
Program for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) 

  
 Mathematics literacy 
 Science literacy 
 Reading literacy 

 

 
 15-year-old students 
 Every 3 years since 

2000 
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 Coordinated by the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) 
 



 U.S. ranked higher in reading than in mathematics or science 
 

 Particularly poor results in mathematics: 
 Below average of industrialized (OECD) countries 
 Higher percentage with low proficiency than OECD average 
 Lower percentage with high proficiency than OECD average  

 

 No measurable change in average scores in any subject 
 

 Gap between highest and lowest socioeconomic background 
significant but similar to OECD average gap, in all subjects 
 

 Gender gap in reading only 
 

2 

Summary of U.S. PISA 2012 results 

http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa 



 65 participating education systems 
 34 OECD countries, 31 partner economies 

 3 U.S. states: Connecticut, Florida, and Massachusetts 
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  Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2012 

http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa 



Average higher than U.S. 
average 

Average not measurably different 
from U.S. average 

Average lower than U.S. 
average 
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U.S. below OECD average in mathematics 

MA 514 (*,**) 

CT 506 (*) 

FL 467 (*,**) 

* = State avg. different than U.S. 
** = State avg. different than OECD 



5 

Mathematics: 9 percent of U.S. 15-year-olds at highest proficiency levels 

Percentage higher than U.S. Percentage not measurably different 
than U.S. Percentage lower than U.S. 



90th percentile 

75th percentile 

Average score 

25th percentile 

10th percentile 

50th percentile 

481 
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Mathematics: No measurable change between 2012 and previous years 

http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa 



Average higher than U.S. 
average 

Average not measurably different 
from U.S. average 

Average lower than U.S. 
average 
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U.S. not measurably different than OECD average in science 

MA 527 (*,**) 

CT 521 (*,**) 

FL 485 (**) 

* = State avg. different than U.S. 
** = State avg. different than OECD 



* Significantly different from 2012 score 

90th percentile 

75th percentile 

Average score 

25th percentile 

10th percentile 

50th percentile 
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Science: No measurable change in average; increase at lower end 



Average is higher than U.S. 
average 

Average not measurably different 
from U.S. average 

Average is lower than U.S. 
average 9 

U.S. not measurably different from OECD average in reading 

MA 527 (*,**) 

CT 521 (*,**) 

FL 492 

* = State avg. different than U.S. 
** = State avg. different than OECD 



* Significantly different from 2012 score 
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Average score 

50th percentile 

25th percentile 

90th percentile 

75th percentile 

10th percentile 

Reading: Decrease in scores at the high end; no other measurable changes 
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Family socioeconomic status Male-female difference 

       
           Average score 
 
         Top quarter (ESCS) avg. score 
          Bottom quarter (ESCS) avg. score 
 
           
             Male score 
           Female score 
    
          

*Score gap is significant 

Note: Economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) index is based on students’ reports on parents’ 
occupation and education, and home possessions related to family wealth and educational resources. 

United States *  OECD average*  United States *  OECD average*  

ESCS interquartile score difference Average score difference 

Reading: Gap by family socioeconomic background similar in U.S. and OECD 
                  Gender gap in both U.S. and OECD average 
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What we can do: 

 identify top countries and top U.S. states to study more closely 

 identify promising education policies to study more closely 

 compare progress against top countries  

What we cannot do:  

 conclude what works in these countries from an international 
assessment because 
 Cultural and economic contexts vary widely across countries 

 International assessments like PISA are just a snapshot of countries’ 
performance on the given tests in the given subjects 
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What can we learn from the top countries? 

http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/pisa 
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