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1. introduction
Every three years the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) organises a survey of the educational achievement of 15-year-olds known as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA).  In many countries, PISA data is used to establish benchmarks for educational standards based on the performance of particularly relevant comparison countries.  The PISA survey assesses students in science, reading and mathematics.  In each survey one of these is the main subject, which was Reading in 2009, (first assessed in 2000).  Sixty-five countries took part in PISA 2009, including 34 OECD member countries and 25 members of the European Union.  In England, PISA 2009 was carried out by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER), which publishes the report on behalf of the Department for Education.
OECD excluded England’s 2003 results from the international reports because too few schools took part.  Expert academic analysis also raised doubts about the representativeness of England’s sample in PISA 2000.  Pupils in England, Wales and Northern Ireland sat a two-hour assessment in November 2009 under test conditions, following standardised procedures implemented by all countries.  Scotland tested earlier in 2009
.  About half the questions were on reading and the remainder on mathematics and science.  
2. pisa scoring and sampling

PISA uses assessment instruments that produce scores for students in 6 Levels for science and maths and 5 Levels for reading.  500 is set as the OECD mean score above or below which a country’s score can be seen as indicating student achievement which is superior or inferior to the mean scores of other countries
.

PISA’s sampling procedures rigorously seek to achieve a completely representative sample of participating schools and students (school type, region, student ability).  Samples are, however, very small.  For the PISA 2009 survey in England, 165 schools and 4081 pupils took part, (less than 1% of 15-year-olds in English schools in 2009).  Generalising from the results should therefore be undertaken with considerable caution, even allowing for PISA’s and NFER’s meticulous statistical controls.

3. overall scores
England’s (and the UK’s) mean scores in reading, mathematics and science did not change significantly between 2006 and 2009, though England has fallen in the international rankings in all three subjects.
England (compared with whole UK and OECD mean scores) 
	Subject
	2006 Mean score
	2006 Ranking
	2009 Mean score
	2009 Ranking

	Reading
	496  (UK: 495; OECD: 492)
	17th  (UK: 17th)
	495  (UK: 495; OECD: 493)
	25th  (UK: 25th)

	Mathematics
	495  (UK: 498; OECD: 498)
	25th  (UK: 24th)
	493  (UK: 492; OECD: 496)
	27th  (UK: 28th)

	Science
	516  (UK: 515; OECD: 500)
	14th  (UK: 14th)
	515  (UK: 514; OECD: 501)
	16th  (UK: 16th)


UK countries
	
	England
	Scotland
	Northern Ireland
	Wales

	Reading
	495
	500
	499
	476

	Mathematics
	493
	499
	492
	472

	Science
	515
	514
	511
	496


4. reading in england
· Twelve countries had mean scores for reading which were significantly higher than that of England. In 14 countries the difference in mean scores from that in England was not statistically significant. Thirty-eight countries had mean scores that were significantly lower than England.

· The mean score for reading in England was slightly above the OECD average but this difference was not statistically significant.

· Of the 12 countries with higher mean scores (where the difference was statistically significant), nine were members of the OECD.  Twelve OECD countries had mean scores significantly lower than England (Italy, Slovenia, Greece, Spain, the Czech Republic, the Slovak Republic, Israel, Luxembourg, Austria, Turkey, Chile and Mexico).

· Only three of the countries with mean scores significantly higher than England are in the EU (Finland, the Netherlands, and Belgium).  Nine EU countries had mean scores that were not significantly different from England and 12 EU countries had scores significantly lower than England.

· There was variation in England’s performance across the three reading processes (access and retrieve; integrate and interpret; reflect and evaluate) and the two text formats (continuous texts and non-continuous texts).  England’s highest reading process score was attained on the reflect and evaluate scale.  England achieved a higher mean score on the non-continuous texts scale than on the continuous texts scale.  A similar level of variation was seen in several other countries including some of the 12 countries that significantly outperformed England (for example, Shanghai-China, Hong Kong-China, New Zealand and the Netherlands).

· The spread of attainment in England was slightly wider than the OECD average.  Only 11 OECD countries (Israel, France, Luxembourg, New Zealand, Belgium, Japan, Austria, Australia, Sweden, the United States and Iceland) had a wider spread of attainment than England.  England had a slightly larger proportion of pupils at the highest levels of attainment than the average for OECD countries and a similar proportion at the lowest.

· Girls scored significantly higher than boys in reading.  This was the case in every participating country.  However, England had one of the lowest scale point differences between girls and boys, with a difference of 25 scale points compared to an OECD average of 39 scale points. Only two countries (Chile and the Netherlands) had smaller differences.

· England’s performance in 2009 does not differ greatly from that in the last PISA survey in 2006.
Pupils and reading in England

· Over 60% of pupils in England spend some time reading for enjoyment, while about 40% only read if they have to. Responses to statements measuring attitudes to reading were generally similar to the OECD average although pupils in England appeared to be slightly more negative in their attitude to reading.

· Attitudes to reading had a positive connection with reading scores.  Both internationally and in England, there was a large difference in scores between those who never read for enjoyment and those who do, even if only for a short time each day.

· For pupils in England the most popular reading materials were magazines and newspapers.  Pupils read fiction more often than non-fiction books.  Here, again, pupils in England were similar to those in other OECD countries except that they were much less likely to read comic books than the OECD average. In schools in England pupils spent more time on reading non-continuous texts than the OECD average.  They also reported reading poetry in class more frequently than the OECD average. 

· Pupils in England spent more time chatting online and reading emails than the OECD average but were similar to their OECD counterparts in the frequency of other online activities.

· Pupils in England are better able to overcome disadvantage and achieve scores higher than predicted by their background when compared to some other OECD countries.
5. mathematics in england
· Mathematics was a minor subject in the PISA 2009 survey.  A sub-sample of students was assessed in mathematics and there were fewer questions than in science.  The results reported are estimates for the whole population, based on the performance of students who were presented with mathematics test items.

· The mean score for mathematics in England was not significantly different from the OECD average.

· Twenty countries had mean scores for mathematics that were significantly higher than that of England.  In 12 countries the difference in mean scores from that in England was not statistically significant.  Thirty-two countries had mean scores that were significantly lower than England.

· Of the 20 countries with higher mean scores (where the difference was statistically significant), only seven are not OECD countries (Shanghai-China, Singapore, Hong Kong-China, Chinese Taipei, Liechtenstein, Macao-China and Estonia).  There were seven OECD countries with mean scores significantly lower than England.

· Seven of the countries with mean scores significantly higher than England are in the EU (Finland, the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, Estonia, Denmark and Slovenia).  Ten EU countries had mean scores that were not significantly different to England’s and seven EU countries had scores significantly lower than England.

· England had a low spread of attainment in mathematics compared with other countries.  There was a smaller proportion of pupils at both the lowest and the highest levels compared to the OECD average. About four-fifths of the OECD countries had a larger spread of attainment than England.

· Boys performed significantly better than girls in mathematics.  This was a common pattern internationally, with more than half the PISA countries showing a similar difference.  However, England had one of the biggest gender differences.

· England’s performance in mathematics in PISA 2009 does not differ greatly from that in the last PISA survey in 2006.
6. science in england

· Science was a minor domain in the PISA 2009 survey.  A sub-sample of students was assessed in science and there were fewer questions than in reading.  The results reported are estimates for the whole population, based on the performance of students who were presented with science test items.

· Ten countries had mean scores for science that were significantly higher than that of England.  In nine countries the difference in mean scores from that in England was not statistically significant. Forty-five countries had mean scores that were significantly lower than England.

· The mean score for science in England was above the OECD average and this difference was statistically significant.

· Of the ten countries with higher mean scores (where the difference was statistically significant), six were members of the OECD.  Six OECD countries had mean scores that were not significantly different to England and the remaining 20 OECD countries had mean scores significantly lower than England.

· Of the ten countries with mean scores significantly above England, only two are EU members (Finland and Estonia).  While five EU countries did not perform significantly differently from England, 17 performed less well.

· England’s spread of attainment in science was wider than the OECD average. Only ten OECD countries had a wider spread of attainment (New Zealand, Israel, Luxembourg, Belgium, France, Australia, Austria, Germany, Sweden and Japan).  In England, there was a smaller proportion of pupils at the lower levels compared with the OECD average and there was a larger proportion of pupils at the higher levels compared to the OECD average.

· In England there was no significant gender difference for science, which was also the case for the OECD average.  In half the participating countries there were significant gender differences, in the majority of cases in favour of girls.

· England’s performance in science in 2009 is similar to the performance in 2006, apart from a slight decrease in both low and high attainers.
The full PISA national reports for England and the other UK countries can be viewed/ downloaded at: http://www.nfer.ac.uk/research/projects/oecd-programme-for-international-student-assessment-oecd-pisa/ 
A brief summary of the report for England [Ref. DfE-RB069] can be viewed/downloaded at:

http://publications.education.gov.uk/  >  Entering rb069 in the Search field.
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�  The OECD mean of 500 was established in 2000 for reading; 2003 for mathematics; 2006 for science.
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