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The school learning 
environment

This chapter describes the learning environment in different types 
of schools and examines how it is related to student performance. It 
covers student truancy, the disciplinary climate, and student and teacher 
behaviour that can influence the climate for learning at school. The 
chapter also discusses how the collaboration between teachers and 
parents is related to the climate in the classroom, and how school leaders 
can set the tone for learning at school.

A note regarding Israel

The statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without 
prejudice to the status of the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of international law.
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The general consensus is that the learning environment influences student engagement and performance, and 
teachers’ desire to continue working at the school (Engeström, 2009; Thapa et al., 2013). The learning environment 
encompasses what happens in classrooms, from the layout of the classroom to the disciplinary climate and instructional 
practices (Fraser, 2015); what happens in schools, from the design of the school building to violence inside the school 
(Gislason, 2010; Picus et al., 2005; Twemlow et al, 2001); and what happens in the school’s broader socio-cultural context 
(OECD, 2013). Learning environments can be described, for instance, as innovative, dynamic, collaborative, smart or 
authentic (Engeström, 2009); above all, they are perceived as either positive or negative.  

The aspects of the learning environment related to school climate, parental involvement and school leadership examined 
in this chapter are summarised in Figure II.3.1. Further questions on learning environments, such as those on bullying, 
student teamwork, parents’ social relationships and how the learning environment is related to students’ well-being and 
other social and emotional outcomes, are analysed in Volume III. 

What the data tell us

• On average across OECD countries, 20% of students had skipped a day of school in the two weeks prior to the 
PISA test. In virtually all education systems, students who had skipped a day of school during that period score 
lower in science. 

• In all school systems, students who had skipped a day of school are concentrated in certain schools. In most school 
systems, students in socio-economically disadvantaged schools are more likely to have skipped a day of school 
than students in advantaged schools. 

• On average across OECD countries, students in advantaged schools enjoy a more positive disciplinary climate than 
students in disadvantaged schools. Except in Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires (Argentina) and Korea, students 
score higher in science when they report a more positive disciplinary climate. 

• Across OECD countries, school principals reported student truancy and staff resisting change as the problems 
that hinder student learning the most they also reported that student use of alcohol or illegal drugs and students 
intimidating or bullying other students hinder student learning the least. 

• Students in school systems where they are selected into different education programmes or types of schools at a 
later age reported receiving greater support from their teachers.

• In two out of three school systems that distributed the parents’ questionnaire, parents whose child attends a socio-
economically disadvantaged school participate in more school activities than parents whose child attends an 
advantaged school. 

Figure II.3.1 • The learning e The learning environment as covered in PISA 2015 nvironment as covered in PISA 2015 
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SCHOOL CLIMATE
Research into what makes schools effective finds that learning requires an orderly, supportive and positive environment 
both in and outside the classroom (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009). In effective schools, academic activities and student 
performance are valued by both students and teachers, and students rarely miss learning opportunities (Cooper, 2002; 
Sammons, 1999; Scheerens and Bosker, 1997; Taylor, Pressley and Pearson, 2002). Students, particularly disadvantaged 
students, engage in learning activities and have fewer disciplinary problems when they feel that their teachers care about 
their learning, treat them fairly and give them opportunities to express their opinions (Klem and Connell, 2004). 

The school climate, as measured in PISA 2015, encompasses student truancy, disciplinary climate, student and teacher 
behaviours hindering learning, and teacher support to students. 

Student truancy
Every school day, many students are missing learning opportunities because they skip school or arrive late for school. 
Regular truancy can have adverse consequences for students: truants are more likely to drop out of school, wind up in 
poorly paid jobs, have unwanted pregnancies, abuse drugs and alcohol and even become delinquent (Baker, Sigmon, 
and Nugent, 2001; Barber, Stone, and Eccles, 2010; Hallfors et al., 2002; Henry and Huizinga, 2007; Juvonen, Espinoza 
and Knifsend, 2012; Office for Standards in Education, 2001; Valeski and Stipek, 2001). If pervasive, student truancy can 
also hurt the entire class. If students who arrive late for school or skip classes fall far behind in their classwork and require 
extra assistance, the flow of instruction is disrupted, and all students in the class, particularly those who might be working 
closely with truants, may suffer. Truants might also generate resentment among students who attend class regularly – and 
sympathy among others who may realise that they too can skip classes (Wilson et al., 2008). 

Skipping school
PISA asked students to report the number of times (“never”, “one or two times”, “three or four times” or “five or more 
times”) they had skipped a whole day of school and the number of times they had skipped some classes during the two 
weeks prior to the assessment.1 On average across OECD countries, 26% of students said they had skipped classes at 
least once and 20% reported that they had skipped a whole day of school at least once (Figure II.3.2 and Table II.3.1). 
In some education systems, however, students skip school relatively frequently. For instance, in the Dominican Republic, 
Italy, Montenegro, the Slovak Republic and Uruguay, more than one in two students had skipped a day of school at least 
once in the two weeks prior to the PISA assessment, and similar numbers had skipped some classes during that period. 
This means that large proportions of students in these countries regularly miss learning opportunities, with likely adverse 
consequences for both these students and their classmates. 

The percentage of students who had skipped a whole day of school at least once in the two weeks prior to the PISA test 
increased by around 5 percentage points across OECD countries between 2012 and 2015 (Figure II.3.2). The percentage 
of students who had skipped school increased by at least 25 percentage points in Brazil, Colombia, Finland, Montenegro, 
Peru, the Slovak Republic and Uruguay, and decreased the most in Canada, Spain, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates. 
The percentage of students who had skipped some classes at least once during that period also increased between 2012 
and 2015, by around 7 percentage points across OECD countries (Table II.3.3). 

In PISA-participating countries and economies, skipping a whole day of school is more common in disadvantaged 
schools than in advantaged schools (Figure II.3.3). This is seen in 44 countries and economies, with the largest 
differences between disadvantaged and advantaged schools observed in Bulgaria, France, Italy, Slovenia, and Uruguay 
(Table II.3.4). Only in Macao (China), Peru, Turkey and the United Arab Emirates were students in advantaged schools 
more likely to report that they had skipped a whole day of school. On average across OECD countries, students in 
rural and urban schools were equally likely to have skipped a day of school, and those in public schools were more 
likely than students in private schools to have done so. 

Skipping a whole day of school is negatively associated with performance in science in all countries and economies 
except Turkey and the United Arab Emirates, and a large part of that relationship remains even after accounting for socio-
economic status. On average across OECD countries, students who had skipped a whole day of school at least once in the 
two weeks prior to the PISA assessment score 45 points lower in the science assessment than students who had not skipped 
a day of school (33 points lower after accounting for the socio-economic profile of students and schools) (Table II.3.4).  

The findings for skipping some classes are similar to those for skipping a whole day of school, even if the differences between 
advantaged and disadvantaged schools are generally smaller and the association with science performance weaker (Table II.3.5).

A corrigendum has been issued for this page. See: http://www.oecd.org/about/publishing/Corrigenda-PISA2015-VolumeII.pdf
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Figure II.3.2 • Change between  Change between 2012 and 2015 in student truancy2012 and 2015 in student truancy

Percentage of students who reported that they had skipped a day of school at least once 
 in the two weeks prior to the PISA test

Notes: Only countries/economies that participated in both the 2012 and 2015 PISA assessments are shown.
Only percentage-point differences between PISA 2012 and PISA 2015 that are statistically significant are shown next to the country/economy name (see 
Annex A3).
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the percentage of students who had skipped a whole day of school at least once in the two 
weeks prior to the PISA test in 2015.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Tables II.3.1, II.3.2 and II.3.3.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933435655
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Arriving late for school
PISA 2015 asked students to report the number of times (“never”, “one or two times”, “three or four times” or “five 
or more times”) they had arrived late for school during the two weeks prior to the assessment. On average across 
OECD countries, 44% of students said that they had arrived late for school at least once (Table II.3.1) during that period. 
In Hong Kong (China), Japan, Korea and Singapore, fewer than one in four students had arrived late for school; while in 
Chile, Montenegro, Tunisia and Uruguay, more than three in five had arrived late for school. 

Figure II.3.3 • Students skipping a whole day of school, school characteristics and science outcomes Students skipping a whole day of school, school characteristics and science outcomes

Results based on students’ self-reports

1. ESCS refers to the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the percentage of students who had skipped a whole day of school at least once in the 
two weeks prior to the PISA test.
Note: See Annex A7 for instructions on how to interpret this figure.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table II.3.4.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933435660
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The percentage of students who had arrived late for school at least once in the two weeks prior to the PISA test increased 
between 2012 and 2015 by around 9 percentage points across OECD countries (Table II.3.3) and by at least 20 percentage 
points in Belgium, the Czech Republic, France, Luxembourg, Montenegro, the Netherlands, Switzerland and Tunisia. 
Only in Bulgaria, Costa Rica, Finland, Korea, Latvia and Portugal did the percentage of these students decrease.

Across OECD countries, arriving late for school is more frequently observed in socio-economically disadvantaged 
schools than in advantaged schools (Table II.3.6). In Beijing-Shanghai-Jiangsu-Guangdong (China) (hereafter “B-S-J-G 
[China]”), France, Hungary and the Netherlands, for example, the proportion of students who had arrived late for 
school is more than 20 percentage points larger in disadvantaged schools than in advantaged schools. In 23 education 
systems, students in disadvantaged schools are more likely than students in advantaged schools to have arrived late 
for school; only in 11 education systems, including those in Finland, Latvia and Poland, are students in advantaged 
schools more likely to have arrived late for school. 

Arriving late for school seems to be less of a problem in rural than in urban areas (Table II.3.6). In 23 education systems, 
most notably in Finland, Latvia and Poland, rural students were more likely to report that they had arrived on time for 
school during the two weeks prior to the PISA test. On average across OECD countries, students in public schools were 
as likely as students in private schools to report that they had arrived late for school during that period. 

Arriving late for school is negatively associated with science performance in all countries and economies except Colombia, 
Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic and Tunisia. On average across OECD countries, students who had arrived late for 
school at least once in the two weeks prior to the PISA assessment score 27 points lower on the science assessment than 
students who had never arrived late, and 23 points lower after accounting for the socio-economic profile of students 
and schools (Table II.3.6).  

How does truancy throughout the school relate to individual student truancy, science 
performance and disciplinary climate? 
There are many studies that explain why students miss learning opportunities and enumerate all the adverse 
consequences that this behaviour can have on students’ future (Baker, Sigmon and Nugent, 2001; Carroll, 2011; 
Juvonen, Espinoza and Knifsend, 2012; OECD, 2016; Skinner and Pitzer, 2012). There are also many studies that 
measure peer effects on risky behaviours, such as vandalism, smoking and using illicit drugs, and low academic 
achievement (Card and Giuliano, 2013; Imberman, Kugler and Sacerdote, 2012; Lundborg, 2006; Schneeweis and 
Winter-Ebmer, 2005). But there are far fewer studies examining the consequences for individual students when other 
students in the school play truant. Some studies have shown that when school peers miss learning opportunities, other 
students in the school are more likely to miss learning opportunities too (Card and Giuliano, 2013; Duarte, Escario 
and Molina, 2011). Wilson et al. (2008) suggest other ways in which individual truancy may affect the entire school, 
including resentment among students who attend school regularly, disruption in class and frustration among teachers. 
This section examines how school truancy is related to the likelihood of truancy and academic achievement among 
the other students in the school, and to the disciplinary climate in science lessons. Findings should be interpreted with 
caution: identifying causal effects and isolating peer effects requires other types of data, a specific research design and 
more fine-grained analyses (Manski, 1993).

How concentrated is truancy across schools?
A simple way to answer this question is to examine the variation in truancy rates across schools. In all countries and 
economies for which data are available, students who had skipped a day of school at least once in the two weeks prior 
to the PISA test are more likely to be found in some schools than in others (Figure II.3.4). The concentration of students 
who had skipped a day of school is highest in Estonia, France, Hungary and the United Arab Emirates, and lowest in 
Hong Kong (China), Iceland, Luxembourg, Montenegro and Singapore. In Estonia, for instance, 23% of students had 
skipped a day of school in the two weeks prior to the PISA test, on average; but as many as 38% had done so in the 
typical school of students who have skipped a school day. 

When students play truant, how does the academic performance of other students change?
Students who play truant frequently need extra assistance, which may negatively affect the flow of instruction, particularly 
for those students who work closely with truants, who are often asked to help them catch up (Wilson et al., 2008). For these 
and other reasons, missing days of school may adversely affect the academic performance not only of the truant himself/
herself, but also of other students in the same school. 
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Figure II.3.4 • Concentration of truancy across schools  Concentration of truancy across schools 

 Percentage of students at school who had skipped a whole school day in the two weeks prior to the PISA test

Notes: Statistically significant differences between schools attended by students who did not skip a whole school day and schools attended by students 
who skipped a whole school day are shown next to the country/economy name (see Annex A3).
Truancy refers to skipping a whole day of school at least once in the two weeks prior to the PISA test.
Countries and economies are ranked in ascending order of the percentage of all students skipping a whole school day in the two weeks prior to the 
PISA test.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table II.3.7.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933435672
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Figure II.3.5 • Schoolmate truancy and science performance Schoolmate truancy and science performance

1. The socio-economic profile is measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS).
Notes: Statistically significant differences are marked in a darker tone (see Annex A3).
Truancy refers to skipping a whole school day at least once in the two weeks prior to the PISA test.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the score-point difference, after accounting for respondent’s truancy, and students’ 
and schools’ ESCS.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Tables II.3.8.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933435685
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1. The socio-economic profile is measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS).
Notes: Statistically significant differences are marked in a darker tone (see Annex A3).
Truancy refers to skipping a whole school day at least once in the two weeks prior to the PISA test.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the change in the index of disciplinary climate, after accounting for respondent’s truancy, 
and students’ and schools’ ESCS.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table II.3.9.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933435697

Figure II.3.6 • Schoolmate truancy and disciplinary climate in science lessons Schoolmate truancy and disciplinary climate in science lessons
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Figure II.3.5 shows that across OECD countries, students score lower on the PISA science test when more of their peers 
had skipped a whole day of school at least once in the two weeks prior to the PISA test, even after taking into account 
whether the student had skipped school himself/herself and the socio-economic status of students and schools. In 40 
PISA-participating education systems, students score lower in science when more of their peers had skipped a day of 
school after accounting for the above factors; in no school system do students perform better in science when more of 
their peers had skipped a day of school. 

When students play truant, how does the disciplinary climate in science class change?
According to interviews conducted by Wilson et al. (2008) in primary and secondary schools, some students argue that 
the disciplinary climate at school improves when troublemakers play truant (“it helps you, in a way, when they’re [the 
troublemakers] not there”); some teachers also share this view. However, most teachers believe that school truancy 
increases resentment among students who attend school regularly, demoralises teachers and makes them feel guilty, and 
could disrupt the organisation of the entire school (Wilson et al., 2008). PISA 2015 findings (Figure II.3.6) show that, on 
average across OECD countries and in 33 education systems, students reported a better disciplinary climate when more 
of their peers attend school regularly, after accounting for the respondents’ own truant behaviour and the students’ and 
schools’ socio-economic profile. 

DISCIPLINARY CLIMATE
One of the goals of teachers is to create a classroom environment that is conducive to learning. This requires, first and 
foremost, keeping noise and disorder at bay and making sure that students can listen to what the teacher (and other 
students) say and can concentrate on academic tasks. Meaningful and visible learning is more likely to happen in these 
learning environments (Ma and Willms, 2004). PISA asked students how frequently the following things happen in their 
science lessons: “Students don’t listen to what the teacher says”; “There is noise and disorder”; “The teacher has to wait 
a long time for students to quiet down”; “Students cannot work well”; and “Students don’t start working for a long time 
after the lesson begins”. These statements were combined to create the index of disciplinary climate whose average is 
zero and standard deviation is one across OECD countries. 

Across OECD countries, the most common disciplinary problems in science lessons (among those included in the 
student questionnaire) are when students do not listen to what the teacher says and when there is noise and disorder in 
the classroom (Table II.3.10). For example, about one in three students reported that, in every or most sicience lessons, 
students do not listen to the teacher or that there is noise and disorder; 29% of students also reported that the teacher has 
to wait a long time for students to quiet down in every or most lessons; and one in four students or fewer reported that, 
in every or most science lessons, they cannot work well or have to wait for a long time to do so.

According to students’ reports, the disciplinary climate in science lessons is better in advantaged than in disadvantaged 
schools, and in private than in public schools (Figure II.3.7). On average across OECD countries, the disciplinary climate is 
fairly similar in rural and urban schools. However, compared with the disciplinary climate in rural schools, the disciplinary 
climate in urban schools is particularly more positive in Australia, Italy, Qatar and Sweden, and more negative in Indonesia, 
the Russian Federation (hereafter “Russia”) and Slovenia (Table II.3.11).

In all countries and economies, except Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires (Argentina) (hereafter “CABA [Argentina]”) 
and Korea, students who reported a better disciplinary climate in their science lessons perform better in science, after 
accounting for the socio-economic status of students and schools (Figure II.3.7). On average across OECD countries, 
every unit increase on the index of disciplinary climate in science lessons (equivalent to a standard deviation across 
OECD countries) is associated with an increase of 11 score points in science after accounting for the socio-economic 
status of students and schools (Table II.3.11). 

Student and teacher behaviour hindering learning
To examine the degree to which student behaviour influences learning, school principals were asked to report the extent 
(“not at all”, “very little”, “to some extent” or “a lot”) to which they think that student learning in their schools is hindered 
by such factors as: student truancy; students skipping classes; students lacking respect for teachers; students using alcohol 
or illegal drugs; and students intimidating or bullying other students. The responses were combined to create an index of 
student behaviour hindering learning such that, across OECD countries, the mean is zero and the standard deviation is 
one. Positive values reflect principals’ perceptions that students’ behaviour hinders learning to a greater extent; negative 
values indicate that principals believe that students’ behaviour hinders learning to a lesser extent, compared to the 
OECD average. Principals’ answers to these questions are likely to reflect both how frequently these phenomena happen 
in their schools and, when they happen, how much they affect student learning. 
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1. Higher values on the index indicate a more positive disciplinary climate in science lessons.
2. ESCS refers to the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the index of disciplinary climate.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table II.3.11.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933435704

Figure II.3.7 • Index of disciplinary climate in science classes, school characteristics  Index of disciplinary climate in science classes, school characteristics 
and science outcomesand science outcomes

 Results based on students’ reports
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School principals were also asked to report the extent to which they believe that learning in their schools is hindered by 
such teacher behaviour as: teachers not meeting individual students’ needs; teacher absenteeism; school staff resisting 
change; teachers being too strict with students; and teachers not being well-prepared for classes. The responses were 
combined to create an index of teacher behaviour hindering learning that has a mean of zero and a standard deviation 
of one in OECD countries. Positive values reflect principals’ perceptions that these teacher-related behaviours hinder 
learning to a greater extent; negative values indicate that school principals believe that these teacher-related behaviours 
hinder learning to a lesser extent, compared to the OECD average. 

According to school principals, instruction and learning in their schools take place in largely positive environments. On 
average across OECD countries, a considerable proportion of school principals reported that the student and teacher 
behaviour described above does not hinder learning at all, while only a small percentage reported that these factors hinder 
learning a lot (Tables II.3.12 and II.3.17). Across OECD countries, the behaviours (among either students or teachers) 
school principals mentioned most frequently as hindering learning a lot are students skipping classes or days of school; 
student use of alcohol or illegal drugs were the least frequently reported (Figure II.3.8). 

However, there are large differences among PISA-participating countries and economies (Table II.3.12). According to 
principals in Algeria, Croatia, Russia and Tunisia, student truancy affects learning a lot; B-S-J-G (China), Jordan, and 
Trinidad and Tobago are the school systems where students’ lack of respect for teachers is more of a problem; and in 
B-S-J-G (China), Macao (China) and Russia, more than 15% of students attend schools whose principal reported that 
students’ use of alcohol or illegal drugs hinders learning a lot. 

On the questions related to teachers, in Algeria, CABA (Argentina), Chile, B-S-J-G (China), Colombia, Italy, and Trinidad 
and Tobago, more than 10% of students attend a school whose principal reported that staff resisting change hinders 
learning a lot; and in Algeria, B-S-J-G (China), CABA (Argentina), Chile, Macao (China), Russia, Trinidad and Tobago, 
Tunisia and Uruguay, more than 10% of students attend a school whose principal reported that teacher absenteeism 
hinders learning a lot (Table II.3.17).

In 48 of 68 education systems, principals in socio-economically disadvantaged schools were more likely than principals in 
advantaged schools to report that student behaviour hinders learning (Figure II.3.9). Across PISA-participating countries and 
economies, principals in public schools also reported more student-related problems than principals in private schools did. 

When considering teacher behaviour that hinders student learning, the largest differences are observed between public 
and private schools. In 33 of 59 education systems, principals in public schools reported more teacher-related problems 
hindering student learning than principals in private schools did (Table II.3.20). In Brazil, for example, there is a difference 
of more than 1.5 points (or standard deviations) on the index of teacher behaviour hindering learning between the two 
types of schools.

Trends in student and teacher behaviour

Across OECD countries, student behaviour seems to have deteriorated between 2012 and 2015, according to school 
principals (Table II.3.14). For instance, between 2012 and 2015 the percentage of students in schools whose principal 
reported that learning is not hindered at all by student truancy fell by 3 percentage points, and by more than 15 percentage 
points in CABA (Argentina), Romania and the United Arab Emirates. In 2015, school principals were also more likely 
than their counterparts in 2012 to report that students’ use of alcohol and illegal drugs hinders student learning. Across 
OECD countries, the share of students attending schools whose principals reported that learning is not at all hindered by 
these problems fell by 9 percentage points during the period; in CABA (Argentina), Chile, Norway, Tunisia and Uruguay, 
this share shrank by at least 20 percentage points. 

According to school principals, teacher behaviour also deteriorated between 2012 and 2015 (Table II.3.19). Across OECD 
countries, principals in 2015 were more likely than their counterparts in 2012 to report that student learning is hindered 
by teachers not meeting individual students’ needs, teacher absenteeism, staff resisting change, teachers being too strict 
with students, and teachers not being well-prepared for classes. The incidence of teacher absenteeism, potentially the most 
serious of these problems, increased the most during this period, according to school principals, in CABA (Argentina), 
Ireland, Israel, Portugal, Switzerland and Turkey.
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Figure II.3.8 • Student and teacher behaviour hindering learning Student and teacher behaviour hindering learning
Results based on school principals’ reports

Less than 10% of students
From 10% to 25% of students
More than 25% of students

 
 

Percentage of students in schools where the school principal reported that the following phenomena hinder student learning to some extent or a lot:

Student 
truancy

Students 
skipping 
classes

Students 
lacking 

respect for 
teachers

Student use 
of alcohol or 
illegal drugs

Students 
intimidating 
or bullying 

other students

Teachers 
not meeting 
individual 
students’ 

needs
Teacher 

absenteeism
Staff resisting 

change

Teachers 
being too 
strict with 
students

Teachers not 
being well‑
prepared  

for classes
Trinidad and Tobago 59 53 59 26 46 59 68 53 14 43
B-S-J-G (China) 42 44 46 36 38 56 39 56 30 55
Russia 65 71 44 22 24 41 27 36 29 37
Tunisia 82 55 29 17 27 26 64 43 28 20
Croatia 79 74 56 21 16 29 13 47 22 26
Netherlands 28 34 29 23 35 67 41 44 27 41
Brazil 61 56 45 21 17 36 33 44 15 29
Costa Rica 63 66 19 33 23 32 30 37 19 19
Jordan 55 33 40 11 23 31 39 45 27 30
Uruguay 55 42 20 13 14 30 61 52 13 29
Algeria 58 32 34 7 11 30 37 32 29 34
France 46 31 18 25 9 28 22 50 27 20
Macao (China) 21 20 20 19 25 52 35 32 18 25
Colombia 50 27 23 16 16 28 20 44 23 12
CABA (Argentina) 49 37 6 13 7 19 44 53 18 11
Moldova 63 38 33 8 21 14 11 30 16 22
Chile 18 22 21 22 14 28 35 42 23 29
Belgium 29 24 22 9 26 22 36 44 17 22
Kosovo 62 30 27 8 10 24 17 24 32 17
Montenegro 86 56 18 5 7 16 13 17 20 13
Canada 56 51 12 28 13 21 10 38 11 9
Italy 36 38 13 6 5 24 13 61 28 23
Portugal 41 53 31 8 7 24 11 48 10 8
United States 46 31 18 19 14 28 17 33 15 13
Mexico 48 36 11 17 16 20 14 33 25 11
Bulgaria 33 46 29 16 19 17 17 18 14 18
Austria 49 43 21 11 18 17 17 31 11 7
Slovenia 53 68 18 9 3 13 17 24 9 9
Norway 20 23 22 2 12 46 35 36 7 16
Peru 27 25 12 9 12 31 18 36 22 26
Finland 44 32 33 4 23 25 16 27 3 6
Malta 10 11 36 7 34 39 16 29 17 14
Germany 23 19 20 10 20 22 40 34 11 10
Israel 49 42 19 4 1 19 33 16 11 13
Turkey 51 42 23 4 6 35 7 20 2 17
Australia 28 22 19 8 18 38 17 35 7 14
OECD average 34 33 20 9 11 23 17 30 13 12
Estonia 37 37 17 3 18 28 10 26 16 6
Sweden 27 47 19 4 13 32 19 21 3 11
New Zealand 41 39 8 7 10 32 6 33 7 9
Slovak Republic 32 69 24 4 4 6 6 12 22 5
Ireland 51 15 12 16 12 18 11 28 10 8
Czech Republic 24 59 29 5 7 9 13 19 10 4
Luxembourg 50 26 23 0 2 14 14 38 4 2
Spain 27 26 26 3 8 17 4 37 15 11
Japan 14 11 18 1 5 23 9 38 26 29
Chinese Taipei 11 12 17 9 12 27 7 36 18 20
Switzerland 27 25 15 15 16 17 9 32 5 6
United Arab Emirates 34 21 15 2 6 18 19 17 20 12
Dominican Republic 18 24 27 5 17 22 3 18 18 11
Latvia 44 36 28 5 7 9 5 13 12 4
Korea 24 20 33 14 8 16 2 13 20 10
Denmark 36 19 19 3 6 13 27 22 6 8
Romania 45 44 14 3 10 5 1 21 10 3
Thailand 27 29 16 9 6 14 4 9 27 10
Poland 27 44 17 3 3 12 10 19 9 5
Iceland 18 18 11 1 7 26 13 32 5 12
Hong Kong (China) 8 4 17 0 4 35 10 38 15 13
Hungary 23 24 22 10 6 20 7 14 13 5
Lebanon 20 12 17 6 12 12 13 21 17 13
FYROM 45 20 16 4 4 15 3 14 14 1
Georgia 31 23 13 6 8 10 10 8 6 16
Greece 26 21 15 5 5 7 7 19 10 6
United Kingdom 10 6 13 1 4 28 24 18 5 11
Albania 23 12 11 2 4 6 8 14 21 7
Viet Nam 32 18 5 2 5 16 2 5 11 13
Singapore 9 5 6 1 9 26 3 20 15 11
Lithuania 26 14 7 2 6 11 2 9 3 4
Qatar 13 20 10 6 9 6 6 6 3 4
Indonesia 25 12 9 1 3 5 5 1 13 5

Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the percentage of students in schools where the principal reported that the phenomena hinder 
student learning (average of 10 phenomena).
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Tables II.3.12 and II.3.17.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933435713
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Figure II.3.9 • Index of student behaviour hindering learning, school characteristics  Index of student behaviour hindering learning, school characteristics 
and science performance and science performance 

 Results based on school principals’ reports

1. Higher values on the index indicate that student behaviour hinders learning to a greater extent. 
2. ESCS refers to the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the index of student behaviour hindering learning.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table II.3.15.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933435726
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Relationship between student and teacher behaviour hindering learning, and science performance
In 55 of 68 PISA-participating countries and economies, students in schools whose principals reported more student-
related problems affecting learning score lower in science (Figure II.3.9). This is true in 34 countries/economies after 
accounting for students’ and schools’ socio-economic profile. In Belgium, Luxembourg, and Trinidad and Tobago, students’ 
scores in science drop by more than 40 points for every unit increase on the index of student behaviour hindering learning, 
before accounting for socio-economic status (Table II.3.15). On average across OECD countries, when school principals 
reported that teacher behaviour hinders learning, students also score lower in science, before accounting for students’ 
and schools’ socio-economic profile. This relationship is observed in 20 of 69 PISA-participating education systems, and 
in 10 systems after accounting for the socio-economic status of students and schools (Table II.3.20). 

Student-related problems reported by the school principal, such as truancy or bullying, are more clearly related to 
science performance than teacher-related problems, such as teacher absenteeism or staff resisting change (Figure II.3.10). 
The most negative association with science performance, both before and after accounting for the socio-economic status 
of students and schools, is students lacking respect for their teachers, followed by student truancy, students skipping classes 
and students intimidating or bullying other students. By contrast, there is no association with performance when school 
principals reported that school staff resists change or that teachers are too strict with students. 

Figure II.3.10 • Student and teacher behaviour hindering learning and science performance Student and teacher behaviour hindering learning and science performance

Results based on school principals’ reports, OECD average

1. The socio-economic profile is measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status.
Note: Statistically significant differences are marked in a darker tone (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Tables II.3.16 and II.3.21.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933435730
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Teacher support to students
Students need support from school staff, particularly from their teachers, if they are to make the most of the learning 
opportunities available to them (Klem and Connell, 2004). Students, including those with at-risk profiles, show more 
positive attitudes and higher academic motivation if their teachers care about them, provide them with help when they 
need it, and let them express opinions and decide for themselves (Pitzer and Skinner, 2016; Ricard and Pelletier, 2016).

PISA asked students how often (“every lesson”, “most lessons”, “some lessons” or “never or hardly ever”) their science 
teachers show an interest in every student’s learning; give extra help when students need it; help students with their 
learning; continue teaching until students understand the material; and give students an opportunity to express their 
opinions. Students’ responses were combined to create the index of teacher support in science classes such that, across 
OECD countries, the mean is zero and the standard deviation is one. Positive values indicate that students perceive that 
their science teachers support their learning. 
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In general, students are positive about how much support they get from their science teachers. On average across 
OECD countries, about two in three students answered “most lessons” or “every lesson” to each of the five questions on 
teacher support. For example, 38% of students in OECD countries, on average, reported that in every lesson the science 
teacher continues teaching until the students understand; and 40% reported that their teacher gives extra help when 
students need it (Table II.3.22). Countries where the largest proportions of students reported that their teachers support them 
include Albania, Costa Rica, the Dominican Republic, Kosovo, Mexico, Moldova and Portugal; countries with the smallest 
proportions of students who so reported include many whose education systems track students at a young age, including 
Austria, Belgium, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, the Slovak Republic, 
Slovenia and Switzerland (Table II.3.23).

Even if different response styles means that country comparisons need to be interpreted with caution, these results are 
not surprising. Selecting students into different types of schools results in more homogeneous classes, where whole-class 
teaching becomes more straightforward, and teachers need to pay less attention – “show interest”, “give extra help” or 
“work with students” – to individual students. Figure II.3.11 shows how early tracking is related to the index of teacher 
support in science lessons across school systems: the later students are selected into separate tracks, the greater the support 
students reported receiving from teachers. 

According to students’ reports, teachers in disadvantaged schools support students in their learning more frequently than 
teachers in advantaged schools, as do teachers in rural as opposed to urban schools, and teachers in private as opposed 
to public schools (Figure II.3.12). The largest differences in favour of disadvantaged schools are observed in Bulgaria, 
Israel, Montenegro and the Slovak Republic, while the largest differences in favour of advantaged schools are observed 
in Australia, B-S-J-G (China), Japan and Singapore (Table II.3.23). The largest differences by type of school, in favour of 
private schools, are observed in Brazil, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (hereafter “FYROM”), Georgia, Italy 
and Luxembourg.

Figure II.3.11 • First age at selection in the education system and index of teacher  First age at selection in the education system and index of teacher 
support in science lessonssupport in science lessons

Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Tables II.3.23 and II.4.27.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933435743
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Figure II.3.12 • Index of teacher support in science lessons, school characteristics  Index of teacher support in science lessons, school characteristics 
and science performance and science performance 

Results based on students’ reports

1. ESCS refers to the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the index of teacher support in science lessons.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table II.3.23.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933435756
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Across OECD countries, teacher support is not associated with student performance in science before accounting for 
the socio-economic status of students and schools; but it becomes positive, on average across OECD countries and 
in 27 countries and economies, after accounting for the socio-economic status of students and schools (Figure II.3.12). 
Disadvantaged students are in greater need of teacher support, and they also tend to score lower in the PISA assessments, 
so once the analysis accounts for socio-economic status, the association between teacher support and science performance 
becomes positive in many education systems. 

PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT
Parents are often expected to be partners with teachers and principals (Gunnarsson et al., 2009; Zhao and Akiba, 2009). 
This partnership can take the form of parents discussing education matters with their child; parents supervising their 
child’s progress through education; parents communicating with the school; and parents actively participating in school 
activities. While the first two forms of parental involvement entail interactions between parents and their child, the latter 
two entail interactions between parents and the school (Ho and Willms, 1996). This section focuses only on those practices 
that require contact between parents and schools.

Getting involved at school allows parents to obtain first-hand information on the school learning environment, learn 
how to navigate the education system, demonstrate to their child that education is important, and control their child’s 
behaviour by establishing consistent norms (Grolnick and Slowiaczek, 1994; Lareau, 1996; Muller and Kerbow, 1993). 
Previous studies have found that parental involvement in a child’s education has a positive influence on student outcomes 
(Domina, 2005; Grolnick and Slowiaczek, 1994; Hill and Craft, 2003; Miedel and Reynolds, 2000), even if these effects 
are largely dependent on the quality of this involvement (Borgonovi and Montt, 2012). 

Parental involvement can also contribute to a socially connected school where students, teachers, parents and the 
school principal share ideas and work together, usually to create a positive learning environment. Previous studies have 
found that supportive relationships among teachers, students and families can improve performance, particularly among 
disadvantaged students (Crosnoe, Johnson and Elder, 2004; Hughes and Kwok, 2007).

Legislation on parental involvement
PISA asked school principals to report if there is national, state or district legislation on including parents in school 
activities. Across OECD countries, 70% of students attend schools whose principal reported that there is such legislation. 
Perhaps not surprisingly, there are wide differences across education systems (Table II.3.24). Japan, where the question 
only refers to local/district legislation, is the only education system where almost no 15-year-old student (8%) attends a 
school whose principal reported that there is legislation on parental involvement. Similarly, in B-S-J-G (China), Macao 
(China), Singapore and the Slovak Republic, fewer than three in ten students attend schools whose principal answered 
“yes” to the question. However, in a majority of education systems, most school principals reported that legislation 
on including parents in school activities was in place at the time their students sat the PISA 2015 test. For example, in 
34 countries and economies, more than three out of four students attend schools whose principal reported that such 
legislation exists. The percentages might even be higher, since some principals might not be aware of existing legislation 
on including parents in school activities. 

School efforts to involve parents
Some parents may not get involved at their child’s school if they do not feel welcome or invited (Hoover-Dempsey 
and Sandler, 1997). Simply explaining to parents how to get more involved in their child’s education can both lead to 
greater parental involvement and increase the extent to which students can take advantage of learning opportunities 
(Avvisati et al., 2014). But teachers do not always welcome parents’ involvement. Some studies have found that teachers 
are more comfortable in partnerships where both teachers and parents play active roles in school matters – when teachers’ 
professionalism and parents’ empowerment coexist – but less so when teachers fear that their professional status and 
credibility may be at risk (Addi-Raccah and Ainhoren, 2009). 

PISA asked principals if the following statements about parental involvement applied to their schools (principals could answer 
“yes” or “no”): “Our school provides a welcoming and accepting atmosphere for parents to get involved”; “Our school 
designs effective forms of school-to-home and home-to-school communications about school programmes and children’s 
progress”; “Our school includes parents in school decisions”; and “Our school provides information and ideas for families 
about how to help students at home with homework and other curriculum-related activities, decisions and planning”. The 
four questions were combined into an index of school efforts to involve parents. A value of zero on the index means that 
school principals replied “no” to all four questions, and a value of 100 means that they answered “yes” to all four questions.  
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Figure II.3.13 • School efforts to involve parents, school characteristics and science performance  School efforts to involve parents, school characteristics and science performance 

 Results based on school principals’ reports

1. The index of school efforts to involve parents is the percentage of statements about parental involvement that apply to the school (see Table II.3.26 
for the list of statements).
2. ESCS refers to the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the index of school efforts to involve parents.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table II.3.27.
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Figure II.3.14 • Including parents in school decisions and science performance Including parents in school decisions and science performance

Results based on school principals’ reports

1. The socio-economic profile is measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS).
Note: Statistically significant differences are marked in a darker tone (see Annex A3).
Countries and economies are ranked in ascending order of the score-point difference in science performance when students are in schools that include 
parents in school decisions, after accounting for students’ and schools’ ESCS.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table II.3.28.
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Given that school principals were only given the choice of answering “yes” or “no” and that principals’ responses might 
have been coloured by social desirability (providing answers that are viewed as socially preferred), it is not surprising 
that principals tended to answer affirmatively to the questions about their efforts to involve parents in school matters 
(Table II.3.26). On average across OECD countries, more than nine in ten students attend schools whose principal 
reported that the school provides a welcoming and accepting atmosphere for parents to get involved, and that the school 
designs effective forms of school-to-home and home-to-school communications about school programmes and children’s 
progress. However, fewer school principals reported that parents are included in school decisions, probably because this 
question is about giving parents a real say in school matters (parent empowerment). Across OECD countries, three out of 
four students attend schools whose principal reported that parents are included in school decisions; in several countries 
and economies, such as CABA (Argentina), Greece, Japan, Macao (China), Singapore, Switzerland, Tunisia and Uruguay, 
fewer than one in two students attends such schools. 

Again because principals’ responses likely reflect, to some extent, social desirability, there are few school systems where 
there are differences across types of schools (Figure II.3.13). On average across OECD countries, there are no significant 
differences in schools’ efforts to involve parents between advantaged and disadvantaged schools, nor between rural and 
urban schools, nor between public and private schools. The association with student performance is also weak, before 
and after accounting for the socio-economic profile of students and schools.

When considering only the question of whether parents are invited to participate in school decision making, there is 
virtually no difference in science scores on average across OECD countries, but there is a wide variation across education 
systems (Figure II.3.14). In Qatar, students in schools whose principal reported that parents are involved in school decisions 
score 53 points lower, and in Iceland, students score 19 points lower in the PISA science assessment, after accounting 
for socio-economic status. By contrast, in Austria, Chinese Taipei and Viet Nam, students in schools whose principals so 
reported score at least 20 points higher in science. 

Parental involvement in school activities
PISA asked parents to report if, during the previous academic year, they had participated in the following ten school-related 
activities (parents could answer “yes”, “no” or “not supported by the school”): “discussed my child’s behaviour with a 
teacher on my own initiative”; “discussed my child’s behaviour on the initiative of one of his/her teachers”; “discussed 
my child’s progress with a teacher on my own initiative”; “discussed my child’s progress on the initiative of one of his/her 
teachers ”; “participated in local school government”; “volunteered in physical or extracurricular activities”; “volunteered 
to support school activities”; “attended a scheduled meeting or conferences for parents”; “talked about how to support 
learning at home and homework with my child’s teachers”; and “exchanged ideas on parenting, family support, or the 
child’s development with my child’s teachers”. The answers were combined to create the index of parental involvement in 
school-related activities, which is simply the number of questions or activities to which parents answered “yes”, ranging 
from zero to ten activities. Only 18 countries and economies distributed the parents’ questionnaire.  

Parents in Belgium (Flemish community), France, Ireland, Luxembourg and the Scotland (United Kingdom) reported that 
they had participated in about three of the ten activities, on average (Table II.3.31). By contrast, parents in Chile, the 
Dominican Republic and Georgia reported that they had participated in at least five school-related activities, on average, 
during the previous academic year. 

On average across the education systems that distributed the parents’ questionnaire, parents of children who attend 
socio-economically disadvantaged schools reported having participated in more school-related activities than parents 
of children who attend advantaged schools (Figure II.3.15). Parents of children who attend rural schools are also more 
likely than parents of children who attend urban schools to have participated in school-related activities. And, only across 
OECD countries, parents of children enrolled in private schools participated in more school-related activities than those 
whose children attend public schools. 

Interestingly, in all education systems except that in Korea, students whose parents reported greater participation in school 
activities score lower in science, both before and after accounting for the socio-economic profile of students and schools. 
When considering the individual questions, across the 18 education systems that distributed the parents’ questionnaire, the 
strongest negative associations with science performance are observed when parents reported that they had discussed their 
child’s behaviour or progress with teachers during the previous academic year, after accounting for the school disciplinary 
climate and socio-economic status. The only positive association with science performance is observed when parents 
reported that they had attended a scheduled meeting or conference for parents. In these instances, students score 10 
points higher in science, after accounting for socio-economic status and the school’s disciplinary climate (Figure II.3.16).  
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Figure II.3.15 • Index of parental involvement in school‑related activities, school characteristics  Index of parental involvement in school‑related activities, school characteristics 
and science performanceand science performance

Results based on parents’ self-reports

1. The index of parental involvement in school-related activities is the average number of school activities in which parents reported to have participated.
2. ESCS refers to the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status.
Note: Only countries and economies that distributed the parent questionnaire are shown.
Countries and economies are ranked in descending order of the index of parental involvement in school-related activities.
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table II.3.31.
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Figure II.3.16 • Parental involvement in school‑related activities and science performance Parental involvement in school‑related activities and science performance

 Results based on parents’ self-reports, OECD average

1. The socio-economic profile is measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status.
Note: All differences are statistically significant (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table II.3.32.
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Given these results, and also looking at the countries where parents had participated more in school activities, it seems 
that parents participate more where they are needed more – such as in schools where student problems, such as poor 
discipline, truancy or disengagement, cannot be solved without involving parents (see Volume III for more in-depth 
analyses of how parental involvement can influence students’ well-being). After all, participating in school activities is 
challenging and time-consuming for school staff and parents, and only serious problems may warrant such collaboration. 

This is not to say that the involvement of parents is of little value; on the contrary, getting parents involved may be the 
only way to solve serious behavioural problems at school, and constructive involvement of parents may create a positive 
environment for student learning (Avvisati et al., 2014; Hill and Taylor, 2004; McNeal, 1999; Sui-Chu and Willms, 1996). 
Some studies also suggest that a low level of parental involvement may reflect parents’ trust in teachers (Addi-Raccah and 
Arviv-Elyashiv, 2008) or a model of school governance based on the understanding that teachers control the instructional 
process and parents provide support or simply delegate their academic responsibilities (Bauch and Goldring, 1998). 

How are legislation on parental involvement, school efforts to involve parents in school activities, 
and actual parental involvement related? 
Across education systems, there are substantial differences in how governments and schools encourage parental involvement 
in school matters and how actions are related to the actual involvement of parents. Some parental involvement is spontaneous, 
or “bottom-up”, in the sense that it is mostly voluntary; other involvement is induced, or “top-down”, for instance, when it 
follows intervention programmes by schools or education authorities (Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003). But to what extent 
can governments induce schools to promote parents’ involvement in school activities? PISA cannot directly answer this 
question, but can show how both types of parental involvement are associated across education systems. 

Across OECD countries, school principals reported that they make more efforts to engage parents in school matters when 
they also reported that there is national, state or district legislation on including parents in school activities (Table II.3.25). 
For instance, across OECD countries, school principals were six times more likely to say that their schools include 
parents in school decisions when there is legislation on including parents in schools activities than when there is no 
such legislation. 

However, parents were only slightly more likely to agree that their child’s school makes an effort to involve them in their 
child’s education, or to participate in more school activities, when the school makes a greater effort to involve them 
(Table II.3.29). The correlations between school efforts to involve parents and parents’ perceptions of these efforts are 
always in the expected direction – greater school efforts are associated with parents agreeing that the school is making 
such efforts – but below 0.1 in all the education systems that distributed the parent questionnaire. The correlations between 
school efforts to involve parents and actual parental involvement are also in the expected direction but still below 0.15 
in all education systems. 

SCHOOL LEADERSHIP
School leaders not only manage administrative tasks, such as budgeting, staffing and planning the maintenance of school 
buildings, but also play a key role in education by actively shaping the school culture (Barber, Whelan and Clark, 2010; 
Hallinger and Heck, 1998; Leithwood and Jantzi, 2006; Pont, Nusche and Moorman, 2008). The most effective schools 
are led by principals who define, communicate and build consensus around the school’s education goals, ensure that 
the curriculum and instructional practices are aligned with these goals, and foster healthy social relationships within the 
school community (Branch, Hanushek and Rivkin, 2013; Grissom, Loeb and Master, 2013; Heck, Larsen and Marcoulides, 
1990; Murphy, 1990). 

School principals who shape the learning environment often: 

• develop the school mission and goals

• set and communicate learning standards

• collaborate with teachers on curriculum, instruction and assessment

• plan professional development

• promote teacher collaboration

• involve teachers in decision making

• foster a positive school climate and control disruptive behaviour

• plan school activities that help students develop social and emotional skills

• create ways to involve parents and the local community in school life.
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The PISA school questionnaire focuses mainly on how school leaders create a positive learning environment by building 
effective teacher-principal relationships. PISA 2015 asked school principals to report how frequently (“did not occur”, 
“1-2 times during the year”, “3-4 times during the year”, “once a month”, “once a week”, or “more than once a week”) 
13 actions and behaviours related to school management occurred in the previous academic year. These actions and 
behaviours are combined to create the index of educational leadership; they are also divided into four groups to create 
four sub-indices of educational leadership: curricular, instructional, professional development and teachers’ participation.2 
All indices have been standardised so that the OECD mean is zero and the standard deviation is one. Some of the answers 
given by school principals may be coloured by social desirability, particularly those referring to leadership styles that 
are positively viewed by others, so over-reporting should be considered when interpreting the findings.  
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Figure II.3.17 • Educational leadership and science performance Educational leadership and science performance

 OECD average

1. The socio-economic profile is measured by the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status.
Note: Statistically significant differences are marked in a darker tone (see Annex A3).
Source: OECD, PISA 2015 Database, Table II.3.41.
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Almost all school principals reported doing all of the leadership activities at least once during the previous year 
(Table II.3.33). Across OECD countries, more than nine out of ten students are enrolled in schools whose principal 
undertook each of the 13 management activities at least once per year. More than 60% of students attend schools whose 
principal reported that, at least once a month, he or she “praises teachers whose students are actively participating in 
learning” (63% of students attend such schools); “takes the initiative to discuss matters” when a “teacher has problems 
in his/her classroom” (68%); “provides staff with opportunities to participate in school decision making” (72%); “engages 

A corrigendum has been issued for this page. See: http://www.oecd.org/about/publishing/Corrigenda-PISA2015-VolumeII.pdf
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teachers to help build a school culture of continuous improvement” (73%); “solves the problem together” with teachers 
when they “bring up a classroom problem” (78%); or “pays attention to disruptive behaviour in classrooms” (82%). 
Of the management activities considered, using student performance to develop the school’s educational goals and 
asking teachers to participate in reviewing management practices are the leadership activities in which school principals 
engage the least frequently.

Principals in Brazil, the United Kingdom and the United States were the most likely to report being engaged in 
educational leadership activities while those in Hong Kong (China), Japan and Switzerland were the least likely to 
report so (Table II.3.36). On average across OECD countries, principals of private and public schools reported similar 
levels of educational leadership, while principals of disadvantaged and urban schools reported somewhat higher levels 
of educational leadership than those of advantaged and rural schools, respectively. Similar results are also observed for 
the four sub-indices of school leadership: curricular leadership, instructional leadership, professional development and 
teachers’ participation (Tables II.3.37 to II.3.40). Curricular and instructional leadership activities appear to be more 
common in urban schools, and activities related to professional development and teachers’ participation are reported 
more frequently by principals of disadvantaged schools (and for teachers’ participation, also rural schools). 

On average across OECD countries, all the indices on school leadership are negatively related to science performance, 
after accounting for socio-economic status, even if this negative association is only observed in a smaller number 
of education systems (Tables II.3.36 to II.3.40). When comparing individual questions, and after accounting for the 
schools’ disciplinary climate and the socio-economic profile of students and schools, the strongest negative association 
with science performance is observed when school principals reported that they pay attention to disruptive behaviour 
in classrooms at least once a month (instead of less than once a month); and the weakest negative association is 
observed when principals reported that, at least once a month, they praise teachers whose students actively participate 
in learning (Figure II.3.17). These findings, particularly the differences in the associations with science performance 
before and after accounting for the schools’ disciplinary climate when the questions refer to “problems” or “disruptive 
behaviour”, suggest that school leaders may (need to) show more active leadership when the learning environment 
deteriorates and student problems arise.
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Notes

1. Note that despite referring to student truancy in this chapter, the questions in PISA refer to both authorised and unauthorised absences 
from school.

2. See Boxes II.2.1, II.2.2 and II.2.3 in Chapter 2 for a description of how PISA defines socio-economically disadvantaged and advantaged 
schools, public and private schools, and urban and rural schools.

3. The sub-index of curricular leadership includes the following: “I use student performance results to develop the school’s educational 
goals”; “I make sure that the professional development activities of teachers are in accordance with the teaching goals of the school”; 
“I ensure that teachers work according to the school’s educational goals”; and “I discuss the school’s academic goals with teachers 
at faculty meetings”. The sub-index of instructional leadership includes the following: “I promote teaching practices based on recent 
educational research”; “I praise teachers whose students are actively participating in learning”; and “I draw teachers’ attention to the 
importance of pupils’ development of critical and social capacities”. The sub-index of professional development includes the following: 
“When a teacher has problems in his/her classroom, I take the initiative to discuss matters”; “I pay attention to disruptive behaviour 
in classrooms”; and “When a teacher brings up a classroom problem, we solve the problem together”. The sub-index of teachers’ 
participation include the following: “I provide staff with opportunities to participate”; “I engage teachers to help build a school culture 
of continuous improvement”; and “I ask teachers to participate in reviewing management practices”.
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