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Does selecting and grouping students affect reading performance?

– In countries where students repeat grades more often,
reading scores tend to be lower and the association between
reading performance and students’ socio-economic
background tends to be stronger. The same is true in
countries where more schools transfer difficult students to
other schools.

– In countries where more schools groups students by ability
in all subjects, reading scores are lower.

– Where schools select students for different learning
programmes at a young age, differences in achievement
be tween  soc io -economica l ly  advantaged  and
disadvantaged students tend to be greater.

What it means

By measuring aspects of student selection and grouping
across 34 OECD countries, PISA can show the general
relationship between these policies and student perfor-
mance in reading. The results show that some types of
differentiation among students tend to be associated
with lower levels of performance and less equity among
students from different socio-economic backgrounds.
Countries using such practices need to ensure that they
do not result in inequities in learning opportunities
linked to students’ socio-economic backgrounds.

Findings

PISA shows that reading performance in countries
where schools frequently use grade repetition is worse
than in those where schools seldom have students
repeat grades, even after accounting for countries’
national income. Around 15% of the variation in perfor-
mance across OECD countries can be explained by
differences in the rates of grade repetition. Within
countries too, schools where more students repeat
grades tend to show lower scores in reading. And those
countries with greater rates of grade repetition also
show a greater impact of socio-economic background
on performance. This may be because schools that
have students repeat grades may have less incentive
to try to improve the performance of struggling and
disadvantaged students.

Another practice associated with lower scores in reading
overall and greater performance gaps between students
from different socio-economic backgrounds is transfer-
ring students to different schools. This practice accounts
for over one-third of the performance variation across
countries. Transferring students because of low aca-
demic achievement, behavioural problems or special
learning needs could be linked to schools that have lim-
ited incentives to work with difficult students. Students
who are transferred to other schools face difficulties in
adjustment that may also affect their performance. To

some extent, high transfer rates may also be symptoms,
rather than a cause, of underperforming schools and
school systems.

On average across OECD countries, those countries
where more schools group students by ability in all
subjects tend to show lower scores in reading. However,
within some countries, the reverse is sometimes true.

In countries that select students at a young age for
different education programmes, such as academic or
vocational “tracks”, there tend to be greater differ-
ences in results among students from different socio-
economic backgrounds. These school systems do not
show better-than-average results overall. The age of
selection and socio-economic inequity may be linked
because at a younger age, students are more depen-
dent upon their parents and their parents’ resources,
so more advantaged families can get their children
onto higher-achieving programmes.

Definitions

PISA uses the term “differentiation” to discuss these
various selection policies. “Vertical differentiation”
refers to the ways in which students progress through
the education system as they become older. Even
though the student population is differentiated into
grade levels in practically all schools in PISA, in some
countries, all 15-year-old students attend the same
grade level, while in other countries they are
dispersed throughout various grade levels as a result
of policies governing the age of entrance into the
school system and/or grade repetition. “Horizontal
differentiation” refers to differences in instruction
within a grade or education level. It can be applied
by the education system or by individual schools and
involves grouping students according to their inter-
ests and/or performance.

Information on data for Israel: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/
888932315602.

Further reading from the OECD

Learning for Tomorrow’s World: First Results from
PISA 2003 (2004).

Going further

Further analysis is presented in Chapter 2 of
PISA 2009 Results Volume IV, What Makes a School
Successful? Resources, Policies and Practices. Data on
the effects in individual countries and econo-
mies are shown in Tables IV.2.1 to IV.2.3 at the
back of that volume.
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Table 4.1. How school systems' policies for selecting and grouping students are related
to educational outcomes

How these policies are related to… …reading performance. …equal learning opportunities for all students.

 More grade repetition X X

 Average age of entry into primary school x x

 More school programmes x x

 Early selection for school programmes x X

 More students in selective schools x x

 More students are transferred to other schools X X

 More students are grouped by ability in all subjects X x

X is negatively related to performance or equity.
x Smaller symbols indicate no statistically significant relationship.
Source:  OECD (2010), PISA 2009 Results, Volume IV, What Makes a School Successful?: Resources, Policies and Practices, Figure IV.2.1a, available
at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932343380.
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