter presents the results of the paper-based assessment in PISA 2012. Thirty-two of the 65 participating countries 
and economies participated in the computer-based (digital reading assessment). Annex B3 presents results on both the 
computer-based scale and a combined paper-and-computer scale.

What the data tell us

 • Of the 64 countries and economies that have comparable data in reading performance since 2000, 32 show an 
improvement in mean reading performance, 22 show no change, and 10 show a deterioration in performance. 

 • Among OECD countries, Chile, Estonia, Germany, Hungary, Israel, Japan, Korea, Luxembourg, Mexico, Poland, 
Portugal, Switzerland and Turkey all improved their reading performance across successive PISA assessments.

 • Between 2000 and 2012, Albania, Israel and Poland increased the share of top-performing students and 
simultaneously reduced the share of students who do not meet the baseline level of proficiency in reading. 

 • The gender gap in reading performance – favouring girls – widened in 11 countries and economies between 2000 
and 2012.

Student performance in reading
The metric for the overall reading scale is based on a mean for participating OECD countries set at 500, with a standard 
deviation of 100. These were set when reporting the results of the  first PISA reading assessment, administered in 2000 (OECD, 
2001). To help interpret what students’ scores mean in substantive terms, the scale is divided into levels of proficiency that 
indicate the kinds of tasks that students at those levels are capable of completing successfully (OECD, 2009). 

Average performance in reading
One way to summarise student performance and to compare the relative standing of countries in reading is through 
countries’ and economies’ mean performance, both relative to each other and to the OECD mean. For PISA 2012, the 
OECD mean is 496, with a standard deviation of 94. This establishes the benchmark against which each country’s and 
each economy’s reading performance in PISA 2012 is compared. 

When interpreting mean performance, only those differences among countries and economies that are statistically 
significant should be taken into account. Figure I.4.1 shows each country/economy’s mean score and also for which 
pairs of countries/economies the differences between the means are statistically significant. For each country/economy 
shown in the middle column, the countries/economies whose mean scores are not statistically significantly different 
are listed in the right column. In all other cases, country/economy A scores higher than country/economy B if country/
economy A is situated above country/economy B in the middle column, and scores lower if country/economy A is 
situated below country/economy B. For example: Shanghai-China ranks first and Hong Kong-China ranks second, but 
the performance of Singapore, which appears third on the list, cannot be distinguished with confidence from that of 
Hong Kong-China.
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• Figure I.4.1 •
comparing countries’ and economies’ performance in reading

Statistically significantly above the OECD average 
Not statistically significantly different from the OECD average
Statistically significantly below the OECD average

mean  
score

comparison 
country/economy countries/economies whose mean score is not statistically significantly different from that comparison country’s/economy’s score

570 Shanghai-China  
545 Hong Kong-China Singapore, Japan, Korea 
542 Singapore Hong Kong-China, Japan, Korea 
538 Japan Hong Kong-China, Singapore, Korea 
536 Korea Hong Kong-China, Singapore, Japan  
524 Finland Ireland, Chinese Taipei, Canada, Poland, Liechtenstein 
523 Ireland Finland, Chinese Taipei, Canada, Poland, Liechtenstein 
523 Chinese Taipei Finland, Ireland, Canada, Poland, Estonia, Liechtenstein 
523 Canada Finland, Ireland, Chinese Taipei, Poland, Liechtenstein 
518 Poland Finland, Ireland, Chinese Taipei, Canada, Estonia, Liechtenstein, New Zealand, Australia, Netherlands, Viet Nam 
516 Estonia Chinese Taipei, Poland, Liechtenstein, New Zealand, Australia, Netherlands, Viet Nam 

516 Liechtenstein Finland, Ireland, Chinese Taipei, Canada, Poland, Estonia, New Zealand, Australia, Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Macao-China, 
Viet Nam, Germany 

512 New Zealand Poland, Estonia, Liechtenstein, Australia, Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Macao-China, Viet Nam, Germany, France 
512 Australia Poland, Estonia, Liechtenstein, New Zealand, Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Macao-China, Viet Nam, Germany, France 
511 Netherlands Poland, Estonia, Liechtenstein, New Zealand, Australia, Belgium, Switzerland, Macao-China, Viet Nam, Germany, France, Norway 
509 Belgium Liechtenstein, New Zealand, Australia, Netherlands, Switzerland, Macao-China, Viet Nam, Germany, France, Norway 
509 Switzerland Liechtenstein, New Zealand, Australia, Netherlands, Belgium, Macao-China, Viet Nam, Germany, France, Norway 
509 Macao-China Liechtenstein, New Zealand, Australia, Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Viet Nam, Germany, France, Norway 

508 Viet Nam Poland, Estonia, Liechtenstein, New Zealand, Australia, Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Macao-China, Germany, France, Norway, 
United Kingdom, United States 

508 Germany Liechtenstein, New Zealand, Australia, Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Macao-China, Viet Nam, France, Norway, United Kingdom 
505 France New Zealand, Australia, Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Macao-China, Viet Nam, Germany, Norway, United Kingdom, United States 
504 Norway Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Macao-China, Viet Nam, Germany, France, United Kingdom, United States, Denmark 
499 United Kingdom Viet Nam, Germany, France, Norway, United States, Denmark, Czech Republic 
498 United States Viet Nam, France, Norway, United Kingdom, Denmark, Czech Republic, Italy, Austria, Hungary, Portugal, Israel 
496 Denmark Norway, United Kingdom, United States, Czech Republic, Italy, Austria, Hungary, Portugal, Israel 
493 Czech Republic United Kingdom, United States, Denmark, Italy, Austria, Latvia, Hungary, Spain, Luxembourg, Portugal, Israel, Croatia 
490 Italy United States, Denmark, Czech Republic, Austria, Latvia, Hungary, Spain, Luxembourg, Portugal, Israel, Croatia, Sweden 
490 Austria United States, Denmark, Czech Republic, Italy, Latvia, Hungary, Spain, Luxembourg, Portugal, Israel, Croatia, Sweden 
489 Latvia Czech Republic, Italy, Austria, Hungary, Spain, Luxembourg, Portugal, Israel, Croatia, Sweden 
488 Hungary United States, Denmark, Czech Republic, Italy, Austria, Latvia, Spain, Luxembourg, Portugal, Israel, Croatia, Sweden, Iceland 
488 Spain Czech Republic, Italy, Austria, Latvia, Hungary, Luxembourg, Portugal, Israel, Croatia, Sweden 
488 Luxembourg Czech Republic, Italy, Austria, Latvia, Hungary, Spain, Portugal, Israel, Croatia, Sweden 
488 Portugal United States, Denmark, Czech Republic, Italy, Austria, Latvia, Hungary, Spain, Luxembourg, Israel, Croatia, Sweden, Iceland, Slovenia 

486 Israel United States, Denmark, Czech Republic, Italy, Austria, Latvia, Hungary, Spain, Luxembourg, Portugal, Croatia, Sweden, Iceland, Slovenia, 
Lithuania, Greece, Turkey, Russian Federation 

485 Croatia Czech Republic, Italy, Austria, Latvia, Hungary, Spain, Luxembourg, Portugal, Israel, Sweden, Iceland, Slovenia, Lithuania, Greece, Turkey 
483 Sweden Italy, Austria, Latvia, Hungary, Spain, Luxembourg, Portugal, Israel, Croatia, Iceland, Slovenia, Lithuania, Greece, Turkey, Russian Federation 
483 Iceland Hungary, Portugal, Israel, Croatia, Sweden, Slovenia, Lithuania, Greece, Turkey 
481 Slovenia Portugal, Israel, Croatia, Sweden, Iceland, Lithuania, Greece, Turkey, Russian Federation 
477 Lithuania Israel, Croatia, Sweden, Iceland, Slovenia, Greece, Turkey, Russian Federation 
477 Greece Israel, Croatia, Sweden, Iceland, Slovenia, Lithuania, Turkey, Russian Federation 
475 Turkey Israel, Croatia, Sweden, Iceland, Slovenia, Lithuania, Greece, Russian Federation 
475 Russian Federation Israel, Sweden, Slovenia, Lithuania, Greece, Turkey 
463 Slovak Republic  
449 Cyprus 1, 2 Serbia 
446 Serbia Cyprus 1, 2, United Arab Emirates, Chile, Thailand, Costa Rica, Romania, Bulgaria 
442 United Arab Emirates Serbia, Chile, Thailand, Costa Rica, Romania, Bulgaria 
441 Chile Serbia, United Arab Emirates, Thailand, Costa Rica, Romania, Bulgaria 
441 Thailand Serbia, United Arab Emirates, Chile, Costa Rica, Romania, Bulgaria 
441 Costa Rica Serbia, United Arab Emirates, Chile, Thailand, Romania, Bulgaria 
438 Romania Serbia, United Arab Emirates, Chile, Thailand, Costa Rica, Bulgaria 
436 Bulgaria Serbia, United Arab Emirates, Chile, Thailand, Costa Rica, Romania 
424 Mexico Montenegro 
422 Montenegro Mexico 
411 Uruguay Brazil, Tunisia, Colombia 
410 Brazil Uruguay, Tunisia, Colombia 
404 Tunisia Uruguay, Brazil, Colombia, Jordan, Malaysia, Indonesia, Argentina, Albania 
403 Colombia Uruguay, Brazil, Tunisia, Jordan, Malaysia, Indonesia, Argentina 
399 Jordan Tunisia, Colombia, Malaysia, Indonesia, Argentina, Albania, Kazakhstan 
398 Malaysia Tunisia, Colombia, Jordan, Indonesia, Argentina, Albania, Kazakhstan 
396 Indonesia Tunisia, Colombia, Jordan, Malaysia, Argentina, Albania, Kazakhstan 
396 Argentina Tunisia, Colombia, Jordan, Malaysia, Indonesia, Albania, Kazakhstan 
394 Albania Tunisia, Jordan, Malaysia, Indonesia, Argentina, Kazakhstan, Qatar, Peru
393 Kazakhstan Jordan, Malaysia, Indonesia, Argentina, Albania, Qatar, Peru
388 Qatar Albania, Kazakhstan, Peru
384 Peru Albania, Kazakhstan, Qatar 

1. Note by Turkey: The information in this document with reference to ”Cyprus” relates to the southern part of the Island. There is no single authority representing both Turkish and 
Greek Cypriot people on the Island. Turkey recognises the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). Until a lasting and equitable solution is found within the context of the 
United Nations, Turkey shall preserve its position concerning the “Cyprus issue”.
2. Note by all the European Union Member States of the OECD and the European Union: The Republic of Cyprus is recognised by all members of the United Nations with the 
exception of Turkey. The information in this document relates to the area under the effective control of the Government of the Republic of Cyprus.
Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932935610 
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• Figure I.4.2 [Part 1/3] •
reading performance among piSa 2012 participants, at national and regional levels 

 

Reading scale

mean score

range of ranks
oEcd countries all countries/economies

upper rank lower rank upper rank lower rank
Shanghai-China 570     1 1
Hong Kong-China 545     2 4
Singapore 542     2 4
Japan 538 1 2 2 5
Korea 536 1 2 3 5
Massachusetts  (united States) 527        
Australian Capital Territory  (Australia) 525        
Finland 524 3 5 6 10
Ireland 523 3 6 6 10
Chinese Taipei 523     6 10
Canada 523 3 6 6 10
Connecticut  (united States) 521        
Veneto (Italy) 521        
Trento (Italy) 521        
Lombardia (Italy) 521        
Western Australia (Australia) 519        
Friuli Venezia Giulia (Italy) 518        
Flemish community (Belgium) 518        
Poland 518 4 9 7 14
Victoria (Australia) 517        
Estonia 516 6 9 10 14
Liechtenstein 516     7 18
new South Wales (Australia) 513        
New Zealand 512 7 13 11 19
Australia 512 8 12 12 18
Netherlands 511 6 14 11 21
Madrid (Spain) 511        
navarre (Spain) 509        
Belgium 509 8 14 13 21
Switzerland 509 8 14 13 22
Macao-China 509     15 20
Viet Nam 508     12 23
Queensland (Australia) 508        
Germany 508 9 15 13 22
Scotland (united Kingdom) 506        
Piemonte (Italy) 506        
France 505 10 16 16 23
Castile and Leon (Spain) 505        
Asturias (Spain) 504        
Norway 504 11 17 17 24
Valle d’Aosta (Italy) 502        
Catalonia (Spain) 501        
South Australia (Australia) 500        
England (united Kingdom) 500        
German-speaking community (Belgium) 499        
United Kingdom 499 14 19 20 26
Galicia (Spain) 499        
Emilia Romagna (Italy) 498        
Basque Country (Spain) 498        
northern Ireland (united Kingdom) 498        
United States 498 14 20 21 28
French community (Belgium) 497        
Bolzano (Italy) 497        
Marche (Italy) 497        
Denmark 496 16 20 23 27
Aragon (Spain) 493        
Puglia (Italy) 493        
Czech Republic 493 16 23 23 31
umbria (Italy) 492        
Florida (united States) 492        
Liguria (Italy) 490        
La Rioja (Spain) 490        
Alentejo (Portugal) 490        

Notes: OECD countries are shown in bold black. Partner countries are shown in bold blue. Participating economies and subnational entities that are not included in national results 
are shown in bold blue italics. Regions are shown in black italics (OECD countries) or blue italics (partner countries).
1. Note by Turkey: The information in this document with reference to ”Cyprus” relates to the southern part of the Island. There is no single authority representing both Turkish and 
Greek Cypriot people on the Island. Turkey recognises the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). Until a lasting and equitable solution is found within the context of the 
United Nations, Turkey shall preserve its position concerning the “Cyprus issue”.
2. Note by all the European Union Member States of the OECD and the European Union: The Republic of Cyprus is recognised by all members of the United Nations with the 
exception of Turkey. The information in this document relates to the area under the effective control of the Government of the Republic of Cyprus.
Countries, economies and subnational entities are ranked in descending order of mean reading performance.
Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932935610
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• Figure I.4.2 [Part 2/3] •
Reading performance among PISA 2012 participants, at national and regional levels 

 

Reading scale

Mean score

Range of ranks
OECD countries All countries/economies

Upper rank Lower rank Upper rank Lower rank
Italy 490 19 25 26 34
Austria 490 18 26 25 34
Latvia 489     26 35
Hungary 488 18 27 25 36
Spain 488 20 27 27 35
Luxembourg 488 20 26 28 35
Portugal 488 18 28 25 37
Toscana (Italy) 488        
Israel 486 19 31 25 40
Cantabria (Spain) 485        
Croatia 485     28 39
Tasmania (Australia) 485        
Sweden 483 23 30 30 40
Iceland 483 25 30 33 39
Perm Territory region (Russian Federation) 482        
Slovenia 481 27 30 35 39
Lazio (Italy) 480        
Abruzzo (Italy) 480        
Wales (United Kingdom) 480        
Lithuania 477     37 42
Greece 477 28 31 36 42
Andalusia (Spain) 477        
Molise (Italy) 476        
Balearic Islands (Spain) 476        
Turkey 475 27 31 36 42
Russian Federation 475     38 42
Basilicata (Italy) 474        
Dubai (United Arab Emirates) 468        
Northern Territory (Australia) 466        
Campania (Italy) 464        
Sardegna (Italy) 464        
Slovak Republic 463 32 32 43 43
Murcia (Spain) 462        
Extremadura (Spain) 457        
Sicilia (Italy) 455        
Sharjah (United Arab Emirates) 451        
Querétaro (Mexico) 451        
Cyprus 1, 2 449     44 45
Distrito Federal (Mexico) 448        
Aguascalientes (Mexico) 447        
Serbia 446     44 48
Chihuahua (Mexico) 444        
United Arab Emirates 442     45 50
Nuevo León (Mexico) 442        
Chile 441 33 33 45 50
Thailand 441     45 51
Costa Rica 441     45 51
Colima (Mexico) 440        
Romania 438     46 51
Mexico (Mexico) 437        
Durango (Mexico) 436        
Jalisco (Mexico) 436        
Bulgaria 436     45 51
Calabria (Italy) 434        
Rio Grande do Sul (Brazil) 433        
Manizales (Colombia) 431        
Coahuila (Mexico) 431        
Abu Dhabi (United Arab Emirates) 431        
Quintana Roo (Mexico) 430        
Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires (Argentina) 429        
Baja California (Mexico) 428        
Federal District (Brazil) 428        
Mato Grosso do Sul (Brazil) 428        

Notes: OECD countries are shown in bold black. Partner countries are shown in bold blue. Participating economies and subnational entities that are not included in national results 
are shown in bold blue italics. Regions are shown in black italics (OECD countries) or blue italics (partner countries).
1. Note by Turkey: The information in this document with reference to ”Cyprus” relates to the southern part of the Island. There is no single authority representing both Turkish and 
Greek Cypriot people on the Island. Turkey recognises the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). Until a lasting and equitable solution is found within the context of the 
United Nations, Turkey shall preserve its position concerning the “Cyprus issue”.
2. Note by all the European Union Member States of the OECD and the European Union: The Republic of Cyprus is recognised by all members of the United Nations with the 
exception of Turkey. The information in this document relates to the area under the effective control of the Government of the Republic of Cyprus.
Countries, economies and subnational entities are ranked in descending order of mean reading performance.
Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932935610
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• Figure I.4.2 [Part 3/3] •
reading performance among piSa 2012 participants, at national and regional levels 

 

Reading scale

mean score

range of ranks
oEcd countries all countries/economies

upper rank lower rank upper rank lower rank
Espírito Santo (Brazil) 427        
Minas Gerais (Brazil) 427        
Yucatán (Mexico) 426        
Morelos (Mexico) 425        
San Luis Potosí (Mexico) 425        
Mexico 424 34 34 52 53
Baja California Sur (Mexico) 423        
Puebla (Mexico) 423        
Medellin (Colombia) 423        
Santa Catarina (Brazil) 423        
Bogota (Colombia) 422        
Montenegro 422     52 53
Paraná (Brazil) 422        
São Paulo (Brazil) 422        
Tamaulipas (Mexico) 421        
Tlaxcala (Mexico) 418        
nayarit (Mexico) 418        
Sinaloa (Mexico) 417        
Fujairah (united Arab Emirates) 415        
Ras Al Khaimah (united Arab Emirates) 415        
Ajman (united Arab Emirates) 414        
Guanajuato (Mexico) 414        
Hidalgo (Mexico) 414        
Campeche (Mexico) 413        
Zacatecas (Mexico) 412        
Paraíba (Brazil) 411        
Uruguay 411     54 56
Veracruz (Mexico) 410        
Brazil 410     54 56
Cali (Colombia) 408        
Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) 408        
Tunisia 404     54 60
Colombia 403     55 60
Piauí (Brazil) 403        
umm Al Quwain (united Arab Emirates) 400        
Rondônia (Brazil) 400        
Jordan 399     56 62
Malaysia 398     57 63
Sergipe (Brazil) 397        
Ceará (Brazil) 397        
Amapá (Brazil) 396        
Indonesia 396     56 63
Argentina 396     57 63
Tabasco (Mexico) 395        
Albania 394     58 64
Goiás (Brazil) 393        
Rio Grande do norte (Brazil) 393        
Kazakhstan 393     59 64
Bahia (Brazil) 388        
Qatar 388     63 65
Pará (Brazil) 387        
Peru 384     63 65
Acre (Brazil) 383        
Amazonas (Brazil) 382        
Mato Grosso (Brazil) 382        
Tocantins (Brazil) 381        
Roraima (Brazil) 377        
Pernambuco (Brazil) 376        
Chiapas (Mexico) 371        
Maranhão (Brazil) 369        
Guerrero (Mexico) 368        
Alagoas (Brazil) 355        

Notes: OECD countries are shown in bold black. Partner countries are shown in bold blue. Participating economies and subnational entities that are not included in national results 
are shown in bold blue italics. Regions are shown in black italics (OECD countries) or blue italics (partner countries).
1. Note by Turkey: The information in this document with reference to ”Cyprus” relates to the southern part of the Island. There is no single authority representing both Turkish and 
Greek Cypriot people on the Island. Turkey recognises the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). Until a lasting and equitable solution is found within the context of the 
United Nations, Turkey shall preserve its position concerning the “Cyprus issue”.
2. Note by all the European Union Member States of the OECD and the European Union: The Republic of Cyprus is recognised by all members of the United Nations with the 
exception of Turkey. The information in this document relates to the area under the effective control of the Government of the Republic of Cyprus.
Countries, economies and subnational entities are ranked in descending order of mean reading performance.
Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932935610
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Moreover, countries and economies are divided into three broad groups: those whose mean scores are statistically 
around the OECD mean (highlighted in dark blue), those whose mean scores are above the OECD mean (highlighted in 
pale blue), and those whose mean scores are below the OECD mean (highlighted in medium blue).

As shown in Figure I.4.1, Shanghai-China, Hong Kong-China, Singapore, Japan and Korea are the five highest-performing 
countries and economies in reading. Shanghai-China has a mean score of 570 points in reading – the equivalent of more 
than a year-and-a-half of schooling above the OECD average of 496 score points, and 25 score points above the second 
best-performing participant, Hong Kong-China. Finland, Ireland, Chinese Taipei, Canada, Poland, Estonia and Liechtenstein 
perform at least 20 score points above the OECD average. Ten other countries and economies – New Zealand, Australia, 
the Netherlands, Belgium, Switzerland, Macao-China, Viet Nam, Germany, France and Norway – also score above the 
OECD average. Meanwhile, the United Kingdom, the United States, Denmark and the Czech Republic perform around the 
OECD average; and 39 countries and economies perform below the OECD average. 

Among OECD countries, performance differences are large: 114 score points separate the mean scores of the highest- 
and lowest-performing OECD countries; when the partner countries and economies are considered along with OECD 
countries, this difference amounts to 185 score points. 

Because the figures are derived from samples, it is not possible to determine a country’s or economy’s precise ranking 
among all countries and economies. However, it is possible to determine, with confidence, a range of rankings in 
which the country’s/economy’s performance level lies (Figure I.4.2). For entities other than those for which full samples 
were drawn (i.e. Shanghai-China, Hong Kong-China, Chinese Taipei and Macao-China), it is not possible to calculate 
a rank order but the mean score provides a possibility to position subnational entities against the performance of 
the countries and economies. For example, Massachusetts shows a score between the performance of top-performer 
Korea and Finland. 

Trends in average reading performance
The change in a school system’s average performance over time indicates how and to what extent the system is 
progressing towards achieving the goal of providing all students with the knowledge and skills needed to become full 
participants in a knowledge-based society. Trends in reading performance up to 2012 are available for 64 countries 
and economies.1 PISA 2012 results for 30 countries and economies can be compared with data from all the previous 
cycles (PISA 2000, 2003, 2006 and 2009); for the other countries and economies, annualised trends can be calculated 
even if these countries/economies did not begin their participation in PISA assessments in PISA 2000, missed some 
assesments between PISA 2000 and 2012, or have results from previous assessments that are not comparable over 
time. The following analyses calculate the average trend using all the available information. Results are presented as 
the annualised change – the average yearly change in performance observed throughout a country’s or economy’s 
participation in PISA. (For further details on the estimation of the annualised change, see Annex A5).2 

Of the 64 countries and economies with comparable data in reading performance, 32 show a positive annualised trend 
in mean reading performance across all PISA assessments, 22 show no change, and the remaining 10 countries and 
economies show a deteriorating annualised trend in average student performance. 

Among OECD countries, average yearly improvements (i.e. positive annualised change) in reading performance across 
successive PISA assessments are observed in Chile, Estonia, Germany, Hungary, Israel, Japan, Korea, Luxembourg, 
Mexico, Poland, Portugal, Switzerland and Turkey. Figure I.4.3 shows that Montenegro, Peru, Qatar, Serbia and 
Singapore saw an average yearly improvement of more than five score points in reading throughout their participation in 
subsequent PISA assessments. Albania, Chinese Taipei, Turkey and Shanghai-China saw an average yearly improvement 
of more than four score points, and Chile, Israel and Tunisia saw an average yearly improvement of more than three 
score points. These are significant improvements. Most of these countries and economies, except Shanghai-China and 
Singapore, have participated in at least three PISA assessments. 

Six other countries and economies show a yearly improvement of at least two score points in reading; 11 countries and 
economies saw a yearly improvement of at least one score point; and three countries and economies saw an annual 
improvement in performance, albeit of less than one score point. 

In 2000, the average 15-year-old in Peru scored 327 points on the PISA reading assessment, 370 score points in 2009 
and 384 points in 2012. Improvements over time were also consistent in Turkey, where the average reading performance 
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improved relatively steadily from 441 points to 475 points between 2003 and 2012. Poland also saw consistent progress 
across the five PISA assessments, moving from a below-OECD-average score of 479 score points in reading in 2000 to 
an above-OECD-average score of 518 points in 2012. Korea’s improvement in PISA and recent education policies and 
programmes are outlined in Box I.4.1. 

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932935610

• Figure I.4.3 •
annualised change in reading performance throughout participation in piSa    

Reading score-point difference associated with one calendar year
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* United Arab Emirates excluding Dubai.
Notes: Statistically signi�cant score point changes are marked in a darker tone (see Annex A3). 
The number of comparable reading scores used to calculate the annualised change is shown next to the country/economy name.
The annualised change is the average annual change in PISA score points from a country’s/economy’s earliest participation in PISA to PISA 2012. It is 
calculated taking into account all of a country’s/economy‘s participation in PISA. For more details on the calculation of the annualised change, see Annex A5.
OECD average 2000 compares only OECD countries with comparable reading scores since 2000.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the annualised change in reading performance.
Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database, Table I.4.3b.

The average change experienced over successive PISA assessments doesn’t capture the extent to which this change 
is steady, or whether it is decelerating or accelerating. Of the 32 countries and economies that show a statistically 
an annualised improvement in reading performance, 29 participated in at least two PISA assessments in addition 
to PISA 2012, so it is possible to determine whether their improvement is steady, accelerating or decelerating. The 
average reading performance in Chinese Taipei, Israel, Japan, Luxembourg, Macao-China, the Russian Federation and 
Thailand shows an improvement, the rate of which is higher in the later PISA assessments than in the earlier assessments. 
Improvements in reading have remained relatively steady in Albania, Brazil, Estonia, Germany, Hong Kong-China, 
Hungary, Indonesia, Mexico, Montenegro, Peru, Portugal, Poland, Switzerland, Tunisia and Turkey, and was slower 
in the later PISA assessments than the earlier assessments in Chile, Colombia, Korea, Latvia, Liechtenstein, Qatar and 
Serbia (Figure I.4.4).

Other countries and economies show no annualised improvement, but this is because of a deterioration between their 
first two PISA assessments followed by improvements in later assessments. This was observed in Argentina, Bulgaria, 
France, Italy, Norway, Romania and Spain. Spain, for example, saw a decline in performance between PISA 2000 and 
PISA 2003 which continued through PISA 2006. But this initially negative trend reversed itself between 2006 and 2009 
to the extent that Spain’s performance in PISA 2012 was similar to that recorded in PISA 2000.
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Decelerating

Notes: Figures are for illustrative purposes only. Countries and economies are grouped according to the direction and signi�cance of their annualised 
change and their rate of acceleration.
Countries and economies with data from only one PISA assessments other than 2012 are excluded.
Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database, Table I.4.3b.
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• Figure I.4.4 •
curvilinear trajectories of average reading performance across piSa assessments    

Rate of acceleration or deceleration in performance (quadratic term)

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932935610
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• Figure I.4.5 [Part 1/2] •
multiple comparisons of reading performance between 2000 and 2012

reading 
performance 
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reading 
performance 

in 2012

countries/economies with similar 
performance in 2000  

but lower performance in 2012

countries/economies with similar 
performance in 2000  

and similar performance in 2012

countries/economies with similar 
performance in 2000  

but higher performance in 2012

countries/economies with 
lower performance in 2000 

but similar performance 
in 2012

countries/economies with 
lower performance in 2000 
but higher performance in 

2012

countries/economies with 
higher performance in 2000 
but with similar performance 

in 2012

countries/economies with 
higher performance in 2000 
but lower performance in 

2012

reading 
performance 

in 2012

reading 
performance 

in 2000
Hong Kong-China 525 545 New Zealand, Sweden, Australia, Ireland Japan, Korea Finland, Canada 545 525 Hong Kong-China
Japan 522 538 United States, New Zealand, Sweden, 

Australia, Canada, Ireland, Belgium
Hong Kong-China, Korea Finland 538 522 Japan

Korea 525 536 New Zealand, Sweden, Australia Hong Kong-China, Japan, Ireland Finland Canada 536 525 Korea
Finland 546 524 Poland, Canada, Ireland, 

Liechtenstein, Korea
Hong Kong-China, Japan 524 546 Finland

Ireland 527 523 New Zealand, Sweden, Australia Canada, Korea Hong Kong-China, Japan Poland, Liechtenstein Finland 523 527 Ireland
Canada 534 523 New Zealand, Australia Ireland Japan Poland, Liechtenstein Hong Kong-China, Korea Finland 523 534 Canada
Poland 479 518 Greece, Austria, Czech Republic, 

Hungary, Spain, Portugal, Italy
Germany, Switzerland, Liechtenstein New Zealand, Finland, 

Australia, Canada, Ireland, 
Belgium

United States, France, 
Sweden, Denmark, Iceland, 
Norway

518 479 Poland

Liechtenstein 483 516 United States, Greece, Austria, 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Spain, 
Portugal, Italy

Poland, Germany, Switzerland New Zealand, Finland, 
France, Australia, Canada, 
Ireland, Belgium, Norway

Sweden, Denmark, Iceland 516 483 Liechtenstein

New Zealand 529 512 Australia Hong Kong-China, Japan, Canada, 
Ireland, Korea

Poland, Germany, France, 
Belgium, Switzerland, 
Norway, Liechtenstein

512 529 New Zealand

Australia 528 512 New Zealand Hong Kong-China, Japan, Canada, 
Ireland, Korea

Poland, Germany, France, 
Belgium, Switzerland, 
Norway, Liechtenstein

512 528 Australia

Belgium 507 509 Sweden, Denmark, Iceland United States, France, Switzerland, Norway Japan Poland, Germany, Liechtenstein New Zealand, Australia 509 507 Belgium
Switzerland 494 509 Austria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Spain, 

Denmark, Italy
United States, Poland, Germany, France, 
Belgium, Norway, Liechtenstein

New Zealand, Australia Sweden, Iceland 509 494 Switzerland

Germany 484 508 Greece, Austria, Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Spain, Italy

Poland, Switzerland, Liechtenstein United States, New Zealand, 
France, Australia, Belgium, 
Norway

Sweden, Denmark, Iceland 508 484 Germany

France 505 505 Iceland United States, Belgium, Denmark, 
Switzerland, Norway

Germany, Liechtenstein Poland New Zealand, Australia Sweden 505 505 France

Norway 505 504 Iceland United States, France, Belgium, 
Denmark, Switzerland

Germany, Czech Republic, 
Liechtenstein

Poland New Zealand, Australia Sweden 504 505 Norway

United States 504 498 Sweden, Iceland Austria, Czech Republic, France, 
Belgium, Spain, Denmark, Switzerland, 
Norway, Italy

Japan, Liechtenstein Latvia, Germany, Hungary, 
Israel, Portugal

Poland 498 504 United States

Denmark 497 496 United States, Austria, Czech Republic, 
France, Spain, Norway, Italy

Belgium, Switzerland Latvia, Hungary, Israel, 
Portugal

Poland, Germany, 
Liechtenstein

Sweden, Iceland 496 497 Denmark

Czech Republic 492 493 United States, Austria, Hungary, Spain, 
Denmark, Italy

Poland, Germany, Switzerland, 
Liechtenstein

Latvia, Israel, Portugal Sweden, Norway Iceland 493 492 Czech Republic

Italy 487 490 Greece United States, Austria, Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Spain, Denmark

Poland, Germany, Switzerland, 
Liechtenstein

Latvia, Israel, Portugal Sweden, Iceland 490 487 Italy

Austria 492 490 United States, Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Spain, Denmark, Italy

Poland, Germany, Switzerland, 
Liechtenstein

Latvia, Israel, Portugal Sweden, Iceland 490 492 Austria

Latvia 458 489 Greece, Russian Federation Israel, Portugal United States, Austria, 
Czech Republic, Sweden, 
Hungary, Spain, Denmark, 
Iceland, Italy

489 458 Latvia

Hungary 480 488 Greece, Austria, Czech Republic, Spain, 
Portugal, Italy

Poland, Germany, Switzerland, 
Liechtenstein

Latvia, Israel United States, Sweden, 
Denmark, Iceland

488 480 Hungary

Spain 493 488 United States, Austria, Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Denmark, Italy

Poland, Germany, Switzerland, 
Liechtenstein

Latvia, Israel, Portugal Sweden, Iceland 488 493 Spain

Portugal 470 488 Greece, Latvia, Hungary, Israel, 
Russian Federation

Poland, Liechtenstein United States, Austria, 
Czech Republic, Sweden, 
Spain, Denmark, Iceland, Italy

488 470 Portugal

Israel 452 486 Thailand, Bulgaria, Argentina Greece, Latvia, Portugal, 
Russian Federation

United States, Austria, 
Czech Republic, Sweden, 
Hungary, Spain, Denmark, 
Iceland, Italy

486 452 Israel

Sweden 516 483 United States, Hong Kong-China, Japan, 
Ireland, Belgium, Korea

Greece, Latvia, Austria, 
Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Israel, Spain, Iceland, Portugal, 
Russian Federation, Italy

Poland, Germany, France, 
Denmark, Switzerland, 
Norway, Liechtenstein

483 516 Sweden

Iceland 507 483 United States, France, Belgium, Norway Greece, Latvia, Austria, 
Hungary, Israel, Spain, 
Portugal, Russian Federation, 
Italy

Poland, Germany, 
Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Switzerland, Liechtenstein

Sweden 483 507 Iceland

Greece 474 477 Hungary, Israel, Portugal, 
Russian Federation

Poland, Latvia, Germany, Liechtenstein, 
Italy

Sweden, Iceland 477 474 Greece

Russian Federation 462 475 Greece, Israel, Portugal Latvia Sweden, Iceland 475 462 Russian Federation
Chile 410 441 Argentina, Mexico Thailand, Bulgaria, Romania 441 410 Chile
Thailand 431 441 Argentina, Mexico Bulgaria, Romania Israel Chile 441 431 Thailand
Romania 428 438 Argentina, Mexico Thailand, Bulgaria Chile 438 428 Romania
Bulgaria 430 436 Argentina Thailand, Mexico, Romania Israel Chile 436 430 Bulgaria
Mexico 422 424 Argentina Bulgaria Thailand, Chile, Romania 424 422 Mexico
Brazil 396 410 Argentina 410 396 Brazil
Indonesia 371 396 Albania, Peru Argentina 396 371 Indonesia
Argentina 418 396 Brazil, Thailand, Israel, Bulgaria, Chile, 

Mexico, Romania
Albania, Indonesia, Peru 396 418 Argentina

Albania 349 394 Peru Argentina, Indonesia 394 349 Albania
Peru 327 384 Albania, Argentina, Indonesia 384 327 Peru

Note: Only countries and economies that participated in the PISA 2000 and PISA 2012 assessments are shown.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of their mean reading performance in PISA 2012.
Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database, Table I.4.3b.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932935610
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• Figure I.4.5 [Part 2/2] •
multiple comparisons of reading performance between 2000 and 2012

reading 
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countries/economies with similar 
performance in 2000  
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countries/economies with similar 
performance in 2000  

but higher performance in 2012

countries/economies with 
lower performance in 2000 

but similar performance 
in 2012

countries/economies with 
lower performance in 2000 
but higher performance in 

2012

countries/economies with 
higher performance in 2000 
but with similar performance 

in 2012

countries/economies with 
higher performance in 2000 
but lower performance in 

2012

reading 
performance 

in 2012

reading 
performance 

in 2000
Hong Kong-China 525 545 New Zealand, Sweden, Australia, Ireland Japan, Korea Finland, Canada 545 525 Hong Kong-China
Japan 522 538 United States, New Zealand, Sweden, 

Australia, Canada, Ireland, Belgium
Hong Kong-China, Korea Finland 538 522 Japan

Korea 525 536 New Zealand, Sweden, Australia Hong Kong-China, Japan, Ireland Finland Canada 536 525 Korea
Finland 546 524 Poland, Canada, Ireland, 

Liechtenstein, Korea
Hong Kong-China, Japan 524 546 Finland

Ireland 527 523 New Zealand, Sweden, Australia Canada, Korea Hong Kong-China, Japan Poland, Liechtenstein Finland 523 527 Ireland
Canada 534 523 New Zealand, Australia Ireland Japan Poland, Liechtenstein Hong Kong-China, Korea Finland 523 534 Canada
Poland 479 518 Greece, Austria, Czech Republic, 

Hungary, Spain, Portugal, Italy
Germany, Switzerland, Liechtenstein New Zealand, Finland, 

Australia, Canada, Ireland, 
Belgium

United States, France, 
Sweden, Denmark, Iceland, 
Norway

518 479 Poland

Liechtenstein 483 516 United States, Greece, Austria, 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Spain, 
Portugal, Italy

Poland, Germany, Switzerland New Zealand, Finland, 
France, Australia, Canada, 
Ireland, Belgium, Norway

Sweden, Denmark, Iceland 516 483 Liechtenstein

New Zealand 529 512 Australia Hong Kong-China, Japan, Canada, 
Ireland, Korea

Poland, Germany, France, 
Belgium, Switzerland, 
Norway, Liechtenstein

512 529 New Zealand

Australia 528 512 New Zealand Hong Kong-China, Japan, Canada, 
Ireland, Korea

Poland, Germany, France, 
Belgium, Switzerland, 
Norway, Liechtenstein

512 528 Australia

Belgium 507 509 Sweden, Denmark, Iceland United States, France, Switzerland, Norway Japan Poland, Germany, Liechtenstein New Zealand, Australia 509 507 Belgium
Switzerland 494 509 Austria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Spain, 

Denmark, Italy
United States, Poland, Germany, France, 
Belgium, Norway, Liechtenstein

New Zealand, Australia Sweden, Iceland 509 494 Switzerland

Germany 484 508 Greece, Austria, Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Spain, Italy

Poland, Switzerland, Liechtenstein United States, New Zealand, 
France, Australia, Belgium, 
Norway

Sweden, Denmark, Iceland 508 484 Germany

France 505 505 Iceland United States, Belgium, Denmark, 
Switzerland, Norway

Germany, Liechtenstein Poland New Zealand, Australia Sweden 505 505 France

Norway 505 504 Iceland United States, France, Belgium, 
Denmark, Switzerland

Germany, Czech Republic, 
Liechtenstein

Poland New Zealand, Australia Sweden 504 505 Norway

United States 504 498 Sweden, Iceland Austria, Czech Republic, France, 
Belgium, Spain, Denmark, Switzerland, 
Norway, Italy

Japan, Liechtenstein Latvia, Germany, Hungary, 
Israel, Portugal

Poland 498 504 United States

Denmark 497 496 United States, Austria, Czech Republic, 
France, Spain, Norway, Italy

Belgium, Switzerland Latvia, Hungary, Israel, 
Portugal

Poland, Germany, 
Liechtenstein

Sweden, Iceland 496 497 Denmark

Czech Republic 492 493 United States, Austria, Hungary, Spain, 
Denmark, Italy

Poland, Germany, Switzerland, 
Liechtenstein

Latvia, Israel, Portugal Sweden, Norway Iceland 493 492 Czech Republic

Italy 487 490 Greece United States, Austria, Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Spain, Denmark

Poland, Germany, Switzerland, 
Liechtenstein

Latvia, Israel, Portugal Sweden, Iceland 490 487 Italy

Austria 492 490 United States, Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Spain, Denmark, Italy

Poland, Germany, Switzerland, 
Liechtenstein

Latvia, Israel, Portugal Sweden, Iceland 490 492 Austria

Latvia 458 489 Greece, Russian Federation Israel, Portugal United States, Austria, 
Czech Republic, Sweden, 
Hungary, Spain, Denmark, 
Iceland, Italy

489 458 Latvia

Hungary 480 488 Greece, Austria, Czech Republic, Spain, 
Portugal, Italy

Poland, Germany, Switzerland, 
Liechtenstein

Latvia, Israel United States, Sweden, 
Denmark, Iceland

488 480 Hungary

Spain 493 488 United States, Austria, Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Denmark, Italy

Poland, Germany, Switzerland, 
Liechtenstein

Latvia, Israel, Portugal Sweden, Iceland 488 493 Spain

Portugal 470 488 Greece, Latvia, Hungary, Israel, 
Russian Federation

Poland, Liechtenstein United States, Austria, 
Czech Republic, Sweden, 
Spain, Denmark, Iceland, Italy

488 470 Portugal

Israel 452 486 Thailand, Bulgaria, Argentina Greece, Latvia, Portugal, 
Russian Federation

United States, Austria, 
Czech Republic, Sweden, 
Hungary, Spain, Denmark, 
Iceland, Italy

486 452 Israel

Sweden 516 483 United States, Hong Kong-China, Japan, 
Ireland, Belgium, Korea

Greece, Latvia, Austria, 
Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Israel, Spain, Iceland, Portugal, 
Russian Federation, Italy

Poland, Germany, France, 
Denmark, Switzerland, 
Norway, Liechtenstein

483 516 Sweden

Iceland 507 483 United States, France, Belgium, Norway Greece, Latvia, Austria, 
Hungary, Israel, Spain, 
Portugal, Russian Federation, 
Italy

Poland, Germany, 
Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Switzerland, Liechtenstein

Sweden 483 507 Iceland

Greece 474 477 Hungary, Israel, Portugal, 
Russian Federation

Poland, Latvia, Germany, Liechtenstein, 
Italy

Sweden, Iceland 477 474 Greece

Russian Federation 462 475 Greece, Israel, Portugal Latvia Sweden, Iceland 475 462 Russian Federation
Chile 410 441 Argentina, Mexico Thailand, Bulgaria, Romania 441 410 Chile
Thailand 431 441 Argentina, Mexico Bulgaria, Romania Israel Chile 441 431 Thailand
Romania 428 438 Argentina, Mexico Thailand, Bulgaria Chile 438 428 Romania
Bulgaria 430 436 Argentina Thailand, Mexico, Romania Israel Chile 436 430 Bulgaria
Mexico 422 424 Argentina Bulgaria Thailand, Chile, Romania 424 422 Mexico
Brazil 396 410 Argentina 410 396 Brazil
Indonesia 371 396 Albania, Peru Argentina 396 371 Indonesia
Argentina 418 396 Brazil, Thailand, Israel, Bulgaria, Chile, 

Mexico, Romania
Albania, Indonesia, Peru 396 418 Argentina

Albania 349 394 Peru Argentina, Indonesia 394 349 Albania
Peru 327 384 Albania, Argentina, Indonesia 384 327 Peru

Note: Only countries and economies that participated in the PISA 2000 and PISA 2012 assessments are shown.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of their mean reading performance in PISA 2012.
Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database, Table I.4.3b.
12 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932935610
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At any point in time, countries and economies share similar levels of performance with other countries and economies. 
But since the pace of change varies over time and across school systems, the relative standing of countries and economies 
evolves. Figure I.4.5 shows, for each country and economy with comparable results in 2000 and PISA 2012, those 
other countries and economies that had similar reading performance in 2000 but whose performance improved or 
deteriorated in 2012. In 2000, for example, Germany was similar in reading performance to Austria, the Czech Republic, 
Greece, Hungary, Italy, Liechtenstein, Poland, Spain and Switzerland; but after improvements in performance, it scored 
higher than Austria, the Czech Republic, Greece, Hungary, Italy and Spain in 2012. In 2000, Germany’s score in PISA 
was lower than those of Australia and New Zealand; but by 2012, the country had reached the same performance level 
as these two countries. Along the same lines, Chile had similar levels of performance as Argentina and Mexico in 2000. 
By 2012, Chile showed better performance than these two and attained the same level of performance as Bulgaria, 
Romania and Thailand– all of which had higher average reading scores than Chile in PISA 2000.

Figure I.4.6 shows the relationship between each country’s and economy’s average reading performance in PISA 2000 and 
their annualised change between 2000 and 2012.3 Countries and economies that show the strongest improvement in this 
period are more likely to have had comparatively low performance in PISA 2000 or their earliest comparable PISA score.  

• Figure I.4.6 •
relationship between annualised change in performance and average piSa 2000 reading scores
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The annualised change is the average annual change in PISA score points from a country’s/economy’s earliest participation in PISA to PISA 2012. It is 
calculated taking into account all of a country’s/economy’s participation in PISA. For more details on the calculation of the annualised change, see Annex A5.
OECD average 2000 considers only those countries with comparable reading scores since PISA 2000.
The correlation between a country’s/economy’s mean score in 2000 and its annualised performance is -0.67.
Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database, Table I.4.3b.
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In fact, the correlation between a country’s/economy’s PISA 2000 reading score and their annualised change in reading 
is -0.67. Among other things, this means that 45% of the variation in the annualised change since 2000 can be explained 
by a country’s/economy’s PISA 2000 reading score. Of the 20 countries and economies that showed an annualised 
improvement in reading performance and participated in PISA in the 2000 assessment, eleven had an average reading 
performance of 470 points in PISA 2000, well below the OECD average. 

It is by no means the case that all low-performing countries improve at a faster pace. Greece, Hungary, Poland and 
Portugal, for example, had relatively similar levels of performance in PISA 2000 (between 470 and 480 score points in 
reading), yet by 2012, the degree of improvement, if any, varied among them. Poland improved by 2.8 score points per 
year, Portugal by 1.6 points and Hungary by 1.0 per year, while no improvement was observed in Greece. Similarly, 
while Mexico, Argentina and Chile had similar levels of performance in PISA 2000 (between 410 and 422 score points), 
by 2012 improvements were observed in Chile and Mexico, but no improvement was observed in Argentina. 

Indeed, even some of those countries and economies that scored at or above the OECD average in the earlier assessments 
of PISA showed annualised improvements across their participation in PISA. These include Chinese Taipei, Estonia, 
Hong Kong-China, Japan, Korea, Macao-China, Shanghai-China, Singapore and Switzerland (Figure I.4.6 and Table I.4.3b). 

Trends in reading performance adjusted for sampling and demographic changes
Improvements in a country’s or economy’s overall reading performance may be the result of specific education policies; 
they may also be due to demographic or socio-economic changes that shift the country’s/economy’s population profile. 
For example, because of trends in migration, the characteristics of the PISA reference population – 15-year-olds enrolled 
in school – may have shifted; or, as a result of development, the socio-economic status of students who were assessed in 
PISA 2012 is higher than that of students assessed in 2000. 

Adjusted trends shed light on changes in reading performance that are not due to alterations in the demographic 
characteristics of the student population or the sample. Figure I.4.7 presents the adjusted annualised changes in reading 
performance. These adjusted trends assume that the socio-economic status of students and their age, as well as the 
proportion of girls, students with an immigrant background and students speaking a language at home different from 
the language of instruction remain intact across PISA cycles, using the PISA 2012 sample as the reference. In short, 
it assumes that the population and sample characteristics observed in 2012 along these student-level attributes did 
not change between 2000 and 2012.4 If countries and economies see a difference between the adjusted trends and 
the observed trends, particularly when the observed trend tends lower (or negative) in relation to the adjusted trend 
(non-negative), that means that changes in the student population are having adverse effects on performance. It is the 
observed, not the adjusted, trends that measure the quality of education in a school system. Annex A5 provides details 
on how adjusted trends are calculated. 

After accounting for these differences in population and samples, 21 countries and economies experience an average 
yearly improvement in reading performance. Colombia, Croatia, Dubai (United Arab Emirates), Indonesia, Jordan, Mexico, 
New Zealand, Costa Rica, the Slovak Republic and Sweden have similar adjusted and un-adjusted trends, meaning that 
either the PISA samples or the reference population have not changed much during their participation in PISA; that even if 
the students’ characteristics have changed, these have not affected their performance in school; or that improved education 
services have offset any negative effect on average reading performance related to changes in the population. 

After accounting for changes in students’ background characteristics, the observed improvements in Japan, Luxembourg, 
Malaysia, Romania and Turkey are greater. In these countries, improvements in reading performance were unrelated to 
changes in the student population; had students in the previous assessment shared the same characteristics as students who 
took the PISA 2012 test, the observed improvements would have been even greater. In Brazil, Estonia, Germany, Hungary, 
Liechtenstein, Macao-China, Portugal, the Russian Federation, Switzerland and Thailand the overall observed improvement 
loses statistical significance. In Korea, the observed improvement in reading performance becomes negative after accounting 
for students’ background characteristics. In these countries and economies, a large part of the observed improvement can 
be attributed to the changes in the student population. Observed improvements in the remaining countries and economies 
remain, indicating that they are not fully explained by changes in the background characteristics of students. In these 
cases, changes in other student characteristics, such as students’ attitudes towards learning, or the resources, policies and 
practices implemented in the school system may account for the improvements. Observed improvements remain, but are 
smaller in magnitude in Chile, Hong Kong-China, Israel, Latvia, Mexico, Montenegro and Poland. In these countries and 
economies, at least a third of the improvement is the result of a change in the student population – or the sample – towards 
students whose background characteristics are typically associated with better reading outcomes. 
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Informative as they may be, adjusted trends are merely hypothetical scenarios that help to determine the source of 
changes in students’ performance over time. Observed trends depicted in Figure I.4.7 and throughout this chapter 
summarise the overall evolution of a school system, highlighting the challenges that countries and economies face in 
improving students’ and schools’ performance in reading. 

• Figure I.4.7 •
adjusted and observed annualised performance change in average piSa reading scores
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OECD average 2000 considers only those countries with comparable reading scores since PISA 2000.
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Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database, Tables I.4.3b and I.4.4.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932935610

Box I.4.1. improving in piSa: Korea

Korea has consistently performed at the top level in PISA, and has still improved over time. In PISA 2000, Korea 
performed on a par with New Zealand, Sweden, Australia, Hong Kong-China, Japan and Ireland; by 2012 Korea 
outperformed the first three. Performance in reading, for example, has improved by an average of almost one score 
point per year since 2000. As a result, Korea’s average score in reading increased from 525 points in 2003 to 536 
points in 2012. This improvement was concentrated at the top of the performance distribution: the percentage of 
students scoring at or above proficiency Level 5 in mathematics increased by more than eight percentage points 
since 2000 to 14% in 2012. While the mathematics scores among the top 10% of students have improved by more 
than 30 points during the period, no change was observed among low-achieving students. Korea’s performance 
in science also improved consistently throughout its participation in PISA: science performance increased by an 
average of 2.6 points per year since 2006 so that average scores in science rose from 522 points in PISA 2006 to 
538 points in PISA 2012. ...



4
A Profile of Student PerformAnce in reAding 

What StudentS KnoW and Can do: Student PerformanCe in mathematiCS, reading and SCienCe – Volume i © OECD 2013 189

Korea’s improvements in reading were concentrated among high-achieving students. the average improvement 
of high-achieving students outpaced that of lower-achieving students. Higher standards in language literacy were 
put in place in the mid-2000s, and language literacy was given more weight in the competitive College Scholastic 
Ability Test (CSAT), the university entrance examination. This could explain the increase in the share of top-
performing students in Korea, as high-achieving students have more incentives to invest in language and reading 
literacy. Also, and particularly since 2010, programmes for gifted students have been expanded at the primary 
and secondary levels, and the secondary curriculum has been strengthened to meet the needs of these students 
(MEST, 2010).

Education policies have been linked to macroeconomic development first through centralised planning (1962-91) 
then by co-ordinated and strategically oriented approaches through the National Human Resource Development 
Plans (one for 2001-05 and another for 2006-10, for example). They have followed a sequential approach. Prior 
to 1975, 65% of the education budget was spent on primary education; in the following decades, secondary 
education received a greater share of funding and by the late 1990s, public investment in tertiary education was 
expanded. In the mid-1990s, a comprehensive school reform was launched, introducing school deregulation, 
choice, a new curriculum and increased public expenditure. Individual schools began to assume more management 
responsibilities. By 2012, schools had greater autonomy, and programmes were specifically designed to assist 
school leaders in assuming their new roles (World Bank, 2010). 

The National Assessment of Educational Achievement (NAEA) programme was introduced in 1998. NAEA assesses 
educational achievement and trends among all 6th-, 9th- and 10th-grade students in Korean Language Arts, 
English, mathematics, social studies and science. Since 2010, the programme changed the grade coverage from 
6th-, 9th- and 10th to 6th-, 9th- and 11th. The Subject Learning Diagnostic Test (SLDT) was introduced in 2008 and 
is implemented by the Nationwide Association of Superintendents of metropolitan/provincial offices of education. 
The previous Diagnostic Evaluation of Basic Academic Competence (DEBAC), which had tested primary school 3rd 
grades at the national level since 2002, was delegated to metropolitan/provincial offices of education. The Subject 
Learning Diagnostic Test measures basic competency in reading, writing and mathematics among 3rd, 4th-, 5th-, 
7th- and 8th-grade students. Through these assessment tools, the government and metropolitan/provincial offices 
can monitor individual student performance levels, establish achievement benchmarks, develop an accountability 
system for public education, and also identify students who need support. For example, in 2008, the government 
established the Zero Plan for Below-Basic Students, a national programme to ensure that all students meet basic 
achievement criteria. The NAEA assessment was converted from a sample-based test to a census-based test to 
identify and then support low-performing students. Also, MEST introduced a Schools for Improvement (SFI) policy 
in 2009 to provide support in closing education gaps and improving achievement, also with the aim of reducing 
the proportion of students who do not achieve basic proficiency. The SFI supports various education programmes, 
including providing more resources for low-income schools and schools with a high concentration of low-
performing students (Kim et al., 2012).

The national curriculum was revised again in 2009, highlighting reasoning, problem solving and mathematical 
communication as key competencies in mathematics (MEST, 2011b). In 2012, the government announced 
a plan for improving mathematics education in keeping with the revised curriculum. The aim is to enhance 
skills in reasoning and creativity (MEST, 2012). This reform implies a profound change in the way teachers teach 
mathematics: up until now, teachers have largely taught to the CSAT. 

Reforms have also affected the teaching of language and reading. The focus of the Korean Language Arts 
Curriculum shifted from proficiency in grammar and literature to skills and strategies needed for creative and 
critical understanding and representation, similar to the approach underlying PISA. Diverse teaching methods and 
materials that reflected those changes were developed, and investments were made in related digital and Internet 
infrastructure. Schools were requested to spend a fixed share of their budgets on reading education. Training 
programmes for reading teachers were developed and disseminated. Parents were encouraged to participate more 
in school activities and were given information on how to support their children’s schoolwork. 

In both 2009 and 2012 Korea was among the OECD countries with the largest classes and, since 2003, Korean 
students have also been more likely to attend schools where the principal reported a teacher shortage. A concerted 
effort is underway to create more teaching posts. In 2010, more than 53 000 new jobs were assigned to the 

...
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education-services sector, including 2 000 English conversation lecturers, 7 000 intern teachers, who support 
instruction, 7 000 after-school lecturers and co-ordinators, 5 500 full-day kindergarten staff, and 5 000 special 
education assistants. The teacher-training system has been expanded to enable outside experts to acquire teaching 
certificates (MEST, 2010; 2011a). 

The school- and teacher-evaluation systems have also been reformed. Since 2010, the teacher-evaluation system, 
which was developed to improve teachers’ professional capacities, was expanded to all schools. Results from the 
evaluation lead to customised training programmes for teachers, depending on their results. Given the greater 
autonomy granted to school principals, evaluation information will be made public and regional offices of 
education will oversee monitoring, focusing more on output-oriented criteria. Schools will use internal assessments 
to measure the improvement of students who do not meet the national assessment benchmarks. School-based 
performance-award systems were introduced in 2011 (MEST, 2011).  

Fifteen-year-old students in Korea spent an average of 30 minutes less in mathematics classes in 2012 than their 
counterparts in 2003 did, yet a large number of Korean students participate in after-school lessons. While private 
lessons are common among those who can afford them, after-school group classes are often subsidised, so even 
disadvantaged students frequently enrol. For example, in June 2011, 99.9% of all primary and secondary schools 
were operating after-school programmes and about 65% of all primary and secondary students participated in after-
school activities (MEST, 2011c). Many observers suspect that the high participation rates in after-school classes 
may be due to cultural factors and an intense focus on preparing for university entrance examinations. PISA 2006 
data show that Korean students attending schools with socio-economically advantaged students are more likely 
to attend after-school lessons with private teachers than students in other countries; and disadvantaged students 
in Korea are more likely to attend after-school group lessons than disadvantaged students in other countries. In 
both cases, attendance in these lessons, along with other factors, is associated with better performance on PISA 
(OECD, 2010).

Sources:

Kim K., H. Kim, W. Roh, K. Sang, J. Shin, H. Jung, S. Woo, J.S. Ryoo, J. Han, S. Lauver, C. McClure, M. Cairns, A. Kanter, B. Fu, D. Yi (2012), 
Korea-uS bilateral study on turnaround schools (CRE 2012-12-2). KICE, Seoul. 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (2012), Plans for advancing mathematics education (in Korean), MEST, Seoul. 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (2011a), Major Policies and Plans for 2011, MEST, Seoul. 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (2011b), Mathematical curriculum (in Korean), MEST, Seoul. 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (2011c), 2011 Analysis for after school programme (in Korean), MEST, Seoul. 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (2010), Major Policies and Plans for 2010, MEST, Seoul. 

OECD (2011), Quality Time for Students: Learning in and out of school, PISA, OECD Publishing.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264087057-en

World Bank (2010), Quality of Education in Colombia, Achievements and Challenges Ahead: Analysis of the Results of TIMSS 1995-2007, 
World Bank, Washington, D.C.

Students at the different levels of proficiency in reading
The seven proficiency levels used in the PISA 2012 reading assessment are the same as those established for the 2009 
PISA assessment, when reading was the major area of assessment: Level 1b is the lowest described level, then Level 1a, 
Level 2, Level 3 and so on up to Level 6. Figure I.4.8 provides details of the nature of the reading skills, knowledge 
and understanding required at each level of the reading scale. The tasks related to each proficiency level are described 
according the three processes that students use to answer the questions. These three processes are classified as access 
and retrieve (skills associated with finding, selecting and collecting information), integrate and interpret (processing what 
is read to make sense of a text), and reflect and evaluate (drawing on knowledge, ideas or values external to the text).

Figure I.4.9 shows a map of some questions in relation to their position on the reading proficiency scale. The first column 
shows the proficiency level within which the task is located. The second column indicates the lowest score on the task 
that would still be described as achieving the given proficiency level. The last column shows the name of the unit, the 
question number and, within parentheses, the score given for the correct response to these questions. The selected 
questions have been ordered according to their difficulty, with the most difficult at the top, and the least difficult at the 
bottom. 
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• Figure I.4.8 •
Summary description for the seven levels of proficiency in print reading in piSa 2012

level

lower 
score 
limit

Percentage of students 
able to perform tasks 
at each level or above 

(oEcd average) characteristics of tasks
6 698 1.1% Tasks at this level typically require the reader to make multiple inferences, 

comparisons and contrasts that are both detailed and precise. They require 
demonstration of a full and detailed understanding of one or more texts and may 
involve integrating information from more than one text. Tasks may require the reader 
to deal with unfamiliar ideas, in the presence of prominent competing information, 
and to generate abstract categories for interpretations. Reflect and evaluate tasks may 
require the reader to hypothesise about or critically evaluate a complex text on an 
unfamiliar topic, taking into account multiple criteria or perspectives, and applying 
sophisticated understandings from beyond the text. A salient condition for access 
and retrieve tasks at this level is precision of analysis and fine attention to detail that 
is inconspicuous in the texts.

5 626 8.4% Tasks at this level that involve retrieving information require the reader to locate and 
organise several pieces of deeply embedded information, inferring which information 
in the text is relevant. Reflective tasks require critical evaluation or hypothesis, 
drawing on specialised knowledge. Both interpretative and reflective tasks require a 
full and detailed understanding of a text whose content or form is unfamiliar. For all 
aspects of reading, tasks at this level typically involve dealing with concepts that are 
contrary to expectations.

4 553 29.5% Tasks at this level that involve retrieving information require the reader to locate and 
organise several pieces of embedded information. Some tasks at this level require 
interpreting the meaning of nuances of language in a section of text by taking into 
account the text as a whole. Other interpretative tasks require understanding and 
applying categories in an unfamiliar context. Reflective tasks at this level require 
readers to use formal or public knowledge to hypothesise about or critically evaluate 
a text. Readers must demonstrate an accurate understanding of long or complex texts 
whose content or form may be unfamiliar.

3 480 58.6% Tasks at this level require the reader to locate, and in some cases recognise the 
relationship between, several pieces of information that must meet multiple 
conditions. Interpretative tasks at this level require the reader to integrate several 
parts of a text in order to identify a main idea, understand a relationship or construe 
the meaning of a word or phrase. They need to take into account many features 
in comparing, contrasting or categorising. Often the required information is not 
prominent or there is much competing information; or there are other text obstacles, 
such as ideas that are contrary to expectation or negatively worded. Reflective tasks 
at this level may require connections, comparisons, and explanations, or they may 
require the reader to evaluate a feature of the text. Some reflective tasks require 
readers to demonstrate a fine understanding of the text in relation to familiar, 
everyday knowledge. Other tasks do not require detailed text comprehension but 
require the reader to draw on less common knowledge. 

2 407 82.0% Some tasks at this level require the reader to locate one or more pieces of information, 
which may need to be inferred and may need to meet several conditions. Others 
require recognising the main idea in a text, understanding relationships, or construing 
meaning within a limited part of the text when the information is not prominent 
and the reader must make low level inferences. Tasks at this level may involve 
comparisons or contrasts based on a single feature in the text. Typical reflective tasks 
at this level require readers to make a comparison or several connections between 
the text and outside knowledge, by drawing on personal experience and attitudes.

1a 335 94.3% Tasks at this level require the reader to locate one or more independent pieces of 
explicitly stated information; to recognise the main theme or author’s purpose in a 
text about a familiar topic, or to make a simple connection between information in 
the text and common, everyday knowledge. Typically the required information in 
the text is prominent and there is little, if any, competing information. The reader is 
explicitly directed to consider relevant factors in the task and in the text.

1b 262 98.7% Tasks at this level require the reader to locate a single piece of explicitly stated 
information in a prominent position in a short, syntactically simple text with a familiar 
context and text type, such as a narrative or a simple list. The text typically provides 
support to the reader, such as repetition of information, pictures or familiar symbols. 
There is minimal competing information. In tasks requiring interpretation the reader 
may need to make simple connections between adjacent pieces of information. 



4
A Profile of Student PerformAnce in reAding 

192 © OECD 2013 What StudentS KnoW and Can do: Student PerformanCe in mathematiCS, reading and SCienCe – Volume i

Figure I.4.10 shows the distribution of students among these different proficiency levels in each participating country 
and economy. Table I.4.1a shows the percentage of students at each proficiency level on the reading scale, with standard 
errors.

Proficiency at Level 6 (score higher than 698 points)
Tasks at Level 6 typically require the student to make multiple inferences, comparisons and contrasts that are both 
detailed and precise. They require demonstration of a full and detailed understanding of one or more texts and may 
involve integrating information from more than one text. Tasks may require the student to deal with unfamiliar ideas in 
the presence of prominent competing information, and to generate abstract categories for interpretations. Reflect-and-
evaluate tasks may require the student to hypothesise about or critically evaluate a complex text on an unfamiliar topic, 
taking into account multiple criteria or perspectives, and applying sophisticated understandings from beyond the text. 
Access-and-retrieve tasks at this level require precise analysis and fine attention to detail that is inconspicuous in the 
texts.

Level 6 tasks are illustrated by Question 3 from the unit THE PLAY’S THE THING (Figure I.4.14). The text is long, 
by PISA standards, and it may be supposed that the fictional world depicted is remote from the experience of most 
15-year-olds. The introduction to the unit tells students that the stimulus of THE PLAY’S THE THING is the beginning 
of a play by the Hungarian dramatist Ferenc Molnár, but there is no other external orientation. The setting (“a castle 
by the beach in Italy”) is likely to be exotic to many, and the situation is only revealed gradually through the dialogue 
itself. While individual pieces of vocabulary are not particularly difficult, and the tone is often chatty, the register of 
the language is a little mannered. Perhaps most important, a level of unfamiliarity is introduced by the abstract theme 
of the discussion: a sophisticated conversation between characters about the relationship between life and art, and 
the challenges of writing for the theatre. The text is classified as narration because a story is told through the dialogue 
of the play.

A high level of interpretation skills is required to define the meaning of the question’s terms. The student needs to be 
alert to the distinction between characters and actors. The question refers to what the characters (not the actors) were 
doing “just before the curtain went up”. This is potentially confusing since it requires recognition of a shift between the 
real world of a stage in a theatre, which has a curtain, and the imaginary world of Gal, Turai and Adam, who were in the 
dining room having dinner just before they entered the guest room (the stage setting). A question that assesses students’ 
capacity to distinguish between real and fictional worlds seems particularly appropriate in relation to a text whose theme 
is about just that, so that the complexity of the question is aligned with the content of the text. 

• Figure I.4.9 •
map of selected reading questions, by proficiency level

level

lower 
score 
limit unitS - Questions (position on PiSa scale)

6 698 THE PLAy’S THE THING – Question 3 (730)

5 626 LABOUR – Question 16 (631)

4 553 BALLOON – Question 3.2 (595) 
THE PLAy’S THE THING – Question 7 (556)

3 480 MISER – Question 5 (548)
BALLOON – Question 4 (510)

2 407 THE PLAy’S THE THING – Question 4 (474)
BALLOON – Question 3.1 (449) 
BALLOON – Question 6 (411) 

1a 335 MISER – Question 1 (373)
BALLOON – Question 8 (370)

1b 262 MISER – Question 7 (310)
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In addition, the information required to complete the task is in an unexpected location. The question refers to the action 
“before the curtain went up”, which would typically lead one to search at the opening of the scene, the beginning of 
the extract. But the information is actually found about half-way through the extract, when Turai reveals that he and his 
friends “have just arrived from the dining room”. While the scoring for the question shows that several kinds of response 
are acceptable, to be given full credit students must demonstrate that they have found this inconspicuous piece of 
information. The need to assimilate information that is contrary to expectations is characteristic of the most demanding 
reading tasks in PISA.

Across OECD countries, around 1% of students performs at Level 6 in reading, but there is some variation among 
countries. Three percent of students or more perform at this level in Singapore (5.0%), Japan (3.9%), Shanghai-China 
(3.8%) and New Zealand (3.0%). In France, Finland and Canada between 2% and 3% of students attain proficiency 
Level 6. In contrast, 0.1% of students or fewer perform at Level 6 in Romania, Albania, Argentina, Thailand, Montenegro, 
Uruguay, Mexico, Chile, Brazil, Peru, Costa Rica, Jordan, Tunisia, Colombia, Indonesia, Kazakhstan and Malaysia 
(Figure I.4.10 and Table I.4.1a).

Proficiency at Level 5 (score higher than 626 but lower than or equal to 698 points)
Tasks at Level 5 that involve retrieving information require the student to locate and organise several pieces of deeply 
embedded information, inferring which information in the text is relevant. Reflective tasks require critical evaluation 
or hypotheses, drawing on specialised knowledge. Both interpreting and reflective tasks require a full and detailed 
understanding of a text whose content or form is unfamiliar. For all aspects of reading, tasks at this level typically involve 
dealing with concepts that are contrary to expectations.

Question 16 in the unit LABOUR (Figure I.4.15) is an example of a task at Level 5. In fact, this task yields two levels of 
difficulty: the full-credit response category falls within Level 5, with a PISA score of 631 points; and the partial-credit 
category falls within Level 3, with a PISA score of 485 points. The full-credit response category illustrates that access 
and retrieve items, like items from the other two aspect categories (integrate and interpret and reflect and evaluate), can 
pose a significant challenge. 

For full credit (Level 5), students are required to locate and combine a piece of numerical information in the main body 
of the text (the tree diagram) with information in a footnote – that is, outside the main body of the text. In addition, 
students have to use this footnoted information to determine the correct number of people who fit into this category. Both 
of these features contribute to the difficulty of this task. 

For partial credit (Level 3), this task merely requires students to locate the number given in the appropriate category 
of the tree diagram; they are not required to use the information provided in the footnote. Even without this important 
information, the task is still moderately difficult. The requirement to use information found outside the main body of a 
text – significantly increases the difficulty of a task. This is clearly demonstrated by the two categories of this task, since 
the difference between full-credit and partial-credit answers involves applying – or not applying – information from a 
footnote to correctly identified numerical information in the body of the text. The difference in difficulty between these 
two categories of response is more than two proficiency levels.

Across OECD countries, 8.4% of students are top performers, meaning that they are proficient at Level 5 or 6. 
Shanghai-China has the largest proportion of top performers – 25.1% – among all participating countries and economies. 
More than 15% of students in Singapore, Japan and Hong Kong-China are top performers in reading as are more 
than 10% of students in Korea, New Zealand, Finland, France, Canada, Belgium, Chinese Taipei, Australia, Ireland, 
Liechtenstein and Norway. In 15 countries and economies fewer than 1% of students perform at Level 5 or 6. With the 
exception of Mexico, Chile, Turkey and the Slovak Republic, more than 5% of students in every OECD country attains 
at least Level 5 (Figure I.4.10 and Table I.4.1a).

Proficiency at Level 4 (score higher than 553 but lower than or equal to 626 points)
Tasks at Level 4 that involve retrieving information require the student to locate and organise several pieces of embedded 
information. Some tasks at this level require interpreting the meaning of nuances of language in a section of text by 
taking into account the text as a whole. Other interpretative tasks require understanding and applying categories in an 
unfamiliar context. Reflective tasks at this level require the student to use formal or public knowledge to hypothesise 
about or critically evaluate a text. The student must demonstrate an accurate understanding of long or complex texts 
whose content or form may be unfamiliar.
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• Figure I.4.10 •
proficiency in reading 

Percentage of students at each level of reading proficiency

%%

Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the percentage of students at Levels 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6.
Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database, Table I.4.1a.
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Question 7 in the example THE PLAY’S THE THING (Figure I.4.14) requires Level 4 proficiency. In this task, the student is 
asked to take a global perspective, forming a broad understanding by integrating and interpreting the implications of 
the dialogue in the text. The task involves recognising the conceptual theme of a section of a play, where the theme is 
literary and abstract. The difficulty of the task largely stems from the abstract nature of the dialogue. A little under half 
of the students in OECD countries earned full credit for this task, with the others divided fairly evenly across the three 
other proposed answers.

Across OECD countries, an average of around 30% of students are proficient at Level 4 or higher (that is, proficient at 
Level 4, 5 or 6). In Hong Kong-China, Singapore, Japan, Korea, Chinese Taipei and Finland between 40% and 50% of 
students attain these levels; in Shanghai-China, more than 60% of students do. In more than half of all participating 
countries and economies, more than one in four students performs at Level 4 or higher. However, in the partner countries 
and economies Kazakhstan, Indonesia, Malaysia, Jordan, Colombia, Peru, Tunisia, Argentina, Mexico and Brazil, fewer 
than 5% of students attain at least this level (Figure I.4.10 and Table I.4.1a). 

Proficiency at Level 3 (score higher than 480 but lower than or equal to 553 points)
Tasks at Level 3 require the student to retrieve, and in some cases recognise the relationship between, several pieces of 
information that must meet multiple conditions. Interpreting tasks at this level require the student to integrate several 
parts of a text in order to identify a main idea, understand a relationship or construe the meaning of a word or phrase. 
The student needs to take into account many features in comparing, contrasting or categorising. Often the required 
information is not prominent or there is much competing information; or there are other obstacles in the text, such 
as ideas that are contrary to expectation or negatively worded. Reflective tasks at this level may require connections, 
comparisons and explanations, or they may require the student to evaluate a feature of the text. Some reflective tasks 
require the student to demonstrate a fine understanding of the text in relation to familiar, everyday knowledge. Other 
tasks do not require detailed text comprehension but ask the student to draw on less common knowledge.

Question 5 in MISER (Figure I.4.17), a task at Level 3, requires an open-constructed response. The task sets up a dialogue 
between two imaginary readers representing two conflicting interpretations of the story. In fact, only the second speaker’s 
position is consistent with the overall implication of the text, so that in providing a supporting explanation, readers 
demonstrate that they have understood the “punch line” – the moral import – of the fable. The relative difficulty of the 
task, among the most difficult questions at Level 3, is likely to be influenced by the fact that students need to do a good 
deal of work to generate a full-credit response. First they must make sense of the neighbour’s speech in the story, which 
is expressed in a formal register. (Translators were asked to reproduce the fable-like style.) Secondly, the relationship 
between the question stem and the required information is not obvious: there is little or no support in the stem (“What 
could Speaker 2 say to support his point of view?”) to guide the reader in interpreting the task, though the reference to 
the stone and the neighbour by the speakers should point the reader to the end of the fable. 

To gain full credit, students could express, in a variety of ways, the key idea that wealth has no value unless it is used 
(see examples of answers in Figure I.4.17). Vague gestures at meaning, such as “the stone had a symbolic value”, are 
not given credit.

Across OECD countries, 59% of students are proficient at Level 3 or higher (that is, proficient at Level 3, 4, 5 or 6). 
In Shanghai-China (86.1%), Hong Kong-China (78.9%) and Korea (76.0%) more than three out of four 15-year-olds 
are proficient at Level 3 or higher, and at least two out of three students attain this level in Japan, Singapore, Ireland, 
Chinese Taipei, Canada, Finland, Estonia, Poland and Viet Nam. In contrast, in 13 countries and economies (Kazakhstan, 
Indonesia, Peru, Malaysia, Colombia, Jordan, Argentina, Tunisia, Brazil, Qatar, Albania, Uruguay and Mexico) three out 
of four students do not attain this level (Figure I.4.10 and Table I.4.1a).

Proficiency at Level 2 (score higher than 407 but lower than or equal to 480 points)
Level 2 can be considered a baseline level of proficiency at which students begin to demonstrate the reading literacy 
competencies that will enable them to participate effectively and productively in life. The 2009 Canadian Youth in Transition 
Survey, which followed up students who were assessed by PISA in 2000, shows that students scoring below Level 2 face 
a disproportionately higher risk of poor post-secondary participation or low labour-market outcomes at age 19, and even 
more so at age 21, the latest age for which data from this longitudinal study are available (OECD, 2010a). 

Some tasks at Level 2 require the student to retrieve one or more pieces of information that may have to be inferred and 
may have to meet several conditions. Others require recognising the main idea in a text, understanding relationships, or 
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interpreting meaning within a limited part of the text when the information is not prominent and the student must make 
low-level inferences. Tasks at this level may involve integrating parts of the text through comparisons or contrasts based 
on a single feature in the text. Typical reflective tasks at this level require the student to make a comparison or several 
connections between the text and outside knowledge by drawing on personal experience and attitudes.

Question 6 in BALLOON (Figure I.4.16), a task that corresponds to the bottom of Level 2 in difficulty, uses a multiple-
choice format. This task is classified under reflect and evaluate because it asks about authorial intent. It focuses on a graphic 
element – the illustration of two balloons – and asks students to consider the purpose of this inclusion. In the context of the 
over-arching idea of the text, to describe (and celebrate) Singhania’s flight, the balloon illustration sends the message, “This 
is a really big balloon!”, just as the jumbo jet illustration sends the message, “This is a really high flight!”. 

Across OECD countries, an average of 82% of students is proficient at Level 2 or higher. In Shanghai-China, 
Hong Kong-China, Korea, Estonia, Viet Nam, Ireland, Japan and Singapore more than 90% of students perform at or 
above this threshold. In Shanghai-China, fewer than 3% of students do not attain this level. In 34 participating countries 
and economies between 75% and 90% of students achieve the baseline level of reading proficiency, and in 14 countries 
and economies between 50% and 75% do so. Only in Peru, Qatar, Kazakhstan, Indonesia, Argentina, Malaysia, Albania, 
Colombia and Jordan, does fewer than one in two students perform at this level. In every OECD country except Mexico 
(58.9%), Chile (67.0%) and the Slovak Republic (71.8%), at least three out of four students perform at Level 2 or above  
(Figure I.4.10 and Table I.4.1a).

Proficiency at Level 1a (score higher than 335 but lower than or equal to 407 points)
Tasks at Level 1a require the student to retrieve one or more independent pieces of explicitly stated information, interpret 
the main theme or author’s intent in a text about a familiar topic, or make a simple connection by reflecting on the 
relationship between information in the text and common, everyday knowledge. The required information in the text is 
usually prominent and there is little, if any, competing information. The student is explicitly directed to consider relevant 
factors in the task and in the text.

Question 8 in the unit BALLOON (Figure I.4.16) is typical of Level 1a tasks. The main idea of this non-continuous text is 
stated explicitly and prominently several times, including in the title, “Height record for hot air balloon”. Although the 
main idea is explicitly stated, the question is classified as integrate and interpret, with the sub-classification forming a 
broad understanding, because it involves distinguishing the most significant and general information from subordinate 
information in the text.  

Across OECD countries, an average of 18% of students is proficient only at or below Level 1a, and nearly 6% of 
students do not even attain Level 1a. Fewer than 10% of students perform at Level 1a or below in Shanghai-China, 
Hong Kong-China, Korea, Estonia, Viet Nam, Ireland, Japan and Singapore. In Shanghai-China, fewer than 1% of students 
(0.4%) do not reach Level 1a. In Estonia, Hong Kong-China, Viet Nam and Liechtenstein fewer than 2% of students do 
not reach Level 1a, and in Ireland, Korea, Singapore, Macao-China, Poland and Canada fewer than 3% of students do 
not reach this level. By contrast, in 20 participating countries and economies more then one in three students performs 
at Level 1a or below. In Peru, Qatar, Kazakhstan, Indonesia, Argentina, Malaysia, Albania, Colombia and Jordan more 
than half of all students are proficient only at or below Level 1a  (Figure I.4.10 and Table I.4.1a). 

Proficiency at Level 1b (score higher than 262 but lower than or equal to 335 points)
Tasks at Level 1b require the student to retrieve a single piece of explicitly stated information in a prominent position 
in a short, syntactically simple text with a familiar context and text type, such as a narrative or a simple list. The text 
typically provides support to the student, such as repetition of information, pictures or familiar symbols. There is minimal 
competing information. In tasks requiring interpretation, the student may need to make simple connections between 
adjacent pieces of information.

Question 7 in MISER (Figure I.4.17), a task at Level 1b, requires a short response. This is one of the easiest tasks in the 
PISA reading assessment. The student is required to access and retrieve a piece of explicitly stated information in the 
opening sentence of a very short text. To gain full credit, the response can either quote directly from the text  or provide 
a paraphrase. The formal language of the text, which is likely to have added difficulty in other tasks in the unit, is unlikely 
to have much impact here because the required information is located at the very beginning of the text. Although this is 
a very easy question, it still requires a small degree of inference: the reader must infer that there is a causal connection 
between the first proposition (that the miser sold all he had) and the second (that he bought gold).
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Across OECD countries, 1.3% of students are not proficient at Level 1b, but there are wide differences between countries. 
In Liechtenstein, Shanghai-China, Viet Nam, Estonia, Hong Kong-China, Ireland, Poland, Macao-China and Korea fewer 
than 0.5% of students perform at this level. Across all participating countries and economies, except Malaysia, Tunisia, 
Uruguay, Jordan, Bulgaria, Argentina, Peru, Albania and Qatar, fewer than 5% of students are not proficient at Level 1b 
(Figure I.4.10 and Table I.4.1a).

Students with scores below 262 points – that is, below Level 1b – usually do not succeed at the most basic reading tasks 
that PISA measures. This does not necessarily mean that they are illiterate, but that there is insufficient information on 
which to base a description of their reading proficiency. Such students are likely to have serious difficulties in benefitting 
from further education and learning opportunities throughout life (OECD, 2010a).

Trends in the percentage of low- and top-performers in reading
PISA assesses the reading competencies required for students to participate fully in a knowledge-based society. These 
range from very complex skills that only a few students have mastered up to the baseline skills that are considered the 
minimum required for functioning in society. The proportion of students who do not meet this baseline proficiency 
(Level 2; low-performing students) and the proportion of students who are able to understand and communicate complex 
tasks (Levels 5 and 6; top-performing students) are important indicators of the needs and challenges faced by each 
country or economy and benchmarks of the level of skills development. 

Changes in a country’s or economy’s average performance can result from improvements or deterioration of performance 
at different points in the performance distribution. For example, in some countries and economies the average 
improvement is observed among all students, resulting in fewer students who perform below Level 2 and more students 
who are top performers. In other contexts, the average improvement can mostly be attributed to large improvements 
among low-achieving students with little or no change among high-achieving students; this may results in a smaller 
proportion of low-performing students, but no increase among top performers. Trends in the proportion of low- and top-
performing students indicate where the changes in performance have occurred and the extent to which school systems 
are advancing towards providing all students with the minimum literacy skills and towards producing a larger proportion 
of students with the highest-level skills in reading. 

Countries and economies can be grouped into categories according to whether they have: simultaneously reduced the 
share of low performers and increased the share of top performers between any previous PISA assessment and PISA 
2012; reduced the share of low performers but not increased the share of top performers between any previous PISA 
assessment and PISA 2012; increased the share of top performers but not reduced the share of low performers; and 
reduced the share of top performers or increased the share of low performers between PISA 2012 and any previous PISA 
assessment. The following section categorises countries and economies into these groups. 

Moving everyone up: Reduction in the share of low performers and increase in that of top performers
Between the PISA 2000 and PISA 2012 assessments, Albania, Israel and Poland saw an increase in the share of students 
who meet the highest proficiency levels in PISA and a simultaneous decrease in the share of students who do not meet 
the baseline proficiency level. In Israel, for example, the share of students performing below Level 2 shrank by almost 
ten percentage points (from 33% to 24%) between 2000 and 2012, while the share of students performing at or above 
proficiency Level 5 grew by more than five percentage points (from 4% to 10%) (Figure I.4.11 and Table I.4.1b). The system-
level improvements observed in these countries and economies have lifted students out of low performance and others into 
top performance. The same trend was observed in Hong Kong-China, Japan and the Russian Federation since PISA 2003; 
in Bulgaria, Chinese Taipei, Qatar, Serbia and Spain since PISA 2006; and in Ireland, Luxembourg, Macao-China and 
Singapore since PISA 2009. In Turkey, the share of low performers shrank when comparing PISA 2003 or PISA 2006 with 
PISA 2012, and the share of top performers increased when comparing PISA 2009 with PISA 2012 (Table I.4.1b).

For many of these countries and economies, these trends in the share of low and top performers mirror how students at 
different levels of the performance distribution have changed their performance. Annex B4 shows how, for each country 
and economy, the 10th, 25th, 75th and 90th percentiles of performance have evolved across different PISA cycles. It 
shows, consistent with trends in the share of low- and top-performing students, that in Poland, the low-achieving students 
(those in the bottom 25th percentile) improved their reading performance by 61 score points and the highest-achieving 
students (those in the 90th percentile) also improved by more than 20 score points. Other countries that saw annualised 
improvements on average and among both the lowest- and highest-achieving students are Albania, Brazil, Chile, Estonia, 
Hong Kong-China, Hungary, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Montenegro, Mexico, Peru, Qatar, the Russian Federation, Serbia, 
Portugal, Spain, Switzerland, Thailand and Tunisia (Table I.4.3d). The average annual improvement observed in these 
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countries is shared by high- and low-achieving students, but not all these countries were able to both increase the share of 
students performing at or above Level 5 and reduce the share of students performing below Level 2. 

Reducing underperformance: Reductions in the share of low performers but no change 
in that of top performers
Other countries and economies have seen improvements in the performance of their low-performing students. For 
example, since PISA 2000, Peru, Indonesia, Chile and Latvia have reduced the share of students performing below 
Level 2 in reading by more than 10 percentage points with no concurrent change in the share of students who perform 
at or above proficiency Level 5. Liechtenstein, Germany, Portugal and Switzerland show a reduction of more than five 
percentage points in the share of students performing below Level 2 between 2000 and 2012. Significant reductions in 
the proportion of low-performing students are also observed in Italy, Mexico, Thailand and Tunisia since 2003, in Brazil, 
the Czech Republic, Greece, Montenegro and Norway since PISA 2006 and in Dubai (United Arab Emirates) since 
PISA 2009 (Figure I.4.11 and Table I.4.1b). In these countries and economies, improvements in performance have reached 
those students that needed it the most. Annex B4 shows the performance trajectories of these countries and economies, 
highlighting how the performance of their lowest achievers (those students in the 10th percentile of performance) shows 
greater improvements than the performance of their highest-achieving students (those in the 90th percentile). 

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932935610

• Figure I.4.11 •
percentage of low-performing students and top performers in reading in 2000 and 2012
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Nurturing top performance: Increase in the share of top performers but no change in that of low performers 
France and Korea saw growth in the share of top-performing students in reading since PISA 2000 with no concurrent 
reduction in the share of low-performing students. Korea, for example, saw an increase of eight percentage points in 
the share of students performing at or above Level 5 (from 6% in 2000 to 14% in 2012). This trend is also observed in 
in Shanghai-China since PISA 2009 (Figure I.4.11 and Table I.4.1b). These countries and economies have been able to 
increase the share of the students who meet the highest-level skills in PISA. France saw an increase of four percentage 
points in the share of top performers between PISA 2000 and PISA 2012, but also an increase in the share of low 
performers during the same period. Annex B4 shows how, in these countries and economies, the performance of the 
highest-achieving students improved to a greater extent than that of the lowest-achieving students. 

Increase in the share of low performers or decrease in that of top performers
By contrast, in some countries and economies the percentage of students who do not meet the PISA baseline proficiency 
level in reading increased since 2000 – or since later PISA assessments – or the share of students attaining the highest 
levels of proficiency shrank. This trend is observed on average across OECD countries since 2000, and in 15 countries 
and economies when comparing results from PISA 2012 and those from previous assessments (Figure I.4.11 and 
Table I.4.1b).

Variation in student performance in reading
The range in performance between the highest- (90th percentile) and lowest-achieving students (10th percentile) is 
shown in Table I.4.3a. Among the ten participating countries and economies that show the narrowest difference between 
the highest and lowest achievers in reading, this gap ranges between 189 and 211 points. One of the three lowest-
performing PISA participants, the partner country Kazakhstan, and the highest-performing PISA participant in reading 
in PISA 2012, the partner economy Shanghai-China, are in this group of countries. At the other end of the spectrum, 
among the ten participating countries and economies that show the largest difference between the highest and lowest 
achievers in reading, this gap ranges from 270 to 310 points. As is true of those countries with a comparatively narrow 
distribution of scores among students, the group of countries with a wide range in performance is heterogeneous in 
mean reading proficiency. One of the lowest-performing countries, Qatar, has nearly the same gap between the highest 
and lowest achievers as the high-performing country, New Zealand, and both countries are included in this group. If this 
group is expanded to include the country with the 11th largest difference, it will include one of the five best-performing 
countries in reading in PISA 2012. Thus, the spread of the performance distribution does not appear to be associated 
with the overall level of performance. Some countries and economies perform above the OECD average and show only 
a narrow difference between the highest and lowest achievers in reading.

Gender differences in reading performance
On average across OECD countries, girls outperform boys in reading by 38 score points. While girls outperform 
boys in reading in every participating country and economy, the gap is much wider in some countries than in others 
(Figure  I.4.12). As shown in PISA 2009 (OECD, 2010b), these differences are associated with differences in student 
attitudes and behaviours that are related to gender. 

Among the five highest-performing countries and economies, the gender gap in reading performance ranges from 23 
to 32 score points – below the OECD average (a difference of 38 score points). Among all participating countries 
and economies, the narrowest gender gap – 15 score points in favour of girls – is observed in Albania. The gender 
gap is 25 score points or less in 11 other countries, including both low-performing countries, like Chile, Mexico, the 
partner countries Colombia, Peru and Costa Rica; and very high-performing countries like Korea, Japan, and the partner 
countries and economies Shanghai-China, Liechtenstein and Hong Kong-China. The United Kingdom, with a score 
around the OECD average, is also included in this group. In 14 countries, girls outperform boys by at least 50 score 
points. All of these countries score below the OECD average, except Finland, which performs above the OECD average 
in reading. In the partner country Jordan, 75 score points – the equivalent of an entire proficiency level – separate girls’ 
performance from boys’. 

With the exception of Denmark, countries in Northern Europe have wider-than-average gender gaps in performance. 
The most pronounced is found in Finland, where the score difference is 62 points – the largest difference observed in 
any OECD country. The gender-related differences in performance in East Asian countries and economies tend to cluster 
just below the average, with Korea, Japan, and the partner countries and economies Shanghai-China, Hong Kong-China, 
Viet Nam, Chinese Taipei and Macao-China all showing gender gaps of between 23 and 36 points. 
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• Figure I.4.12 •
gender differences in reading performance 
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Note:  All gender differences are signi�cant (see Annex A3).
Countries and economies are ranked in ascending order of the gender score-point difference (boys – girls).
Source: OECD, PISA 2012 Database, Table I.4.3a.
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Yet there is no obvious pattern in gender-related differences in performance among groups of countries with lower 
overall performance. For example, among Latin American countries, the highest-performing country (Chile) and the 
lowest-performing (Peru) have nearly the same, relatively small, gender gap (23 and 22 points, respectively). One of the 
middle-ranking countries within this group, the partner country Colombia, has the second-smallest gender gap of any 
country and economy, with a difference of only 19 score points between the mean scores for girls and boys. 

How do boys and girls differ in levels of proficiency attained? One way to determine this is to observe the highest level of 
proficiency attained by the largest group of girls and boys in each country and economy. As can be seen in Table I.4.2a, 
among all the participating countries and economies, the highest proficiency level attained by the largest group of boys 
(in 31 countries and economies) and girls (in 37 countries and economies) is Level 3 followed by Level 2 (the highest 
level attained by most boys in 17 countries and economies, and by most girls in 19 countries and economies). But while 
in 13 countries and economies the highest proficiency level attained by the largest group of boys is Level 1a – and in 
one country, Level 1b – in only one country is Level 1a the highest proficiency level attained by the largest group of 
girls. Level 4 is the highest proficiency level attained by the largest group of boys in only three countries, while in eight 
countries is the highest proficiency level attained by the largest group of girls. 

Around the middle of the reading scale, nearly one in two boys (49%) but only one in three girls (34%) fails to reach 
Level 3, which is associated with being able to perform the kinds of tasks that are commonly demanded of adults in their 
everyday lives. This represents a major difference in the capabilities of boys and girls at age 15.

This pattern is also seen among students with particularly low levels of reading proficiency. Across OECD countries, 24% 
of boys do not attain Level 2, considered as the baseline level of proficiency, while only about half as many girls (12%) 
perform at that level. In 14 countries, more than half of all 15-year-old boys perform below Level 2 on the reading scale, 
but in only one country does the same proportion of girls perform at that level. 

Among the ten highest-performing countries in reading, the proportion of girls who perform below Level 2 is only one-
quarter (in Finland) to one-half that of boys (e.g. Japan, Ireland and Singapore), while in some of the low-performing 
countries, such as Albania, Peru and Colombia, the proportions of girls and boys performing below Level 2 tend to be 
similar. Some of the differences in reading performance between boys and girls are closely related to gender differences 
in attitudes and behaviour, which are discussed in PISA 2009, Volume III (OECD, 2010b).

Trends in gender differences in reading performance
Girls have traditionally outperformed boys in reading (Buchmann et al., 2008). In PISA 2000 and on average across 
OECD countries, girls outperformed boys by 32 score points. That year, girls’ advantage in reading was significant in the 
39 participating countries and economies, except Israel and Peru. It was largest in Albania, Finland and Latvia, at more 
than 50 score points and exceeded 40 points – more than the equivalent to a year of schooling – in Argentina, Bulgaria, 
Iceland, New Zealand, Norway and Thailand (Table I.4.3c and OECD, 2001). 

By 2012, the relative standing of boys had further deteriorated. In 2012 and on average across OECD countries that have 
comparable data in PISA 2000, girls outperformed boys by 38 PISA score points, roughly the equivalent of an academic 
school year. Between 2000 and 2012 the gender gap in reading performance widened in 11 countries and economies. 
In Bulgaria, France and Romania the gap widened by more than 15 score points. Only in Albania did the gender gap in 
reading performance narrow, as a result of a greater improvement in reading performance among boys (68 score points) 
than girls (24 score points) between PISA 2000 and PISA 2012 (Figure I.4.13).5

Consistent with this trend, the proportion of low-performing girls shrank significantly in 16 countries and economies 
between PISA 2000 and PISA 2012, while the share of low-performing boys decreased in only 11 countries and 
economies. However, the share of low-performing boys increased in seven countries and economies, while the share of 
low-performing girls increased in only three countries during the period (Table I.4.2b). 

At the other end of the performance spectrum, the share of top-performing girls – those who perform at or above 
proficiency Level 5 – increased significantly between PISA 2000 and PISA 2012 in 11 countries and economies, 
while the share of top-performing boys increased in only seven of these countries and economies. This increase in 
top-performing girls was greatest in Hong Kong-China, Japan and Korea where the share of top-performing boys also 
grew (Table I.4.2b).
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• Figure I.4.13 •
change between 2000 and 2012 in gender differences in reading performance

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932935610
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exampleS of piSa reading unitS
The questions are presented in the order in which they appeared within the unit in the main survey.

 60 who we are. Wouldn’t it be much easier to 
start all this by standing up and  
introducing ourselves? Stands up. Good 
evening. The three of us are guests in this 
castle. We have just arrived from the  
dining room where we had an excellent 
dinner and drank two bottles of  
champagne. My name is Sándor TURAI,  
I’m a playwright, I’ve been writing plays for 
thirty years, that’s my profession. Full stop. 
Your turn.

GÁL
Stands up. My name is GÁL, I’m also a 
playwright. I write plays as well, all of  
them in the company of this gentleman  
here. We are a famous playwright duo. All 
playbills of good comedies and operettas 
read: written by GÁL and TURAI. Naturally, 
this is my profession as well.

GÁL and TURAI
Together. And this young man … 

ÁDÁM
Stands up. This young man is, if you allow 
me, Albert ÁDÁM, twenty-five years old, 
composer. I wrote the music for these kind 
gentlemen for their latest operetta. This is  
my first work for the stage. These two  
elderly angels have discovered me and now, 
with their help, I’d like to become famous. 
They got me invited to this castle. They got  
my dress-coat and tuxedo made. In other 
words, I am poor and unknown, for now. 
Other than that I’m an orphan and my 
grandmother raised me. My grandmother has 
passed away. I am all alone in this world. I 
have no name, I have no money.

TURAI
But you are young.

GÁL
And gifted.

ÁDÁM
And I am in love with the soloist.

TURAI
You shouldn’t have added that. Everyone in 
the audience would figure that out anyway.

They all sit down.

TURAI
Now wouldn’t this be the easiest way to start 
a play?

GÁL
If we were allowed to do this, it would be 
easy to write plays.

TURAI
Trust me, it’s not that hard. Just think of this 
whole thing as … 

GÁL
All right, all right, all right, just don’t start 
talking about the theatre again. I’m fed up 
with it. We’ll talk tomorrow, if you wish.
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Takes place in a castle by the beach in Italy.

FIRST ACT
ornate guest room in a very nice beachside 
castle. Doors on the right and left. Sitting 
room set in the middle of the stage: couch, 
table, and two armchairs. Large windows at 
the back. Starry night. It is dark on the stage. 
When the curtain goes up we hear men 
conversing loudly behind the door on the left. 
The door opens and three tuxedoed gentlemen 
enter. one turns the light on immediately. 
They walk to the centre in silence and stand 
around the table. They sit down together, Gál 
in the armchair to the left, Turai in the one on  
the right, Ádám on the couch in the middle. 
Very long, almost awkward silence. 
Comfortable stretches. Silence. Then:

GÁL
Why are you so deep in thought?

TURAI
I’m thinking about how difficult it is to begin 
a play. To introduce all the principal 
characters in the beginning, when it all starts.

ÁDÁM
I suppose it must be hard.

TURAI
It is – devilishly hard. The play starts. The 
audience goes quiet. The actors enter the stage 
and the torment begins. It’s an eternity, 
sometimes as much as a quarter of an hour 
before the audience finds out who’s who and 
what they are all up to.

GÁL
Quite a peculiar brain you’ve got. Can’t you 
forget your profession for a single minute?

TURAI
That cannot be done.

GÁL
Not half an hour passes without you 
discussing theatre, actors, plays. There are 
other things in this world.

TURAI
There aren’t. I am a dramatist. That is my 
curse.

GÁL
You shouldn’t become such a slave to  
your profession.

TURAI
If you do not master it, you are its slave.  
There is no middle ground. Trust me, it’s 
no joke starting a play well. It is one of the 
toughest problems of stage mechanics. 
Introducing your characters promptly.  
Let’s look at this scene here, the three of  
us. Three gentlemen in tuxedoes. Say they  
enter not this room in this lordly castle,  
but rather a stage, just when a play begins. 
They would have to chat about a whole lot  
of uninteresting topics until it came out
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“The Play’s the Thing” is the beginning of a play by the Hungarian dramatist Ferenc Molnár.
Use “The Play’s the Thing” on the previous two pages to answer the questions that follow. (Note that line numbers 
are given in the margin of the script to help you find parts that are referred to in the questions.)

• Figure I.4.14 •
the play’S the thing
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THE PLAY’S THE THING – QuESTIon 3 

Situation: Personal
text format: Continuous
text type: narration
aspect: Integrate and interpret – Develop an interpretation
Question format: Short response
difficulty: 730 (Level 6)

What were the characters in the play doing just before the curtain went up?
.......................................................................................................................................................

Scoring

full credit: Refers to dinner or drinking champagne. May paraphrase or quote the text directly.

 • They have just had dinner and champagne.

 • “We have just arrived from the dining room where we had an excellent dinner.”[direct quotation]

 • “An excellent dinner and drank two bottles of champagne.” [direct quotation]

 • Dinner and drinks.

 • Dinner.

 • Drank champagne.

 • Had dinner and drank.

 • They were in the dining room.

Comment

This task illustrates several features of the most difficult tasks in PISA reading. The text is long by PISA standards, 
and it may be supposed that the fictional world depicted is remote from the experience of most 15-year-olds. The 
introduction to the unit tells students that the stimulus of THE PLAY’S THE THING is the beginning of a play by the 
Hungarian dramatist Ferenc Molnár, but there is no other external orientation. The setting (“a castle by the beach 
in Italy”) is likely to be exotic to many, and the situation is only revealed gradually through the dialogue itself. While 
individual pieces of vocabulary are not particularly difficult, and the tone is often chatty, the register of the language 
is a little mannered. Perhaps most importantly a level of unfamiliarity is introduced by the abstract theme of the 
discussion: a sophisticated conversation between characters about the relationship between life and art, and the 
challenges of writing for the theatre. The text is classified as narration because this theme is dealt with as part of the 
play’s narrative.

While all the tasks in this unit acquire a layer of difficulty associated with the challenges of the text, the cognitive demand 
of this task in particular is also attributable to the high level of interpretation required to define the meaning of the 
question’s terms, in relation to the text. The reader needs to be alert to the distinction between characters and actors. The 
question refers to what the characters (not the actors) were doing “just before the curtain went up”. This is potentially 
confusing since it requires recognition of a shift between the real world of a stage in a theatre, which has a curtain, 
and the imaginary world of Gal, Turai and Adam, who were in the dining room having dinner just before they entered 
the guest room (the stage setting). A question that assesses students’ capacity to distinguish between real and fictional 
worlds seems particularly appropriate in relation to a text whose theme is about just that, so that the complexity of the 
question is aligned with the content of the text. 

A further level of the task’s difficulty is introduced by the fact that the required information is in an unexpected location. 
The question refers to the action “before the curtain went up”, which would typically lead one to search at the opening 
of the scene, the beginning of the extract. on the contrary, the information is actually found about half-way through the 
extract, when Turai reveals that he and his friends “have just arrived from the dining room”. While the scoring for the 
question shows that several kinds of response are acceptable, to be given full credit readers must demonstrate that they 
have found this inconspicuous piece of information. The need to assimilate information that is contrary to expectations – 
where the reader needs to give full attention to the text in defiance of preconceptions – is highly characteristic of the 
most demanding reading tasks in PISA.

Level 6
698

Level 5
626

Level 4
553

Level 3
480

Level 2
407

Level 1a
335

Level 1b
262

Below Level 1b
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THE PLAY’S THE THING – QuESTIon 4 
Situation: Personal
text format: Continuous
text type: narration
aspect: Integrate and interpret – Develop an interpretation
Question format: Multiple choice
difficulty: 474 (Level 2)

“It’s an eternity, sometimes as much as a quarter of an hour … ” (lines 29-30)
According to Turai, why is a quarter of an hour “an eternity”?
A. It is a long time to expect an audience to sit still in a crowded theatre.
B. It seems to take forever for the situation to be clarified at the beginning of a play.
C. It always seems to take a long time for a dramatist to write the beginning of a play.
D. It seems that time moves slowly when a significant event is happening in a play.

Scoring 

full credit: B. It seems to take forever for the situation to be clarified at the beginning of a play.

Comment

near the borderline between Level 2 and Level 3, this question together with the previous one illustrates the fact that 
questions covering a wide range of difficulties can be based on a single text. 

unlike in the previous task, the stem of this task directs the reader to the relevant section in the play, even quoting 
the lines, thus relieving the reader of any challenge in figuring out where the necessary information is to be found. 
nevertheless, the reader needs to understand the context in which the line is uttered in order to respond successfully. 
In fact, the implication of “It seems to take forever for the situation to be clarified at the beginning of a play” underpins 
much of the rest of this extract, which enacts the solution of characters explicitly introducing themselves at the beginning 
of a play instead of waiting for the action to reveal who they are. Insofar as the utterance that is quoted in the stem 
prompts most of the rest of this extract, repetition and emphasis support the reader in integrating and interpreting the 
quotation. In that respect too, this task clearly differs from Question 3, in which the required information is only provided 
once, and is buried in an unexpected part of the text.

THE PLAY’S THE THING – QuESTIon 7 

Situation: Personal
text format: Continuous
text type: narration
aspect: Integrate and interpret – Form a broad understanding
Question format: Multiple choice
difficulty: 556 (Level 4)

Overall, what is the dramatist Molnár doing in this extract?
A. He is showing the way that each character will solve his own problems.
B. He is making his characters demonstrate what an eternity in a play is like.
C. He is giving an example of a typical and traditional opening scene for a play.
D. He is using the characters to act out one of his own creative problems.

Scoring 

full credit: D. He is using the characters to act out one of his own creative problems.

Comment

In this task the reader is asked to take a global perspective, form a broad understanding by integrating and interpreting 
the implications of the dialogue across the text. The task involves recognising the conceptual theme of a section of a play, 
where the theme is literary and abstract. This relatively unfamiliar territory for most 15-year-olds is likely to constitute the 
difficulty of the task, which is located at Level 4. A little under half of the students in oECD countries gained full credit 
for this task, with the others divided fairly evenly across the three distractors.
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LABOUR – QuESTIon 16

Situation: Reading for education
Text format: non-continuous
Aspect: Retrieving information
Difficulty:  485 – Percentage of correct answers (OECD countries): 64.9%
 631 – Percentage of correct answers (OECD countries): 27.9%

How many people of working age were not in the labour force? (Write the number of people, not the percentage.)

Comment

The question presented here yields responses at two levels of difficulty, with the partial-credit response category falling 
within Level 3 with a score of 485 and the full-credit category within Level 5 with a score of 631. 

For full credit (Level 5) students are required to locate and combine a piece of numerical information in the main body of 
the text (the tree diagram) with information in a footnote – that is, outside the main body of the text. In addition, students 
have to apply this footnoted information in determining the correct number of people fitting into this category.  Both of 
these features contribute to the difficulty of this task, which is one of the most difficult retrieving information tasks in the 
PISA reading assessment.

For partial credit (Level 3) this task merely requires students to locate the number given in the appropriate category of the 
tree diagram. They are not required to use the conditional information provided in the footnote to receive partial credit.  
Even without this important information the task is still moderately difficult.

The tree diagram below shows the structure of a country’s labour force or “working-age population”. 
The total population of the country in 1995 was about 3.4 million.

1. Numbers of people are given in thousands (000s).
2. The working-age population is defined as people between the ages of 15 and 65.
3. People “Not in labour force” are those not actively seeking work and/or not available for work.
Source: D. Miller, Form 6 Economics, ESA Publications, Box 9453, Newmarker, Auckland, NZ, p. 64.

The labour force structure, year ended 31 March 1995 (000s)1

Working-age population2

2656.5

Not in labour force3

949.9    35.8%
In labour force

1706.5    64.2%

Full-time
1237.1    78.4%

Employed
1578.4   92.5%

Unemployed
128.1   7.5%

Part-time
341.3   21.6%

Seeking full-time
work

101.6   79.3%

Not seeking
full-time work

Seeking
full-time work

318.1   93.2%

Seeking part-time
work

26.5   20.7%

23.2   6.8%

• Figure I.4.15 •
labour
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Use “Balloon” on the previous page to answer the questions that follow.

© MCT/Bulls

height record for hot air balloons

The Indian pilot Vijaypat Singhania beat the height record for hot air balloons on November 26, 2005. 
He was the first person to fly a balloon 21 000 metres above sea level.

record height
21 000 m

oxygen
only 4% of what is available  
at ground level

temperature
– 95° C

fabric
Nylon

inflation
2.5 hours

Weight
1 800 kg

Size
453 000 m3  
(normal hot air balloon 481 m3)

Gondola
Height: 2.7 m
Width: 1.3 m

Height
49 m

Earlier record
19 800 m

Jumbo jet
10 000 m

New Delhi

Mumbai

483 km

Approximate 
landing area

The balloon 
went out 
towards the sea. 
When it met the 
jet stream it was 
taken back over 
the land again.

Enclosed pressure cabin with insulated 
windows

Aluminium construction, like airplanes

Vijaypat Singhania wore a space suit 
during the trip.

Side slits  
can be opened 
to let out  
hot air for 
descent.

Size of 
conventional  
hot air balloon

BALLOON – QuESTIon 8 

Situation: Educational
text format: non-continuous
text type: Description
aspect: Integrate and interpret – Form a broad understanding
Question format: Multiple choice
difficulty: 370 (Level 1a)

What is the main idea of this text?
A. Singhania was in danger during his balloon trip.
B. Singhania set a new world record.
C. Singhania travelled over both sea and land.
D. Singhania’s balloon was enormous.

Level 6
698

Level 5
626

Level 4
553

Level 3
480

Level 2
407

Level 1a
335

Level 1b
262

Below Level 1b

• Figure I.4.16 •
balloon
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Scoring

full credit: B. Singhania set a new world record.

Comment

The main idea of this non-continuous text is stated explicitly and prominently several times, including in the title, “Height 

record for hot air balloon”. The prominence and repetition of the required information helps to explains its easiness: it is 

located in the lower half of Level 1a. 

Although the main idea is explicitly stated, the question is classified as integrate and interpret, with the sub-classification 

forming a broad understanding, because it involves distinguishing the most significant and general from subordinate 

information in the text. The first option – “Singhania was in danger during his balloon trip” – is a plausible speculation, 

but it is not supported by anything in the text, and so cannot qualify as a main idea. The third option – “Singhania 

travelled over both sea and land” – accurately paraphrases information from the text, but it is a detail rather than the 

main idea. The fourth option – “Singhania’s balloon was enormous” – refers to a conspicuous graphic feature in the text 

but, again, it is subordinate to the main idea. 

BALLOON – QuESTIon 3 

Situation: Educational
text format: non-continuous
text type: Description
aspect: Access and retrieve – Retrieve information
Question format: Short response
difficulty: Full credit 595 (Level 4); Partial credit 449 (Level 2)

Vijaypat Singhania used technologies found in two other types of transport. Which types of transport?
1. ..........................................................................................
2. ..........................................................................................

Scoring

full credit: Refers to BOTH airplanes AND spacecraft (in either order, can include both answers on one line). For 
example:

• 1. Aircraft
 2. Spacecraft
• 1. Airplanes
 2. Space ships
• 1. Air travel
 2. Space travel
• 1. Planes
 2. Space rockets
• 1. Jets
 2. Rockets

Partial credit: Refers to EITHER airplanes OR spacecraft. For example:

• Spacecraft

• Space travel

• Space rockets

• Rockets

• Aircraft

• Airplanes

• Air travel

• Jets

Level 6
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262

Below Level 1b
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Comment

In this task full credit is given for responses that lists the two required types of transport, and partial credit is given 
to responses that listed one type. The scoring rules reproduced above demonstrate that credit is available for several 
different paraphrases of the terms “airplanes” and “spacecraft”.

The partial credit score is located in the upper half of Level 2 while the full credit score is located at Level 4, illustrating the 
fact that access and retrieve questions can create a significant challenge. The difficulty of the task is particularly influenced 
by a number of features of the text. The layout, with several different kinds of graphs and multiple captions, is quite a 
common type of non-continuous presentation often seen in magazines and modern textbooks, but because it does not 
have a conventional ordered structure (unlike, for example, a table or graph), finding specific pieces of discrete information 
is relatively inefficient. Captions (“Fabric”, “Record height”, and so on) give some support to the reader in navigating the 
text, but the information specific required  for this task does not have a caption, so that readers have to generate their own 
categorisation of the relevant information as they search. Having once found the required information, inconspicuously 
located at the bottom left-hand corner of the diagram, the reader needs to recognise that the “aluminium construction, 
like airplanes” and the “space suit” are associated with categories of transport. In order to obtain credit for this question, 
the response needs to refer to a form or forms of transport, rather than simply transcribing an approximate section of text. 
Thus “space travel” is credited, but “space suit” is not. A significant piece of competing information in the text constitutes 
a further difficulty: many students referred to a “jumbo jet” in their answer. Although “air travel” or “airplane” or “jet” is 
given credit, “jumbo jet” is deemed to refer specifically to the image and caption on the right of the diagram. This answer 
is not given credit as the jumbo jet in the illustration is not included in the material with reference to technology used for 
Singhania’s balloon.

BALLOON – QuESTIon 4 

Situation: Educational
text format: non-continuous
text type: Description
aspect: Reflect and evaluate – Reflect on and evaluate the content of a text
Question format: open Constructed Response
difficulty: 510 (Level 3)

What is the purpose of including a drawing of a jumbo jet in this text?
........................................................................................................................
........................................................................................................................

Scoring

full credit: Refers explicitly or implicitly to the height of the balloon OR to the record. May refer to comparison between 
the jumbo jet and the balloon.

 • To show how high the balloon went.

 • To emphasise the fact that the balloon went really, really high.

 • To show how impressive his record really was – he went higher than jumbo jets!

 • As a point of reference regarding height.

 • To show how impressive his record really was. [minimal]

Comment

The main idea of the text is to describe the height record set by Vijaypat Singhania in his extraordinary balloon. The 
diagram on the right-hand side of the graphic, which includes the jumbo jet, implicitly contributes to the “wow!” factor 
of the text, showing just how impressive the height achieved by Singhania was by comparing it with what we usually 
associate with grand height: a jumbo jet’s flight. In order to gain credit for this task, students must recognise the persuasive 
intent of including the illustration of the jumbo jet. For this reason the task is classified as reflect and evaluate, with the 
sub-category reflect on and evaluate the content of a text. At the upper end of Level 3, this question is moderately 
difficult.
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BALLOON – QuESTIon 6 

Situation: Educational
text format: non-continuous
text type: Description
aspect: Reflect and evaluate – Reflect on and evaluate the content of a text
Question format: Multiple choice
difficulty: 411 (Level 2)

 

height
49 m

Size of  
conventional  
hot air balloon

 Why does the drawing show two balloons?

A. To compare the size of Singhania’s balloon before and after it was inflated.
B. To compare the size of Singhania’s balloon with that of other hot air balloons.
C. To show that Singhania’s balloon looks small from the ground.
D. To show that Singhania’s balloon almost collided with another balloon.

Scoring 

full credit: B. To compare the size of Singhania’s balloon with that of other hot air balloons.

Comment

It is important for readers to be aware that texts are not randomly occurring artefacts, but are constructed deliberately 
and with intent, and that part of the meaning of a text is found in the elements that authors choose to include. Like 
the previous task, this task is classified under reflect and evaluate because it asks about authorial intent. It focuses on 
a graphic element – here the illustration of two balloons – and asks students to consider the purpose of this inclusion. 
In the context of the over-arching idea of the text, to describe (and celebrate) Singhania’s flight, the balloon illustration 
sends the message, “This is a really big balloon!”, just as the jumbo jet illustration sends the message, “This is a really 
high flight!” The caption on the smaller balloon (“Size of a conventional hot air balloon”) makes it obvious that this is a 
different balloon to Singhania’s, and therefore, for attentive readers, renders options A and C implausible. option D has 
no support in the text. With a difficulty near the bottom of Level 2, this is a rather easy task.
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MISER – QuESTIon 1 

Situation: Personal
text format: Continuous
text type: narration
aspect: Integrate and interpret – Develop an interpretation
Question format: Closed constructed response
difficulty: 373 (Level 1a)

Read the sentences below and number them according to the sequence of events in the text. 

 The miser decided to turn all his money into a lump of gold.

 A man stole the miser’s gold.

 The miser dug a hole and hid his treasure in it.

 The miser’s neighbour told him to replace the gold with a stone.

Scoring

full credit: All four correct: 1, 3, 2, 4 in that order.

Comment

Fables are a popular and respected text type in many cultures and they are a favourite text type in reading assessments 
for similar reasons: they are short, self-contained, morally instructive and have stood the test of time. While perhaps not 
the most common reading material for young adults in oECD countries they are nevertheless likely to be familiar from 
childhood, and the pithy, often acerbic observations of a fable can pleasantly surprise even a blasé 15-year-old. MISER 
is typical of its genre: it captures and satirises a particular human weakness in a neat economical story, executed in a 
single paragraph. 

Since narrations are defined as referring to properties of objects in time, typically answering “when” questions, it is 
appropriate to include a task based on a narrative text that asks for a series of statements about the story to be put into 
the correct sequence. With such a short text, and with statements in the task that are closely matched with the terms of 
the story, this is an easy task, around the middle of Level 1a. on the other hand, the language of the text is rather formal 
and has some old-fashioned locutions. (Translators were asked to reproduce the fable-like style of the source versions.) 
This characteristic of the text is likely to have added to the difficulty of the question.

ThE MiSEr aND hiS GOLD
A fable by Aesop

A miser sold all that he had and bought a lump of gold, which he buried in a hole in the ground by 
the side of an old wall. He went to look at it daily. One of his workmen observed the miser’s frequent 
visits to the spot and decided to watch his movements. The workman soon discovered the secret of the 
hidden treasure, and digging down, came to the lump of gold, and stole it. The miser, on his next visit, 
found the hole empty and began to tear his hair and to make loud lamentations. A neighbour, seeing 
him overcome with grief and learning the cause, said, “Pray do not grieve so; but go and take a stone, 
and place it in the hole, and fancy that the gold is still lying there. It will do you quite the same service; 
for when the gold was there, you had it not, as you did not make the slightest use of it.”

Use the fable “The Miser and his Gold” on the previous page to answer the questions that follow.
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MISER – QuESTIon 7 

Situation: Personal
text format: Continuous
text type: narration
aspect: Access and retrieve – Retrieve information 
Question format: Short response
difficulty: 310 (Level 1b)

How did the miser get a lump of gold?

.......................................................................................................................................................

Scoring

full credit: States that he sold everything he had. May paraphrase or quote directly from the text.

 • He sold all he had.

 • He sold all his stuff.

 • He bought it. [implicit connection to selling everything he had]

Comment

This is one of the easiest tasks in PISA reading, with a difficulty in the middle of Level 1b. The reader is required to access 
and retrieve a piece of explicitly stated information in the opening sentence of a very short text. To gain full credit, the 
response can either quote directly from the text – “He sold all that he had” – or provide a paraphrase such as “He sold 
all his stuff”. The formal language of the text, which is likely to have added difficulty in other tasks in the unit, is unlikely 
to have much impact here because the required information is located at the very beginning of the text. Although this is 
an extremely easy question in PISA’s frame of reference, it still requires a small degree of inference, beyond the absolutely 
literal: the reader must infer that there is a causal connection between the first proposition (that the miser sold all he had) 
and the second (that he bought gold). 

MISER – QuESTIon 5 

Situation: Personal
text format: Continuous
text type: narration
aspect: Integrate and interpret – Develop an interpretation
Question format: open constructed response
difficulty: 548 (Level 3)

Here is part of a conversation between two people who read “The Miser and his Gold”.

Speaker 1 Speaker 2

What could Speaker 2 say to support his point of view?

.......................................................................................................................................................

.......................................................................................................................................................
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No he couldn’t. 
The stone was 
important in 
the story.

The 
neighbour  
was nasty.  
He could have 
recommended 
replacing the 
gold with 
something 
better than  
a stone.
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Scoring 

full credit

Recognises that the message of the story depends on the gold being replaced by something useless or worthless.

 • It needed to be replaced by something worthless to make the point.

 • The stone is important in the story, because the whole point is he might as well have buried a stone for all the good 
the gold did him.

 • If you replaced it with something better than a stone, it would miss the point because the thing buried needs to be 
something really useless.

 • A stone is useless, but for the miser, so was the gold!

 • Something better would be something he could use – he didn’t use the gold, that’s what the guy was pointing out.

 • Because stones can be found anywhere. The gold and the stone are the same to the miser. [“can be found anywhere” 
implies that the stone is of no special value]

Comment

This task takes the form of setting up a dialogue between two imaginary readers, to represent two conflicting interpretations 
of the story. In fact only the second speaker’s position is consistent with the overall implication of the text, so that in 
providing a supporting explanation readers demonstrate that they have understood the “punch line” – the moral import 
– of the fable. The relative difficulty of the task, near the top of Level 3, is likely to be influenced by the fact that readers 
needs to do a good deal of work to generate a full credit response. First they must make sense of the neighbour’s speech 
in the story, which is expressed in a formal register. (As noted, translators were asked to reproduce the fable-like style.) 
Secondly, the relationship between the question stem and the required information is not obvious: there is little or no 
support in the stem (“What could Speaker 2 say to support his point of view?”) to guide the reader in interpreting the 
task, though the reference to the stone and the neighbour by the speakers should point the reader to the end of the fable. 

As shown in examples of responses, to gain full credit, students could express,in a variety of ways, the key idea that wealth 
has no value unless it is used. Vague gestures at meaning, such as “the stone had a symbolic value”, are not given credit.
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Notes

1. Of the 64 countries and economies that have trend data up to 2012, 30 participated in PISA 2012 and have comparable results for 
every assessment since PISA 2000; 14 countries and economies have comparable data for 2012 and three other PISA assessments; 
13 have comparable data for 2012 and two other PISA assessments; and 7 have comparable data for 2012 and one additional PISA 
assessment.

2. As described in more detail in Annex A5, the annualised change takes into account the specific year in which the assessment took 
place. In the case of reading, this is especially relevant for the 2009 assessment as Costa Rica, Malaysia and the United Arab Emirates 
(excl. Dubai) implemented the assessment in 2010 as part of PISA+ and the 2000 assessment as Chile and the partner countries and 
economies Albania, Argentina, Bulgaria, Hong Kong-China, Indonesia, Peru and Thailand implemented the assessment in 2001, Israel 
and Romania in 2002 as part of PISA+.

3. As described in Annex A5, the annualised change considers the case of countries and economies that implemented PISA 2000 in 
2001 or 2002 and those that implemented PISA 2009 in 2010 as part of PISA+.

4. By accounting for students’ gender, age, socio-economic status, migration background and language spoken at home, the adjusted 
trends allow for a comparison of changes in performance assuming no alteration in the underlying population or the effective samples’ 
average socio-economic status, age and percentage of girls, students with an immigrant background or students that speak a language 
at home that is different from the language of assessment.

5. Israel shows a seven percentage-point decline in the weighted percentage of girls assessed by PISA. The sampling design for Israel 
in the PISA 2000 assessment did not account for the gender composition of schools, despite the different participation rates between 
boys and girls in Israel due to the fact that some boys’ schools refused to take part in the assessment. The gender distribution in the PISA 
2000 data for Israel was subject to a relatively large sampling variance due to an inefficient sampling design. The section on adjusted 
trends takes this into account by adjusting results for 2000 so that the gender distribution is comparable to that observed in 2012. 
Nevertheless, trends in the socio-economic status of students and in the percentage of students with an immigrant background – which 
are also taken into account in the adjusted trends – also played an important role in the observed performance changes in Israel. 
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