24 NCES

National Center for
Education Statistics

U.S. Department of Education
Institute of Education Sciences
NCES 2006-010

Characteristics

of U.S. 15-Year-Old
Low Achievers in an
International Contexi

Findings From PISA 2000

Statistical Analysis Report

October 2005

Marionn Lemke
National Center for Education Statistics

Anindita Sen
Jamie S. Johnston
Erin Pahlke

Education Statistics Services Institute

Trevor Williams
David Kastberg

Leslie Jocelyn
Westat



Characteristics of U.S. 15-Year-Old Low Achievers in an International Context

U.S. Department of Education
Margaret Spellings
Secretary

Institute of Education Sciences
Grover J. Whitehurst
Director

National Center for Education Statistics
Grover J. Whitehurst
Acting Commissioner

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) is the primary federal entity for collecting,
analyzing, and reporting data related to education in the United States and other nations.

It fulfills a congressional mandate to collect, collate, analyze, and report full and complete
statistics on the condition of education in the United States; conduct and publish reports and
specialized analyses of the meaning and significance of such statistics; assist state and locall
education agencies in improving their stafistical systems; and review and report on education
activities in foreign countries.

NCES activities are designed to address high priority education data needs; provide consistent,
reliable, complete, and accurate indicators of education status and trends; and report timely,
useful, and high quality data to the U.S. Department of Education, the Congress, the states,
other education policymakers, practitioners, data users, and the general public.

We strive to make our products available in a variety of formats and in language that is
appropriate to a variety of audiences. You, as our customer, are the best judge of our success
in communicating information effectively. If you have any comments or suggestions about
this or any other NCES product or report, we would like to hear from you. Please direct your
comments to

Natfional Center for Education Statistics
Institute of Education Sciences

U.S. Department of Education

1990 K Street, NW

Washington, DC 20006

October 2005

The NCES World Wide Web Home Page is http://nces.ed.gov.
The NCES World Wide Electronic Catalog is http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch/index.asp.

Suggested Citation

Lemke, M., Sen, A., Johnston, J.S., Pahlke, E., Williams, T., Kastberg, D., and Jocelyn, L. (2005).
Characteristics of U.S. 15-Year-Old Low Achievers in an International Context: Findings from PISA
2000 (NCES 2006-010). U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics.
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

For ordering information on this report, write to
U.S. Department of Education
ED Pubs
P.O. Box 1398
Jessup, MD 20794-1398

or call toll free 1-877-4ED-PUBS or order online at http://www.ed.gov/pubs/edpubs.html

Content Contact
Elois Scott
202-502-7489

elois.scott@ed.gov



Findings From PISA 2000

Executive Summary

The Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), sponsored by the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and carried out in 32 countries, including the
United States, evaluates 15-year-old students’ literacy in three areas: reading, mathematics, and
science." The first PISA survey was conducted in 2000, with additional assessments planned on a
3-year cycle. Each survey focuses on one of the three types of literacy; in PISA 2000, reading literacy
was the major focus.? Therefore, it is possible to perform a detailed examination of reading literacy
within and across countries.

In this and other PISA reports, the United States is compared to both the OECD average and other
countries participating in PISA. The OECD average is the mean of the scores of each OECD country.
PISA participating countries include both OECD and non-OECD countries.

In PISA, students’ proficiency is defined in terms of six levels of reading literacy.®> The highest
performing students in PISA are categorized as level 5, while the lowest performing students are
categorized as below level 1. Students proficient at level 1 are capable of completing only the least
complex reading tasks developed for PISA, such as locating a single piece of information, identifying
the main theme of a text, or making a simple connection with everyday knowledge. Students below
level 1 are not capable of routinely performing these basic tasks. This does not mean that they
have no reading literacy skills. Many of these students can answer questions correctly, but PISA
2000’s descriptions of levels cannot accurately predict what skills those students have, and so they
are categorized as below level 1. For the purpose of this report, students scoring at the two lowest
levels of achievement, level 1 and below level 1, have been combined together in one category

and are referred to as either low performers, low-achieving students, or level 1 or below students
interchangeably throughout the report.

This report has two objectives: first, to explore how the demographic and educational characteristics
of low-performing students compare to other students within the United States; second, to analyze
if the United States differs from the other PISA countries in terms of the characteristics of its low-
performing students.

For both these objectives, the report uses the measure of relative likelihood (risk) ratios. Relative
likelihood is the ratio of the two likelihood measures, calculated for each group being compared, in

this case, low-performing students (students scoring at level 1 or below) and the overall 15-year-old
student population (students scoring at all proficiency levels: below level 1, level 1, level 2, level 3, level
4, and level 5). A relative likelihood or risk ratio greater than 1 implies that a particular characteristic is
more likely to be observed among the low performers than on average. A relative likelihood ratio less
than 1 implies that a particular characteristic is less likely to be observed among the low performers
than on average. For example, for the low-performing group, the likelihood of a U.S. student being
foreign born is given by the percentage of foreign-born students at level 1 or below (12 percent) (table
B-8). For the overall 15-year-old student population, the likelihood of a U.S. student being foreign born
is given by the average percentage of foreign-born students across all the proficiency levels (7 percent).
Hence, the relative likelihood ratio for a U.S. student being foreign born across these two groups was
1.7 (=12/7) (table B-23). That is, a low-performing U.S. student was 1.7 times more likely to be foreign
born than the average U.S. student.

'Although the Netherlands participated in PISA 2000, technical problems with its sample prevent its results from being discussed here.
For information on the results for the Netherlands, see OECD (2001).

2For more information about PISA, see appendix A.
3For more information about the achievement levels and the process used to define them, see appendix A.
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The student characteristics examined in this report can be grouped into student demographic and
background characteristics (sex, race/ethnicity in the United States, socioeconomic status [SES], student
and parent nativity, parent education, and language spoken most of the time at home), characteristics
relating to student attitudes toward learning and school (engagement in reading, sense of belonging

in school, effort and perseverance in schoolwork, and missing school and skipping class), and
characteristics relating to student learning practices and expectations (participation in private tutoring
and remedial classes in the test language outside of school during the 3 years prior to the survey, U.S.
job expectations by age 30 as reported by students).

Comparisons made in the text of this report have been tested for statistical significance at the .05 alpha
level. The tests used were two types of standard t tests, depending on whether the averages being
compared were independent or dependent. To guard against errors of inference based on multiple
comparisons, as in the case of comparing all countries to the United States, the Bonferroni adjustment
procedure was used.

Main Findings

Eighteen percent of U.S. 15-year-old students achieved at level 1 or below in PISA 2000; this
percentage was not measurably different from the OECD average (table B-2).

Student Demographic and Background Characteristics

PISA 2000 included a set of questions on background factors, such as sex and national origin that
help identify the differences between students at level 1 or below and the average within each
participating country.®

 There were more males among low-performing students (compared to the average) in all PISA
countries (tables A and B-4). In the United States, the likelihood of a low-performing student
being male was 1.3 times the average likelihood of a student being male (table B-23).

* In the United States, there were fewer White students among the low performers (compared
to their proportion on average across all proficiency levels), while the reverse was true for
Black and Hispanic students (tables A and B-5). In the United States, the likelihood of a low-
performing student being White was one-half (0.5) the average likelihood of a student being
White (table B-24). The relative likelihood of a low-performing student being either Black or
Hispanic was 2.0; that is, low performers were twice as likely to be Black or Hispanic than on
average (table B-24).

* A higher percentage of students with “low” SES were found among low performers (compared
to their proportion on average) in the United States and every other country except Japan
(tables A and B-6).° In the United States, the likelihood of a low-performing student coming
from a low-SES background was 1.7 times the average likelihood of a student being low-SES
(table B-23).

+ Compared to the average for the overall 15-year-old student population, there were more
foreign-born students and students with two foreign-born parents at level 1 or below in the
United States and the majority of other PISA countries with data available (tables A, B-7, and

“4For more information about statistical tests used in this report, see appendix A.

>For more information about the SES variable, how low SES is defined, and the parent education variable, see the Description of Variables section in
appendix A.

The SES measure is derived from students’ reports of parental occupation. Occupations were coded to the International Standard Classification

of Occupations 1988 (ISCO-88) and then grouped into major occupational groups. The groups were collapsed into three categories of “low,”
“medium,” and “high” SES based on the occupational content of the group as well as the relationship to an internationally comparable index ranging
from 0-90 (known as the ISEl or International Socio-Economic Index).
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B-8). In the United States, the likelihood of a low-performing student being foreign born or
having two foreign-born parents was higher (1.7 and 1.6 times, respectively) than the average
likelihood of a student being foreign born or having two foreign-born parents (table B-23).

* A higher percentage of low performers reported that their parents did not have a college
degree compared to the average in most of the PISA 2000 countries, including the United
States (tables A and B-9).” In the United States, the likelihood of a low-performing student
having parents with less than college education was 1.3 times the average likelihood of a
student having parents with less than college education (table B-23).

* In the United States and two-thirds of the other PISA participating countries with data available,
there was a higher percentage of low-performing students who did not speak the test language
at home most of the time compared to the overall 15-year-old student population (tables A
and B-10). In the United States, the likelihood of a low-performing student not speaking English
most of the time at home was 2.2 times the average likelihood of a student not speaking
English most of the time at home (table B-23).

Student Attitudes Toward Learning and School

PISA 2000 also included a set of questions that aimed to assess students” attitudes toward learning
and school, such as levels of engagement in reading, sense of belonging in school, and effort and
perseverance in schoolwork.® The resulting indices provide additional information about the differences
between students at level 1 or below and the overall 15-year-old student population.

« In all of the PISA 2000 countries, a higher percentage of low-performing students reported
low engagement in reading compared to the average proportion (tables A and B-12).° In the
United States, the likelihood of a low-performing student having low engagement in reading was
1.6 times the average likelihood of a student having low engagement in reading (table B-23).

+ With the exception of Finland and Sweden, in all of the PISA 2000 countries, a higher
percentage of low performers reported a low sense of belonging in school compared
to the average proportion (tables A and B-14).° In the United States, the likelihood of
a low-performing student having a low sense of belonging in school was 1.7 times the
average likelihood of a student having a low sense of belonging (table B-23).

* In 20 of the 23 countries with data available, including the United States, a higher percentage
of students with low effort and perseverance was found at level 1 or below compared to
the average proportion (tables A and B-16)."" In the United States, the likelihood of a low-
performing student reporting low effort and perseverance was 1.3 times the average likelihood
of a student reporting low effort and perseverance (table B-23).

* In most of the PISA 2000 countries with data available including the United States, a higher
percentage of students who missed school frequently was found among the low performers

7Student reports of parents’ educational attainment may be inaccurate as some students either do not know or exaggerate parent education.

8For more information about the engagement in reading, sense of belonging, and effort and perseverance indices and the missing school and
skipping class variables, see the Description of Variables section in appendix A.

9The reliability measure for the “Engagement in Reading” index was 0.76. Student index values from all OECD countries were arrayed and

cut points calculated for the bottom quarter and top quarter of students. Students with index values in the bottom quarter (value of -0.66 or
lower) were categorized as having “low” engagement in reading, and students with index values in the top quarter (value of 0.58 or higher) were
categorized as having “high” engagement in reading. Students with all other index values (value of higher than -0.66 but 0.58 or lower) were
categorized as having a “medium” sense of engagement in reading.

19The reliability measure for the “Sense of Belonging in School” index was 0.86. Students with index values in the bottom quarter (value of

-0.61 or lower) were categorized as having a “low” sense of belonging, and students with index values in the top quarter (value of 0.48 or higher)
were categorized as having a “high” sense of belonging. Students with all other index values (value of higher than -0.61 but 0.48 or lower) were
categorized as having a “medium” sense of belonging.

"The reliability measure for the “Effort and Perseverance in Schoolwork” index was 0.83. Students with index values in the bottom quarter (value
of -0.64 or lower) were categorized as having “low” effort and perseverance, and students with index values in the top quarter (value of 0.69 or
higher) were categorized as having “high” effort and perseverance. Students with all other index values (value of higher than -0.64 but 0.69 or
lower) were categorized as having a “medium” sense of effort and perseverance in schoolwork.
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compared to the average proportion (tables A and B-17). In the United States, the likelihood
of a low-performing student reporting missing school frequently was 2.4 times the average
likelihood of a student reporting missing school frequently (table B-23).

* In most of the PISA 2000 countries with data available, including the United States, a higher
percentage of students who skipped class frequently was found among the low performers
compared to the average proportion (tables A and B-18). In the United States, the likelihood of
a low-performing student skipping school frequently was 1.8 times the average likelihood of a
student skipping class frequently (table B-23).

Student Learning Practices and Expectations

A unique aspect of PISA is its exploration of student learning practices outside of the curriculum
or school environment. This is reflected in a set of questions that inquires about whether students
supplement training in school through classes of various types, such as remedial courses or private
tutoring, as well as about students’ job expectations.'

* In the United States and 17 other PISA 2000 countries with data available, there was no
measurable difference between the average proportion of students who received tutoring
regularly at level 1 or below and the average percentage (tables A and B-19). In the United
States, the likelihood of a low-performing student attending private tutoring regularly was
not measurably different from the average likelihood of a student attending private tutoring
regularly (table B-23).

* In the United States and 18 other PISA 2000 countries, a higher percentage of low performers
regularly attended remedial courses outside of school in the test language, compared to the
average (tables A and B-20). Hence, in the United States, the likelihood of a low-performing
student attending remedial courses regularly was 3.4 times the average likelihood of a student
attending remedial courses regularly (table B-23).

* In the United States, a lower percentage of low performers reported that they expected to
be “professionals,” compared to the average proportion for the overall 15-year-old student
population (tables A and B-22). In the United States, there was a higher relative likelihood of
finding students who expected to work in the elementary occupations (1.5), or be a technician
and associate professionals (1.2), service worker (1.8), clerk (2.3), craft and related trade
worker (2.4), or a plant and machine operator and assembler (3.4) among the low-performing
students compared to the overall 15-year-old student population (table B-25).

2For more information about the variables private tutoring, remedial course attendance, and job expectations, see the Description of Variables
section in appendix A.
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Table A. Percentage distributions of 15-year-old students scoring at level 1 or below on the
combined reading literacy scale and of the overall 15-year-old student population
in the United States, by selected characteristics: 2000

- Percent
Characteristic
Level 1 or below Overall

Sex

Female 37.9% 51.6

Male 62.1% 48.4
Socioeconomic status (SES)'

Low SES 42.0* 25.0

Medium SES 41.9 41.4

High SES 16.1* 33.6
Race/ethnicity

White 28.2% 59.2

Black 27.9% 13.9

Hispanic 35.4% 18.0

Other 8.5 8.8
Parent national origin

Both parents foreign born 21.8* 13.6

One parent native born and one parent foreign born 8.0* 5.8

Both parents native born 70.1% 80.6
Student national origin

Student foreign born 12.1% 7.3

Student native born 87.9* 92.7
Parent education'?

Parent completed less than college 60.2* 45.5

Parent completed college or higher 39.8* 54.5
Language spoken at home most of the time

Test language spoken at home most of the time 76.5% 89.2

Language other than the test language spoken at home most of the time 23.5% 10.8
Engagement in reading

Low engagement in reading 49.2* 30.7

Medium engagement in reading 39.3 43.8

High engagement in reading 11.5% 21.5
Sense of belonging in school

Low sense of belonging in school 42.8* 25.2

Medium sense of belonging in school 38.8 43.8

High sense of belonging in school 18.4% 31.0
Effort and perseverance in schoolwork

Low effort and perseverance in schoolwork 44.6* 35.6

Medium effort and perseverance in schoolwork 34.2% 43.8

High effort and perseverance in schoolwork 21.2 25.4

See notes at end of table.
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Table A. Percentage distributions of 15-year-old students scoring at level 1 or below on the
combined reading literacy scale and of the overall 15-year-old student population
in the United States, by selected characteristics: 2000—Continued

Characteristic

Percent

Level 1 or below Overall
Private tutoring outside of school
Never received private tutoring outside of school 80.1* 84.5
Sometimes received private tutoring outside of school 15.2*% 12.2
Regularly received private tutoring outside of school 4.7 3.3
Remedial course attendance in the test language outside of school
Never attended remedial courses in the test language outside of school 83.5* 94.6
Sometimes attended remedial courses in the test language outside of school 13.5% 4.5
Regularly attended remedial courses in the test language outside of school 3.0% 0.9
Skipping class
Never skipped class 73.0% 80.7
Skipped class 1 or 2 times a week 17.4* 14.0
Skipped class 3 or more times a week 9.6% 5.3
Missing school
Never missed school 42.9* 59.1
Missed school 1 or 2 times a week 37.8% 32.8
Missed school 3 or more times a week 19.3* 8.2
Student reports of job expectations'?
Armed forces # #
Clerks 0.9 0.4
Craft and related trade workers 10.7* 4.5
Elementary occupations 8.6* 5.5
Legislators, senior officials, and managers 3.2 4.1
Plant and machine operators and assemblers 2.3 0.7
Professionals 38.4* 58.6
Service workers, shop, and market sales workers 14.1* 7.8
Skilled agricultural and fishery workers 1.1 0.6
Technicians and associate professionals 20.8 17.6

#Rounds to zero.

*p < .05. Percent at level 1 or below is significantly different from percent overall.

"The item response rate for students at level 1 or below is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been

explicitly accounted for.

2The item response rate for students overall is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly

accounted for.

NOTE: Students were classified into reading levels according to their combined reading literacy scores on PISA
2000. In order to reach a particular level, a student must have been able to correctly answer a majority of items
at that level. Students scoring 407 or below on the combined reading scale were classified at level 1 or below.
For more information about the selected characteristic variables, see the Description of Variables section in
appendix A. The overall percentage refers to the sample estimate for the overall 15-year-old student population

in the United States. Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding.

SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student

Assessment (PISA), Assessment ltems and Student Questionnaire, 2000.
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Findings From PISA 2000

Introduction

The Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA) is an international comparative
assessment of 15-year-old students’ capabilities
in three domains: reading literacy, mathematics
literacy, and science literacy. PISA also measures
general or cross-curricular competencies, such as
learning strategies.

PISA is being implemented on a 3-year cycle

that began in 2000. In PISA 2000, student
proficiency was defined in terms of six levels of
reading literacy. The highest performing students
in PISA were categorized as level 5, while the
lowest performing students were categorized as
below level 1. Students proficient at level 1 were
capable of completing only the least complex
reading tasks developed for PISA, such as locating
a single piece of information, identifying the main
theme of a text, or making a simple connection
with everyday knowledge. Students below level
1 were not capable of routinely performing these
basic tasks. This does not mean they have no
reading literacy skills. Many of these students
answered some questions correctly, but PISA
2000’s descriptions of levels cannot accurately
predict what skills those students have, and so
they were categorized as below level 1. For the
purposes of this report, students who scored at
the two lowest levels of achievement (level 1 and
below level 1) have been combined together in
one category. This category is referred to as low
performers, low-achieving students, or level 1 or
below students interchangeably throughout the
report.

First results from PISA were released in
December 2001 (see Knowledge and Skills for
Life: First Results from the OECD Programme
for International Student Assessment [OECD
2001] and Outcomes of Learning: Results from
the 2000 Program for International Student
Assessment of 15-Year-Olds in Reading,
Mathematics, and Science Literacy [Lemke et

al. 2001]). Results focused on reading literacy,
the primary domain assessed in 2000. Those
results showed that, in comparison to the other
participating countries, the U.S. average score
for reading literacy was not measurably different
from most other countries or the OECD average.

In addition, the results showed that the United
States had a higher percentage of students
performing at the top level than 14 of the other
participating countries (level 5, using the PISA
described proficiency scales), but had 18 percent
of students performing at the lowest levels, which
is a lower percentage of students thanin 5 of

the other participating countries and a higher
percentage of students than in 3 of the other
countries. Therefore, it is possible to perform a
detailed examination of reading literacy within
countries and at levels of proficiency across
countries.

In this and other PISA reports, the United States
is compared to both the OECD average and
other countries participating in PISA. The OECD
average is the mean of the scores of each OECD
country. PISA participating countries include
both OECD and non-OECD countries.

One important question for policymakers and
practitioners, is what are the characteristics

of these low performers compared to what is
observed at the national average level? What
can we learn about low performers that could
be useful in developing policies or strategies to
enhance their performance? For example, how
do US. low performers differ in terms of key
background variables such as socioeconomic
status (SES) or place of birth compared to what
is observed on average for the 15-year-old
student population in the United States? The use
of international comparative data such as PISA
allows us to examine both the existence and
depth of such differences in characteristics of
low performers in other countries as well. So,
for example, if we learn that there are greater
numbers of foreign-born students among low
performers in the United States, we can also
examine whether or not this situation exists in
other countries, and the extent to which it does.

This report has two objectives: first, to explore
how selected demographic and educational
characteristics of low-performing students
compare to U.S. averages; second, to extend this
analysis to other PISA countries to examine if U.S.
low performers differ from other low performers
in terms of their characteristics relative to national
averages.
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For both these objectives, we employ the
measure of relative likelihood (risk) ratios. Relative
likelihood is the ratio of the two likelihood
measures, calculated for each group being
compared, in this case, low-performing students
(students scoring at level 1 or below) and the
overall 15-year-old student population (students
scoring at all proficiency levels: below level 1,
level 1, level 2, level 3, level 4, and level 5). A
relative likelihood or risk ratio greater than 1
implies that a particular characteristic is more
likely to be observed among the low performers
than on average in the overall 15-year-old student
population. A relative likelihood ratio less than

1 implies that a particular characteristic is less
likely to be observed among the low performers
than on average. For example, for the low-
performing group, the likelihood of a U.S. student
being foreign born is given by the percentage

of foreign-born students at level 1 or below (12
percent) (table B-8). On average, the likelihood
of a US. student being foreign born is given by
the average percentage of foreign-born students
across all the proficiency levels (7 percent).
Hence, the relative likelihood ratio for a U.S.
student being foreign born is 1.7 (=12/7) (table
B-23). That is, a low-performing U.S. student was
1.7 times more likely to be foreign born than the
average U.S. student.

Next, relative likelihood ratios were used to
examine cross-country differences among

low performers. For example, among the
countries where the relative likelihood ratio of a
low-performing student being foreign born was
higher than 1, the U.S. ratio was lower than that
in 6 countries and the OECD average (exhibit 4).
That is, in 6 countries, low-performing students
were more likely to be foreign born compared
to their national averages than in the United
States. This kind of comparison may help
policymakers understand better the relative
risks of low-performing students having various
characteristics in the United States compared
to other countries.

The report is grouped into the following sections
based on the type of student characteristics
examined:

1) Student demographic and background
characteristics (sex, race/ethnicity in the
United States, SES, parent and student
national origin, parent education, and
language spoken at home most of the
time).

2) Student educational characteristics

* Attitudes toward learning and school
(engagement in reading, sense of
belonging in school, effort and
perseverance in schoolwork, and
missing school and skipping class).

* Learning practices and expectations
(private tutoring outside of school,
remedial courses in the test language
outside of school, and student reports
of job expectations).

Comparisons made in the text of this report
have been tested for statistical significance at
the .05 level. The tests used were two types

of standard t tests, depending on whether the
averages being compared were independent or
dependent. To guard against errors of inference
based on multiple comparisons, as in the case
of comparing all countries to the United States,
the Bonferroni adjustment procedure was used.
Appendix A provides an overview of additional
technical issues related to sampling methodology,
and statistical tests used, as well as additional
information about various constructed variables
used in the analyses for this report.

Appendix B is a compilation of supplemental
tables providing the data for the various student
characteristics at the national average and level
1 or below for the participating PISA 2000
countries.

Appendix C provides some released sample
items that illustrate a range of questions from the
PISA reading literacy domain and sample student
responses.
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More About PISA

Each PISA assessment cycle focuses on one
particular subject, although all three are assessed
in each cycle. In the first cycle, PISA 2000,
reading literacy was the major focus, occupying
roughly two-thirds of assessment time. In PISA
2003, the focus was on mathematics literacy, and
in 2006, it will be on science literacy.

PISA will report on performance in reading
literacy, mathematics literacy, and science literacy
every 3 years, and provide a more detailed

look at each domain for the year when it is the
major focus (exhibit 1). These cycles will allow
countries to compare changes in trends for each
of the three content areas over time. Future
cycles will also include further development of
the assessment of cross-curricular competencies,
such as problem solving in 2003.

Exhibit 1. Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA) cycle

2003

(2012...)

-y

Mathema \cS
SCIENCE

2006

(2015...)

NOTE: The subject in all capital letters in each
assessment cycle is the major domain for that cycle.
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD), Program for International
Student Assessment (PISA) 2000.

PISA is sponsored by the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD), an intergovernmental organization of

30 industrialized nations that serves as a forum
for member countries to cooperate in research
and policy development on social and economic
topics of common interest. PISA is a collaborative
venture, with representatives from member
country governments jointly steering the project
through a Board of Participating Countries. At the
international level in 2000, the Australian Council
for Educational Research (ACER) led a consortium
that coordinated PISA under direction from the
OECD." In the United States, the National Center
for Education Statistics (NCES) was responsible

for U.S. data collection and represented the
United States in the international management of
the assessment. Westat, a private research firm,
handled the data collection in the United States
for PISA 2000 under contract to NCES.

In 2000, 32 countries participated in PISA,
including 28 OECD countries and 4 non-OECD
countries (exhibit 2).23

To implement PISA 2000, each participating country
selected a nationally representative sample of 15-
year-old students. The U.S. school sampling frame,
which was used to determine which schools would
participate in the assessment, was developed

from two lists. Regular public, Bureau of Indian
Affairs, and Department of Defense Education
Activity schools were obtained from the 1999 list
of schools maintained by Quality Education Data,
Inc. (QED). Catholic and other nonpublic schools
were obtained from the Private School Universe
Survey (PSS) developed for NCES’s 1999-2000
Schools and Staffing Survey. In the United States
after replacement, the school response rate was

70 percent and the student response rate was 85
percent. The final U.S. sample included nearly 4,000
students from both public and nonpublic schools
from several grade levels.* Appendix A contains
more information about sampling, response rates,
and other aspects of PISA 2000’s design.

1Other members of the PISA Consortium include the Netherlands National Institute for Educational Measurement (CITO), Educational Testing
Service (ETS, USA), the National Institute for Educational Policy Research (NIER, Japan), and Westat (USA).

2Although the Netherlands participated in the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) in 2000, technical problems with its sample
prevent its results from being discussed here. For information on the results for the Netherlands, see OECD (2001).

3 Another 12 countries carried out a second round of the PISA 2000 assessment in 2002.

“For information on distributions of students by grade levels in participating countries, see appendix A.
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Each selected student completed an
approximately 120-minute assessment and a
20- to 30-minute questionnaire designed to
gather information about his or her background
and experiences related to reading. Principals
in schools where students took the PISA
assessment also completed a background
questionnaire about their schools. PISA 2000
consisted of a mix of multiple-choice, short-
answer, and extended-response questions.
Assessments were conducted in the United
States in the spring of 2000 by trained test
administration field staff who visited each of the
participating schools and administered both the
assessments and the questionnaires.

PISA’s Yield Measure of Learning

The purpose of PISA is to represent the overall
yield of learning for 15-year-old students.

This yield is the sum of learning outcomes for
15-year-old students in reading, mathematics,
and science literacy and is represented by
national averages of student scores. PISA
assesses the cumulative educational experiences
of each student who is 15 years of age at the
time of the assessment, irrespective of the
grade level or type of institution in which he/she
is enrolled. PISA assumes that by the age of

15, young people have had a series of learning
experiences, both in and out of school, that allow
them to perform at particular levels of reading,
mathematics, and science literacy. Clearly, formal
education will have played a major role in their
performance, but other factors, such as learning
opportunities at home or elsewhere outside

of school, also play a role. The findings from
PISA provide a valuable indicator of a country’s
educational system, but they also provide
information about other factors that are related
to performance.

By assessing students near the end of
compulsory schooling in key knowledge and
skills, PISA seeks to provide information about
how prepared students will be for their future
lives as they approach an important transition
point for education and work. PISA aims to
show how well-equipped 15-year-old students
are for their futures based on what they have
learned up to that point.

Exhibit 2. Participating countries in
the Program for International
Student Assessment (PISA):
2000

Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) countries

Australia
Austria

Belgium
Canada

Czech Republic
Denmark
Finland

France

Germany

Greece

Hungary

Iceland

Ireland

Italy

Japan

Korea, Republic of
Luxembourg

Mexico

Non-OECD countries

Netherlands
New Zealand
Norway

Poland
Portugal

Spain

Sweden
Switzerland
United Kingdom
United States

Brazil
Latvia

Liechtenstein

Russian Federation

NOTE: PISA is principally an OECD study, and so the
non-OECD countries are displayed separately from the

OECD countries.

SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD), Program for International
Student Assessment (PISA) 2000.
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Reading Literacy

PISA builds upon the work of previous U.S. national
and international studies in defining and reporting on
reading literacy, such as the International Association
for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement'’s
(IEA) Reading Literacy Study (IRLS) of 1991 and the
International Adult Literacy Study (IALS) of 1994.

Definition of Reading Literacy

PISA defines reading literacy as
..understanding, using, and reflecting on written
texts in order to achieve one’s goals, to develop
one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate in
society (OECD 1999, p. 20).

Since PISA measures the achievement of 15-year-old
students, it does not focus on the most basic reading
skills. Instead, PISA seeks to measure the extent to
which students can construct, extend, and reflect on
the meaning of what they read across a wide variety
of texts associated with a wide variety of situations
(OECD 1999).

In short, PISA measures how well 15-year-old
students are able to apply different reading
processes to a wide range of reading materials,

such as the kinds of forms they receive from their
governments, the kinds of articles they read in their
local newspapers, the kinds of manuals they read for
work or school, or the kinds of books or magazines
they read for entertainment.

The basic form of the assessment reflects this range
of materials and processes. Each reading literacy
assessment unit consists of a passage of text,
followed by a number of questions, some with a
multiple-choice format and others requiring students
to construct their own answers. Examples of reading
assessment items can be found in appendix C.

Reading Literacy in PISA Countries

Perhaps the simplest and most concise way to look
at a country’s yield in reading literacy is to examine
its national average score. The PISA reporting scale

is constructed so that the average score for students
from all OECD countries is 500 with a standard
deviation of 100. This means that about two-thirds
of students score between 400 and 600. Because
of the statistical techniques used to sample students,
however, simply ranking countries based on their
average score is not correct.’ In figure 1, the shading
identifies countries whose averages are higher, lower,
or not measurably different from that of the United
States on the combined reading literacy scale. Non-
OECD countries are shown at the bottom of the
figure with shading to indicate differences from the
United States, but participating countries that are not
OECD members were not included in determining
the OECD average.

On the combined reading literacy scale, U.S. 15-
year-old students performed about as well on
average as 15-year-old students in most countries
(figure 1; table B-1). US. students performed
better than students in the OECD countries Greece,
Luxembourg, Mexico, and Portugal, and the non-
OECD countries Brazil, Latvia, and the Russian
Federation. Students in Canada, Finland, and New
Zealand outperformed U.S. students. U.S. students’
performance was not measurably different from
that of students in the other 19 participating OECD
countries or Liechtenstein.

Reading Literacy by Levels

While the basic form of measurement in PISA
describes student literacy in each country in terms of
a range of scale scores, PISA also treats proficiency
in reading literacy in terms of six described levels.
Increasing levels represent tasks of increasing
complexity. As a result, the findings are reported in
terms of percentages of the population proficient at
handling tasks of different levels of difficulty.

The combined reading literacy scale is divided into
five levels based on the type of knowledge and skills
students need to demonstrate at a particular level.®
A sixth level (below level 1) is made up of students
whose abilities could not be accurately described
based on their responses. Reading literacy task
descriptions and cut scores calculated for students
scoring at each level are described in exhibit 3.

®Average scores for each country are based on a sample of students, rather than all students, and are estimates of the population value of all
15-year-old students in each country. These estimates have a known degree of sampling error, the standard error, and an unknown degree of
nonsampling error. There is a 95 percent chance that the true average lies within the range of approximately two times the standard error above or

below the estimated score. See table B-1 for standard errors.

bLevels were defined such that students at the top of a level had a 62 percent chance of answering the hardest items in the level correctly and
students at the bottom of the same level had a 62 percent chance of answering the easiest items in that level correctly. For more information on

the process of defining levels, see appendix A.
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Figure 1. Combined reading literacy
average scores of 15-year-old
students, by country: 2000

Country Average score

OECD average 500

OECD countries

Finland 546
Canada 534
New Zealand 529
Australia 528
Ireland 527
Korea, Republic of 525
United Kingdom 523
Japan 522
Sweden 516
Austria 507
Belgium 507
Iceland 507
Norway 505
France 505
United States 504
Denmark 497
Switzerland 494
Spain 493
Czech Republic 492
Italy 487
Germany 484
Hungary 480
Poland 479

Greece
Portugal

Luxembourg
Mexico

Non-OECD countries
Liechtenstein 483
Russian Federation
Latvia

Brazil

ClAverage is significantly higher than the U.S. average.
OlAverage is not significantly different from the U.S. average.
W Average is significantly lower than the U.S. average.

NOTE: The OECD average is the average of the national
averages of the OECD member countries with data
available. Because PISA is principally an OECD study, the
results for non-OECD countries are displayed separately
from those of the OECD countries and are not included
in the OECD average.

SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD), Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA), Assessment Items, 2000.

A small number of students in each country had
scores below the lowest of the defined levels, level 1;
that is, they were not able to routinely demonstrate
the most basic type of knowledge and skills that
PISA sought to measure (Lemke et al. 2001). These
students scored below 335 points on the PISA 2000
reading literacy scale. These students were not
included in the proportions for students at level 1,
but were considered as below level 1 because PISA
2000’s descriptions of levels could not accurately
predict what skills those students may have.

Figure 2 shows the percentages of 15-year-old
students who were at the highest and lowest levels
of the combined reading literacy scale.

Overall, percentages of U.S. students across the
levels were not measurably different from the OECD
average percentages, except at level 5, the highest
level. Twelve percent of US. 15-year-old students
read at level 5, compared to 9 percent for the OECD
average (figure 2; table B-2). Looking across the
countries, the proportion of U.S. students at level 5
was greater than that in 14 countries, less than that
in 2 countries, and not measurably different from
that in 14 countries.

Eighteen percent of 15-year-old students in

the United States scored at level 1 or below, a
percentage not measurably different from 22 other
countries or the OECD average (figure 2; table B-2).

The remaining sections investigate how the
characteristics of low performers differ from the
overall 15-year-old student populations within each
country (with a focus on the United States). Relative
likelihood ratios were used to determine whether
there was a greater likelhood of finding students
with a particular characteristic at level 1 or below
compared to their average percentage. The overall
15-year-old student population includes students at
all of the proficiency levels: below level 1, level 1,
level 2, level 3, level 4, and level 5.

Missing data have not been explicitly accounted for
or imputed in the analyses for this report. When
more than 15 percent of the student responses

are missing, the estimates have been flagged in

the supporting statistical data tables in appendix

B. When more than 50 percent of the responses
are missing, the data are not presented in the data
tables. Particular attention to the problem of missing
data should be considered when analyzing the data
by parental education and students’ reports of job
expectations.
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Exhibit 3. Reading literacy task descriptions and score cut points, by proficiency level: 2000

Achievement
level and score

Task descriptions

cut points’ Retrieving information Interpreting texts Reflecting on texts
Level 1 Locate one or more independent | Recognize the main theme or Make a simple connection
(335-407) pieces of explicitly stated author’s purpose in a text about | between information in the
information, typically meeting a | a familiar topic, when the idea is | text and common, everyday
single condition or criterion, with | prominent or pervasive, either by | knowledge, with explicit direction
little or no competing information | being repeated or by appearing to consider relevant factors in the
in the text. early in the text. task and the text.
Level 2 Locate one or more pieces of Recognize the main idea in a Make a comparison or several
(408-480) information, which may need text when the information is connections between the text
to be inferred, and may need to | not prominent. Understand and outside knowledge. Draw
meet several conditions, with relationships or construe meaning | on personal experience and
some competing information within a limited part of the text, attitudes to explain a feature of
present in the text. making low level inferences. Make | the text.
comparisons or contrasts based
on only one feature of the text.
Level 3 Locate and, in some cases, Integrate several parts of a text Make connections, comparisons,
(481-552) recognize the relationship in order to identify a main idea, and explanations, or evaluate a
between several pieces of understand a relationship, or feature of the text. Demonstrate
information that must meet construe the meaning of a word | a fine understanding of the text
multiple conditions set by or phrase. Take into account many | in relation to familiar, everyday
the question, with prominent features in comparing, contrasting | knowledge. Draw on less
competing information. or categorizing, where required common knowledge. Infer
information is not prominent. factors to be considered.
Level 4 Locate and organize several Construe the meaning of nuances | Critically evaluate a text or
(553-625) pieces of embedded information, | of language in a section of text hypothesize about information
typically in a text whose content | by taking into account the text in the text, using formal or public
and form are unfamiliar. as a whole. Show understanding | knowledge. Demonstrate an
and apply categories in an accurate understanding of long or
unfamiliar context. complex texts.
Level 5 (626 Locate and organize several Demonstrate a full and detailed Critically evaluate or hypothesize
and above) pieces of information in understanding of a text whose about the content of texts,

unfamiliar contexts, where some
information is deeply embedded
and its relevance must be inferred
from the text.

content or form is unfamiliar.
Deal with concepts that are
contrary to expectations.

drawing on specialized
knowledge. Deal with concepts
that are contrary to expectations.

'Exact cut point scores are as follows: below level 1: a score equal to or less than 334.75; level 1: a score
greater than 334.75 and equal to or below 407.47; level 2: a score greater than 407.47 and equal to or below
480.18; level 3: a score greater than 480.18 and equal to or below 552.89; level 4: a score greater than 552.89
and equal to or below 625.61; and level 5: a score greater than 625.61.
NOTE: In order to reach a particular level, a student must have been able to correctly answer a majority of items

at that level. Students were classified into reading levels according to their scores.

SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA), Assessment ltems, 2000.
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Figure 2. Percentage of 15-year-old students scoring at level 1 or below and level 5 on the

combined reading literacy scale, by country: 2000

OECD average
OECD countries

Mexico
Luxembourg
Portugal
Creece
Germany
Poland
Hungary
Switzerland
Belgium

Italy

United States
Denmark
Czech Republic
Norway

Spain

Iceland

Austria

France

New Zealand
United Kingdom
Sweden
Australia
Ireland

Canada

Japan

Finland

Korea, Republic of

Non-OECD countries
Brazil
Latvia
Russian Federation
Liechtenstein

Level 1 or below

Level 5

18

44
35

56
30
27
22

I I I I
10 20 30 40 50 60

Percent

Percent

NOTE: Countries are ordered according to percentage of students scoring at level 1 or below. Students were
classified into reading levels according to their combined reading literacy scores on PISA 2000. In order to reach
a particular level, a student must have been able to correctly answer a majority of items at that level. Students
scoring 407 or below on the combined reading scale were classified at level 1 or below, while students scoring
626 or above were classified at level 5. The OECD average is the average of the national averages of the OECD
member countries with data available. Because PISA is principally an OECD study, the results for non-OECD
countries are displayed separately from those of the OECD countries and are not included in the OECD average.
SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA), Assessment Items, 2000.
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Student
Demographic
and Background
Characteristics

This chapter examines selected student
demographic and background characteristics
(sex, race/ethnicity in the United States,
socioeconomic status [SES], parent and student
national origin, parent education, and language
spoken at home) of low performers, with the
objective of showing how low performers in
the United States compare to U.S. averages

and how low performers in other countries
compare to their national averages.

It should be noted that for some variables,
there were not enough data available from
some countries to report. Table 1 provides
information about the participating countries
with data available for each background
characteristic. For more information about the
participating countries, see tables B-4, B-6, B-7,
B-8, B-9, and B-10 in appendix B.

Sex

Equality between males and females in
educational opportunity and outcomes is

an important education policy goal in many
OECD countries (United Nations, International
Monetary Fund, World Bank, and OECD 2000).
The first results from PISA showed that, on
average, among 15-year-old students, females
outperformed males in every participating
country on the combined reading literacy scale
(Lemke et al. 2001). The size of the difference
in the United States between females (average
score of 518) and males (average score of 490)
in reading literacy was not measurably different
from that of all of the other PISA 2000
countries, with the exception of Finland and
Latvia, where the gap on the combined reading
literacy scale was larger than that of the United
States (table B-3).

Number of PISA countries with
data available for 15-year-old
students scoring at level 1 or
below on the combined reading
literacy scale, by selected student
background characteristics: 2000

Table 1.

Level
Characteristic 1or
below
Sex
Female 31
Male 31
Socioeconomic status (SES)
Low SES 30
Medium SES 30
High SES 30
Parent national origin
Both parents foreign born 29
One parent native born and one parent
foreign born 29
Both parents native born 30
Student national origin
Student foreign born 29
Student native born 30
Parent education
Parent completed less than college 29
Parent completed college or higher 29
Language spoken at home most of the time
Test language spoken at home most of the time 29
Language other than the test language spoken
at home most of the time 28

NOTE: See the Description of Variables section

in appendix A for more information about the
characteristics.

SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD), Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA), Assessment Items and Student
Questionnaire, 2000.

In the United States, males represented 62
percent of the students achieving at level 1

or below, while accounting for 48 percent of
students overall (figure 3; table B-4). Conversely,
females represented 38 percent of students
achieving at level 1 or below and 52 percent of
students overall. Hence, in the United States, the
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Figure 3. Percentage of male 15-year-old students overall and scoring at level 1 or below
on the combined reading literacy scale, by country: 2000
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NOTE: Students were classified into reading levels according to their combined reading literacy scores on PISA
2000. In order to reach a particular level, a student must have been able to correctly answer a majority of items
at that level. Students scoring 407 or below on the combined reading scale were classified at level 1 or below.
The OECD average is the average of the national averages of the OECD member countries with data available.
Because PISA is principally an OECD study, the results for non-OECD countries are displayed separately from those
of the OECD countries and not are included in the OECD average. The overall percentage refers to the sample
estimate for the overall 15-year-old student population.

SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA), Assessment ltems and Student Questionnaire, 2000.
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likelihood of a low-performing student being male
was 1.3 times the average likelihood of a student
being male (table B-23). Likewise, in all of the
other PISA 2000 countries, there was a greater
likelihood of a low-performing student being male
compared to the average student.

The US. ratio for males was lower than that in 7
countries (Canada, the Czech Republic, Finland,
Iceland, Japan, Latvia, and New Zealand)
(exhibit 4). That is, in the United States, a low
performer was 1.3 times more likely to be male
than the U.S. average, while a Canadian low
performer was 1.4 times more likely to be male
compared to the Canadian average, for instance
(table B-23). However, the U.S. ratio was

higher than that in 5 countries (Brazil, Germany,
Hungary, Luxembourg, and Mexico).

Race/Ethnicity in
the United States

Data from PISA 2000 for the United States
showed that, on average, White students and
students of “other” racial/ethnic backgrounds
outscored Black and Hispanic students in reading
literacy (Lemke et al. 2001).7-8 Given differences
among countries in definitions of racial and
ethnic groups, no comparisons are made to other
countries for this variable.

Overall, 59 percent of US. 15-year-old students
identified themselves as White, 14 percent as
Black, 18 percent as Hispanic, and 9 percent as
of “other” racial/ethnic origin (table B-5).

Twenty-eight percent of U.S. students at level 1
or below were White, compared to 59 percent
of students on average. In contrast, 28 percent
of level 1 or below students identified themselves
as Black (compared to 14 percent on average)
and 35 percent as Hispanic (compared to 18

percent on average). Hence, in the United States,
the likelihood of a low-performing student being
White was one-half (0.5) the average likelihood
of a student being White (table B-24). The
relative likelihood of a low performing student
being either Black or Hispanic was 2.0; that is, on
PISA 2000’s measure of reading, low performers
were twice as likely to be Black or Hispanic as

on average. National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) reading scores for eighth-graders
in 2003 showed that the relative likelihood of
low-performing students (those at the Below
Basic level as defined by NAEP) being Black was
2.8 times the average and being Hispanic was 3.0
times the average, while the likelihood of a
low-performing student being White was about
one-quarter (.27) of the average likelihood.’

Socioeconomic Status

A strong relationship has been found to exist
between the SES of a student’s parents and

a student’s learning outcomes, including
performance on assessments like PISA (Coleman
et al. 1966; Lemke et al. 2001; West, Denton,
and Reaney 2000; Williams et al. 2000).
However, it is not clear that students are

always able to report family income accurately
or whether income adequately captures all
resources available to a family. Hence, studies
such as PISA do not ask students to report family
income (Williams et al. 2000).

For PISA, in this report, the SES measure was
derived from students’ reports of parental
occupation. Occupations were coded to

the International Standard Classification of
Occupations 1988 (ISCO-88) and then grouped
into major occupational groups.'® The groups
were collapsed into three categories of “low,”
“medium,” and “high” SES based on the
occupational content of the group as well as
the relationship to an internationally comparable
index ranging from 0-90 (known as the ISEl or

"The “other” group comprises students identifying themselves as American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, or
multiracial since the numbers of these students are too small to report by individual categories.

8Because these racial and ethnic categories are not common across countries, it is not possible to compare the U.S. situation with respect to race

and ethnicity to other countries.

It is important to keep in mind, however, that NAEP tested 8™ graders, while PISA assessed 15-year-olds, and that the “below basic” level in PISA is
not directly comparable to the low-performing group in PISA because of different level-setting processes used in each study.

19For more information about ISCO-88, see International Labor Organization (ILO) (1990).
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Exhibit 4. PISA 2000 countries grouped by their relative likelihood ratios as compared to
the United States, by selected student background characteristics: 2000

h L Relative likelihood ratio
Characteristic Higher than the United States Lower than the United States
Male Canada Brazil
Czech Republic Germany
Finland Hungary
Iceland Luxembourg
Japan Mexico
Latvia
New Zealand
Low United Kingdom Brazil Luxembourg
socioeconomic Canada Mexico
status Czech Republic Norway
France Poland
Greece Portugal
Iceland Spain
Ireland Sweden
Italy Russian Federation
Latvia OECD average
Both parents Austria Luxembourg Canada
foreign-born Belgium Mexico
Denmark Norway
Finland Sweden
Germany Switzerland
Greece OECD average
Foreign-born Austria Spain
France Sweden
Germany OECD average
Mexico
Parents with Canada Austria Latvia
less than college Denmark Belgium Liechtenstein
education Brazil Luxembourg
Czech Republic Mexico
Finland New Zealand
France Poland
Germany Portugal
Greece Russian Federation
Hungary Spain
Iceland Switzerland
Italy United Kingdom
Korea, Republic of OECD average
Non-tes language | Austria Australia Luxembourg
speakers Denmark Belgium Mexico
France Canada Portugal
Germany Italy OECD average
Liechtenstein

NOTE: For more information about the selected variables, see the Description of Variables section in appendix

A. Relative likelihood (risk) ratio is calculated across two groups: 1) low-performing students (scoring at level 1 or
below) and 2) the overall 15-year-old student population (scoring at all proficiency levels: below level 1, level 1,
level 2, level 3, level 4, and level 5). A relative likelihood ratio greater than 1 implies that a particular characteristic
is more likely to be observed among the low performers than for the overall 15-year-old-student population. A
relative likelihood ratio less than 1 implies that a particular characteristic is less likely to be observed among the low
performers than for the overall 15-year-old-student population. Includes PISA 2000 countries that reported relative
likelihood ratios higher than 1 in the student characteristics reported.

SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA), 2000.
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International Socio-Economic Index)."" These
groupings were then applied to the data for
each country, allowing for the calculation of the
percentage of students in each nation who were
from high-, medium-, or low-SES backgrounds.

By this measure, 25 percent of the 15-year-old
U.S. student population was considered low SES
(41 percent were medium SES and 34 percent
were high SES) (table B-6). Neither the low- nor
high-SES percentages were measurably different
from the OECD averages (26 percent and 29
percent, respectively). More students at the OECD
average (45 percent) were considered medium SES
than in the United States. Of the other countries
participating in PISA 2000, Austria had a smaller
percentage of students with low SES than the
United States, while 7 countries had a greater
percentage of students with low SES. Thirteen
countries had smaller percentages of students with
high SES, while Norway had a higher percentage of
students with high SES than the United States.

In the United States, 42 percent of students
achieving at level 1 or below came from a
low-SES background, compared to 25 percent
of U.S. students overall. Hence, in the United
States, the likelihood of a low-performing student
coming from a low-SES background was 1.7
times the average likelihood of a student being
low SES (table B-23). The greater likelihood of
a low-performing student coming from a low
SES background held true for all the other PISA
countries except Japan.

The US. ratio was lower than the ratio in one
country, the United Kingdom (exhibit 4). British
low performers were 1.8 times more likely to
report being low-SES than on average in Britain,
while US. low performers were 1.7 times more
likely to come from a low-SES background than
the U.S. average. In contrast, the U.S. likelihood
ratio was higher than in 17 (about half) of the
other PISA 2000 countries and the OECD
average. That is, US. low performers were
more likely than low performers in most OECD
countries to report being low SES compared to
their respective national averages.

Parent and Student
National Origin

Data from PISA 2000 showed that in most
countries 15-year-old students with foreign-
born parents had lower reading literacy scores
than those with parents born in the country

of the assessment (Lemke et al. 2001). This
section explores that performance gap further
by examining the nativity of the parents of
students achieving at level 1 or below. In addition
to parent national origin, this section also

looks at student national origin, examining the
percentages of foreign-born students among low
performers. This information can help deal with
the question of how the United States compares
to other countries in terms of addressing equity
for students whose parents were born outside
of the country where they attend school, or for
students who were themselves born outside of
the country.

Overall, 14 percent of 15-year-old students in
the United States reported that both of their
parents were foreign born, while 7 percent of
U.S. students reported that they themselves were
foreign born (figures 4 and 5; tables B-7 and B-8).
Neither of these percentages was measurably
different from the OECD average (9 percent and
7 percent, respectively). Relative to the United
States, 16 countries (about half) had a smaller
percentage of students with two foreign-born
parents, while 10 reported a smaller percentage
of foreign-born students. Only two countries had
a larger percentage of students with two foreign-
born parents, while 6 countries had a larger
percentage of foreign-born students relative to
the United States.

In the United States, 22 percent of students
achieving at level 1 or below reported having two
foreign-born parents, compared to 14 percent of
students on average (figure 4; table B-7). Hence, in
the United States, the likelihood of a low-performing
student having two foreign-born parents was 1.6
times the average likelihood of a student having
two foreign-born parents (table B-23).

"For details about construction of the SES index, see appendix A. For details about construction of the ISEl index, see Ganzeboom and Treiman
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Figure 4. Percentage of 15-year-old students overall and scoring at level 1 or below on the
combined reading literacy scale who had two foreign-born parents, by country: 2000
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tReporting standards not met (too few cases to report at level 1 or below).

'The item response rate for students at level 1 or below is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly
accounted for.

NOTE: Data for the Republic of Korea are not available. Students were classified into reading levels according to
their combined reading literacy scores on PISA 2000. In order to reach a particular level, a student must have
been able to correctly answer a majority of items at that level. Students scoring 407 or below on the combined
reading scale were classified at level 1 or below. The OECD average is the average of the national averages of the
OECD member countries with data available. Because PISA is principally an OECD study, the results for non-OECD
countries are displayed separately from those of the OECD countries and are not included in the OECD average.
The overall percentage refers to the sample estimate for the overall 15-year-old student population.

SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA), Assessment ltems and Student Questionnaire, 2000.
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Figure 5. Percentage of foreign-born 15-year-old students overall and scoring at level 1 or
below on the combined reading literacy scale, by country: 2000
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'The item response rate for students at level 1 or below is below 85 percent. Missing data have not been explicitly
accounted for.

NOTE: Data for the Republic of Korea are not available. Students were classified into reading levels according to
their combined reading literacy scores on PISA 2000. In order to reach a particular level, a student must have
been able to correctly answer a majority of items at that level. Students scoring 407 or below on the combined
reading scale were classified at level 1 or below. The OECD average is the average of the national averages of the
OECD member countries with data available. Because PISA is principally an OECD study, the results for non-OECD
countries are displayed separately from those of the OECD countries and are not included in the OECD average.
The overall percentage refers to the sample estimate for the overall 15-year-old student population.

SOURCE: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA), Assessment ltems and Student Questionnaire, 2000.
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In fact, in the majority of countries (19 of the
other 28) with data available, the relative likelihood
ratio of a low-performing student having two
foreign-born parents was measurably larger than

1. Inlreland, in contrast, the likelihood of a low
performer having two foreign-born parents was
actually less (.60) than the average.

Among the countries where the relative likelihood
ratio of a low-performing student reporting two
foreign-born parents was higher than 1, the US.
ratio was lower than that in 11 countries and the
OECD average, while it was higher than that in
Canada (exhibit 4). This implies that although
Canada had a higher percentage of students with
two foreign-born parents overall (21 percent)
compared to the United States (14 percent),

the likelihood of a U.S. low performer reporting
two foreign-born parents was greater than the
likelihood of a Canadian low performer reporting
two foreign-born parents compared to their
respective national averages.

Twelve percent of U.S. students achieving at level

1 or below were foreign born, compared to 7
percent of U.S. students who were foreign born on
average. Hence, in the United States, the likelihood
of a low-performing student being foreign born
was 1.7 times the average likelihood of a student
being foreign born (table B-23). For nine of the
other PISA 2000 countries, the relative likelihood
of a low-performing student being foreign born
was not measurably different from 1. There

were two countries (Ireland and Switzerland) for
which the relative likelihood of a low-performing
student being foreign born was less than 1. This
implies that a low-performing student in Irelan