
Are students well prepared to meet the challenges of the future? Are they able to analyse, reason and
communicate their ideas effectively? Do they have the capacity to continue learning throughout life? These
are questions that parents, students, the public and those who run education systems continually ask. 

Knowledge and Skills for Life provides some answers. It assesses how far students near the end of
compulsory education have acquired some of the knowledge and skills that are essential for full
participation in society. It presents evidence on student performance in reading, mathematical and
scientific literacy, reveals factors that influence the development of these skills at home and at school, 
and examines what the implications are for policy development. 

The report shows considerable variation in levels of knowledge and skills between students, schools and
countries. The extent to which the socio-economic background of students and schools affects student
performance varies. Some countries have managed to mitigate the influence of social background and
some have done that while achieving a high overall mean performance. This is a noteworthy achievement.
Will other countries take up the challenge? 

The data underlying this report are available at www.pisa.oecd.org.

The OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is a collaborative process
among the 30 Member countries of the OECD and some non-OECD countries, bringing together
scientific expertise from the participating countries and steered jointly by their governments on the
basis of shared, policy-driven interests. PISA is an unprecedented attempt to measure student
achievement across all OECD countries and some non-OECD countries, as is evident from some of
its features: 
– The literacy approach: PISA aims to define each domain (reading, mathematics and science) not

merely in terms of mastery of the school curriculum, but in terms of the knowledge and skills
needed for full participation in society. 

– A long-term commitment: Over the decade to come, it will enable countries regularly and
predictably to monitor their progress in meeting key learning objectives. 

– The age-group covered: By assessing 15-year-olds, i.e. young people near the end of their
compulsory education, PISA provides a significant indication of the overall performance of school
systems. 

– The relevance to lifelong learning: PISA does not limit itself to assessing students’ knowledge and
skills but also asks them to report on their own, self-regulated learning, their motivation to learn
and their preferences for different types of learning situation.
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ORGANISATION FOR ECONOMIC CO-OPERATION
 AND DEVELOPMENT

Pursuant to Article 1 of the Convention signed in Paris on 14th December 1960, and which came into
force on 30th September 1961, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
shall promote policies designed:

– to achieve the highest sustainable economic growth and employment and a rising standard of
living in Member countries, while maintaining financial stability, and thus to contribute to the
development of the world economy;

– to contribute to  sound economic expansion in Member as well  as non-member countries in the
process of economic development; and

– to contribute to the expansion of world trade on a multilateral, non-discriminatory basis in
accordance with international obligations.

The original Member countries of the OECD are Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France,
Germany,  Greece, Iceland,  Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands,  Norway,  Portugal, Spain,
Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey,  the United Kingdom and  the United States.  The following countries
became Members subsequently through accession at  the dates indicated hereafter: Japan
(28th April 1964), Finland (28th January 1969), Australia (7th June 1971), New Zealand (29th May 1973),
Mexico (18th  May 1994), the Czech Republic (21st December 1995), Hungary (7th May  1996),  Poland
(22nd November 1996), Korea (12th December 1996) and the Slovak Republic (14th December 2000). The
Commission of the European Communities takes part in the work of the OECD (Article 13 of the OECD
Convention).
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CHAPTER 3   What PISA shows that 15-year-olds can do: a profile of student performance in mathematical and scientific literacy

96

 Estimates for n(i) are based on the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) (OECD, 1997).

12. The correlation for the overall relationship is 0.42. Taken separately, the correlation is 0.44 for the combined reading lit-
eracy scale, 0.47 for the mathematical literacy scale and 0.29 for the scientific literacy scale.

CE = ∑ n(i)* E(i)
2

i=0

11. Cumulative expenditure for a given country is approximated as follows: let n(0), n(1) and n(2) be the typical number of 
years spent by a student from the beginning of primary education up to the age of 15 years in primary, lower secondary 
and upper secondary education. Let E(0), E(1) and E(2) be the annual expenditure per student in U.S dollars converted 
using purchasing power parities in primary, lower secondary and upper secondary education, respectively. The cumulative 
expenditure is then calculated by multiplying current annual expenditure E by the typical duration of study n for each level 
of education i using the following formula:
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Chapter

WHAT MAKES A DIFFERENCE 
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SOME INDICATIONS 
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