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The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) reviews the 
extent to which students near the end of compulsory education have 
acquired some of the knowledge and skills that are essential for full 
participation in modern societies, particularly reading, mathematics and 
science. This section offers an overview of the Programme, including 
which countries participate and which students are assessed, what types 
of skills are measured and how and to what extent PISA 2009 differs from 
previous PISA assessments.
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PISA – An overvIew

PISA 2009: Focus on reading
Are students well prepared to meet the challenges of the future? Can they analyse, reason and communicate 
their ideas effectively? have they found the kinds of interests they can pursue throughout their lives as productive 
members of the economy and society? the oeCd Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) seeks to 
answer these questions through its triennial surveys of key competencies of 15-year-old students in oeCd member 
countries and partner countries/economies. together, the group of countries participating in PISA represents nearly 
90% of the world economy.1

PISA assesses the extent to which students near the end of compulsory education have acquired some of the 
knowledge and skills that are essential for full participation in modern societies, with a focus on reading, mathematics 
and science. PISA seeks to assess not merely whether students can reproduce knowledge, but also to examine how 
well they can extrapolate from what they have learned and apply it in unfamiliar settings, both in and outside of school. 

PISA has now completed its fourth round of surveys. Following the detailed assessment of each of PISA’s three main 
subjects – reading, mathematics and science – in 2000, 2003 and 2006, the 2009 survey marks the beginning of 
a new round with a return to a focus on reading, but in ways that reflect the extent to which reading has changed 
since 2000, including the prevalence of digital texts. 

Success in reading provides the foundation for achievement in other subject areas and for full participation in adult 
life. the ability to convey information in written form, as well as orally, is one of humankind’s greatest assets. the 
discovery that information can be shared across time and space, without the limits of the strength of one’s voice, 
the size of a venue and the accuracy of memory, has been fundamental to human progress. And yet, learning how 
to read and write requires effort because it cannot be achieved without mastering a collection of complex skills. 
the brain is biologically primed to acquire language, but writing and reading are relatively recent achievements in 
human history. Becoming a proficient reader is a goal that requires practice and dedication. 

to date, PISA 2009 offers the most comprehensive and rigorous international measurement of student reading skills. 
It assesses not only reading knowledge and skills, but also students’ attitudes and their learning strategies in reading. 
PISA 2009 also updates the assessment of student performance in mathematics and science. 

this report presents the results of PISA 2009. For easier access to information on specific areas examined in PISA, the 
report is published in six volumes. A description of the contents of each volume appears in the section “Reporting 
results from PISA 2009”, below.

The PISA surveys
PISA focuses on young people’s ability to use their knowledge and skills to meet real-life challenges. this orientation 
reflects a change in the goals and objectives of curricula themselves, which are increasingly concerned with what 
students can do with what they learn at school and not merely with whether they have mastered specific curricular 
content. 

PISA’s unique features include its:

•	Policy orientation, which connects data on student learning outcomes with data on students’ characteristics and 
on key factors shaping their learning in and out of school in order to draw attention to differences in performance 
patterns and to identify the characteristics of students, schools and education systems that have high performance 
standards.

•	Innovative concept of “literacy”, which refers to the capacity of students to apply knowledge and skills in key 
subject areas and to analyse, reason and communicate effectively as they pose, interpret and solve problems in 
a variety of situations. 

•	Relevance to lifelong learning, which does not limit PISA to assessing students’ competencies in school subjects, 
but also asks them to report on their own motivation to learn, their beliefs about themselves and their learning 
strategies.

•	Regularity, which enables countries to monitor their progress in meeting key learning objectives.

•	Breadth of geographical coverage and collaborative nature, which, in PISA 2009, encompasses the 34 oeCd 
member countries and 41 partner countries and economies.2
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the relevance of the knowledge and skills measured by PISA is confirmed by studies tracking young people in the 
years after they have been assessed by PISA. longitudinal studies in Australia, Canada and Switzerland display 
a strong relationship between performance in reading in the PISA assessment at age 15 and future educational 
attainment and success in the labour market (see also Chapter 2).3 

decisions about the scope and nature of the PISA assessments and the background information to be collected are 
made by leading experts in participating countries. Governments guide these decisions based on shared, policy-driven 
interests. Considerable efforts and resources are devoted to achieving cultural and linguistic breadth and balance 
in assessment materials. Stringent quality-assurance mechanisms are applied in designing the test, in translation, 
sampling and data collection. As a result, PISA findings have a high degree of validity and reliability. through them, 
learning outcomes in the world’s most economically advanced countries, as well as those in earlier stages of economic 
development, can be better understood and compared. Although it was oeCd countries that originally created PISA, 
it has now become a major assessment tool in many regions around the world. Beyond oeCd member countries, the 
survey has been completed or is currently being conducted (i.e. in countries marked by an asterisk) in:

•	East and Southeast Asia: himachal Pradesh-India*, hong Kong-China, Indonesia, macao-China, malaysia*, 
Shanghai-China, Singapore, Chinese taipei, tamil nadu-India*, thailand and Viet nam*.

•	Central, Mediterranean and Eastern Europe,4 and Central Asia: Albania, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Croatia, Georgia*, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, latvia, liechtenstein, lithuania, macedonia, malta*, moldova, montenegro, Romania, 
the Russian Federation and Serbia. 

•	The Middle East: Jordan, Qatar and the united Arab emirates.

•	Central and South America: Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica*, netherlands-Antilles*, Panama, Peru, 
trinidad and tobago, uruguay and miranda-Venezuela*.

•	Africa: mauritius* and tunisia.

• Figure I.1.1 •
A map of PISA countries and economies

OECD countries Partner countries and economies in PISA 2009 Partners countries in previous PISA surveys 
Australia Japan Albania mauritius dominican Republic
Austria Korea Argentina miranda-Venezuela* macedonia
Belgium luxembourg Azerbaijan montenegro moldova
Canada mexico Brazil netherlands-Antilles*
Chile netherlands Bulgaria Panama
Czech Republic new Zealand Colombia Peru
denmark norway Costa Rica* Qatar
estonia Poland Croatia Romania
Finland Portugal Georgia* Russian Federation
France Slovak Republic himachal Pradesh-India* Serbia
Germany Slovenia hong Kong-China Shanghai-China
Greece Spain Indonesia Singapore
hungary Sweden Jordan tamil nadu-India*
Iceland Switzerland Kazakhstan Chinese taipei
Ireland turkey Kyrgyzstan thailand
Israel united Kingdom latvia trinidad and tobago
Italy united States liechtenstein tunisia

lithuania uruguay
macao-China united Arab emirates*
malaysia* Viet nam* * these partner countries and economies carried out 

the assessment in 2010 instead of 2009.malta*



1
IntroductIon

20 © OECD 2010 PISA 2009 ReSultS: WhAt StudentS KnoW And CAn do – Volume I

Policy makers around the world use PISA findings to gauge the knowledge and skills of students in their own country 
in comparison with those of other countries. PISA reveals what is possible in education by showing what students 
in the highest performing countries can do. PISA is also used to gauge the pace of educational progress by allowing 
policy makers to assess the extent to which performance changes observed nationally are in line with performance 
changes observed elsewhere. In a growing number of countries, PISA is also used to set policy targets against 
measurable goals achieved by other systems, to initiate research and peer learning designed to identify policy 
levers and to reform trajectories for improving education. While PISA cannot identify cause-and-effect relationships 
between inputs, processes and educational outcomes, it can highlight key features in which education systems are 
similar and different, sharing those findings with educators, policy makers and the general public. 

Box I.1.1 Key features of PISA 2009
Content

•	the main focus of PISA 2009 was reading. the survey also updated performance assessments in mathematics 
and science. PISA considers students’ knowledge in these areas not in isolation, but in relation to their ability 
to reflect on their knowledge and experience, and to apply them to real-world issues. the emphasis is on 
mastering processes, understanding concepts and functioning in various situations within each assessment area.

•	For the first time, the PISA 2009 survey also assessed 15-year-old students’ ability to read, understand and 
apply digital texts. 

Methods

•	Around 470 000 students completed the assessment in 2009, representing about 26 million 15-year-olds in 
the schools of the 65 participating countries and economies. Some 50 000 students took part in a second 
round of this assessment in 2010, representing about 2 million 15 year-olds from 9 additional partner 
countries and economies.

•	each participating student spent two hours carrying out pencil-and-paper tasks in reading, mathematics and 
science. In 20 countries, students were given additional questions via computer to assess their capacity to 
read digital texts.

•	the assessment included tasks requiring students to construct their own answers as well as multiple-choice 
questions. the latter were typically organised in units based on a written passage or graphic, much like the 
kind of texts or figures that students might encounter in real life.

•	Students also answered a questionnaire that took about 30 minutes to complete. this questionnaire focused 
on their personal background, their learning habits, their attitudes towards reading, and their engagement 
and motivation. 

•	School principals completed a questionnaire about their school that included demographic characteristics 
and an assessment of the quality of the learning environment at school.

Outcomes

PISA 2009 results provide:

•	A profile of knowledge and skills among 15-year-olds in 2009, consisting of a detailed profile for reading, 
including digital literacy, and an update for mathematics and science. 

•	Contextual indicators relating performance results to student and school characteristics.

•	An assessment of students’ engagement in reading activities, and their knowledge and use of different 
learning strategies. 

•	A knowledge base for policy research and analysis. 

•	trend data on changes in student knowledge and skills in reading, mathematics and science, on change 
in student attitudes and in socio-economic indicators, and also on the impact of some indicators on the 
performance results. 

Future assessments

•	the PISA 2012 survey will return to mathematics as the major assessment area; PISA 2015 will focus on 
science. thereafter, PISA will turn to another cycle, beginning with reading again. 

•	Future tests will place greater emphasis on assessing students’ capacity to read and understand digital 
texts and solve problems given in a digital format, reflecting the importance of information and computer 
technologies in modern societies. 
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Interest in PISA is illustrated by the many reports produced in participating countries,5 numerous references to PISA 
results in public debates and the intense media attention PISA attracts throughout the world. A number of countries 
have also begun developing and administering PISA-related assessments, either as part of or, in addition to their 
national assessments.

whAt IS dIfferent About the PISA 2009 Survey?

A new profile of how well students read
In 2009, PISA modified and enhanced the way in which reading was assessed by revising the framework used in 
PISA 2000 and tailoring it to address the changes in analysing how people read. PISA 2000 looked at how well 
students retrieved information; PISA 2009 also looked at how well they accessed it. PISA 2000 looked at how 
well students interpreted what they read; PISA 2009 also looked at how well they integrated it. like PISA 2000, 
PISA 2009 considered how students reflected on and evaluated what they read. 

An assessment of reading digital texts
PISA first ventured into computer-based assessments in the subject of science in 2006. this was followed, in 2009, 
by an assessment of how well students read digital texts. twenty countries opted to undertake this assessment. 
Students were given a number of different types of questions that simulated how they would use digital texts to 
acquire information. For example, they were required to use a search engine and to make choices regarding key 
words and the correct pages in order to answer the question.

More detailed assessment of a wider range of student abilities
In previous PISA surveys, a number of countries scored well below the oeCd mean and had large percentages of 
students scoring below the range of described proficiency levels. In PISA 2009, a new set of reading items, suited for 
more basic reading skills, was developed in order to better describe the performance of lower-performing students. 
Some countries opted to include these new items and were given booklets that were adapted to assess more basic 
reading skills. the proficiency levels were also extended to obtain more detailed descriptions of high-performing 
students and to identify highest-performing students.

More emphasis on educational progress
Since PISA has now been implemented for a decade, it is possible to explore not just where countries stand in terms 
of student performance, but also how learning outcomes or gaps between higher- and lower-performing students 
are changing. every three years, PISA measures student knowledge and skills in reading, mathematics and science, 
covering each of these areas once as a major focus and twice as a minor area across a nine-year cycle. the basic 
survey design remains constant to allow for comparability from one PISA assessment to the next. In the long term, 
this will allow countries to relate policy changes to improvements in educational standards and to learn more about 
how changes in educational outcomes compare with international benchmarks.

the 2009 round marks the first time in PISA that reading has been re-assessed in detail. this provides an opportunity 
for countries to evaluate, in detail, changes that may have occurred in the nine years since the assessments were first 
administered. A number of the reading items from PISA 2000 have remained the same throughout the years, and so 
help to give a measure of change over time. 

Introducing new background information about students
Because the data on students’ engagement in reading activities, knowledge and use of different learning strategies 
provided favourable policy insights in 2000, an improved version of this topic reappeared in 2009:

•	Students were asked about the techniques they used to learn, particularly how they understood and learned 
concepts or texts and what approaches they used to summarise texts, and their awareness of and ability to use a 
variety of strategies when processing texts. 

•	Given the close association between students’ reading proficiency and their engagement in reading activities 
observed previously, students were asked whether and how their teachers provided stimulation to become 
engaged in reading.

•	new questions asked students whether or not they used libraries for borrowing books, reading or for using the Internet.

•	modifications were made to the questionnaires to better reflect the ways in which 15-year-olds use new technologies. 
For example, there were new questions about how students use new technologies for the Internet and entertainment. 
Students in 44 countries6 completed this optional PISA questionnaire.
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whAt PISA meASureS And how
International experts from participating countries developed a framework and conceptual underpinning for each 
assessment area in PISA. Following consultations, these frameworks were adopted by the governments of the 
participating countries (oeCd, 1999; oeCd, 2003; oeCd, 2006; oeCd, 2009). the framework starts with the 
concept of literacy, which includes students’ capacity to extrapolate from what they have learned and apply their 
knowledge in real-life settings, and their capacity to analyse, reason and communicate effectively as they pose, 
interpret and solve problems in a variety of situations. 

the concept of reading literacy used in PISA is much broader than the historical notion of the ability to read. It 
is measured on a continuum, not as something that an individual either has or does not have. While it may be 
necessary or desirable to define a point on a literacy continuum below which levels of competence are considered 
inadequate, PISA charts continuous gradations of performance above and below such a threshold. 

the acquisition of literacy is a lifelong process that takes place not just at school or through formal learning, 
but also through interactions with family, peers, colleagues and wider communities. Fifteen-year-olds cannot be 
expected to have learned everything they will need to know as adults, but they should have a solid foundation 
of knowledge in areas such as reading, mathematics and science on which they can build. In order to continue 
learning in these areas and to apply their learning to the real world, they also need to understand fundamental 
processes and principles, and to use these flexibly in different situations. PISA thus measures students’ ability 
to complete tasks relating to real life, tapping a broad understanding of key concepts, rather than limiting the 
assessment to subject-specific knowledge.

PISA also aims to examine students’ learning strategies, their competencies in areas such as problem solving 
that involves multiple disciplines and their interests in different topics. this kind of broader assessment started 
in PISA 2000, which asked students about their motivation and other aspects of their attitudes towards learning, 
their familiarity with computers and, under the heading “self-regulated learning”, about their strategies for 
managing and monitoring their own education. the assessment of students’ motivations and attitudes continued 
in PISA 2006, with special attention given to students’ attitudes towards and interest in science. Returning to 
reading as the major subject of assessment, PISA 2009 focused on students’ engagement in reading activities and 
their understanding about their own reading and learning strategies. this is elaborated in detail in Volume III, 
Learning to Learn. 

Performance in PISA: What is measured
PISA 2009 defines the areas of assessment within a framework that includes:

•	knowledge in each subject that students need to apply;

•	competencies in each subject that students need to apply;

•	contexts in which students encounter problems; and 

•	students’ attitudes and dispositions towards learning.

the frameworks for assessing reading, mathematics and science in 2009 are described in full in PISA 2009 
Assessment Framework: Key Competencies in Reading, Mathematics and Science (oeCd, 2009), and summarised 
in Volume I. Figure I.1.2 below also summarises the core definition of each assessment area and how the first three 
of the above four dimensions are developed in each case.

The PISA instruments: How skills are measured 
As in earlier PISA surveys, the assessment instruments in PISA 2009 were developed around units. A unit consists of 
stimulus material, including texts, diagrams, tables and/or graphs, followed by questions on various aspects of the 
text, diagram, table or graph, with the questions constructed so that tasks students had to undertake were as close 
as possible to those they might come across in the real world. 

the questions varied in format. Around half were multiple-choice questions in which students made either 
one choice from among four or five given alternatives (simple multiple choice) or chose one of two possible 
responses (e.g. “yes/no” or “agree/disagree”) to a series of propositions or statements (complex multiple choice). 
the remaining questions required students to construct their own responses. Some required a brief answer 
(short response), others a longer response (open-constructed response). the latter allowed for the possibility of 
different individual responses and, sometimes, an assessment of students’ justification of their viewpoints.  
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READIng MAthEMAtICS SCIEnCE

Definition and 
its distinctive 

features

the capacity of an individual  
to understand, use, reflect on 
and engage with written texts in 
order to achieve his/her goals, to 
develop his/her knowledge and 
potential, and to participate in 
society.

In addition to decoding and literal 
comprehension, reading literacy 
also involves interpretation and 
reflection, and the ability to use 
reading to fulfil one’s goals in life. 

PISA focuses on reading to 
learn rather than learning to 
read. therefore, students are 
not assessed on the most basic 
reading skills.
 
 
 

the capacity of an individual 
to formulate, employ and 
interpret mathematics in a 
variety of contexts. It includes 
reasoning mathematically and 
using mathematical concepts, 
procedures, facts and tools to 
describe, explain and predict 
phenomena. It assists individuals 
in recognising the role that 
mathematics plays in the world 
and in making well-founded 
judgments and decisions that  
constructive, engaged and 
reflective citizens would require.

Mathematical literacy is related 
to wider, functional use of 
mathematics; engagement 
includes the ability to recognise 
and formulate mathematical 
problems in various situations.

 
 

the extent to which an individual:
• Possesses scientific knowledge 

and uses that knowledge to 
identify questions, acquire 
new knowledge, explain 
scientific phenomena and draw 
evidence-based conclusions 
about science-related issues.

• understands the characteristic 
features of science as a form of 
human knowledge and enquiry.

• Shows awareness of how 
science and technology shape 
our material, intellectual and 
cultural environments.

• engages in science-related 
issues and with the ideas of 
science, as a reflective citizen.

Scientific literacy requires an 
understanding of scientific 
concepts, as well as the ability 
to apply a scientific perspective 
and to think scientifically about 
evidence.

Knowledge 
domain

the form of reading materials:
• Continuous texts: including 

different kinds of prose such 
as narration, exposition, 
argumentation

• Non-continuous texts:  
including graphs, forms and 
lists

• Mixed texts:  including both 
continuous and non-continuous 
formats

• Multiple texts:  including 
independent texts (same or 
different formats) juxtaposed for 
specific purposes

Clusters of relevant mathematical 
areas and concepts: 
• Quantity
• Space and shape
• Change and relationships
• Uncertainty

Knowledge of science, such as:
• “Physical systems”
• “living systems”
• “earth and space systems”
• “technology systems”

Knowledge about science, such as:
• “Scientific enquiry”
• “Scientific explanations”

Competencies 
involved

type of reading tasks or processes:
• Access and retrieve
• Integrate and interpret
• Reflect and evaluate
• Complex – e.g. finding, 

evaluating and integrating 
information from multiple 
electronic texts

Competency clusters define skills 
needed for mathematics:  
• Reproduction (simple 

mathematical operations)
• Connections (bringing together 

ideas to solve straightforward 
problems)

• Reflection (wider mathematical 
thinking)

type of scientific tasks or 
processes:
• Identifying scientific issues
• Explaining scientific 

phenomena
• Using scientific evidence

Context and 
situation

the use for which the text is 
constructed:
• Personal
• Educational 
• Occupational 
• Public 
 

the area of application of 
mathematics, focusing on uses in 
relation to personal, social and 
global settings, such as:
• Personal
• Educational and occupational
• Public
• Scientific
 

the area of application of science, 
focusing on uses in relation 
to personal, social and global 
settings, such as:
• “health”
• “natural resources”
• “environment”
• “hazard” 
• “Frontiers of science and 

technology”

• Figure I.1.2 •
Summary of the assessment areas in PISA 2009
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the remaining test questions required students to construct their own responses, based on a very limited range of 
possible responses (closed-constructed response) that were scored as either correct or incorrect. the percentages of 
the different question formats varied across different subjects and can be found in the PISA 2009 Technical Report 
(oeCd, forthcoming). Scoring the answers to PISA questions is governed by strict adherence to an internationally 
agreed coding guide that establishes codes that are then assigned to various responses. It is implemented by trained 
specialist coders. Some questions can be assigned simply a credit or no credit, while partial credit is given for partly 
correct or less sophisticated answers in other questions. to ensure consistency in the coding process, a proportion of 
the questions were coded independently by four coders. In addition, a sub-sample of student responses from each 
country was coded by an independent panel of centrally trained expert coders in order to verify that the coding 
process was conducted uniformly across countries. the results show that consistent coding was achieved across 
countries. For details on the coding process, see the PISA 2009 Technical Report (oeCd, forthcoming).

the total assessment time of 390 minutes was organised in different combinations in 13 linked testing booklets, with 
each individual tested for 120 minutes. the total time devoted to the assessment of reading across all the booklets 
was 210 minutes (54% of the total), 90 minutes were devoted to mathematics (23% of the total) and 90 minutes to 
science (23% of the total). each student was randomly assigned one of the 13 test booklets.

The PISA student population
In order to ensure the comparability of the results across countries, PISA devoted a great deal of attention to 
assessing comparable target populations. differences between countries in the nature and extent of pre-primary 
education and care, in the age of entry to formal schooling, and in the structure of the education system do not 
allow school grade levels to be defined so that they are internationally comparable. Valid international comparisons 
of educational performance, therefore, need to define their populations with reference to a target age. PISA covers 
students who are aged between 15 years 3 months and 16 years 2 months at the time of the assessment, and who 
have completed at least 6 years of formal schooling, regardless of the type of institution in which they are enrolled, 
whether they are in full-time or part-time education, whether they attend academic or vocational programmes, and 
whether they attend public or private schools or foreign schools within the country. (For an operational definition 
of this target population, see the PISA 2009 Technical Report [oeCd, forthcoming].) the use of this age in PISA, 
across countries and over time, allows the performance of students to be compared in a consistent manner before 
they complete compulsory education. 

As a result, this report can make statements about the knowledge and skills of individuals born in the same year 
who are still at school at 15 years of age, despite having different educational experiences, both within and outside 
school. the number of school grades in which these students are found depends on a country’s policies on school 
entry and promotion. In some countries, students in the PISA target population represent different education systems, 
tracks or streams. 

Stringent technical standards were established to define the national target populations and to identify permissible 
exclusions from this definition (for more information, see the PISA website www.pisa.oecd.org). the overall 
exclusion rate within a country was required to be below 5% to ensure that, under reasonable assumptions, any 
distortions in national mean scores would remain within plus or minus 5 score points, i.e. typically within the 
order of magnitude of 2 standard errors of sampling (see Box I.1.2). exclusion could take place either through the 
schools that participated or the students who participated within schools. there are several reasons why a school or 
a student could be excluded from PISA. Schools might be excluded because they are situated in remote regions and 
are inaccessible or because they are very small, or because of organisational or operational factors that precluded 
participation. Students might be excluded because of intellectual disability or limited proficiency in the language 
of the assessment.

In 29 out of the 65 countries participating in PISA 2009, the percentage of school-level exclusions amounted to less 
than 1%; it was less than 5% in all countries. When the exclusion of students who met the internationally established 
exclusion criteria is also taken into account, the exclusion rates increase slightly. however, the overall exclusion 
rate remains below 2% in 32 participating countries, below 5% in 60 participating countries, and below 7% in 
all countries except luxembourg (7.2%) and denmark (8.6%). In 15 out of 34 oeCd countries, the percentage of 
school-level exclusions amounted to less than 1% and was less than 5% in all countries. When student exclusions 
within schools were also taken into account, there were 9 oeCd countries below 2% and 25 countries below 5% 
(see Annex A2).
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Restrictions on the level of exclusions in PISA 2009:

•	School-level exclusions for inaccessibility, feasibility or other reasons were required not to exceed 0.5% of the 
total number of students in the international PISA target population. Schools on the sampling frame that had only 
one or two eligible students were not allowed to be excluded from the frame. however, if, based on the frame, it 
was clear that the percentage of students in these schools would not cause a breach of the 0.5% allowable limit, 
then such schools could be excluded in the field, if at that time they still had only one or two students who were 
eligible for PISA. 

•	School-level exclusions for students with intellectual or functional disabilities, or students with limited proficiency 
in the language of the PISA assessment, were required not to exceed 2% of students. 

•	Within-school exclusions for students with intellectual or functional disabilities, or students with limited language 
proficiency were required not to exceed 2.5% of students. 

Within schools in PISA 2009, students who could be excluded were:

•	Intellectually disabled students, defined as students who are considered, in the professional opinion of the 
school principal, or by other qualified staff members, to be intellectually disabled, or who have been assessed 
psychologically as such. this category includes students who are emotionally or mentally unable to follow even 
the general instructions of the assessment. Students were not to be excluded solely because of poor academic 
performance or common discipline problems.

•	Students with functional disabilities, defined as students who are permanently physically disabled in such a way 
that they cannot perform in the PISA testing situation. Students with functional disabilities who could perform 
were to be included in the testing.

•	Students with limited proficiency in the language of the PISA assessment, defined as students who had received 
less than one year of instruction in the language of the assessment.

Box I.1.2 the population covered and the students excluded 

the PISA assessment aims to be as inclusive as possible. For the definition of national target populations, PISA 
excludes 15-year-olds not enrolled in any form of educational institution. In the remainder of this report, the 
term “15-year-olds” is used to denote the PISA student population. the percentage of the target population 
of 15-year-olds within education covered by PISA is very high compared with other international surveys: 
relatively few schools were excluded from participation. Within schools, exclusions of students remained 
below 2% in most and below 5% in all countries, and most of the exclusions were unavoidable. the high 
level of coverage contributes to the comparability of the assessment results. the effect of student exclusions on 
national mean scores depends on the extent of (inverse) correlation between a student’s performance and his or 
her propensity to be excluded. even with a relatively high correlation of 0.5, exclusion rates below 5% would 
suggest that national mean scores would be overestimated by less than 5 score points; with a more modest 
correlation of 0.3, it would be below 3 score points. For this calculation, a model was used that assumes a 
bivariate normal distribution for the propensity to participate and performance. 

the specific sample design and size for each country aimed to maximise sampling efficiency for student-level 
estimates. In oeCd countries, sample sizes ranged from 4 410 students in Iceland to 38 250 students in mexico. 
Countries with large samples have often implemented PISA both at national and regional/state levels (e.g. Australia, 
Belgium, Canada, Italy, mexico, Spain, Switzerland and the united Kingdom). the selection of samples was 
monitored internationally and adhered to rigorous standards for the participation rate, both among schools selected 
by the international contractor and among students within these schools, to ensure that the PISA results reflect the 
skills of the 15-year-old students in participating countries. Countries were also required to administer the test to 
students in identical ways to ensure that students receive the same information prior to and during the assessment 
(Box I.1.3).
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rePortIng reSultS from PISA 2009
the results of PISA 2009 are presented in six volumes:

•	Volume I, What Students Know and Can Do: Student Performance in Reading, Mathematics and Science, 
summarises the performance of students in PISA 2009. It provides the results in the context of how performance 
is defined, measured and reported, and then examines what students are able to do in reading. After a summary 
of reading performance, it examines the ways in which this performance varies on subscales representing 
three aspects of reading. It then breaks down results by different formats of reading texts and considers gender 
differences in reading, both generally and for different reading aspects and text formats. Any comparison of the 
outcomes of education systems needs to take into consideration countries’ social and economic circumstances, 
and the resources they devote to education. to address this, the volume also interprets the results within countries’ 
economic and social contexts. the volume concludes with a description of student results in mathematics and 
science.

•	Volume II, Overcoming Social Background: Equity in Learning Opportunities and Outcomes, starts by closely 
examining the performance variation shown in Volume I, particularly the extent to which the overall variation in 
student performance relates to differences in results achieved by different schools. the volume then looks at how 
factors such as socio-economic background and immigrant status affect student and school performance, and the 
role that education policy can play in moderating the impact of these factors.

•	Volume III, Learning to Learn: Student Engagement, Strategies and Practices, explores the information gathered 
on students’ levels of engagement in reading activities and attitudes towards reading and learning. It describes 
15-year-olds’ motivation, engagement and strategies to learn. 

•	Volume IV, What Makes a School Successful? Resources, Policies and Practices, explores the relationships 
between student-, school- and system-level characteristics, and educational quality and equity. It explores what 
schools and school policies can do to raise overall student performance and, at the same time, moderate the 
impact of socio-economic background on student performance, with the aim of promoting a more equitable 
distribution of learning opportunities.

Box I.1.3 how a PISA test is typically carried out in a school 

When a school has been selected to participate in PISA, a school co-ordinator is appointed. the school co-
ordinator compiles a list of all 15-year-olds in the school and sends this list to the PISA national Centre in the 
country, which randomly selects 35 students to participate. the school co-ordinator then contacts the students 
who have been selected for the sample and obtains the necessary permissions from parents. the testing session 
is usually conducted by a test administrator who is trained and employed by the national Centre. the test 
administrator contacts the school co-ordinator to schedule administration of the assessment. the school co-
ordinator ensures that the students attend the testing sessions. this can sometimes be difficult because students 
may come from different grades and different classes. the test administrator’s primary tasks are to ensure that 
each test booklet is distributed to the correct student and to introduce the tests to the students. After the test is 
over, the test administrator collects the test booklets and sends them to the national Centre for coding.

In PISA 2009, 13 different test booklets were used in each country. each booklet had a different subset of PISA 
questions, so that students answered overlapping groups of questions, in order to produce a wide range of test 
items while limiting the test time for each student. With 13 different booklets, in each group of 35 students, no 
more than 3 students were given the same booklet. Booklets were allocated to individual students according 
to a random selection process. the test administrator’s introduction came from a prescribed text so that all 
students in different schools and countries received exactly the same instructions. Before starting the test, the 
students were asked to do a practice question from their booklets. the testing session was divided into two 
parts: the two-hour-long test to assess their knowledge and skills, and the questionnaire session to collect data 
on their personal background, their learning habits, their attitudes towards reading, and their engagement and 
motivation. the length of the questionnaire session varied across countries, depending on the options chosen 
for inclusion, but generally was about 30 minutes. Students were usually given a short break half-way through 
the test and again before they did the questionnaire. 
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•	Volume V, Learning Trends: Changes in Student Performance since 2000, provides an overview of trends in student 
performance in reading, mathematics and science from PISA 2000 to PISA 2009. It shows educational outcomes 
over time and tracks changes in factors related to student and school performance, such as student background 
and school characteristics and practices.

•	Volume VI, Students On Line: Reading and Using Digital Information, explains how PISA measures and reports 
student performance in digital reading, and analyses what students in the 20 countries participating in this 
assessment are able to do. 

All data tables referred to in the analysis are included at the end of the respective volumes. A Reader’s Guide is also 
provided in each volume to aid in interpreting the tables and figures accompanying the report.

technical annexes that describe the construction of the questionnaire indices, sampling issues, quality assurance 
procedures and the process followed for developing the assessment instruments, as well as information about 
reliability of coding, are posted on the oeCd PISA website (www.pisa.oecd.org). many of the issues covered in the 
technical annexes are elaborated in greater detail in the PISA 2009 Technical Report (oeCd, forthcoming). 
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Notes

1. the GdP of countries that participated in PISA 2009 represents 87% of the 2007 world GdP. Some of the entities represented 
in this report are referred to as partner economies. this is because they are not strictly national entities. 

2. thirty-one partner countries and economies carried out the assessment in 2009 and ten additional partner countries and 
economies carried out the assessment in 2010.

3. marks, G.n (2007); Bertschy, K., m. Alejandrea Cattaneo and Stefan C. Wolter (2009); oeCd (2010a).

4. this report uses the terms macedonia, moldova, montenegro and Serbia to refer, respectively, to the former Yugoslav Republic 
of macedonia, the Republic of moldova, the Republic of montenegro and the Republic of Serbia.

5. Visit www.pisa.oecd.org for links to countries’ national PISA websites and national PISA reports.

6. Australia, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, Chile, Croatia, the Czech Republic, denmark, estonia, Finland, France, 
Germany, Greece, hong Kong-China, hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Jordan, Korea, latvia, lithuania, macao-China, 
the netherlands, new Zealand, norway, Panama, Poland, Portugal, Qatar, the Russian Federation, Serbia, Singapore, the 
Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, trinidad and tobago, turkey and uruguay.
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