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Foreword

Teachers and educational leaders need meaningful and reliable information to assess how well their 
students are prepared for life and work. Many administrators evaluate students’ learning based upon local 
or countrywide expectations. In a global economy, however, the benchmark for educational success is no 
longer national standards alone, but those set by the world’s best-performing schools and education systems.

Over the past 15 years, the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) has evaluated the 
quality, equity and efficiency of school systems in over 80 countries and economies that, together, comprise 
nine-tenths of the world economy. Through PISA, schools and countries can learn from each other. Those 
education systems that have been able to secure strong and equitable learning outcomes and mobilize rapid 
improvements show others what is possible.

Similar to the international PISA assessment, the OECD Test for Schools measures 15-year-old students’ 
knowledge and competencies in reading, mathematics and science. It also assesses their attitudes towards 
learning and school and the learning environments of the schools themselves. Importantly, these assessments 
measures not just whether students can reproduce what they have learned, but how well students can 
extrapolate from what they know and apply their knowledge creatively in novel contexts. By using this tool, 
the performance of an individual school can be compared and benchmarked globally in innovative ways.

This report provides results from the OECD Test for Schools along with examples of strategies, policies and 
practices from education systems around the world to support critical reflection and school improvement. 
The OECD stands ready to support all those involved in delivering “better policies for better schools and 
better lives.”
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For on-going testing in the United States, we extend our special thanks to the William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation, the Kern Family Foundation and America Achieves for all of their support and leadership.

This school report is based primarily on data and project co-ordination provided by NWEA™. As an 
accredited service provider and platform provider for the online OECD Test for Schools, NWEA transitioned 
the paper and pencil test to a web-based test and conducted the test administration, coding, scoring, scaling 
and data management and provided the analytical outputs that comprise the school reports.
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What your school  
can learn from PISA

“What is important for citizens to know and be able to do?” In response to that question and to the need for 
internationally comparable evidence on student performance, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) launched the triennial survey of 15-year-old students around the world known as 
the Programme for International Students Assessment, or PISA. PISA assesses the extent to which 15-year-old 
students have acquired key knowledge and skills that are essential for full participation in modern societies.

In each round of PISA, one of the three core domains is tested in detail, requiring nearly half of the total 
testing time. The major domain in 2015 was science, as it was in 2006. Reading was the major domain in 
2000 and 2009, and mathematics was the major domain in 2003 and 2012. With this alternating schedule 
of major domains, a thorough analysis of achievement in each of the three core areas is presented every nine 
years; an analysis of trends is offered every three years. In this way, PISA offers insights for education policy 
and practice, and monitors trends in students’ acquisition of knowledge and skills across countries and in 
different demographic subgroups within each country.

PISA results reveal what is possible in education by showing what students in the highest-performing and 
most rapidly improving education systems can do. The findings allow policy makers around the world 
to gauge the knowledge and skills of students in their own countries and in their schools in comparison 
with those in other countries. Using this information, they can set policy targets against measurable goals 
achieved by other education systems and learn from policies and practices applied elsewhere.

PISA is different from other international assessments in its:

•	 Policy orientation, which links data on student learning outcomes with data on students’ backgrounds and 
attitudes towards learning, and on key factors that shape their learning, in and outside of school, in order 
to highlight differences in performance and identify the characteristics of students, schools and education 
systems that perform well;

•	 Innovative concept of “literacy”, which refers to students’ capacity to apply knowledge and skills in 
key subjects, and to analyze, reason and communicate effectively as they identify, interpret and solve 
problems in a variety of situations;

•	 Relevance to lifelong learning, as PISA asks students to report on their motivation to learn, their beliefs 
about themselves, and their learning strategies;

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

•	 Breadth of coverage, which, in PISA 2015, encompasses the 35 OECD countries and 37 partner countries 
and economies.

WELLESLEY HIGH SCHOOL
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Figure B • Levels of pro�ciency of students at your school

READING MATHEMATICS SCIENCE
Percentage of students S.E. Percentage of students S.E. Percentage of students S.E.

Top levels 
(Levels 5 and 6)

22% 7.0 43% 6.7 21% 4.6

Intermediate levels 
(Levels 2, 3 and 4)

73% 7.8 52% 6.8 73% 6.7

Below baseline level 
(Level 1 and below)

5% 2.6 5% 3.0 6% 4.9

S.E.: Standard error.

The reading domain of the OECD Test for Schools assesses the active, purposeful and functional application 
of reading in a range of situations and for various purposes. Students who are proficient at the highest 
levels are capable of critically evaluating unfamiliar texts and building hypotheses about them, drawing on 
specialized knowledge and accommodating concepts that may be contrary to expectations. At your school, 
22% of students are proficient at the highest levels of reading. In comparison, 10% of students in the United 
States achieve these levels of proficiency in PISA 2015, compared with 18% of students in Singapore – the 
highest-performing country in PISA 2015.

At the other end of the performance scale, PISA has defined Level 2 as a baseline level of proficiency at which 
students begin to demonstrate the reading competencies that will enable them to participate effectively and 
productively in life. At your school, 5% of students do not reach the baseline level of proficiency in reading, 
compared with 19% of students across schools in the United States in PISA 2015 and 9% in Hong Kong 
(China) in PISA 2015.

The mathematics part of the assessment measures students’ capacity to formulate, employ and interpret 
mathematics in a variety of contexts. Students who reach Levels 5 and 6 in mathematics are capable 
of developing and working with models in complex situations, identifying constraints and specifying 
assumptions. At your school, 43% of students are proficient at these highest levels of mathematics. In 
comparison, 6% of students across schools in the United States in PISA 2015 and 35% of students in 
Singapore in PISA 2015 reach these levels.

Students who perform at the baseline level of mathematics proficiency (Level 2) can employ basic algorithms, 
formulae, procedures or conventions and they can interpret and recognize situations that require no more 
than direct inference. At your school, 5% of students do not reach the baseline level in mathematics, 
compared with 29% of students in the United States in PISA 2015 and 7% of students in Macao (China) in 
PISA 2015.

The science domain measures students’ ability to explain phenomena scientifically, evaluate and design 
scientific inquiry and interpret data and evidence scientifically. Students at the highest levels of science 
proficiency are sufficiently skilled in and knowledgeable about science to be able to creatively and 
autonomously apply their knowledge and skills to various situations, including unfamiliar ones. At your 
school, 21% of the students reach Levels 5 and 6 in science. In comparison, 9% of students in the United 
States in PISA 2015 and 24% of students in Singapore in PISA 2015 perform at these levels of proficiency.

At the baseline level of proficiency in science, students can draw on everyday content knowledge to identify 
an appropriate scientific explanation, demonstrating the competencies that will enable them to participate 
actively in situations related to science and technology. At your school, 6% of the students do not reach 
at least the baseline level in science, compared with 20% in the United States in PISA 2015 and 10% in 
Singapore and Japan in PISA 2015.
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Socio-economic context
Socio-economic status is a broad concept that summarizes many different aspects of a student, school or 
school system. In PISA and in the OECD Test for Schools, this is measured using information gathered from 
a questionnaire that asks students about their family background. Different variables from the questionnaire 
– parents’ education, parents’ occupations, home possessions representing material wealth, and the number 
of books and other educational resources available in the home – make up the PISA index of economic, 
social and cultural status (ESCS).

Because students’ socio-economic background is an established predictor of performance in PISA, it is 
important to consider your school’s results in this context. The following figure shows how your school 
performs in science relative to the socio-economic context of your school’s students, compared with schools 
in the United States that participated in PISA 2015. The diagonal line represents the predicted performance 
of a school given the average socio-economic background of its students. Whether your school is above or 
below the diagonal line can be used as an indication of how effective your school is compared with other 
schools in the United States.

Figure C • How your school’s results in science compare  
with schools in the United States in PISA 2015

Note: Size of the dot is proportional to the number of students enrolled at the school.
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International context
To put your school’s results in an international context, the highest-performing education system in all three 
domains in PISA 2015 – Singapore – has a mean score of 535 points in reading, while the lowest-performing 
education system, Lebanon, has a mean score of 347 points. In mathematics, students in Singapore have a 
mean score of 564 points, while students in the Dominican Republic, the lowest-performing education system 
in mathematics, have an average score of 328 points. In science, the mean performance of Singaporean 
students is 556 points, and in the Dominican Republic, the lowest-performing education system in science, 
it is 332 points.

Figure E shows your school’s performance in reading, mathematics and science compared with students in 
several countries and economies. There are three sets of charts, one for each domain. In each set of charts, 
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Excellence and equity
When interpreting your school’s results, it is important to consider the influence that socio-economic 
background has on learning outcomes. Compared with other schools in the United States, students at 
your school have socio-economic backgrounds statistically significantly greater than the average. In this 
report you will see how your school compares with other schools in the United States and internationally 
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Figure F • Student performance within your school and within selected countries  
and economies in reading, mathematics, and science according to socio-economic status

Note: Within each school, country, or economy shown above, darker colored markers indicate that the difference between the high and low markers is 
statistically significantly different from one another.
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Reader’s Guide

Understanding the differences between your school assessment and the main 
PISA studies
Although the OECD Test for Schools is developed from the same assessment frameworks as the main PISA 
(Programme for International Student Assessment) studies organized every three years by the OECD, the two 
assessments are different. The OECD created the original PISA assessment in response to its member countries’ 
demands for regular and reliable data on the knowledge and skills of their students and the performance of 
their education systems in an international context. While the PISA assessment is intended to provide aggregate 
national results for international comparisons and to inform policy discussions, the OECD Test for Schools is 
designed to provide school-level results for benchmarking and school-improvement purposes.

Sources of school information and data
The accredited service provider in the United States and partner for this cycle of testing, NWEA, organized 
the assessment with participating schools. The students tested at your school responded to approximately 
two hours of test questions and provided answers to a 30-minute student questionnaire. In addition, the 
principal(s) or designated officials of your school provided information on your school’s characteristics by 
completing a school questionnaire.

Other sources of information presented in the report
This report presents information, results and findings from various OECD sources. Primarily, it is based on 
the OECD Test for Schools and results from past PISA cycles. Most of the international comparisons between 
your school’s results and PISA results combine both of these sources. In addition, the report presents findings 
and information gleaned from PISA over the years as well as recent OECD research and resources on 
successful education systems, increasing equity and improving schools.

Data underlying the figures
Because of the nature of the assessment that your school participated in, your school’s results will not be made 
available publicly. The results for your school and others participating in the assessment are confidential. The 
data for those figures where “countries that participated in past PISA cycles” are cited can be found in the 
reports of previous PISA cycles. As a reference point for the most recent PISA cycle in 2015, an overview 
of results for all countries and economies that participated in 2015 is presented as an annex to this report.

Focusing on statistically significant differences
This report discusses differences or changes that are statistically significant and, in some cases, results that 
are not statistically significant. Differences that are statistically significant are clearly indicated.

As a rule, PISA reports differences with a 95% confidence threshold, and this convention has been followed 
in this report. This refers to the fact that, if the measurement were to be replicated several times, a difference 
of that size, smaller or larger, would be observed less than 5% of the time if there were actually no difference 
in corresponding population values.
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standard error; however, even if a school tests all of its 15-year-olds, the standard error will not be eliminated 
as there will still be measurement and equating error. All standard errors in this report have been rounded to 
one decimal place. Thus, where the value 0.0 is shown, this does not imply that the standard error is zero, 
but that it is smaller than 0.05.

Confidence intervals
Whenever mean results for your school or for subgroups of students within your school are presented 
graphically in this report, you will notice a shaded bar above and below the marker for your school. The bar 
indicates the statistical uncertainty (or “confidence interval”) associated with the result. In technical terms, 
the error bar represents a 95% certainty with which your school’s result is estimated to lie within the error 
bars, were the test to be replicated several times with different student samples from your school.

A note on statistical concepts and terminology for meaningful comparisons

The reader will find several statistical concepts and terms used throughout the school report. As with any 
estimate or measurement, there is a certain degree of uncertainty. The degree of error is associated with 
the scores describing student performance in reading, mathematics and science, for example, as these 
scores are estimated based on student responses to test items. As described earlier, a statistic called the 
standard error (S.E.) is used to express the degree of uncertainty associated with sampling, measurement and 
equating error. The standard error can be used to construct a confidence interval, which provides a means of 
making inferences about the population averages and proportions in a manner that reflects the uncertainty 
associated with sample estimates. A 95% confidence interval is used in this report and represents a range of 
plus or minus about two standard errors around the sample average. Using this confidence interval, it can 
be inferred that the population mean or proportion would lie within the confidence interval in 95 out of 
100 replications of the measurement, using different samples randomly drawn from the same population.

When comparing scores among countries, economies, provinces or groups of schools, the degree of error 
in each average must be considered in order to determine if the true population averages are likely different 
from each other. Standard errors and confidence intervals may be used as the basis for performing these 
comparative statistical tests. Such tests can identify, with a known probability, whether there are actual 
differences in the populations being compared.

For example, when an observed difference is significant at the 0.05 level, it implies that the probability is less 
than 0.05 that the observed difference could have occurred because of error from sampling, measurement 
or linking. Only statistically significant differences at the 0.05 level are noted in this report, unless otherwise 
stated. Values are considered statistically significantly different if their confidence intervals do not overlap.

Reproduced and edited from Brochu, P., T. Gluszynski and T. Knighton, Measuring Up: Canadian Results of the OECD PISA Study: 
The Performance of Canada’s Youth in Reading, Mathematics and Science, Minister of Industry, Canada, 2010.
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Your school’s results from the OECD Test for Schools are comparable to PISA, using the same frameworks 
and scaling. And like the international PISA, the OECD Test for Schools measures 15-year-old students’ 
applied knowledge and competencies in reading, mathematics and science. The assessment seeks not only 
to determine whether students can reproduce knowledge, but also examine how well they can extrapolate 
from what they have learned and apply it in unfamiliar settings, both within and outside of school.

However, while the international PISA assessment is intended to provide aggregate national results for 
international comparisons and to inform policy discussions, the OECD Test for Schools is designed to provide 
school-level results for benchmarking and school-improvement purposes.

This report presents your school’s results from the OECD Test for Schools. It allows you to compare your 
students’ levels of proficiency in reading, mathematics and science with the levels of other students in 
your country and in school systems around the world. The results can be used as a gauge of how prepared 
students at your school are to succeed in a global economy. This report will also provide you with examples 
of school practices from countries and economies that have shown consistently high results and made 
considerable progress due to school-improvement efforts and educational reforms.

What the OECD Test for Schools measures and how
The OECD Test for Schools follows the internationally recognized assessment frameworks used in the 
PISA studies. The frameworks were developed by international experts and are updated continuously to 
reflect subject matter developments and progress in assessment methods (see Box 1.2). The frameworks 
are based on the concept of literacy, which includes students’ capacity to extrapolate from what they 
have learned and apply their knowledge and skills in real-life settings, as well as their capacity to 
analyze, reason and communicate effectively as they pose, interpret and solve problems in a variety of 
situations.

Box 1.2 An Introduction to the PISA Assessment Frameworks

The PISA frameworks establish the conceptual foundation for what the assessment measures. They 
focus on students’ capacity to analyze, reason and communicate effectively as they pose, solve and 
interpret problems in a variety of situations. Age 15 is chosen as the target population of PISA because 
at this age students are approaching the end of compulsory education in most OECD and many non-
OECD countries and economies.

The PISA assessment frameworks define competence as far more than the capacity to reproduce 
accumulated knowledge. According to PISA, competence is the ability to successfully meet complex 
demands in varied contexts through the mobilization of psychosocial resources, including knowledge 
and skills, motivation, attitudes, emotions and other social and behavioral components. Rather than 
assessing whether students can reproduce what they have learned, PISA measures whether students 
can extrapolate from what they have learned and apply their competencies in novel situations. Tasks 

http://www.oecd.org/publications/pisa-2015-assessment-and-analytical-framework-9789264255425-en.htm
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In PISA and the OECD Test for Schools, students are presented with stimulus material, such as texts, diagrams, 
tables and/or graphs, which are followed by questions about the material. The questions are constructed 
such that required tasks closely resemble what students might encounter in everyday life. The OECD Test 
for Schools contains 47 questions in reading, 40 in mathematics and 54 in science. Example questions 
developed for the test are included in Annex C, and you can see all of the publicly available PISA questions 
on the PISA website.

Test questions vary in format. Around half require students to construct their own responses. Some require 
a short answer. Others allow for more varied individual responses and require students to justify their 
viewpoints. The other half of questions are multiple-choice items for which students select either one 
choice among four or five alternatives or select one of two possible responses (“yes”/”no” or “agree”/ 
“disagree”) to a series of propositions or statements. The questions are grouped into seven booklets that 
each requires up to 120 minutes of testing time. Each booklet includes a selection of questions, such that 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/test/
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Section 3, The Learning Environment and Student Engagement at Your School, describes your school’s 
classroom disciplinary climate, its teacher-student relations and students’ attitudes towards learning as 
reported in the contextual questionnaires. The section shows how these elements are related to student 
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What Students at Your School 
Know and Can Do in Reading, 

Mathematics and Science

2

This section provides an overview of your school’s performance 
on the OECD Test for Schools. It focuses on the distribution of the 
highest- and lowest-performing students at your school and the 
kinds of tasks that they can perform in each domain. 
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socio-economic backgrounds. Thus, schools that are plotted towards the lower end of the scale (-1.5 for 
example) will appear on the left side of the figure, and one may conclude that students in these schools, 
on average, come from more disadvantaged backgrounds. Schools plotted with higher ESCS values, such 
as +1.0 or higher, (towards the right side of the x-axis) serve students primarily from more advantaged 
backgrounds.

In some cases, a student might take the OECD-based Test for Schools but not complete all items from the 
student questionnaire. If less than 80% of your students provided information about their socio-economic 
background, then a note will appear in figures that refer to the socio-economic status of your school’s students. 
These results should be interpreted in consideration of how many students supplied such information.

Box 2.1 Why low-performing students fall behind  
and how to help them succeed

http://www.oecd.org/edu/low-performing-students-9789264250246-en.htm
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Figure 2.2 • How your school’s results in reading compare  
with schools in the United States in PISA 2015

Note: Size of the dot is proportional to the number of students enrolled at the school.

The diagonal line on each figure indicates the relationship between socio-economic background and 
performance. Schools well above the diagonal line perform better than what would reasonably be expected 
given the socio-economic status of their students while those well below do not perform as well as what 
would reasonably be expected.

There are also two shaded areas in each figure. The horizontal shaded area represents the confidence interval 
around your school’s score on the PISA scale for a specific domain. The vertical shaded area represents the 
confidence interval around your school’s value on the ESCS index. Where they overlap represents the area 
in which your school’s results would be expected to be 95% of the time if the OECD Test for Schools were 
administered continuously in your school.
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Figure 2.5 •  The six levels of reading pro�ciency in PISA1

Level
Lower score limit 

on PISA scale What students can do at this level of proficiency

6

698

Students at proficiency Level 6 are highly skilled readers. They can conduct fine-grained analyses of 
texts, which require detailed comprehension of both explicit information and unstated implications, and 
they can reflect on and evaluate what they read at a more general level. Students at this level have 
successfully completed most of the tasks presented to them in the reading assessment, demonstrating 
that they are capable of dealing with many different types of reading material. Hence, they are diversified 
readers who can assimilate information from unfamiliar content areas presented in atypical formats, as 
well as being able to engage with more familiar content with typical structures and text features. Another 
characteristic of the most highly developed readers is that they can overcome preconceptions in the face 
of new information, even when that information is contrary to expectations. Students at this level are 
capable of recognizing what is provided in a text, both conspicuous and more subtle information, while 
being able to apply a critical perspective to it, drawing on sophisticated understanding beyond the text.

5

626

Students at proficiency Level 5 can handle texts that are unfamiliar in either form or content. They can find 
information in such texts, demonstrate detailed understanding and infer which information is relevant to 
the task. They are also able to critically evaluate such texts and build hypotheses about them, drawing 
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How students at your school perform in terms of proficiency levels in reading
Figure 2.6 shows the distribution of students at your school in the six proficiency levels in reading, compared 
with students in the United States in PISA 2015. If the bars are striped, the distribution of students at your 
school is statistically significantly different from that of the United States. If the bars are solid, the distribution 
is not statistically significantly different.

In the United States, 10% of students perform at or above Level 5 in reading, while 18% of students in 
Singapore perform at these highest levels. The kinds of tasks that students at Levels 5 and 6 are capable of 
doing suggest that those who reach Level 5 or above can be regarded as potential “world-class” knowledge 
workers of tomorrow.

Figure 2.6 • How pro�cient are students at your school in reading compared  
with students in the United States in PISA 2015

Note: Striped bars are an indication that the distribution of students in proficiency levels at your school is statistically significantly different from the 
distribution of students in United States. Solid bars are an indication that the distribution of students in proficiency levels at your school is not statistically 
significantly different from the distribution of students in United States.

In contrast, 19% of 15-year-olds in the United States do not reach Level 2 of reading proficiency. As described 
earlier, Level 2 is the baseline level at which students begin to demonstrate reading competencies that will 
enable them to participate effectively and productively as students, as workers and citizens. In the highest-
performing countries and economies, such as Hong Kong (China) and Ireland in PISA 2015, the proportion 
of students who do not reach this level is around 10%.

A Canadian study that followed students who were assessed by PISA in 2000 showed that students who do 
not reach Level 2 face high risks of not completing post-secondary education and having difficulties in the 
labor market at age 19 and age 21. For example, more than 60% of students who performed below Level 2 
in PISA 2000 had not received any post-school education by age 21 (see Box 2.2).

WELLESLEY HIGH SCHOOL



2
WhAt StUdeNts At YoUR School KNow ANd CAN Do iN ReAdiNg, MAtheMAtics ANd ScieNce

43

What students at your school know and can do in mathematics
The OECD Test for Schools measures mathematics in terms of students’ capacity to formulate, employ and 
interpret mathematics in a variety of contexts. To provide a better understanding of the type of tasks used 
to assess students’ knowledge and skills in mathematics, a selection of sample tasks has been included in 
Annex C.

Box 2.2 The link between reading performance and success in adult life

Canada launched the “Youth in Transition Survey” in 2000, which interviewed 30,000 Canadian 
students who had participated in PISA 2000 every two years from ages 15 to 25. The survey shows that 
students in the bottom quartile of PISA reading scores were much more likely to drop out of secondary 
school and less likely to continue beyond grade 12 than those in the top quartile. High-performing 
students were more likely to continue with education at age 21 and did not enter the workforce right 
away. Students at the top PISA levels of reading proficiency (Levels 5 and 6) were 20 times more 
likely to go to university than those at or below Level 1. If students who were in the top quartile did 
enter the labor force, they were more likely to return to education later. Students who scored below 
Level 2 faced a disproportionately higher risk of poor participation in post-secondary education or 
low labor-market outcomes at age 19, and even worse outcomes at age 21. Also, women who had 
obtained high reading scores at age 15 earned 12% more than those with low scores. The relationship 
was weaker for men.

For students to become better readers, and overall learners, teachers can help promote parents’ 
involvement at home. In addition, parent-teacher partnerships need not be restricted to school-based 
activities. When teachers have trusting relationships with parents, they can share their knowledge 
about their students’ needs and preferences. Teachers can also support and inform parents on the best 
way to engage with their children and can discuss matters with students directly when parents face 
constraints that make regular involvement with their children difficult.

Teachers can develop programs to cultivate the desire to read. Programs such as “Drop everything and 
read” in the United States show children that reading for pleasure is a valuable activity. PISA suggests 
that students who have higher scores on the combined reading literary scale spend more time reading 
for pleasure and tend to have a wider reading repertoire. Teachers can encourage both students and 
parents to use libraries, support book clubs among students and among parents and establish periods 
dedicated to reading during the school day. As a result, parents should begin to see that reading to 
their young children is as essential as feeding and clothing them, and children grow up with the 
deeply ingrained sense that reading is both a valuable pursuit and a pleasure.
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Figure 2.8 • How pro�cient are students at your school in mathematics compared  
with students in the United States in PISA 2015

Note: Striped bars are an indication that the distribution of students in proficiency levels at your school is statistically significantly different from the 
distribution of students in the United States. Solid bars are an indication that the distribution of students in proficiency levels at your school is not statistically 
significantly different from the distribution of students in the United States.

About 21% of students in the United States score at or above proficiency Level 4 in mathematics – the level at 
which students can solve problems that involve visual and spatial reasoning, compared with the OECD average 
of 29%. In the highest-performing countries and economies, such as Singapore and Hong Kong (China),  
over 50% of students perform at Level 4 or higher. In the lowest-performing countries and economies in 
mathematics – the Dominican Republic and Kosovo – fewer than 1% of students reach Level 4 or higher.

At the other end of the scale, 29% of students in the United States do not reach the baseline Level 2 in 
mathematics – the level of proficiency at which students begin to demonstrate the kinds of skills that enable 
them to use mathematics in ways that are considered fundamental for their future development. Among 
these, 11% do not reach Level 1, while 19% reach Level 1 but not Level 2. In comparison, 7% of students 
from Macao (China) do not reach Level 2, while 91% of students from the Dominican Republic do not reach 
Level 2. Students who score below Level 1 (358 score points) cannot complete the most basic mathematical 
tasks from PISA and the OECD Test for Schools.

What students at your school know and can do in science
Unlike many traditional assessments of student performance in science, PISA and the OECD Test for Schools 
do not focus on measuring students’ mastery of specific science content. Rather, they measure the capacity of 
students to engage with science-related issues and to think like a scientist. To provide a better understanding 
of the type of tasks used to assess students’ science competencies, a selection of sample tasks has been 
included in Annex C. See also Sample Items from the OECD Test for Schools.

As with reading and mathematics, depending on the science tasks that they can successfully complete, students 
can be grouped into different levels of science proficiency. Figure 2.9 presents short descriptions of what students 
are expected to know and be able to do at each level of science proficiency. Level 2 has been established as the 
baseline level of science proficiency. It defines the level of achievement at which students begin to demonstrate 
the science competencies that will enable them to participate actively in real-life situations related to science 
and technology. Students with a score between 484 and 558 are proficient at Level 3. Students with a score of 
708 and above are proficient at Level 6, while students with a score below 335 do not reach Level 1. Students 
below Level 1 usually cannot perform the most basic science tasks from PISA and the OECD Test for Schools.
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Figure 2.10 • How pro�cient are students at your school in science compared  
with students in the United States in PISA 2015

Note: Striped bars are an indication that the distribution of students in proficiency levels at your school is statistically significantly different from the 
distribution of students in United States. Solid bars are an indication that the distribution of students in proficiency levels at your school is not statistically 
significantly different from the distribution of students in United States.

Box 2.3 High autonomy combined with high accountability:  
Lessons from Estonia

PISA results suggest that when autonomy and accountability are intelligently combined, they tend 
to be associated with better student performance. At the country level, the greater the number of 
schools that autonomously define and elaborate their curricula and assessments, the better the 
performance of the entire school system, even after accounting for national income. Systems that 
grant schools greater discretion in deciding student-assessment policies, courses offered, the content 
of those courses and textbooks used are also those systems that show higher reading scores overall. 
In addition, PISA results show that school systems where most schools post achievement data 
publicly, average student performance is marginally higher in those schools that have autonomy 
over resource allocation.

Schools in Estonia have autonomy above the OECD average, including the capacity to make 
decisions on the curriculum, resource allocation and hiring and dismissing teaching staff. The high 
level of autonomy allows each school to decide its own way of teaching, the content taught, and 
the selection, remuneration and training of the teachers. Local schools also have high autonomy 
in the design, implementation, modification and improvement of curriculum in collaboration with 
a school’s board of trustees, students, teachers and parents. Each school is allowed to use its own 
assessment and grading system on the condition that they are convertible to the national five-point 
scale. Under the discretion of schools, teachers can be awarded monetarily for additional work 
and for effective results. This high autonomy enjoyed by schools goes hand-in-hand with school 
accountability and in turn, high levels of autonomy go hand-in-hand with rigorous state regulation. 
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