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Overview of Presentation 

·Achievement / Performance Outcomes

·Selected Characteristics Associated with 

Achievement

·Has there been a Real Decline in PISA 

Reading?

·Recommendations/Implications (NA 

Reading Only)

·Looking Ahead
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Overview - NA-Reading 

·National Assessments at primary level have been 
carried out periodically since 1972

·Previously, maths & reading assessments have been 
conducted in different years or on different grade 
levels

·NA 2009 saw two major changes:

ƁSame pupils assessed for both domains

ƁA shift in target grades (to 2 nd and 6th classes)



NA 2009 Reading Framework

Reading Processes

·Retrieve 

·Infer

·Interpret & Integrate

·Examine & Evaluate

·(Core Reading Skills 

ðvocabulary)

Text Types

·Literary 

·Informational 
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Understanding NA Test Scores

·Scales characteristics 
¶Same scale structure used for all 4 tests  

¶Mean=250

¶Standard deviation=50  

·This means that
¶68% of pupils score between 200-300

¶A difference ofé
¶3 points is minor

¶50 points is huge
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Level Score Range

Level 4 320+

Level 3 270-319

Level 2 230-269

Level 1 185-229

Below Level 1 < 184

Proficiency Levels

Proficiency Levels = Scale scores 
grouped into Levels

Each Level has its own explanatory 
text, which outlines the skills youõd 
expect from pupils at that Level

Pupils òBelow Level 1ó cannot 
consistently answer some of the 
easiest questions in the tests, so we 
cannot describe their skills



Example of Proficiency Levels 



PISA Overview   

· The PISA acronym ðProgramme for International Student 
Assessment

· Established in 1997 to move the focus from input and output 
indicators (e.g.  Spending on education; college entry rates) to 
measures of the quality of education (i.e. what knowledge and skills 
can students demonstrate?)

· Innovative approach to assessment ðôreal-lifeõ tasks deemed 
necessary for future participation in society, education and work

· Cross-sectional in design but some evidence of the predictive 
validity of these measures is available, e.g. from a longitudinal study 
conducted in Canada
Ɓ After adjusting for a range of socioeconomic and other characteristics, university 

entry by Canadian youth was strongly predicted by PISA reading scores at age 15

· PISA stands in contrast to other international studies such as 
TIMSS and PIRLS
Ɓ Stronger political dimension

Ɓ Age-based sample

Ɓ No explicit linkages with national curricula



Participating PISA Countries



PISA Overview  

·Conducted every three years starting in 2000

·Each ôcycleõ or administration focuses on one ôassessment 
domainõ ðreading-maths-science-reading

Ɓ2009 is the first time that a ômajorõ domain has been available for 
trend analysis  

· From 32 countries in 2000 to 65 in 2009 ðcovers 80% of the 
global economy

ƁNot just an educational ôyardstickõ but also a political and 
economic one

· There is a tension between innovation and trends in PISA 
and it is arguable that PISA tries to measure too much

ƁThree assessment domains each cycle?

ƁChanging the nature of the assessment (e.g. electronic reading 
assessment,  large number of new reading items ) while trying to 
measure change?

ƁIf you want to measure change, donõt change the measure



PISA Reading Framework 

Item Types

·Access and Retrieve

·Integrate & Interpret

·Reflect and Evaluate

Text Structure

·Continuous

·Non-continuous

·Mixed (contain both 
continuous, non-
continuous)

·Multiple (stand-alone, 
but together for 
assessment)



PISA Reading Framework



PISA Achievement Measures

·Although league tables of achievement are the main 
focus in the media, these should be regarded as the 
tip of the iceberg
ƁFor example, PISA is well placed to inform policy on equity 

in educational outcomes (it has strong measures of social 
and cultural background)

·Achievement is ôscaledõ to have a mean of 500 and a 
standard deviation of 100 when a domain is first a 
major domain
ƁReading: 2000

·Proficiency levels (benchmarks) are established such 
that ôBelow Level 2õ is regarded as the minimal level of 
competency in each subject area 
ƁReading <407 points
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NA ðReading Overall Results 

·2nd class 
ƁGirls significantlyoutperformed boys, overall, and on all 

subscales

·6th class
ƁNo significant gender differences 

ƁBut, slightly more boys Below Proficiency Level 1

·Subscales

ƁVocabulary & Reading Comprehension were of similar difficulty 

for pupils



Overall mean scores and OECD 

rank

Reading 2000 2009 Change

Mean score 527 496 -31

OECD rank 5/24 17/34

Mathematics 2003 2009 Change

Mean score 503 487 -16

OECD rank 17/29 26/34

Science 2006 2009 Change

Mean score 508 508 0

OECD rank 14/30 14/34



30 Highest Performing Countries in 

PISA 2009



Reading ðpercentage of low- and 

high-achievers (2009-2000)

Reading 2000 2009 Change

Overall 11% 17.2% +6.2%

Male 13.5% 23.2% +9.7%

Female 8.3% 11.3% +3.0%

ÅLow achievers (below Level 2)

ÅHigh achievers (at/above Level 5)

Reading 2000 2009 Change

Overall 14.2% 7% -7.2%

Male 11.2% 4.5% -6.7%

Female 17.4% 9.6% -7.8%



PISA Mean Scores by Gender  

Reading (Overall) 2000 2009 Change

Male 513 476 -37

Female 542 515 -27



PISA Gender Differences (M-F)

Reading 2000 2009

Ireland -29 -38

OECD -29 -38



PISA Key Percentile Markers -

Reading
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PISA Variation in Achievement

·Standard deviations
ƁReading: 95(OECD average = 93); 

·Between-school differences (Reading()The more 
schools differ, the less equitable the system 
Ɓ31% of variation is between schools in Ireland compared 

with 42% on average across the OECD

ƁLow levels of between-school differences (<20%): 
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway

ƁHigh levels of between-school differences (>50%): Austria, 
Belgium, Chile, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, 
Slovenia, Turkey

ƁThere has been a significant increase in Ireland in between-
school variance since 2000 (up from 18.2% to 31%)

ƁNB this may be a linked to the inclusion of 8 very low-
performing schools in 2009



Summary (Achievement)

· PISA  results show a mixed profile of achievement

·Reading ðlargest decline across all countries whose results 

can be compared; now at OECD average

·Mathematics ðsecond largest decline; now below OECD 

average

· Science ðno change; still a bit above the OECD average

· An examination of the distribution of achievement raises 

some concerns, e.g.

ƁMore low achieving males in reading

ƁVery few high achievers in mathematics

Å NA 2009 ðbaseline data only ðno inferences about 

achievement can be made on the basis of the results. 



Variables Associated with Achievement on 

NA -Reading and PISA
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Factors Related to Achievement (NA Reading)

ƁFor both pupils and schools, there were strong correlations 

between
¶maths & reading scores

¶SES and test scores

ƁSES is a central factor, but many other factors were related 

to achievement

1. Home characteristics

2. Pupil characteristics

3. School & Teacher characteristics

Ɓ In the next chart, strength of the link with achievement is 

shown by the number of + or - beside a variable
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Family Pupil School / Teacher

No. of books in 
home

++++ Academic 
expectations

+++ DEIS points ïïï

SES +++ Self-concept maths +++ % employed parent +++

Parent 
confidence

+++ Speak ñanotherò 
language at home

ïïï % Lone parent ïï

Traveller Comôtyïïï TV in bedroom ïï Attendance rate ++

Employed 
parent

++ Value/enjoy reading ++ % EAL pupils ï

Educational 
Resources

++ Self-rating on 
Reading/Maths

++ Teaching 
experience

+

Lone parent ï Moderate 
internet/games 
usage

+

Extra qualification +

Family size ï Teacher confidence +

Public library + Worksheets (read) ï

Quiet study 
place 

+

Parent reading 
habits

+



NA Reading - Family Characteristics
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NA Reading -Varying Categories of 

òNewcomeró

6th class Reading 
score

Maths 
score

National 
average

15% born outside 
Ireland

237 248 250

5% speak ñanotherò 
language at home

211 241 250

< 3% donôt speak any 
English or Irish at 
home

207 244 250



NA Reading ðBooks in the Home



NA Reading ðTV in Bedroom
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NA Reading - Trends 2004-2009: Non-

achievement

Unemployment, lone parent families, speaking 
ñanotherò language, quiet place to study, internet 
access, academic expectations

Up

Books in the home, academic aspirations Static

Time for English lessons, parent courses for English, 
calculator usage

Down

Time for maths lessons, parent courses for maths, 
number of computers in schools

Up

Computer usage (in lessons) static



What contextual information does 

PISA gather?
· Student and school questionnaires

· In Ireland, a national questionnaire for teachers of English

· ôCoreõ or ôtrendõ information

ƁSchool and student demographics, socioeconomic characteristics, school 

resources and structural features

· ôDomain-specificõ information

ƁEngagement in reading, use of reading strategies

· International ôoptionalõ components

Ɓ ICT attitudes and usage

ƁEducational career

ƁParent questionnaire

· National additions to student and school questionnaires

ƁEnglish language support, ICTs in school

ƁParental involvement, experiences of bullying

ƁStructural aspects of the system (e.g. school sector, DEIS)



PISA Caveats

· Cross-sectional surveys do not allow causation to be inferred

· Effects of socioeconomic status are likely to be overestimated ð

they should be interpreted as cumulative effects

· Some questions, particularly relating to attitudes and beliefs, may be 

prone to socially desirable responses

· Not all scales are fully comparable internationally; e.g.  a mean 

score on a scale measuring attitudes to school is not necessarily 

equivalent across countries

· The age-based sample design means that PISA is not particularly 

informative about characteristics of classrooms and teachers

· New national analyses for main national report on PISA 2009



PISA Social Background (1)

· Social background is a focus of Vol II of the OECD report

· PISA includes a composite measure called Economic, Social and 

Cultural Status

Ɓ Parental education

Ɓ Parental occupation (NB does not include employment status)

Ɓ Home educational climate

Ɓ Books at home

Ɓ Material possessions

Ɓ Cultural possessions

· There is a consistent and generally strong positive association between 

ESCS and achievement ðrelationship in Ireland (R2=.13) is slightly weaker 

than on average across the OECD (R2 = .14)

· It is policy relevant to analyse the components of ESCS separately as 

varying policy interventions are implied

· Components are differentially related to achievement, e.g.  occupation = 

.32;  home educational resources = .23; material possessions = .07



PISA Social Background (2)

· The distribution of ESCS is also important

· ôIndex of social inclusionõ ðpercent of variation in ESCS between 

schools

ƁIreland = 23% (similar to the OECD average of 26%)

ƁCountries with low levels of social inclusion (>40%): Chile, Mexico, 

Argentina, Peru, Thailand

ƁCountries with high levels (<15%): Finland, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland

· In Ireland, differences in average ESCS explain 59% of 

between-school differences in achievement (i.e. 59% of 31%)

ƁLower in Finland and Norway (about 25%)

ƁVery high (>75%) in Luxembourg, UK, USA, Colombia



PISA Demographic Characteristics (1)

·In 2009, 8.3% of students in Ireland are ônon-
nativeõ (OECD average = 10.3%)

·Very homogenous populations (>95% ônativeõ) are 
associated with Chile, Czech Republic, Finland, 
Hungary, Japan, Korea, Poland, and Slovak Republic

·Less homogenous populations (<80% ônativeõ) are 
associated with Australia, Canada, Luxembourg, 
New Zealand, and USA

·In Ireland, there is no achievement difference 
between native and second-generation students;  
the difference between first-generation students 
and native students is 36 points (average = 52)



PISA Demographic Characteristics (2)

·In Ireland, students speaking another 
language score an average of 57 points 
lower than other students

·This achievement difference is unrelated 
to socioeconomicbackground in Ireland

·There has been a fourfold increase in 
other language speakers in Ireland since 
2000 and this group is less 
socioeconomically advantaged than it was 
in 2000



Other Language English/Irish

% Mean % Mean

2000 0.9% 532.8 99.1% 527.4

2009 3.6% 443.9 96.4% 500.4

PISA Students Speaking ôOtherõ 

Language in Ireland


