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International tests influence learning 
based upon three processes

1) what counts as valuable learning 

2)  how national assessment systems are 
developed around the world

3) how students approach learning since there is 
evidence that students adopt their learning 
approaches according to the tests given

(Baird et al 2013)



International and national assessment 
systems

1) Norway : Introduced national tests in 2004. The 
reading tests are based upon the PISA reading 
framework (Frones et al 2012).

2) Denmark: Introduced national tests after low 
performing in PISA (Egelund, 2008).

3) Japan: changed item format on their national tests to 
more open-responses like those in PISA (Schleicher, 
2009).

4) Korea: PISA like tasks on their University Entrance 
Exam (Schleicher 2009).

5) Germany: introduction of national educational 
standards and more focus upon external assessment 
(Ertl, 2006)



What is PISA?

• Programme for International Student 
Assessment

• PISA was launched by the Organisation for 
Economic Co-Operation and Development
(OECD) in 1999 with the aim to assess ‘aspects 
of preparedness for adult life’ by with 
particular focus upon reading, mathematics 
and science literacy (OECD 2000:3). 

• Tests 15-year olds by the end of their 
schooling





“The motivation for PISA was a perceived need 
to fill a gap in the extensive set of indicator-
based information on education systems that 
the OECD provides in its annual Education at a 
Glance reports (for example, OECD, 2014a)”. 

Baird et al (forthcoming) On the supranational spell of PISA in policy



“One predominant reason for the rise in 
popularity of PISA and other international 
attainment surveys is the belief in the economic 
imperative – that countries increasingly need to 
be able to compete in the knowledge economy 
to assure the economic wellbeing of their 
citizens (e.g. see Schleicher, 2006)”.

(Baird et al forthcoming) 



“Meanwhile, there is growing recognition of the 
power that such surveys have to affect educational 
and assessment policy (see, for example, Rinne, 
2008; Grek, 2009, 2010; Lawn and Grek, 2012); the 
credibility that governments afford organisations 
like the OECD when responding to their own 
countries’ PISA scores (Grek, 2009; Lingard and 
Rawolle, 2011); and the use of PISA scores as 
political tools to initiate educational reform and 
policy borrowing (Bulle, 2011)”. (Baird et al forthcoming) 



PISA in the world

2000: 32 countries

2012: 65 countries

2015: 71 countries





PISA

• 3 year cycle

• Reading, Mathematic, Science literacy

• Problem solving

• Global competencies (first in 2018)

• Student background questionnaire;

– Motivation, reading strategies, interests

– parents education, occupation, language spoken 
at home, socio-economic status 



PISA 2012

• Paper-based tests, assessment lasting two hours, 
and additional 40 minutes computer based. 

• Test items mix of multiple choice and open 
responses

• Students responding to different items

• Student also responding to a background 
questionnaire (30 minutes) on their school 
system, language spoken at home, approaches to 
learning, interests, motivation and home 
environment



Timeline: major/minor literacy emphasis

2000 2003 2006 2009 2012 2015

Reading 
literacy

Major Minor Minor Major Minor Minor

Mathematical
Literacy

Minor Major Minor Minor Major Minor

Scientific
literacy

Minor Minor Major Minor Minor Major
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Results from International assessments 
such as Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) are used by 
politicians around the world in the 
policy discussion around education and 
assessment.



Our children’s future
• ... what’s become increasingly clear is that our children’s 

education has been suffering in relation to their peers over 
the last decade. The PISA rankings, for example, which I’m 
sure have already been debated today, show us falling 
from fourth to sixteenth in science, from seventh to 25th in 
literacy, and from eighth to 28th in maths.

Nick Gibb, Minister for Schools in England, Speech to the 100 Group 

10 February 2011 [emphasis added]



What the press does not tell you about 
PISA results in England

• Only 4 % of headteacher reported that truancy 
was a serious problem to learning in England, 
compared to 32% of headteachers across OECD.

• Teacher morale is reported to be very high across 
the OECD, with headteachers in England 
reporting it to be even higher than the average.

• Pupils in England are generally very positive 
about their relationships with their teachers, and 
more positive than the OECD average.



PISA in United Kingdom 2012 results

OECD: 12% either first or second-generation 
immigrants, scored 34 points lower in 
mathematics than non-immigrant students

In United Kingdom, 13% of students had 
immigrant background, BUT scored only 9 points 
lower, on average, than non-immigrant students. 
After taking socio economic status into account, 
the difference is even smaller (6points).

Source:  http://www.oecd.org/unitedkingdom/PISA-2012-results-UK.pdf
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PIRLS

• Progress for International Reading Literacy Study

• Conducted by the IEA (International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement) 

• 5 years cycles (2001, 2006, 2011, 2016), over 50 
education systems participated in 2011

• 129 primary schools in England and 3927 pupils (2011)

• Year 5, average age 10.3 years.

• Assessment of reading, but also information about 
home and school environments through 
questionnaires and how often pupils speak 
English at home.
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Key findings 1

• Wide distribution of scores in England. The 
highest attaining pupils were among the best 
readers in the survey, but the lower attaining 
readers did less well than the weakest readers 
in some other countries. 

• This wide range of achievement was 
characteristic of England’s performance in 
PIRLS 2001 and 2006. 
Twist, Sizmur, Bartlett & Lynn: (2012)  PIRLS 2011: reading achievement in England, Slough, NFER 



Key findings 2

• England had one of the largest proportions of 
pupils reaching the Advanced International 
Benchmark (18 per cent). There were significantly 
higher proportions at each benchmark in England 
compared to 2006. 

• The proportion of pupils failing to meet the Low 
International Benchmark is similar to the 
proportion that do not achieve level 3 or above in 
National Curriculum tests of reading in England at 
the end of primary school. 

Twist, Sizmur, Bartlett & Lynn: (2012)  PIRLS 2011: reading achievement in England, Slough, NFER 



Pupils’ reports of frequency of 
speaking English at home

Year Always Sometimes Never

Pupils % Average
scores

Pupils % Average
scores

Pupils % Average
scores

2001 88 559 11 510 1 -

2006 76 546 23 532 1 -

2011 79 556 20 540 1 -

In all three surveys there is an association between language use and attainment in 
that pupils who use solely English at home have higher mean achievement than 
those who use English ‘Sometimes’. 

In England, a fifth of pupils are in schools where headteachers estimate that at least 
half of the pupils have English as an additional language.

Twist, Sizmur, Bartlett & Lynn: (2012)  PIRLS 2011: reading achievement in England, Slough, NFER 





PIRLS for Teachers project
(May 2015 – Oct 2016)

• Rationale & Objectives

1. Evaluate how other countries engage practitioners

2. Engage teachers in understanding PIRLS findings 

3. Identify what is useful knowledge for teachers

4. Develop practitioner materials to support teaching together with 
practitioners

5. Visualization & online engagement

• ESCR Impact Acceleration Award  Knowledge exchange



Project background

• Information not much used by the media

• Little information available to practitioners

• Knowledge gap

 Raises questions about the use of data (Sebba, 2004)

• Positive: research is effective at disseminating its findings in research 
community (Lenkeit, J., Chan, J., Hopfenbeck, T.N., & J.A. Baird, 2015)

• Negative: insufficient understanding of how to engage users of research

 Consequently: impact of research on practice is still minimal

 Reason: excluding practitioners from research activities
• As researchers, often don’t know what is useful knowledge for 

teachers

Knowledge gap





• Reading purposes:

• Reading comprehension processes

• Questions are based on texts presented to pupils

• Each questions deals with one of the processes

Focus on and retrieve explicitly stated information
20%

Make straightforward inferences 30% 

Interpret and integrate ideas and information 
30%

Evaluate and critique content and textual  
elements 20% 

Reading for literary experience 50%

Reading to acquire and use information 50%
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Tasks: Reading 
for literary 
experience













Conclusion

• Assessment literacy

• Vocabulary development in minority language 
learners (Murphy 2014)

• Reading comprehension 

• Learning to read – reading to learn

• PIRLS 2016 - ?



Thank you.

Questions or comments? 

Please feel free to contact us at OUCEA

Therese.hopfenbeck@education.ox.ac.uk
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