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The skills and knowledge that individuals bring to their jobs, to further studies, and to society play an important 
role in determining economic success and overall quality of life, at both the individual and societal level. Today’s 
knowledge-based economy is driven by advances in information and communication technologies, reduced trade 
barriers, and the globalization of markets, all of which have changed the type of knowledge and skills required 
for success. As a result, individuals need a strong set of foundational skills upon which further learning can be 
built. 

Education systems play a central role in building this strong base. Students leaving secondary education without 
a strong foundation may experience difficulty accessing the postsecondary education system or the labour 
market, and they may benefit less when learning opportunities are presented later in life. Without the tools 
needed to be effective learners throughout their lives, individuals with limited skills risk economic and social 
marginalization. 

Governments in industrialized countries have devoted large portions of their budgets to provide high-quality 
schooling. Given these investments, they are interested in the relative effectiveness of their education systems. 
To address these issues, member countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), along with partner countries,1 developed a common tool to improve their understanding of what 
makes young people — and entire education systems — successful. This tool is the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA). It measures the extent to which youth, at age 15, have acquired some of the 
knowledge and skills that are essential for full participation in modern societies. 

PISA is a collaborative effort among member countries of the OECD. It is designed to provide policy-oriented 
international indicators of the skills and knowledge of 15-year-old students and to shed light on a range of 
factors that contribute to successful students, schools, education systems, and learning environments (OECD, 
2019a). It measures skills that are generally recognized as key outcomes of the educational process. The 
assessment does not focus on whether students can reproduce knowledge but rather on young people’s ability to 
use their knowledge and skills to meet real-life challenges. These skills are believed to be prerequisites for efficient 
learning throughout life and for full participation in society.

Information gathered through PISA enables a thorough comparative analysis of the performance of students near 
the end of their compulsory education. The assessment also permits exploration of the ways that achievement 
varies across different social and economic groups and the factors that influence achievement within and among 
countries.

For almost two decades, PISA has brought significant attention to international assessments and related 
studies by generating data to inform the public and to enhance policy-makers’ ability to formulate decisions 
based on evidence. Canadian provinces have used information gathered from PISA, along with other sources 
of information such as the Pan-Canadian Assessment Program (PCAP) (see, e.g., O’Grady, Fung, Servage, & 
Khan, 2018), other international assessments, and their own provincial assessment programs, to inform various 
education-related initiatives. In Canada, PISA is carried out through a partnership between Employment and 
Social Development Canada (ESDC) and the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada (CMEC).

1 In this report, the word countries will be used to denote countries and economies.
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The project, which began in 2000, focuses on the capabilities of 15-year-olds as they near the end of compulsory 
education. Administered every three years, it reports on reading, mathematical, and scientific literacy and 
provides a more detailed look at one of those domains in the years when it is the major focus. As a major focus, 
the domain is tested in greater depth, taking up roughly one-half of the total testing time. The major domain 
in 2018 was reading, as it was in 2000 and 2009. Mathematics was the major domain in 2003 and 2012, and 
science was the major domain in 2006 and 2015. Students’ proficiency in an innovative domain is also assessed 
in each cycle. In 2018, the innovative domain was global competence — that is, students’ ability to interact with 
the wider world around them. 

Canada’s continued participation in PISA stems from many of the same questions that motivate other 
participating countries. In Canada, the provinces and territories, which are responsible for education, invest 
significant public resources in the provision of elementary and secondary education, and Canadians are 
interested in the outcomes of compulsory education provided to their youth. A key question is, how can 
resources be directed to the achievement of higher levels of knowledge and skills upon which lifelong learning is 
founded and to the reduction of social inequality in life outcomes? 

Elementary and secondary education systems play a key role in providing students with the knowledge and skills 
that form an essential foundation for the further development of human capital, whether through participation 
in the workforce, postsecondary education, or lifelong learning. Previous studies based on PISA data have shown 
the relationship between strong skills in the core subject areas at age 15 and outcomes in later life. For example, 
results from the Youth in Transition Survey (YITS) show a strong association between reading proficiency and 
education attainment (OECD, 2010 and 2012). Canadian students in the bottom quartile of PISA reading 
scores were much more likely to drop out of secondary school and less likely to have completed a year of 
postsecondary education than those in the top quartile. In contrast, Canadian students at the top PISA level of 
reading performance (at the time, Level 5) were 20 times more likely to go to university than those at the lowest 
PISA levels (at or below Level 1) (OECD, 2010).

Questions about educational effectiveness can be partly answered with data on the average performance of 
Canada’s youth in key subject areas. However, with respect to equity, other questions can be answered only by 
examining the distribution of competencies (e.g., Who are the students at the lowest levels of achievement? 
Do certain groups or regions appear to be at greater risk of low achievement?). These are important questions 
because, among other things, acquisition of knowledge and skills during compulsory schooling influences access 
to postsecondary education, success in the labour market, and the effectiveness of continuous, lifelong learning. 

In 2018, the seventh cycle of PISA focused on reading literacy. PISA 2018 marks the third time that reading 
was the major domain: while reading was assessed in all previous PISA cycles, the domain was the major focus 
in 2000 and 2009. Students who participated in PISA 2018 entered primary school at about the time of the 
PISA 2009 survey, so the 2018 results provide an opportunity to relate policy changes to changes in learning 
outcomes using the benchmarks set by the previous surveys. Given its emphasis on reading in 2018, PISA 
reports on reading literacy as well as three cognitive process subscales (locating information, understanding, and 
evaluating and reflecting) and two text structure subscales (single-source texts and multiple-source texts), which 
are described in Chapter 1. 

The distinction between the major domain (reading) and the two minor domains (mathematics and science) are 
less prominent in PISA 2018 than in previous administrations. The test design in 2018 provided full coverage of 
the constructs for all three domains, although about one-half of the total testing time was dedicated to the major 
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domain. For the reading assessment, a multi-stage adaptive test design (described in Chapter 1) was introduced, 
which provides a more efficient and precise measurement of ability across the proficiency scales.

Seventy-nine countries participated in PISA 2018, including all 37 OECD countries.2 Typically, between 
5,000 and 10,000 15-year-old students from at least 150 schools were tested in each country. In Canada, over 
22,500 students from approximately 800 schools participated across the 10 provinces.3 

The large Canadian sample was required to produce reliable estimates representative of each province and 
for both French- and English-language school systems in Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Quebec, Ontario, 
Manitoba, Alberta, and British Columbia.4 In Canada, PISA was administered in English and in French, 
depending on the school system in which students were enrolled.

The 2018 PISA assessment was administered in schools during regular school hours in April and May 2018. 
The assessment was a two-hour computer-based test. Students also completed a 35-minute student background 
questionnaire, providing information about themselves and their home, while school principals completed 
a 45-minute questionnaire about their schools. As part of PISA 2018, international options could also be 
implemented. Canada chose to add a one-hour financial literacy assessment. Canada also implemented several 
national options in the form of short questionnaires to collect information on the attitudes of 15-year-old 
students toward trades, their participation in French immersion programs, Indigenous self-identity, and 
expectations related to educational attainment; however, only some provinces chose to participate in these 
options. 

Table 1 presents an overview of PISA 2018. It includes information on participants, test design and 
administration, and national and international options.

2 The OECD countries are Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, 
Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Japan, Korea, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Mexico, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, 
Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Turkey, United Kingdom, and United States. Participating partner countries and economies 
are Albania, Argentina, Azerbaijan (Baku), Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu, Zhejiang (B-S-J-Z) (China), Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Brazil, Brunei 
Darussalam, Bulgaria, Chinese Taipei, Costa Rica, Croatia, Cyprus, Dominican Republic, Georgia, Hong Kong (China), Indonesia, Jordan, Kazakhstan, 
Kosovo, Lebanon, Macao (China), Malaysia, Malta, Moldova, Montenegro, Morocco, Panama, Peru, Philippines, Qatar, Republic of North Macedonia, 
Romania, Russian Federation, Saudi Arabia, Serbia, Singapore, Thailand, Ukraine, United Arab Emirates, Uruguay, and Vietnam.

3 No data were collected in the three territories or in First Nations schools. Further information on sampling procedures and response rates for Canada can 
be found in Appendix A.

4 The samples of French-language schools were not sufficiently large to produce reliable estimates in Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, 
and Saskatchewan. 
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Table 1

   Overview of PISA 2018

Canada

provinces
• • 

• • 

Number of • • 

Domains • 
• 
• 

• 

Languages in which the 
test was administered

• • 

assessment
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
5

• 

• 

• 

 
 

• • 

 

 

 

 

5 In this report, parents refers to parents or guardians. 
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This report provides the initial results from the PISA 2018 assessment for Canada and the provinces. It presents 
the Canadian and provincial results in reading, mathematics, and science and complements the information 
presented in the PISA 2018 international report.6 It also compares results to those in other participating 
countries and across Canadian provinces. 

Chapter 1 provides information on the performance of Canadian 15-year-old students on the PISA 2018 
assessment in reading, the primary focus of PISA 2018. It explains the five subscales that constitute the PISA 
assessment of reading literacy and describes the eight reading proficiency levels. Student achievement is presented 
by both proficiency levels and average scores. Chapter 2 presents data from the student questionnaire. It reports 
statistics for variables of interest and provides an analysis of the relationship between certain variables and 
student performance in reading, where pertinent. Chapter 3 presents performance results in the minor domains 
of mathematics and science. The Conclusion discusses the major findings and opportunities for further study. 
Finally, the appendices provide additional details on sampling and response rates as well as a number of data 
tables. 

6 The PISA 2018 international report is being released in six volumes. Results presented in this report correspond to those in PISA 2018 results, Volume 1: 
What Students Know and Can Do (Paris: OECD 2019). Retrieved from https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/pisa-2018-results-volume-i_5f07c754-
en
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Chapter 1
Canadian Students’ Performance in Reading  

In the PISA context, reading refers to reading literacy, which is defined as “an individual’s capacity to understand, 
use, evaluate, reflect on and engage with texts in order to achieve one’s goals, develop one’s knowledge and 
potential, and participate in society” (OECD, 2019a, p. 14). Reading literacy is a foundation for student 
achievement in other subject areas in school as well as a prerequisite for full participation in modern society.

The reading framework was originally developed for PISA 2000. Since the initial development of the framework, 
the nature of reading contexts has significantly changed, especially with the introduction of new digital reading 
platforms and technologies. In light of changes in the field of reading, as well as changes to the PISA assessment 
administration mode, the reading framework has been updated over the years. For PISA 2009, two main 
modifications were made to the framework: the inclusion of digital texts and the elaboration of the constructs 
of reading engagement and metacognition. Although reading was a minor domain in PISA 2015, the wording 
of the framework was adjusted in that year to reflect the transition from a paper-based to a computer-based 
assessment mode. For PISA 2018, the main improvements made to the framework include the integration of 
new diverse forms of reading and considerations related to the impact of technology, the inclusion of basic 
reading process constructs, and the elaboration of reading processes to encompass skills needed in a digital 
reading context. While several updates have been made to the reading framework, the framework has also 
retained its essential features, which allows reporting on trends in performance over time.

For the first time, PISA 2018 adopted a multi-stage adaptive testing approach for the computer-based reading 
assessment. With this approach, the reading materials were organized into blocks with units of items. There 
are three stages in the adaptive testing. The test starts with a core stage, with one random block consisting of 
7 to 10 items assigned to students, followed by either an easy or a difficult block of units with 12 to 15 items 
each at Stage 1 and Stage 2. The Stage 1 and Stage 2 blocks were assigned based on the student’s performance 
(i.e., low, medium, or high achievement), as determined by the core stage. For example, students who displayed 
low performance at the core stage had a 90 per cent chance of being assigned to an easier Stage 1 block and 
a 10 per cent chance of being assigned to a more difficult Stage 1 block (OECD, 2019b, p. 37). In this way, 
through the assignment of units closer to each student’s ability level, performance can be estimated with more 
precision for each student as the assessment progresses. The use of adaptive testing ensures a higher level of 
measurement precision while administering fewer items to each student (OECD, 2019b, p. 37). The multi-stage 
adaptive testing was used only for reading, as it was the major domain in PISA 2018; the traditional non-
adaptive testing approach was used for the two minor domains.

The main elements of the PISA 2018 reading framework are presented in Figure 1.1. The cognitive assessment 
design includes test items that focus on different types of texts and situations and that address the cognitive 
processes readers use when they engage with texts. Overall, the framework aims to measure how well a student 
has mastered different reading cognitive processes by manipulating text and situational variables while using one 
or more texts (OECD, 2019a).
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Figure 1.1

Elements of the PISA 2018 reading framework

Figure 1.2 outlines the two categories of reading processes in the framework. In particular, the PISA cognitive 
reading assessment focuses on measuring and reporting on the cognitive processes that fall within the text-
processing category.

Figure 1.2

PISA 2018 reading framework processes

Task
management

Text processing

•    
•      

•   
•    

•   
•     
•    

Understanding

Adapted from Figure 2.2 in OECD, 2019a, p. 33.

Reading processes 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
• 
•  
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The reading framework covers several different elements. However, for PISA 2018 reporting purposes, a total 
of five subscales are used: three cognitive process subscales and two text structure subscales. The text-processing 
elements of locating information, understanding, and evaluating and reflecting represent the three cognitive  
process subscales, while the two text structure subscales are single-source texts and multiple-source texts. 

A fourth text process, “reading fluently,” underpins the three cognitive processes but is not reported as a separate 
subscale. PISA defines reading fluency as the ease and efficiency with which one can read and understand a piece 
of text. To assess this process, PISA 2018 presented students with relatively simple sentences and asked whether 
they made sense. The inclusion of tasks that assess reading fluency independently of other processes is new to the 
PISA 2018 assessment (OECD, 2019b). 

Table 1.1 provides an overview of the framework coverage in the PISA 2018 reading cognitive assessment and 
defines approximately how the cognitive assessment tasks are distributed across the five reporting subscales.

Table 1.1 

2018 FRAMEWORK

65% 35%

25% 15%

Understanding 45%
15%
15%

15%

30%  

PISA has developed useful benchmarks relating a range of average scores in reading to levels of knowledge and 
skills measured by the assessment. Although these levels are not linked directly to any specific program of study 
in reading, they provide an overall picture of students’ accumulated understanding at age 15. PISA reading 
literacy is expressed on an eight-level proficiency scale whereby tasks at the lower end of the scale (Levels 1a–1c) 
are deemed easier and less complex than other tasks at the higher end (Level 6); this progression in task 
difficulty/complexity applies to both the overall reading scale and the reading subscales. A summary description 
of the tasks that students are able to do at the eight proficiency levels for overall reading is provided in Table 1.2, 
along with the corresponding lower score limit for the level. It is assumed that students classified at a given 
proficiency level can perform most of the tasks at that level as well as those at the lower level or levels.
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 Table 1.2

Level
Lower 
score 
limit

Percentage of 
students able to 
perform tasks at  

this level or above

6  Level 6 

 

 

 
 

 

5 626  Level 5
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

4 553 Level 4
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

3 Level 3
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Level
Lower 
score 
limit

Percentage of 
students able to 
perform tasks at  

this level or above

2 Level 2

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

1a 335 Level 1a
 
 

 

 

1b 262 Level 1b
 
 

 

 

1c Level 1c
 

Note
Adapted from OECD, 2019a, p. 55.

Results in reading

The results of student performance on the PISA 2018 reading assessment are presented in this report in two 
ways: as the percentage of students attaining proficiency levels and as overall average scores. Results are presented 
for Canada overall and by province, both for reading overall and by the subscales of reading. The performance of 
students enrolled in anglophone and francophone school systems is also presented for those provinces in which 
the two groups were sampled separately. This chapter also compares Canadian students’ performance in reading 
by gender. Given that PISA 2018 marks the third time that reading was assessed as a major domain (reading was 
also the major focus in 2000 and 2009), changes in reading performance over time are also discussed.

Results in reading by proficiency level

In PISA 2018, 86 per cent of Canadian students and 77 per cent of students in OECD countries performed 
at or above Level 2 in reading, which is the baseline level of reading literacy required to take advantage of 
further learning opportunities and to participate fully in modern society (Appendix B.1.1b). Across provinces, 
the percentage of Canadian students at or above the baseline level of performance ranges from 78 per cent 
in New Brunswick to 88 per cent in Quebec and Alberta (Figure 1.3). Inversely, 14 per cent of Canadian 
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students did not reach the baseline Level 2 in reading, compared to the OECD average of 23 per cent. More 
than 60 countries had a higher proportion of students performing below Level 2 compared to Canada. Within 
Canada, there is much variability among the provinces. Quebec (12 per cent), Alberta (12 per cent), and 
Ontario (13 per cent) had a lower proportion of low achievers in reading; whereas New Brunswick (22 per cent) 
and Manitoba (20 per cent) had a higher proportion of low achievers. 

At the higher end of the PISA reading scale, 15 per cent of Canadian students performed at Level 5 or above 
compared to 9 per cent performing at this level on average across OECD countries. Although the overall 
Canadian average is higher than in most other countries participating in PISA 2018, in seven countries — 
Macao (China), the United States, Estonia, Sweden, Korea, Hong Kong (China), and Finland — the proportion 
of students performing at Level 5 or above was similar to that in Canada. Two other countries (Singapore and 
B-S-J-Z (China)) had a statistically higher proportion of students at Level 5 or above than Canada. At the 
provincial level, more than 10 per cent of students in Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, Nova 
Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, Alberta, and British Columbia achieved a proficiency level of 5 or higher in reading 
(Appendix B.1.1b).  

Students performing below Level 1 can locate explicitly stated information, recognize the main theme or author’s 
purpose in a text with a familiar topic, or make simple connections between the text and common, everyday 
knowledge. Across the OECD, 8 per cent of 15-year olds did not achieve Level 1, while this proportion was 
4 per cent for Canada overall. Across the provinces, the proportion of students performing below Level 1 ranged 
from 3 per cent in Quebec and Alberta to 7 per cent in New Brunswick (Appendix B.1.1a).

 Figure 1.3
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Results in reading by average score 

The PISA scores for reading are expressed on a scale with an average or mean of 500 points for the OECD 
countries and a standard deviation of 100. This average was established in 2000 and decreased to 493 in 2009 
and 487 in 2018 (Appendix A1.2). This means that approximately two-thirds of all students in OECD countries 
scored between 387 and 587 (i.e., within one standard deviation of the average) on the PISA 2018 reading 
assessment. 

International studies such as PISA summarize student performance by comparing the relative standing of 
countries based on their average test scores. This approach can be misleading because there is a margin of error 
associated with each score (see Box 1). When interpreting average performances between countries, only those 
differences that are statistically significant should be taken into account. 

Overall, Canadian 15-year-old students achieved a mean score of 520 in reading, which is 33 points over the 
OECD average. As shown in Table 1.3, Canada was outperformed by only three countries (B-S-J-Z (China), 
Singapore, and Macao (China)). Canadian students performed as well as students from five countries (Hong 
Kong (China), Estonia, Finland, Ireland, and Korea).

rate. 
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Table 1.3

 Achievement scores in reading

Country or  
province

Average  
score

95% 

interval country or province

555

Ab
ov

e 
th

e 
O

EC
D 

av
er

ag
e

549
Alberta 532

525

524

Ontario 524

Estonia 523

CANADA

Finland

Quebec 519

519

516

Korea 514

Newfoundland and 
Labrador 512

512

Prince Edward Island

499

Saskatchewan 499

Germany

495

Manitoba 494

493

France 493

492
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Country or  
province

Average  
score

95% 

interval country or province

At
 th

e O
EC

D 
av

er
ag

e

Netherlands

479

479
479
476
476

Lithuania 476
474
474

466
466

Greece 457
Chile 452

439
432

427
426

a 424
424
421

Mexico

419
415
413
412

399
393

393

Panama
Panama 377

371 Panama
359

Lebanon 353
353
342

Note
a , p. 21, for a note regarding
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Figure 1.4 presents reading achievement in the provinces along with the OECD and Canadian averages. Canada 
overall and eight provinces were above the OECD average, and two provinces (Prince Edward Island and New 
Brunswick) were at the OECD average. When compared to the results for Canada overall, Alberta students 
achieved scores that were above the Canadian average, while students in Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova 
Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, and British Columbia achieved scores that were similar to the Canadian average. 
Students in four provinces (Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan) scored below 
the Canadian average (Appendix B.1.2).

 Figure 1.4
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Canadian results are also reported for the three cognitive processes and two text structure subscales. When 
analyzing results for the cognitive process subscales, it should be noted that students’ level of reading literacy is 
dependent on skills inherent in all three subscales. A closer analysis of results in each reading subscale can help 
inform policy-level discussions, curricular emphasis, and/or teaching practice. 

The Canadian averages for the three cognitive process subscales are 517 for locating information, 520 for 
understanding, and 527 for evaluating and reflecting. Across OECD countries, students scored 487, 487, and 
489, respectively, on the three cognitive process subscales (Appendix B.1.3). On the text structure subscales, 
Canadian students achieved an average score of 521 on items associated with the single-text subscale and 522 
on those related to multiple texts, while the OECD average on these subscales was 485 and 490, respectively 
(Appendix B.1.4). 

As shown in Table 1.4, there was variation across provinces on the cognitive process and text structure 
subscales. Alberta and Ontario students scored above the Canadian average on two or more of the subscales 
(Appendices B.1.3 and B.1.4).
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 Table 1.4

Comparison of provincial results to the Canadian average for achievement scores in reading subscales 
Above*  

the Canadian average
At  

the Canadian average
 

the Canadian average

Understanding
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

Equity in Canada 

Another way of studying differences in achievement is to look at the distribution of scores within a population. 
The difference between the mean score of students at the 90th percentile and those at the 10th percentile is often 
used as a proxy for equity in educational outcomes whereby the relative distribution of scores or the gap that 
exists between students with the highest and lowest levels of performance within each country or province is 
examined. Figure 1.5 and Appendix B.1.5 show the difference in average scores between lowest achievers and 
highest achievers in reading in Canada and the provinces. For Canada overall, those in the highest decile scored 
259 points higher than those in the lowest decile, which is similar to the gap across OECD countries (260). 

At the provincial level, the smallest gaps (greater equity) are found in Quebec (242) and Saskatchewan (245), 
while the largest gaps (less equity) can be observed in Prince Edward Island (271), New Brunswick (269), 
and British Columbia (269). It is worth noting that, although high-achieving countries tend to have a larger 
gap, high achievement does not necessarily come at the cost of equity. For instance, B-S-J-Z (China) achieved 
the highest average score in reading (555) but has a smaller achievement gap (225), or greater equity, than 
Canada. Also of note, Macao (China) achieved a higher average score compared to Canada (525) and a similar 
achievement gap (238) (Appendix B.1.5).
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Figure 1.5
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Achievement in reading by language of the school system

In seven Canadian provinces (Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba, Alberta, and British 
Columbia), samples were representative of both majority and minority official language groups.7 

Figure 1.6 shows proficiency levels in reading by language of the school system in which students were 
enrolled.8 In Canada overall, similar proportions of students in francophone and anglophone schools (85 and 
86 per cent, respectively) achieved Level 2 or above. English-language school systems had a greater proportion 
of students attaining the highest levels of performance (Levels 5 and 6), in comparison to their French-
language counterparts, while both systems had a similar proportion of students performing below Level 2 
(Appendix B.1.6b). 

7 With respect to the two official languages in Canada, English is the majority language outside of Quebec — 74 per cent of Canadians report speaking 
English most often at home. In Quebec, French is the majority language —73 per cent of people in Quebec report speaking French most often (Statistics 
Canada, 2011). 

8 Within anglophone school systems, students in French immersion programs completed the reading component in English.
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Figure 1.6 
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When Canadian and provincial results at Level 2 or higher for English-language schools are compared, we see 
that students in Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, Alberta, 
and British Columbia achieved these levels at a rate similar to those in Canada as a whole, while students in 
the remaining provinces achieved Level 2 or above at a rate lower than the Canadian average. With respect to 
French-language schools, a higher proportion of students in Quebec performed at or above the expected level 
of reading compared to the Canadian results, while students in Alberta achieved these levels at a rate similar to 
those in Canada as a whole; all other provinces had a lower percentage of students at Level 2 or above (Table 1.5, 
Appendix B.1.6b). New Brunswick, Quebec, and British Columbia were the only provinces with equity in 
reading achievement between the two language systems with respect to students at Level 2 or above. In the 
remaining provinces, performance on the overall reading scale was statistically different between the anglophone 
and francophone school systems. Students in the majority-language systems in Nova Scotia, Ontario, 
Manitoba, and Alberta performed better than their counterparts in the minority-language systems (Table 1.6, 
Appendix B.1.6b).

 Table 1.5

Comparison of Canadian and provincial results for percentage of students achieving at or above Level 2 in reading,  
by language of the school system

Anglophone school systems

Higher percentage than Canada The same percentage as Canada Lower* percentage than Canada

 

 

Francophone school systems

Higher* percentage than Canada The same percentage as Canada Lower* percentage than Canada

Note
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Table 1.6

Comparison of provincial results for percentage of students achieving at or above Level 2 in reading, 
by language of the school system

Higher* percentage  
in anglophone schools

Higher percentage  
in francophone schools

 
between school systems

  

Note

In Canada overall, students in English-language schools achieved higher average scores in reading than 
those in French-language schools (Figure 1.7, Appendix B.1.7). This differs from the results reported in the 
2015 PISA study (O’Grady, Deussing, Scerbina, Fung, & Muhe, 2016) and for Canadian Grade 4 students in 
the PIRLS 2016 study (Brochu, O’Grady, Scerbina, & Tao, 2018); neither of these studies found a significant 
difference between the two language systems in reading. However, the results are consistent with those reported 
for Canadian Grade 4 students in ePIRLS 2016 (Brochu et al., 2018) and for Grade 8 students in PCAP 2016 
(O’Grady, Fung, Servage, & Khan, 2018). 

Figure 1.7

Canadian achievement scores in reading, by language of the school system
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Provincially, reading scores across the provinces in the minority language systems (the anglophone school 
system in Quebec and francophone school systems in other provinces) ranged from 435 in Nova Scotia 
to 527 in Quebec, and in the majority language systems ranged from 495 in Manitoba to 532 in Alberta 
(Appendix B.1.7). 

Table 1.7 presents a comparison of provincial achievements scores in reading with the Canadian means for both 
English- and French-language school systems. In English-language systems, Ontario and Alberta students scored 
above the Canadian English average, while the scores of students in Nova Scotia, Quebec, and British Columbia 
were at the Canadian English average. In French-language schools, Quebec students scored above the Canadian 
French average, and students in Alberta scored at the Canadian French average. The reading achievement scores 
for students in all remaining provinces for which reliable data are available are below the respective Canadian 
averages (Appendix B.1.7).
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 Table 1.7

Comparison of Canadian and provincial results for reading achievement scores, by language of the school system 

Anglophone school systems

Above*  
the Canadian English average At the Canadian English average  

the Canadian English average

  

Francophone school systems

Above*  
the Canadian French average At the Canadian French average  

the Canadian French average

Note

Equity between the two language systems in overall reading scores was achieved only in Quebec (Table 1.8). The 
data reveal significant differences in achievement between anglophone and francophone school systems within 
the remaining six provinces: students in English-language systems performed better than their counterparts 
in French-language systems, with differences ranging from 27 points in New Brunswick to 83 points in Nova 
Scotia (Appendix B.1.7).

 Table 1.8

Anglophone schools performed 

francophone schools

Francophone schools performed 
 

anglophone schools
 

between school systems

Note

Differences between anglophone and francophone school systems were also evident in the reading subscales. At 
the Canadian level, students in anglophone schools performed better than their counterparts in francophone 
schools in the understanding cognitive process subscale and the single-text structure subscale. There was 
no significant difference between the two languages systems for the remaining three subscales (Table 1.9, 
Appendices B.1.8 and B.1.9). 
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 Table 1.9

Comparison of Canadian achievement scores for reading subscales between language systems 
Anglophone school 

systems
Francophone school 

systems
Average 

score
Standard 

error
Average 

score
Standard 

error

513 5
523 14*
529 523 6

524
523 519 4

Table 1.10 presents a comparison of provincial achievement scores to the Canadian averages for the five reading 
subscales for each of the two language systems. In English-language school systems, students in Ontario scored 
above the Canadian English average in three reading subscales: the understanding and evaluating and reflecting 
cognitive process subscales and the single-text structure subscale. Nova Scotia, Quebec, and British Columbia 
students were at the Canadian English average for all five subscales. In French-language school systems, Quebec 
students scored above the Canadian French average in all five reading subscales. Alberta students attending 
French-language schools achieved at the Canadian French mean for each of the reading subscales, and their peers 
in British Columbia achieved at this level for two of the three cognitive process subscales and one of the text 
structure subscales (Appendices B.1.8 and B.1.9).
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 Table 1.10

Comparison of Canadian and provincial achievement scores for reading subscales, by language of the school system 
Above*  

the Canadian average At the Canadian average  
the Canadian average

Anglophone school systems

 

Understanding
 

 

 

 
 

 

Francophone school systems

 

Understanding

 

 

 

 

Note
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Table 1.11 presents a comparison of provincial results for the five reading subscales for anglophone and 
francophone school systems. 

 Table 1.11

Anglophone schools 

 
francophone schools

Francophone schools 

 
anglophone schools

between school systems

 

Understanding
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Note

The results by language of the school system suggest that policy-makers may wish to analyze provincial results 
more closely, given that differences between the majority and minority language school systems are as high as 
83 points for overall reading and 86 points for the cognitive process and text structure subscales.       

Achievement in reading by gender

Policy-makers have an interest in reducing gender disparities in education. Canada, and indeed all countries 
participating in PISA, consistently reports gender gaps for 15-year-old students in reading proficiency, with girls 
outperforming boys by approximately one school year of learning (OECD, 2016a). This finding is consistent 
at the Grade 4 level, as reported in PIRLS 2016 (Brochu et al., 2018), although gender equity in reading 
achievement was found for some countries in that assessment. Weaker overall reading literacy among boys is an 
enduring and widespread phenomenon noted in studies of reading (OECD, 2016a). 
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Inclusive education is valued in Canadian provinces and territories and has led to the development of policies 
and resources to support inclusion. One aspect of inclusive education relates to gender identity. In the Canadian 
version of the PISA 2018 student questionnaire, the question about the student’s gender was expanded from the 
female/male choices of previous assessments to allow two additional choices, as shown in the box below.

(Please select one response.)

In Canada overall, 96.9 per cent of students identified themselves as female or male, with similar proportions 
identifying with each gender, 48.8 and 48.1 per cent, respectively. A small proportion of students identified 
themselves in another way (1.5 per cent) or preferred not to say (1.6 per cent). Similar proportions are observed 
in the provinces, with those who chose to identify themselves in another way ranging from 1.4 to 2.5 per cent. 
The proportion of those who preferred not to say ranged from 1.3 to 2.0 per cent, with fewer than 30 students 
choosing this option in 6 of the 10 provinces (Table 1.12).

Nevertheless, due to the relatively small proportions of students in Canada who did not identify themselves as 
either female or male, and in order to ensure international comparability, this report uses the two standardized 
gender categories from student administrative data to describe results for Canadian students by gender.

 Table 1.12

Female Male in another way
I prefer not to 

say

  % SE   % SE  % SE  % SE
1.5 1.6

47.2 1.7‡
47.1 49.3 2.1‡
49.3 46.6 2.5 1.5‡
49.6 47.3 1.6 1.4‡
49.9 1.4 1.7

1.4 1.5
1.6

47.5 1.4 1.3‡
49.6 47.4 1.7 1.3‡

1.5

As was the case in PISA 2009, the previous administration in which reading was the major domain of the 
assessment, girls performed significantly better than boys in PISA 2018. Eighty-two per cent of boys attained 
Level 2 or higher, compared with 90 per cent of girls (Figure 1.8, Appendix B.1.10b). This type of disparity 
is consistent across most countries participating in PISA 2018 (OECD, 2019b) as well as across all Canadian 
provinces. 
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 Figure 1.8
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Note

Compared to the respective Canadian averages, a similar percentage of both girls and boys in Newfoundland 
and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, Alberta, and British Columbia achieved 
at or above the expected level of reading proficiency (Level 2) for 15-year-old students. In Saskatchewan, girls 
also attained results similar to those in Canada overall, while boys attained a lower percentage. The proportion 
of boys and girls achieving at or above Level 2 was lower in New Brunswick and Manitoba than the respective 
Canadian averages (Table 1.13). Within all provinces, a higher percentage of girls achieved at or above the 
expected level of achievement (Appendix B.1.10b).

Table 1.13 

Comparison of Canadian and provincial results for percentage of students achieving at or above Level 2 in reading,  
by gender 

Girls

Higher percentage than Canada The same percentage as Canada Lower* percentage than Canada

 

Higher percentage than Canada The same percentage as Canada Lower* percentage than Canada

A higher proportion of boys than girls achieved below Level 2 in Canada and all provinces. Moreover, a higher 
proportion of girls than boys were high performers in reading (Levels 5 and 6) in Canada overall and in all 
provinces with the exception of Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, and New Brunswick, where 
no statistically significant difference was observed (Table 1.14, Appendix B.1.10b). 
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Table 1.14

Comparison of Canadian and provincial results for percentage of students achieving at the lowest  

Levels 5 and 6

higher than percentage of boys than percentage of girls percentage of boys and girls

 

 
 

higher than percentage of boys than percentage of girls percentage of boys and girls

On average across Canada, girls outperformed boys by 29 points on the PISA 2018 reading assessment 
(Figure 1.9). At the provincial level, the gender gap favouring girls ranged from 26 points in Newfoundland and 
Labrador, Ontario, and Manitoba, to 40 points in Nova Scotia (Appendix B.1.11).

 Figure 1.9

Canadian achievement scores in reading overall, by gender
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Table 1.15 presents a comparison of provincial achievement scores to the Canadian means for girls and boys. 
Both female and male students in Alberta scored above the respective Canadian averages in reading, while those 
in New Brunswick, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan scored below the Canadian averages. In all other provinces, 
both genders scored at the Canadian averages except in Nova Scotia, where boys scored below the Canadian 
average (Appendix B.1.11).
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Table 1.15 

 Comparison of Canadian and provincial achievement scores in reading, by gender

Girls

Above* the Canadian average  
for girls

At the Canadian average  
for girls

 
for girls

Above* the Canadian average  
for boys

At the Canadian average  
for boys

 
for boys

 
 

For Canada overall, girls outperformed boys in each of the five subscales in reading (Table 1.16). Table 1.17 
compares the provincial results for boys and girls with the Canadian averages for the subscales in reading. Both 
female and male students in Ontario achieved scores above the Canadian averages in the understanding and 
single-text structure subscales. Furthermore, boys in Ontario scored above the Canadian average in evaluating and 
reflecting. In Alberta, girls achieved scores above the Canadian average in locating information, understanding, 
and multiple-text structure (Table 1.17). The results for the remaining provinces were more variable 
(Appendices B.1.12 and B.1.13).

 Table 1.16

Canadian achievement scores in reading subscales, by gender 

Girls
 

Average 
score

Standard 
error

Average 
score

Standard 
error

531
534
541 514 26*

536 31*
535 25*
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 Table 1.17

Comparison of Canadian and provincial achievement scores in reading subscales, by gender
Girls

Above* the Canadian 
average for girls

At the Canadian  
average for girls

 
average for girls

 
 

Understanding

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Above* the Canadian 
average for boys

At the Canadian  
average for boys

 
average for boys

 

Understanding
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Girls achieved higher scores than boys in the five reading subdomains in all provinces except Prince Edward 
Island, where no difference in reading scores was observed for evaluating and reflecting and multiple texts structure 
(Table 1.18, Appendices B.1.12 and B.1.13).

Table 1.18 

between girls and boys

Understanding

The richness of the PISA data grows with every cycle. This is especially true of PISA 2018, which constitutes 
the seventh assessment of reading since 2000, when the first major assessment of reading took place. More 
importantly, this is the third PISA assessment with reading as the major domain, the second one being PISA 
2009. Performance changes over time are always compared to a baseline year, an administration in which the 
subject was the major domain; as a result, PISA 2018 enables countries and provincial education systems to 
compare their own performance over time between 2000, 2009, and 2018. This provides important information 
on the performance of individual education systems for almost two decades and relative to other systems, which 
can be used to inform educational policy and instructional practices. 

Wh
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In Canada, as well as on average across the OECD countries, reading performance declined between 2000 and 
2018. In the 37 countries that participated in both PISA 2000 and PISA 2018, reading performance improved 
on a statistically significant basis in 10 countries, while it decreased in 11 countries, with the other countries 
maintaining their scores. At the provincial level, no significant change in reading achievement was observed 
in Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, and Ontario between 2000 and 2018. 
However, a decline in reading performance was observed in all the remaining provinces between these two 
assessment years (Figure 1.10 and Appendix B.1.14a).

 Figure 1.10
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In contrast to the decline between 2000 and 2018, reading performance remained unchanged in Canada and on 
average across the OECD countries between 2009 and 2018. It is worth noting that, out of the 62 countries that 
participated in both PISA 2009 and PISA 2018, reading performance improved in 15 countries and declined 
in 16 countries on a statistically significant basis between the baseline year 2009 and 2018. No changes were 
observed in the remaining countries. Provincially, no significant change in reading achievement was observed in 
any of the provinces between 2009 and 2018 (Table 1.19 and Appendix B.1.14b).
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 Table 1.19

2009 2012 2015 2018

Average 
score

Standard 
error

Average 
score

Standard 
error

Average 
score

Standard 
error

Average 
score

Standard 
error

524 523 527
512

515*
516 517 516
499 497
522 532 519
531 527 524
495 495 494

496 499
533 525 533 532
525 535 536 519

Note

At the Canadian level, the proportion of 15-year-old students who are low performers in reading increased 
between 2009 and 2018; this was also the case in Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Ontario, and British Columbia. 
In contrast, the proportion of students achieving Levels 5 and 6 remained unchanged over the 2009 to 2018 
period across Canada overall, while, at the provincial level, the proportion of high-performing students increased 
in Newfoundland and Labrador and Prince Edward Island (Appendix B.1.15).

A gender gap in reading achievement favouring girls was observed in Canada and all provinces in 2009, 
and the same gender gap was again observed consistently across Canada and in all the provinces in 2018 
(Appendix B.1.16).

Summary

Canada continues to perform well in reading, with close to 90 per cent of Canadian students reaching the 
baseline level of reading proficiency required to participate fully in modern society (Level 2), while almost 
one in six students reached Level 5 or 6. Globally, Canada ranked first (along with Estonia, Finland, Ireland, and 
Korea) among OECD countries and fourth among all participating countries, in reading on average. 

In spite of these strong results, PISA 2018 achievement in reading literacy also suggests that there is cause for 
some concern. Reading performance in PISA has declined in Canada overall and in many provinces since 2000. 
One in seven Canadian students scored at the lowest levels identified by PISA (below Level 2), and students in 
minority language settings achieved lower results in reading compared to their counterparts in majority-language 
settings in most provinces. Furthermore, the gap in reading achievement between girls and boys persists. 
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Chapter 2

Reading

As part of the PISA assessment, students and their school principals complete questionnaires that are designed to 
provide all provinces and territories with contextual information to aid in the interpretation of the performance 
results. Researchers, policy-makers, and practitioners can use the information provided by these questionnaires 
to help them determine what factors influence learning outcomes. The content of the contextual questionnaires 
changes depending on which of the three domains is the primary focus in a PISA assessment. 

As the major domain of PISA 2018 was reading, the contextual questions accompanying the assessment 
provided information on factors that have been found in the past cycles of PISA to correlate with reading 
achievement. The PISA student questionnaire gathers information about students’ home background, their 
approaches to learning, and their learning environments. Although this questionnaire covers many relevant areas, 
only a select number of results are presented here for illustrative purposes. More detailed analysis of the student 
and school questionnaires will be presented in future CMEC reports and publications.

A vast array of literature has illustrated that learning outcomes are affected by a student’s individual and family 
demographic and socioeconomic characteristics. These include gender, socioeconomic status, immigrant 
status, and language. This section reports descriptive results for three variables (economic, social, and cultural 
status; immigrant status; and language spoken at home) and their relationship with reading achievement. The 
relationship between gender and reading achievement has been reported in Chapter 1. Results are also compared 
with data from previous pan-Canadian and international assessments, when available.

Socioeconomic status

Socioeconomic status (SES), which comprises both cultural and economic factors, has often been represented 
by a complex cluster of variables that include parents’ occupations, parents’ educational attainment, learning 
resources in the home, and how parents communicate the value of education to their children, among other 
variables (Crowe, 2013; Chevalier, Harmon, O’Sullivan, & Walker, 2013).

A consequence of SES and home environment is that educational attainment tends to have an intergenerational 
correlation: that is, highly educated parents are more likely to have children who obtain more education, 
while parents with less education are more likely to have children who obtain relatively low levels of education 
(Causa, Dantan, & Johansson, 2009; Chevalier et al., 2013; Onuzo, Garcia, Hernandez, Peng, & Lecoq, 
2013). Because educational attainment is a central component of social mobility (i.e., the relationship between 
the socioeconomic status of parents and that of their offspring when they become adults), policy-makers 
have a strong interest in improving educational outcomes for all students, regardless of their socioeconomic 
backgrounds (Chevalier et al., 2013). Fortunately, evidence suggests that well-structured policy interventions, 
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such as income support policies, have a particularly strong positive effect on the most disadvantaged children 
and families (Causa et al., 2009; Merry, 2013).

Student economic, social, and cultural status 

In PISA, SES is measured using the index of economic, social, and cultural status (ESCS), which is derived 
from three indices: the highest occupational status of students’ parents; the highest educational level attained by 
students’ parents; and a number of home possessions that can be used as proxies for material wealth, including 
the number of books and other educational resources available in the home (OECD, 2019c). It is important 
to sound a note of caution: as the OECD (2016a) warns, “the link between socio-economic status and student 
achievement is neither absolute nor automatic, and should not be overstated” (p. 63).

Canada’s ESCS index was 0.42; only three of the participating countries and economies (Iceland, Norway, and 
Denmark) had higher scores on this index than Canada. A higher index signifies a higher average SES. At the 
provincial level, the ESCS index varied from a high of 0.48 in Ontario to a low of 0.17 in Manitoba (Figure 2.1, 
Appendix B.2.1a). 

Figure 2.1 
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For the purposes of reporting the ESCS index, the top 25 per cent (top quarter) of the index were defined 
as socioeconomically advantaged students, whereas the bottom 25 per cent (bottom quarter) were defined 
as socioeconomically disadvantaged students (OECD, 2017). The socioeconomically advantaged students 
outperformed the disadvantaged students in PISA 2018 across all countries and economies, although the 
difference in performance related to SES status varies considerably (OECD, 2019c). This performance pattern 
is found in all provinces in Canada. As shown in Table 2.1, 6.7 per cent of the variation in reading achievement 
results in Canada as a whole can be attributed to differences in socioeconomic status. This pattern holds true for 
reading overall, as well as for all reading subscales (Appendices B.2.2 and B.2.3). Provincially, socioeconomic 
status explained more of the variation in overall reading scores in Quebec (9.4 per cent) and less of the variation 
in Manitoba (4.6 per cent) (Appendix B.2.1b).
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Table 2.1 

Socioeconomically 
advantaged 

students

Socioeconomically 
disadvantaged 

students

Percentage 
of variance 

factorsAverage score Average score
Canada 553 485 68* 6.7

546 491 55* 5.1
549 471 7.9
543 63* 6.1
524 63* 5.6
554 71* 9.4
555 492 63*
526 4.6
539 465 74*

492 76* 9.2
544 61* 5.7

OECD 534 445 89* 12.0

Compared to other OECD countries, Canada has better-than-average social mobility (Causa et al., 2009; 
OECD, 2017; Parkin, 2015). However, further research is required, because averages can obscure important 
patterns of disparity. For example, in Canada the gap between the educational attainments of Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people is particularly noteworthy, and is attributable partly to higher levels of poverty among 
Indigenous families (Banting, Soroka, & Koning, 2013; Britain & Blackstock, 2015; Collin & Jensen, 2009). 

Immigrant status

Canada has the second-largest foreign-born population in the world in proportion to its overall population, 
behind only Australia (CMEC, 2015; Duff & Becker-Zayas, 2017; Parkin, 2015). Research has found that 
children in immigrant families are more likely to be educationally disadvantaged (Andon, Thompson, & 
Becker, 2014; Bruckauf, 2016; OECD, 2010). Using data from earlier cycles of PISA, PIRLS, and the Trends 
in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), Andon et al. (2014) have concluded that an 
achievement gap exists between immigrant and non-immigrants students in the three domains of reading, 
mathematics, and science across OECD countries.

In Canada, immigrants are more likely than non-immigrants to fall into low-income categories (Collin & 
Jensen, 2009; CMEC, 2015). Despite this disadvantage, Canada is among the OECD countries that are more 
successful in closing the “immigrant achievement gap” (Parkin, 2015; Wech & Weinkam, 2016).

Comparisons of average achievement between students who are immigrants and those who were born in Canada 
must be treated with caution, as scores may obscure important disparities among immigrant groups (Schnepf, 
2008). Immigrant children and youth are not homogeneous (Andon et al., 2014; OECD, 2010; Parkin, 2015; 
Schnepf, 2008; Wech & Weinkam, 2016). They vary with respect to where they completed their previous 
education, at what age they were immersed in schooling in one of Canada’s official languages, and whether they 
already spoke English or French upon arriving in Canada (Bruckauf, 2016; OECD, 2016a). Like their domestic-
born counterparts, immigrant children and youth also vary in the levels of education held by their parents.
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In PISA, students are classified using three categories related to immigrant status (OECD, 2019c, Chapter 9, 
p. 4):

• Non-immigrant students have at least one parent who was born in the country in which the assessment 
was administered, regardless of whether the student himself or herself was born in that country. 

• Second-generation immigrant students were born in the country in which the assessment was 
administered but have foreign-born parents. 

• First-generation immigrant students are foreign-born students whose parents are also foreign-born.

In Canada, 35 per cent of students identified themselves as having an immigrant background. Provincially, 
the highest proportion of immigrant students were in Ontario (44 per cent) and British Columbia (41 per 
cent) (Figure 2.2, Appendix B.2.4a). In the majority of countries participating in PISA 2018, non-immigrant 
students outperformed their first- and second-generation immigrant peers. This finding has been consistent 
across previous cycles of PISA (OECD, 2019c). However, this pattern is not observed in all countries, including 
Canada.

Figure 2.2 
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In general, Canadian immigrant students performed as well as non-immigrant students on the reading 
assessment. However, if we look at the different immigrant groups, first-generation immigrant students in 
Canada were outperformed by their non-immigrant and second-generation immigrant peers. As well, second-
generation immigrant students had significantly higher average reading scores compared to non-immigrant 
students (Figure 2.3). These comparisons are quite variable across provinces (see Appendix B.2.4b). The most 
notable differences were observed in Quebec, where non-immigrant students outperformed both first- and 
second-generation immigrant students, and in New Brunswick, where first-generation immigrant students 
outperformed non-immigrant students. The results by the reading subscales are presented in Appendices B.2.5 
and B.2.6. 
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Figure 2.3 
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Language spoken at home

Canada is a multilingual and multicultural country with various immigrant and Indigenous populations. In the 
2016 census, over 200 languages were reported as a mother tongue (Statistics Canada, 2017b). “Mother tongue,” 
as used in Statistics Canada data reports, may be considered synonymous with “first language spoken.” Canada’s 
language groups may be classified into three distinct categories: official languages, non-official or heritage 
languages, and Indigenous languages (Duff & Becker-Zayas, 2017).

Learning in Canada’s official languages

The two official languages of instruction in Canada are English and French, but the majority of students 
in Canada receive their first-language instruction in English. Although Canada is officially bilingual, New 
Brunswick is the only province outside Quebec with a substantial francophone population (31 per cent) 
(Statistics Canada, 2016b). Canada’s federal government and provincial and territorial governments, both in 
principle and practice, support opportunities for all Canadians to learn one or both of Canada’s official languages 
(Government of Canada, 2017; Statistics Canada, 2016a). To ensure that all students have the opportunity to 
learn both of Canada’s official languages, all school systems offer English or French as second language courses, 
and French immersion programs are offered in public education systems throughout Canada.9 Some provinces 
also offer bilingual programs that combine instruction in an official language and a heritage language or an 
Indigenous language. As well, many schools offer second-language courses in languages other than English or 
French (Government of Canada, 2017).

Provinces and territories are differently impacted by immigration, and this affects findings with respect to 
mother tongue. Immigrants are heavily concentrated in Canada’s urban centres in British Columbia, Alberta, 
Ontario, and Quebec (Statistics Canada, 2015). Canadian census data from 2016 show that 72.5 per cent of 
immigrants have a first language other than French or English (Statistics Canada, 2017c).

As part of the PISA student questionnaire, participants were asked, “What language do you speak at home most 
of the time?” The three response options were “English,” “French,” and “another language.” The majority of 
students who participated in PISA 2018 spoke one of Canada’s official languages at home. 

In Canada overall, 65 per cent of students participating in PISA spoke English at home, while about equal 
proportions of students spoke French or another language at home (17 and 18 per cent, respectively). Quebec is 
the only province where French was spoken at home by the majority of students (74 per cent), while one in four 
students spoke French at home in New Brunswick. The proportion of students speaking a language other than 
French or English at home ranges from 24 per cent in British Columbia to 3 per cent in Newfoundland and 
Labrador (Figure 2.4, Appendix B.2.7a).

9 For a more detailed description of language policies in Canada, see the country chapter for Canada in the PIRLS 2016 Encyclopedia (Mullis, Martin, 
Goh, & Prendergast, 2017). 
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Figure 2.4 

Language spoken at home as reported by students 
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According to the 2016 census, over 70 per cent of immigrants to Canada report a language other than English or 
French as their mother tongue (Statistics Canada, 2017c). At the same time, the ability of immigrants to speak 
one of Canada’s official languages is an important condition for their full participation in Canadian society. 

As shown in Figure 2.5, students who spoke a language at home other than English or French had lower 
achievement in reading compared to those who spoke either of the two official languages at home. Students 
who spoke English at home outperformed students who spoke a language other than English or French in 
Nova Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British Columbia. Students who spoke 
French at home outperformed students who spoke a language other than French or English in Quebec and 
Saskatchewan, but performed lower than students in the same category in Newfoundland and Labrador, New 
Brunswick, and Ontario (Appendix B.2.7b).

Figure 2.5 
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Students who spoke a language other than French or English at home outperformed those who spoke French at 
home in Newfoundland and Labrador, New Brunswick, and Ontario; but they performed lower than those who 
spoke French at home in Quebec and Saskatchewan (Appendix B.2.7b). 
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The results for the reading subscales were also examined by language spoken at home. For Canada overall, 
students who spoke a language other than English or French at home had lower achievement in three subscales 
— locating information, evaluating and reflecting, and multiple-text structure. For the remaining two subscales 
(understanding and single-text structure), students who spoke another language at home were outperformed 
by their English-speaking peers, but there was no significant difference compared to their French-speaking 
counterparts (Table 2.2, Appendices B.2.8 and B.2.9). These results varied within the provinces. 

Table 2.2 

English French Other
Average 

score
Standard 

error
Average 

score
Standard 

error
Average 

score
Standard 

error French Other Other

523 * *
526 517 * *
533 531 515 * *

515 * *
527 527 * *

This section focuses on students’ attitudes toward reading (enjoyment of reading and time spent reading 
for enjoyment), reading self-efficacy, reading preferences (types of reading materials and digital versus paper 
formats), and reading strategies. Further results from the student and school questionnaires on these issues will 
be published in forthcoming reports and in issues of Assessment Matters!  10 

Attitude toward reading

As students progress through public education, they learn increasingly challenging and sophisticated curriculum. 
In recent decades, curriculum and pedagogy have evolved in response to increasing information, increasing 
demands for skilled work and knowledge on the job, and increasing social and citizenship complexities in a 
globalized world. The literature refers to these changes as requiring “21st century knowledge and skills” and 
recognizes that assessing learning processes are as important as assessing learning outcomes (Goldman, 2012; 
Learned, Stockdill, & Moje, 2011; OECD, 2010). The student questionnaire that accompanied PISA 2018 
provides insights into the attitudes, motivations, and skills that students are bringing to the process of “learning 
how to learn.” 

In PISA 2018, students were asked to respond to five items concerning attitudes toward reading, as shown in 
Figure 2.6 (Appendices B.2.10a–e). In Canada overall, close to 40 per cent of 15-year-old students reported that 
reading is one of their favourite hobbies and that they like talking about books with other people. However, 
one in four students reported that reading is a waste of time (Figure 2.6). This is a proportion similar to the 
results from PCAP 2016, in which almost one in five Grade 8/Secondary II students reported that they consider 
reading a waste of time (O’Grady, Fung, Brochu, Servage, & Tao, 2019). Additionally, approximately one out of 
two students across Canada and in the OECD countries reported that they read only if they have to or only to 
get the information that they need. 

10 Assessment Matters! is a series of articles and research notes available on the CMEC website, at https://cmec.ca/459/Overview.html 
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Figure 2.6 
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Positive attitudes toward reading were positively related to student reading achievement (Appendices B.2.10a–e). 
Students who indicated that they enjoy reading outperformed those who did not, as reported by their responses 
to statements on attitudes toward reading. This finding was consistent across the OECD countries and in all 
Canadian provinces except Prince Edward Island, where students’ scores did not significantly differ by their 
responses to two of the five reading statements (Appendices B.2.10b and B.2.10c).   

Students were also asked how much time they spent reading for enjoyment. As shown in Figure 2.7, 40 per 
cent of Canadian students did not read for enjoyment, which is similar to the proportion across the OECD 
countries (42 per cent). The proportion ranged from 37 per cent in Alberta and British Columbia to 49 per cent 
in Newfoundland and Labrador (Appendix B.2.11). The proportion of Canadian students who spent one or 
more hours per day reading for enjoyment was also similar to that in the OECD countries (16 and 17 per cent, 
respectively). Within Canada, the proportion of students in this category ranged from 12 per cent in Prince 
Edward Island to 18 per cent in Alberta (Appendix B.2.11).

Figure 2.7 

42
40

37
37

43
41

39
44
46
47
47

49

24
27

28
26

29
29

26
29
26

26
26
21

17
17

19
19

14
15

17
14

15
14
15

15

11
10
10

11
9

9
11

8
7
8
7

10

6
6
6
7
5
6
7
4

6
5
5
5

0 20 40 60 80 100

OECD
Canada

Bri sh Columbia
Alberta

Saskatchewan
Manitoba

Ontario
Quebec

New Brunswick
Nova Sco a

Prince Edward Island
Newfoundland and Labrador

Percentage
I do not read for enjoyment 30 minutes or less a day
More than 30 minutes to less than 60 minutes a day 1 to 2 hours a day
More than 2 hours a day

Note



PISA 2018 41

Student motivation to read has been shown to be an important factor that influences reading ability. Reading 
motivation involves a variety of factors, including self-efficacy, reading goals, social motivation, and intrinsic and 
extrinsic influences (Aarnoutse & Schellings, 2003). While reading strategies have been shown to be successful 
in the classroom, that success is contingent on the motivation of students to learn and use those strategies. Better 
readers tend to read more because of their higher motivation for reading; in turn, reading for pleasure is more 
strongly linked to cognitive progress in adolescence than to SES factors such as parental education (Sullivan & 
Brown, 2015). As shown in Figure 2.8, Canadian students who enjoy reading are more likely to have higher 
achievement in reading, although there appears to be a threshold, with little further improvement in reading 
scores when time spent on reading for enjoyment surpasses 30 minutes per day (Appendix B.2.11). This general 
pattern was observed in most of the provinces. Notable exceptions include students in New Brunswick and 
British Columbia who reported reading more than two hours a day for enjoyment: in the former province, scores 
were lower, while, in the latter, scores were higher compared to students who spent 30 to 60 minutes reading 
for enjoyment. In Quebec, students who reported reading for enjoyment for more than two hours a day scored 
lower than who read one to two hours a day (Appendix B.2.11).     

Figure 2.8 
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Self-efficacy refers to a student’s belief that, by engaging in specific activities, he or she can produce desired effects, 
such as achieving a personal goal (Bandura, 1977). Although cognitive processes and strategies have been the 
focus of learning-to-read research for many years, student self-efficacy with respect to reading has been shown 
to be associated with reading ability. Research has revealed that students reporting higher levels of self-efficacy 
obtained higher reading comprehension scores than students reporting lower levels of perceived competence 
(Schunk & Pajares, 2009). 

In PISA 2018, students were asked to respond to six items, shown in Figure 2.9, that gauged their feelings 
about their ability to read. Students responding positively to the first three items and negatively to the last three 
would have higher self-efficacy and be considered as confident in their reading abilities. For Canada overall, 
over 80 per cent of 15-year-olds believe that they are good readers and/or fluent readers, while a slightly smaller 
proportion of students reported that they are able to understand difficult texts. However, close to 20 per cent 
of students reported having difficulty with reading, while just over 40 per cent struggle with comprehension 
(Appendices B.2.12a–f ).
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Figure 2.9 
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Students’ reading self-efficacy varied across provinces. In six of the provinces, at least 85 per cent of students 
believe that they are good readers (Appendix B.2.12a). The proportion of students that reported reading 
fluently ranged from 76 per cent in Newfoundland and Labrador to 84 per cent in Ontario and Alberta 
(Appendix B.2.12c). On the other hand, the proportion of students who reported difficulty with reading 
comprehension ranged from 35 per cent in Prince Edward Island to 46 per cent in Alberta (Appendix B.2.12e), 
while more than one-third of students in New Brunswick reported difficulty with reading and answering 
questions (Appendices B.2.12d and B.2.12f ). 

As shown in Table 2.3, there is a positive relationship between students’ confidence in their ability to read well 
and their success in reading. Average reading scores were significantly lower for students with less confidence in 
their reading abilities and higher for those with more confidence. This is consistent with the pattern reported for 
Grade 4 students in PIRLS 2016 (Brochu et al., 2018) and for Grade 8 students in PCAP 2016 (O’Grady et al., 
2019). Higher reading proficiency by confident readers in comparison to less confident readers was observed in 
all provinces.
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Table 2.3 
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Reading preferences 

A big challenge for teachers is not simply getting students to read — it is getting them to enjoy it too. In 
motivating their students to read, language arts teachers are encouraged to expose students to a wide variety 
of genres in their classrooms and to allow students some choice in their reading materials to increase their 
engagement and to accommodate different reading skill levels (Gambrell, Marinak, Brooker, & McCrea-
Andrews, 2011; Merga, 2015; Sturtevat, Boyd, Brozo, Hinchman, Moore, & Alvermann, 2010).

In PISA 2018, students were asked about the types of reading materials that they read because they wanted 
to. As shown in Figure 2.10, Canadian students reported a higher preference for reading fiction and a lower 
preference for magazines and comic books (Appendices B.2.13a–e). This general pattern holds up across 
participating countries as well as the Canadian provinces. 

If reading a particular type of reading material once a month or more, in comparison to reading it a few 
times a year or less frequently, is taken to represent student’s preference for reading that type of material, then 
interesting patterns in reading preferences emerge. Notably, compared to Canada, more students across the 
OECD countries preferred reading magazines (37 versus 25 per cent) and newspapers (41 versus 30 per cent). 
In the Canadian provinces, students’ preferences for types of reading materials varied greatly. Notable findings 
were a high preference for reading magazines in Quebec, fiction and newspapers in Prince Edward Island, and 
non-fiction books in British Columbia, and a low preference for reading comic books in Prince Edward Island 
(Appendices B.2.13a–e). 
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Figure 2.10 
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As shown in Table 2.4, in Canada, there is a positive relationship between reading achievement and increasing 
frequency of reading fiction, non-fiction books, and newspapers, while reading magazines and comic books 
has little impact on reading scores (Appendices B.2.13a–e). On average across the OECD countries, only 
reading fiction is associated with a continual upward trend in reading scores, where the results did not taper 
off with increased frequency of reading. Provincially, results varied, but a positive relationship between reading 
achievement and an increase in the frequency of reading was found in most provinces for reading fiction and 
non-fiction books. 
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The PISA 2018 student questionnaire asked students about whether they preferred to read print or digital books. 
As shown in Figure 2.11, more than twice as many students in Canada overall preferred to read books in paper 
compared to in digital format. Similar proportions were found across the provinces, with the proportion of 
students who preferred to “read books more often in paper format” ranging from 32 per cent in Newfoundland 
and Labrador to 46 in Prince Edward Island, and those who preferred to “read books more often on digital 
devices” ranging from 11 per cent in New Brunswick to 19 per cent in Ontario (Appendix B.2.14). This 
preference for paper formats was consistent with the finding for Grade 8/Secondary II students in PCAP 2016, 
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in which the majority of students prefer to read on paper, both when reading for themselves and when reading 
for school (O’Grady et al., 2019).

Figure 2.11 
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In Canada overall, students who preferred to read in paper format achieved higher scores than those who 
preferred a digital format or who read in both formats with equal frequency. For the 30 per cent of students 
who reported rarely or never reading books, reading achievement was significantly lower than that of their peers 
who read in any format (Figure 2.12, Appendix B.2.14). In all provinces, students who preferred reading in 
paper format outperformed their peers who reported rarely or never reading books as well as those who preferred 
reading on digital devices. In the majority of the provinces, there was no statistically significant difference in 
reading scores between students who read in both formats with equal frequency and students who read more 
often in paper format, except for Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba, and British Columbia, where the latter had higher 
reading achievement.
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Students’ reading strategies

As Jang (2016) observes, “One of the most notable trends in literacy theory and research is the increasing 
interest in the reading and writing practices of adolescents” (p. 7). Interest has been driven in part by concerns 
about adolescent disengagement from reading, and the demands of complex global societies and knowledge 
economies (Goldman, 2012; Guthrie, Wigfield, & You, 2012; McKenna, Conradi, Lawrence, Jang, & Meyer, 
2012; OECD, 2010). These factors have caused policy-makers and some researchers to call for a shift in the role 
of the language arts teacher from literature teacher to literacy teacher. In other words, language arts teachers in 
high school, and indeed high-school teachers in other subject areas, need to recognize that, over and above being 
content area teachers, they are also reading teachers, instructing students in the use of effective reading strategies 
(Wigent, 2013). 



PISA 201846

Good pedagogy in secondary-school grades thus calls for teachers to explicitly teach and guide students in 
the practice of effective reading strategies (Goldman, 2012). More and less effective reading strategies have 
been widely researched, and this research has established that students can learn strategies to help themselves 
when they encounter difficulties in their reading (Learned et al., 2011). Pedagogically, it is most helpful when 
the teacher can teach, and give students the opportunity to practise, an array of strategies and guide students 
effectively toward independent use of these strategies (Goldman, 2012; Wigent, 2013).

Reading literacy is an important skill that is necessary for full participation in society. Students are taught to 
read in the earliest grades, and reading-related activities become increasingly challenging throughout schooling. 
The reading strategies employed and the effort applied to reading activities might be expected to have some 
impact on reading performance. This section looks at students’ perceptions of the use of reading strategies for 
understanding and memorizing texts. 

There are several factors to consider when interpreting the usefulness of reading strategies as reported by 
students. Students may apply different strategies to different kinds of texts, depending on genre and level of 
difficulty. Both genres and modes of disciplinary thinking influence the ways in which students approach texts 
and the kinds of reading strategies that might be effective for comprehension (Goldman, 2012; Yoo, 2015). 
Students require a degree of metacognition to identify the strategies they are using. While effective reading 
instruction helps students develop such metacognition (Learned et al., 2011; Wigent, 2013), they may not be 
able to name some of the strategies they are using, or they may lack the metacognitive awareness to be able to 
identify that they are using particular strategies (Yoo, 2015). 

In PISA 2018, students were given six reading strategies and asked to rank them on a six-point scale from 
“not useful” to “very useful,” according to their usefulness for helping them understand and memorize texts. 
As shown in Figure 2.13, students reported that the most useful strategies were summarizing the text in their 
own words and underlining the important parts of the text. The same preferences were also reported in the 
provinces, but the proportions varied. The proportion of students who reported that summarizing the text 
in their own words was a very useful strategy ranged from 16 per cent in New Brunswick to 28 per cent in 
Quebec, and those who reported underlining the important parts of the text as a very useful strategy ranged 
from 17 per cent in Saskatchewan to 32 per cent in Quebec. The two strategies that were considered the least 
useful across Canada were reading the text aloud to another person and quickly reading through the text twice 
(Appendices B.2.15a–f ). 
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Three strategies were found to be positively related to reading scores. Students who reported that discussing 
content with other people and summarizing the text in their own words were very useful strategies achieved 
significantly higher scores (by 45 and 39 points, respectively) than those who found that these strategies were 
not useful. To a lesser extent, students who reported underlining the important parts of the text scored higher 
(by 10 points) than those who found this strategy not useful (Table 2.5, Appendices B.2.15a–f ). Both discussing 
content with others and summarizing in their own words are associated with a higher level of metacognition in 
reading. Higher reading scores for students who reported these two strategies as very useful, in comparison to 
those who did not find them useful, were observed in all provinces except in Prince Edward Island, where there 
was no significant difference with respect to discussing content with other people. 

Table 2.5 

Not useful                                                                         Very useful
1 2 3 4 5 6

523 526 525 531 516

526 533* 525 521 533 526
515 511 542* 552*

522 523 524 531*
517 516* 524* 534* 544*

523 532* 526 527

Summary

In PISA 2018, Canada placed near the top of all participating countries on the index of economic, social, and 
cultural status. In Canada overall and all the provinces, socioeconomically advantaged students outperformed 
disadvantaged students in reading achievement. In contrast to the majority of countries participating in PISA 
2018, where non-immigrant students outperformed their first- and second-generation immigrant peers in 
reading, Canadian immigrant students performed as well as non-immigrant students. However, first-generation 
immigrant students did not perform as well as their non-immigrant and second-generation immigrant peers, 
while second-generation immigrant students had significantly higher average reading scores than non-immigrant 
students. In terms of language spoken at home, Canadian students who spoke a language other than English 
or French at home had lower reading achievement than those who spoke either of the two official languages at 
home.

In PISA 2018, students who reported that they enjoy reading and who are more confident about their reading 
abilities were more likely to have higher reading scores, although the patterns vary depending on time spent 
reading for enjoyment and type of reading material. For example, reading for enjoyment, even 30 minutes or less 
per day, was associated with higher average reading scores relative to not reading at all, and a positive association 
between reading scores and reading frequency was observed only among students who prefer to read fiction 
books. In terms of reading strategies, students who found discussing content with other people, summarizing the 
text in their own words, and underlining important parts of the text as very useful achieved significantly higher 
reading scores than those who did not find these strategies useful. 

These findings highlight not only the relevance of the sociodemographic characteristics of students in 
determining reading achievement, but also the importance of their attitudes toward reading, sense of self-
efficacy, reading preferences, and use of effective reading strategies. 
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Chapter 3

This chapter presents the overall results of the PISA 2018 assessments in the minor domains of mathematics and 
science. For each domain, the performance of 15-year-old students is first described in terms of PISA proficiency 
levels for Canada and the 10 provinces. The average mathematics and science scores of Canadian students are 
then compared to those from the other countries that participated in PISA 2018. Next, the performance of 
students enrolled in anglophone and francophone school systems in Canada is presented for those provinces 
where the samples of the two groups were of sufficient size. This is followed by a comparison between the 
performance of boys and girls in Canada and the provinces. Lastly, changes over time are discussed.

Since mathematics and science were minor domains in PISA 2018, there were fewer assessment items in these 
two areas than in the major domain of reading. As a result, PISA 2018 allows for an update only on overall 
performance in mathematics and science, and not on their subscales. 

With an emphasis on functional knowledge and skills that facilitate active participation in society, the PISA 
definition of mathematical literacy and scientific literacy are as follow:

• Mathematical literacy is “an individual’s capacity to formulate, employ and interpret mathematics in a 
variety of contexts. It includes reasoning mathematically and using mathematical concepts, procedures, 
facts and tools to describe, explain and predict phenomena. It assists individuals to recognise the role 
that mathematics plays in the world and to make the well-founded judgements and decisions needed by 
constructive, engaged and reflective citizens” (OECD, 2019a, p. 75).

• Scientific literacy is an individual’s “ability to engage with science-related issues, and with the ideas of 
science, as a reflective citizen. A scientifically literate person is willing to engage in reasoned discourse 
about science and technology, which requires the competencies to explain phenomena scientifically, 
evaluate and design scientific enquiry, and interpret data and evidence scientifically” (OECD, 2019a, p. 15).

PISA has developed useful benchmarks that relate a range of average scores to levels of knowledge and skills, 
as measured by the assessment. Although these levels are not linked directly to any specific program of study, 
they provide an overall picture of students’ accumulated understanding at age 15. PISA mathematical literacy is 
expressed on a six-level proficiency scale, whereas PISA scientific literacy is expressed on a seven-level proficiency 
scale. Tasks at the lower end of the scale (Level 1 in mathematics; Levels 1a and 1b in science) are deemed easier 
and less complex than tasks at the higher end (Level 6). Tables 3.1 and 3.2 provide summary descriptions of 
the tasks that students are able to do at each proficiency level for mathematics and science, and include the 
corresponding lower limit for each level. It is assumed that students classified at a given proficiency level can 
perform most of the tasks at that level as well as those at the lower levels.   
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Table 3.1 

Level
Lower 
score 
limit

Percentage of 
students able to 

perform tasks at this 
level or above

6
 

Level 6
 

 

 
 

 

5
 

 Level 5
 

 

 

 

4
 

Level 4
 

 

 
 

3 Level 3
 
 

 
from them

 
 

2
 

Level 2

 
 

 

 

1 357.77 Level 1
 

 

 
Adapted from OECD 2019a, p. 92.
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Table 3.2 

Level
Lower 
score 
limit

Percentage of 
students able to 

perform tasks at this 
level or above

6 Level 6

 

 

 

 

 

5 633.33 Level 5
 

 

 

4  Level 4
 

 
 
 

3 Level 3
 

 

 

 

2 Level 2

 

 
 

1a 334.94  Level 1a
 

 
 

 

1b Level 1b
 

 

Adapted from OECD 2019a, p. 115.
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In PISA 2018, 84 per cent of Canadian students and 76 per cent of students in the OECD countries performed 
at or above Level 2 in mathematics, which the OECD defines as the baseline level of mathematical proficiency 
that is required to participate fully in modern society (Appendix B.3.1b). Across the provinces, the percentage 
of Canadian students at or above the baseline level of proficiency ranges from 75 per cent in Manitoba to 
close to 90 per cent in Quebec (Figure 3.1). In contrast, 16 per cent of Canadian students did not reach the 
baseline level in mathematics, compared to an average of 24 per cent across the OECD countries. More than 60 
countries had a higher proportion of low performers (below Level 2) in mathematics relative to Canada. Within 
Canada, there is a lot of variability among the provinces. Quebec (12 per cent) had the lowest proportion of low 
achievers in mathematics, and Manitoba (25 per cent) had the highest.

Students performing at Level 5 or above in mathematics are considered high-achieving students in this report. 
In Canada, 15 per cent of students performed at Level 5 or above, compared to an average of 11 per cent across 
the OECD countries (Figure 3.1). Although Canada had a higher proportion of students at Level 5 or above 
than most other countries participating in PISA 2018, eight countries (B-S-J-Z (China), Singapore, Hong 
Kong (China), Macao (China), Chinese Taipei, Korea, the Netherlands, and Japan) had a statistically higher 
proportion of high achievers than Canada; of these, Singapore and B-S-J-Z (China) had over 35 per cent of 
students performing at Level 5 or 6. Provincially, slightly more than 1 in 5 students in Quebec performed at this 
level. Conversely, Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan had fewer 
than 1 in 10 high-performing students (Appendix B.3.1b).

Figure 3.1 
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Note

Students achieving below Level 1 may still be able to perform very direct and straightforward mathematical 
tasks, such as reading a single value from a well-labelled chart or table where the labels match the words in 
the question, or performing arithmetic calculations with whole numbers by following clear and well-defined 
instructions. Across the OECD countries, 9 per cent of participants did not achieve Level 1, while the 
proportion in Canada was 5 per cent. Provincially, the proportion of students that did not achieve Level 1 in 
mathematics varied between 4 per cent in Quebec and 8 per cent in Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, and 
Manitoba (Appendix B.3.1a).  
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In science, 87 per cent of Canadian students and 78 per cent of students in the OECD countries performed 
at or above Level 2 on the PISA 2018 assessment (Appendix B.3.2b). Across the provinces, the percentage of 
Canadian students performing at or above this baseline level of proficiency ranges from 79 per cent in Manitoba 
to 89 per cent in Alberta (Figure 3.2). In Canada, 13 per cent of students did not reach the baseline level in 
science, compared to 22 per cent of students on average across the OECD countries. More than 60 countries 
had a higher proportion of low performers in science relative to Canada. Provincially, just over 1 in 5 students in 
Manitoba were low achievers in science, compared to around 1 in 10 students in Ontario, Quebec, and Alberta 
(Appendix B.3.2a).

At the higher end of the science achievement scale, 11 per cent of Canadian students performed at Level 5 or 
above, compared to an OECD average of 7 per cent (Figure 3.2). In fact, Canada is among the countries with 
the highest share of high-performing students in science, surpassed only by B-S-J-Z (China), Singapore, and 
Macao (China) (Appendix B.3.2b). Provincially, 10 per cent or more of students in Quebec, Ontario, Alberta, 
and British Columbia performed at Level 5 or above.

Figure 3.2
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Note

Across the OECD countries, 6 per cent of participants did not achieve Level 1 in science, while this proportion 
was 3 per cent in Canada. Provincially, 5 per cent of students in New Brunswick and Manitoba did not achieve 
Level 1, compared to 2 per cent of students in Quebec and Alberta (Appendix B.3.2a).
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One way to summarize student performance and compare the relative standing of countries is by examining 
average test scores by country. However, simply ranking countries based on their average scores can be 
misleading because there is a margin of uncertainty associated with each score. As discussed in Chapter 1, when 
interpreting average scores, only those differences between countries that are statistically significant should be 
considered (see the note on statistical comparisons in Box 1 in that chapter).

On average, Canadian 15-year-olds performed well in mathematics and science (Tables 3.3–3.5). Canadian 
students had an average score of 512 in mathematics and 518 in science, well above the OECD average of 489 
in both domains (Appendices B.3.3 and B.3.4). Table 3.3 shows the countries that performed significantly better 
than or the same as Canada in mathematics and science. The average achievement scores of the students in all 
the remaining countries were significantly below those of Canada. Among the 79 countries that participated in 
PISA 2018, nine outperformed Canada in mathematics while five outperformed Canada in science.

Table 3.3 

Above* the Canadian average At the Canadian average

 

Science
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Table 3.4 

Country or  
province

Average  
score

95% 

interval country or province
591

Ab
ov

e 
th

e 
OE

CD
 av

er
ag

e

569

551
Quebec 532

531
527

Korea 526
Estonia 523
Netherlands 519

516
515

Ontario 513
CANADA 512

Alberta 511

Finland

Germany

499

499

496

France 495

495

494

494

At
 th

e 
OE

CD
 av

er
ag

e

492

491

491

Newfoundland and 
Labrador



PISA 201856

Country or  
province

Average  
score

95% 

interval country or province

Prince Edward Island

Saskatchewan

Manitoba

Lithuania

472
472
464
463
454
453

Greece 451
a 451

437
436
435

423
421

419

Chile 417
414

Mexico

394

Lebanon 393
391

379
379
373

366
Panama 353

353 Panama
325

Note
a , p. 21, 
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Table 3.5 

Achievement scores in science

Country or 
province

Average  
score

95% 

interval country or province

Ab
ov

e 
th

e 
OE

CD
 av

er
ag

e

551
544

Alberta 534
Estonia

529
Finland 522
Quebec 522

Korea 519

Ontario 519

CANADA

517

517

516

511

Newfoundland and 
Labrador

Netherlands

Germany

Prince Edward Island

Saskatchewan

499

499

497

496

495

France 493

493

492
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Country or 
province

Average  
score

95% 

interval country or province

492

At
 th

e 
O

EC
D 

av
er

ag
e

Manitoba

At
 th

e 
OE

CD
 av

er
ag

e

Lithuania

477
475
472
471
469

464
462
457

Greece 452
Chile 444

a 439

434
431
429

426
426

426

424
Mexico 419

419
417
416
415
413

413

397
396

Lebanon

377
365 Panama

Panama 365
357 Panama
336

Note
a See OECD 
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In mathematics, students in Manitoba performed below the OECD average, while students in all other 
provinces performed at or above the OECD average. In science, students in all provinces had achievement scores 
at or above the OECD average.

Within Canada, students in Quebec performed above the Canadian average in mathematics and at the Canadian 
average in science, as shown in Table 3.6. Students in Alberta performed above the Canadian average in science 
and at the Canadian average in mathematics. Students in Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, 
and Nova Scotia performed below the Canadian average in mathematics and at the Canadian average in science. 
Students in New Brunswick, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan performed below the Canadian average in both 
minor domains.

Table 3.6 

Above* the Canadian average At the Canadian average

 
 

Science

 

While average performance is useful in assessing the overall performance of students, it can mask significant 
variation within participating countries and provinces. The gap that exists between students with the highest 
and those with the lowest levels of performance is an important indicator of the equity of educational outcomes. 
Further information on the performance within countries and provinces can be obtained by examining the 
relative distribution of scores.

For Canada overall, those in the highest decile (90th percentile) scored 237 points higher in mathematics and 
247 points higher in science than those in the lowest decile (10th percentile) (Appendices B.3.5 and B.3.6). This 
gap is similar to the 235-point difference in mathematics and 244-point difference in science on average across 
all OECD countries. However, the average scores of Canadian students in the lowest decile in mathematics 
(392 points) and science (393 points) were higher than those of students in the lowest decile across the OECD 
countries (370 points and 365 points, respectively). In fact, the slightly higher disparities observed in Canada 
may be a reflection of the students in the highest decile in Canada scoring higher than students in the highest 
decile on average across the OECD countries (629 points compared to 605 points in mathematics, and 640 
points compared to 609 points in science).

Figures 3.3 and 3.4 show the difference in average scores between the lowest and highest deciles in Canada, 
the provinces, and the OECD. For mathematics, differences range from 211 in Saskatchewan to 242 in British 
Columbia; for science, differences range from 234 in Quebec to 263 in British Columbia. In most provinces, 
with the exception of New Brunswick, Quebec, and British Columbia, the difference in performance between 
high achievers and low achievers in mathematics was smaller than or equal to the OECD average. In science, 
the difference in performance between high achievers and low achievers was smaller than the OECD average 
in Newfoundland and Labrador, Quebec, and Saskatchewan. It is worth noting that, although high-achieving 
countries tend to have a larger gap, high achievement does not necessarily come at the cost of equity. Notably, 
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B-S-J-Z (China) achieved the highest average mathematics and science scores across all participating countries 
(591 and 590, respectively) while at the same time having a relatively small difference in the score gap between 
the lowest and highest achievers (205 and 213, respectively) (Appendices B.3.5 and B.3.6).

Figure 3.3 
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Figure 3.4 
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In Canada, in PISA 2018, oversampling allowed separate reporting of results by language of the school 
system for seven provinces (see the Introduction). In mathematics, on average across these provinces, a 
higher proportion of students in francophone than in anglophone school systems reached Level 2 or higher 
(Figure 3.5, Appendices B.3.7a–b). As well, a higher proportion of students in francophone school systems 
were high achievers in mathematics (Levels 5 and 6) relative to their peers in anglophone school systems, in 
large part due to the results in Quebec. Specifically, 22 per cent of students in the francophone school system in 
Quebec performed at this high level of proficiency, compared to 13 per cent in the anglophone school system 
(Appendix B.3.7b).
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Figure 3.5 
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Provincially, the proportion of students performing at or above Level 2 in mathematics in English-language 
school systems ranged from 75 per cent in New Brunswick and Manitoba to 87 per cent in Quebec. In French-
language school systems, this proportion ranged from 78 per cent in British Columbia to 88 per cent in Quebec 
(Appendix B.3.7b). None of the provinces showed a statistically significant difference between the two language 
systems in the proportion of students performing at or above the baseline level of mathematics proficiency. 

With respect to science, on average across Canada, no statistically significant difference between the two 
language systems was observed in the proportion of students reaching Level 2 or higher (Figure 3.6), although 
a higher proportion of students in English-language school systems than in French-language school systems 
performed at the highest levels of proficiency (Levels 5 and 6) (Appendix B.3.8b). 

Figure 3.6 
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Provincially, the proportion of students performing at or above Level 2 in science in English-language school 
systems varied from 79 per cent in Manitoba to 89 per cent in Quebec and Alberta (Appendix B.3.8b). In 
francophone school systems, the proportion ranged from 71 per cent in Nova Scotia to 88 per cent in Quebec. 
The proportion of students performing at or above the baseline level of science proficiency was similar across the 
two school systems in most provinces, with the exception of Nova Scotia and Ontario. In those two provinces, 
a higher proportion of students in English-language systems reached this level compared to students in French-
language school systems. As well, in Ontario, a higher proportion of students in English-language school systems 
were high achievers in science, compared to their peers in French-language school systems, with no significant 
differences observed in the remaining provinces.

Figure 3.7 and Table 3.7 summarize and compare achievement scores in mathematics and science by the 
language of the school system for Canada and the provinces. The relative performance of students in the two 
systems varied across provinces and by domain. Students in English-language school systems in Newfoundland 
and Labrador, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan had lower mathematics scores than 
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students on average in the English-language school systems across Canada, while those in Ontario had higher 
scores. Students in French-language school systems in New Brunswick, Ontario, and British Columbia scored 
below the average of students in French-language school systems across Canada in mathematics, while in Quebec 
they scored above this average (Appendix B.3.9). In science, students in English-language school systems in 
Alberta outperformed students in the English-language school systems on average across Canada, while those 
in New Brunswick, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan underperformed the anglophone Canadian average. Students 
in French-language school systems in Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Ontario, and Manitoba scored below the 
average of French-language school systems across Canada in science, while students in Quebec scored above it 
(Appendix B.3.10).   

Differences in mathematics performance between the two language systems were observed on average across 
Canada: students in francophone school systems outperformed those in anglophone school systems in 
mathematics by 23 points (Figure 3.7). At the provincial level, students in the francophone school system in 
Quebec outperformed their peers in the anglophone school system by 21 points; in the remaining provinces, 
there was no statistically significant difference in mathematics performance between the two language systems 
(Appendix B.3.9). In science, the difference in performance between students in anglophone school systems and 
those in francophone school systems was not statistically significant in Canada overall. Provincially, students 
in anglophone school systems in Nova Scotia, Ontario, and Alberta performed better in science than their 
counterparts in francophone school systems in those provinces; no significant difference in performance between 
the two language systems was observed in the remaining provinces (Table 3.7, Appendix B.3.10).

Figure 3.7
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Table 3.7 

 
by language of the school system

Anglophone schools 

than francophone schools

Francophone schools 

than anglophone schools between school systems

Anglophone school systems
Above* the Canadian  

English average
At the Canadian  
English average

 
English average

 
 

Francophone school systems
Above* the Canadian  

French average
At the Canadian  
French average

 
French average

Science
Anglophone schools 

than francophone schools

Francophone schools 

than anglophone schools between school systems

 

Anglophone school systems
Above* the Canadian  

English average
At the Canadian  
English average

 
English average

 
 

Francophone school systems
Above* the Canadian  

French average
At the Canadian  
French average

 
French average

 

Note

In mathematics, on average across the OECD countries, boys outperformed girls by five points in PISA 2018. 
In Canada as a whole, boys also outperformed girls by five points on average, although none of the provinces 
showed a statistically significant difference in average achievement scores in mathematics between boys and 
girls (Table 3.10, Appendix B.3.13). With respect to proficiency levels, a higher proportion of boys than girls 
performed at the highest levels (Levels 5 and 6) in mathematics, while a similar proportion of boys and girls 
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performed at the lowest level (below Level 2). Provincially, more boys than girls performed at the highest levels 
of proficiency in Quebec; no gender differences were observed in any of the provinces at the lowest level of 
proficiency (Table 3.8, Appendix B.3.11b). 

Table 3.8 

 
by gender

Levels 5 and 6
Percentage of girls is 

percentage of boys

Percentage of boys is 

percentage of girls

 
in the percentage  
of boys and girls

 

Girls
Higher* percentage  

than Canada
The same percentage  

as Canada
Lower* percentage  

than Canada
 

Higher* percentage  
than Canada

The same percentage  
as Canada

Lower* percentage  
than Canada

Percentage of girls is 

percentage of boys

Percentage of boys is 

percentage of girls

 
in the percentage  
of boys and girls

Girls
Higher* percentage  

than Canada
The same percentage  

as Canada
Lower* percentage  

than Canada
 

 

Higher* percentage  
than Canada

The same percentage  
as Canada

Lower* percentage  
than Canada

 
 

 Note



PISA 201866

There was some variation in the mathematics performance of girls and boys across the provinces (Table 3.9, 
Appendix B.3.13). In particular, girls in Quebec had higher achievement scores than girls on average across 
Canada, while those in Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, 
Manitoba, and Saskatchewan had scores lower than the Canadian average for girls. In comparison to boys on 
average across Canada, boys in Quebec had higher achievement scores on the mathematics assessment, while 
boys in Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan had lower 
scores. 

Table 3.9 

Girls
Above* the Canadian  

average for girls
At the Canadian  
average for girls

 
average for girls

 

Science

 

Above* the Canadian  
average for boys

At the Canadian  
average for boys

 
average for boys

Science

In science, no difference in average achievement scores between boys and girls was seen in Canada overall. There 
was a small gender gap across the OECD countries, with girls outperforming boys by two points on average. 
Provincially, a gender gap in science was observed only in Alberta, where girls outperformed boys by eight points 
(Tables 3.10 and 3.11; Appendix B.3.14).

Table 3.10

 
between girls and boys

Science
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In Canada overall, no gender differences were observed at the highest levels of proficiency (Levels 5 and 6) in 
science, while more boys than girls performed at the lowest level of proficiency (below Level 2). Provincially, 
more boys than girls performed below Level 2 in Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Saskatchewan, and Alberta. 
No gender differences were observed in any of the provinces at the highest levels of proficiency (Table 3.11, 
Appendix B.3.12b).

Table 3.11 

 
by gender 

Levels 5 and 6
Percentage of girls is 

percentage of boys

Percentage of boys is 

percentage of girls

 
in the percentage  
of boys and girls

Girls
Higher* percentage  

than Canada
The same percentage  

as Canada
Lower* percentage  

than Canada
 

Higher percentage  
than Canada

The same percentage  
as Canada

Lower* percentage  
than Canada

Percentage of girls is 

percentage of boys

Percentage of boys is 

percentage of girls

 
in the percentage  
of boys and girls

 
 

 

Girls
Higher* percentage  

than Canada
The same percentage  

as Canada
Lower* percentage  

than Canada

 

 

Higher* percentage  
than Canada

The same percentage  
as Canada

Lower* percentage  
than Canada

 

 

Note
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Results in science varied across the provinces for both girls and boys (Table 3.9, Appendix B.3.14). Girls in 
Alberta had higher achievement scores than girls on average across Canada, while girls in New Brunswick, 
Manitoba, and Saskatchewan had scores that were below the Canadian average. Boys in Alberta also had higher 
average scores in science than boys on average across Canada, while boys in Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, 
Manitoba, and Saskatchewan had lower scores.

PISA 2018 is the sixth assessment of mathematics since 2003, when mathematics was the major domain for 
the first time, and the fifth assessment of science since 2006, when science was the major domain for the first 
time. Because a comprehensive analysis of trends in mathematics (between 2003 and 2015) and in science 
(between 2006 and 2015) was included in the PISA 2015 national report (O’Grady et al., 2016), this section 
focuses on changes in mathematics since 2012 and changes in science since 2015 — the most recent cycles when 
mathematics and science were the major domains.

Wh

On average across OECD countries, mathematics performance remained unchanged between 2012 and 2018. 
The OECD average of 489 points in 2018 was not significantly different from the baseline average score of 494 
in 2012. However, there were changes in performance in some of the 61 countries that participated in both 
PISA 2012 and PISA 2018. In 13 countries, mathematics performance improved on a statistically significant 
basis, while in 7 countries it declined, with other countries maintaining their scores. In Canada, performance in 
mathematics remained stable between 2012 and 2018 (Table 3.12, Appendix B.3.15b).

In science, on average across OECD countries, performance remained broadly stable over the 2015 to 2018 
period, although changes in performance were observed in some of the 64 countries that participated in both 
cycles. Science performance increased on a statistically significant basis in 6 countries and decreased in 20, with 
no statistically significant changes observed in the remaining countries. In Canada overall, the decrease in science 
performance was statistically significant between 2015 (528) and 2018 (518) (Table 3.13, Appendix B.3.16b). 

Performance in mathematics and science remained stable across the provinces, with the following exceptions: 
achievement scores in mathematics declined in Saskatchewan and British Columbia between 2012 and 2018, 
and scores in science declined in Quebec and British Columbia between 2015 and 2018 (Tables 3.12 and 3.13; 
Appendices B.3.15b and B.3.16b).
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Table 3.12 

2012 2015 2018

Average 
score

Standard 
error

Average 
score

Standard 
error

Average 
score

Standard 
error

516 512

479 499*
497 497 494

493 491
536 544 532
514 513
492

517 511 511
522 522

Note

Table 3.13 

2015 2018

Average  
score

Standard  
error

Average  
score

Standard  
error

515
517

492
537 522*
524 519
499
496
541 534
539 517*

Note

At the Canadian level, the proportion of low-performing (below Level 2) 15-year-old students remained stable 
in mathematics between 2012 and 2018; however, the proportion of students achieving below Level 2 increased 
in New Brunswick, Saskatchewan, and British Columbia. The proportion of high-achieving students (Levels 5 
and 6) in mathematics also remained unchanged over the 2012–2018 period at the Canadian level, although, 
provincially, the proportion decreased in Saskatchewan (Appendix B.3.17).
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In science, the proportion of low-performing students increased in Canada overall between 2015 and 2018. At 
the provincial level, the proportion of students performing below Level 2 in science increased in Prince Edward 
Island, Quebec, and British Columbia. The proportion of students achieving at Levels 5 and 6 in science 
remained unchanged between 2015 and 2018 in Canada overall and across all provinces (Appendix B.3.18).

Summary

Because mathematics and science were minor domains in PISA 2018, a smaller number of items and less 
testing time were dedicated to them, compared to the reading assessment. As a result, this chapter has provided 
information on overall performance in each of these domains, but not their subscales. 

Canada continues to perform well internationally in mathematics and science. Students in Canada scored well 
above the OECD average and were outperformed by students in nine countries in mathematics and five in 
science among the 79 countries that participated in PISA 2018. Among the provinces, students in Quebec, 
Ontario, Alberta, and British Columbia performed above the OECD average in both mathematics and science. 
Students in Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, and Saskatchewan performed above the OECD average 
in science and at the OECD average in mathematics. Students in Manitoba performed below the OECD 
average in mathematics and at the OECD average in science, while students in Prince Edward Island and New 
Brunswick performed at the OECD average in both mathematics and science. 

However, in spite of these strong results, PISA 2018 results in mathematics and science in Canada suggest 
that there is cause for some concern. In particular, it is noteworthy that around one in six Canadian students 
did not meet the benchmark level of mathematics (Level 2), a proportion that has not changed since 2012. 
In science, around one in eight Canadian students did not meet the benchmark level, a proportion that has 
increased since 2015. At the same time, the proportion of high-achieving students in these minor domains has 
remained relatively unchanged over these periods. It is noteworthy as well that, in mathematics, boys continued 
to outperform girls in Canada overall, although no statistically significant differences in performance between 
girls and boys were observed for science. Students in francophone school systems outperformed their peers in 
anglophone school systems in Canada overall and in Quebec in mathematics, while in science, anglophone 
students outperformed their francophone peers in Nova Scotia, Ontario, and Alberta. There was no significant 
difference between the two language systems in other provinces.



PISA 2018 71

Conclusion

In 2018, Canada participated for the seventh time in the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA), which measures trends in the learning outcomes of 15-year-old students in reading, mathematics, and 
science. The study has been conducted every three years since 2000, under the aegis of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). In 2018, around 600,000 students from 79 countries 
participated; in Canada, over 22,500 students from approximately 800 schools participated across the 
10 provinces. The major focus of PISA 2018 was reading, while mathematics and science were tested as minor 
domains, with global competence as an innovative domain and financial literacy as an optional minor domain. 

PISA is valuable for its capacity to provide comparative information on the skill levels of students as they near 
the end of compulsory education. Not only does PISA enable comparisons between provinces and countries, it 
also provides an opportunity to monitor how these skill levels change over time.

The 2018 cycle of PISA included some changes to the reading assessment relative to 2009, when reading was last 
a major domain. For example, a greater emphasis was placed on multiple-source texts, which expanded the range 
of higher-level reading processes and strategies. As well, in order to improve the accuracy of the scores of both 
high- and low-performing students, PISA 2018 introduced adaptive testing in its reading assessment, whereby 
the electronic test form that a student received depended on his or her answers to earlier questions. 

In Canada overall, 86 per cent of students performed at or above a reading proficiency of Level 2, the baseline 
level of reading literacy required to take advantage of further learning opportunities and to participate fully 
in modern society. This proportion was higher than the OECD average of 77 per cent. Across provinces, the 
proportion of students reaching this benchmark varied from 78 per cent in New Brunswick to 88 per cent in 
Quebec and Alberta. 

At the higher end of the PISA reading scale, 15 per cent of Canadian students performed at the highest reading 
proficiency levels (Levels 5 and 6), compared to 9 per cent performing at these levels on average across the 
OECD countries. At the provincial level, more than 10 per cent of students in Newfoundland and Labrador, 
Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, Alberta, and British Columbia achieved a proficiency level 
of 5 or higher in reading. Although the proportion of students in Canada overall achieving at the highest levels 
is greater than in most other countries participating in PISA 2018, Singapore and B-S-J-Z (China) had a much 
higher proportion of students reading at the highest proficiency levels.

In addition to reporting results by proficiency levels, this report has also presented results by average scores, 
which are expressed on a scale with an average of 500 points for the OECD countries and a standard deviation 
of 100. This average was established in 2000 and decreased to 487 in 2018. According to this measure, Canadian 
15-year-old students achieved a mean score of 520 in overall reading, 33 points above the OECD average, 
and were surpassed by students from only three countries. At the provincial level, with the exception of Prince 
Edward Island and New Brunswick, which scored at the OECD average, all provinces performed above the 
OECD average. Students in Alberta achieved a higher score than the Canadian average, placing them among the 
top-performing participants globally.

Canadian results in reading were also reported for three cognitive process subscales and two text structure 
subscales. The Canadian averages for the three cognitive process subscales are 517 for locating information, 520 
for understanding, and 527 for evaluating and reflecting. Across the OECD countries, students scored 487, 487, 
and 489, respectively, on these three subscales. On the text structure subscales, Canadian students achieved an 
average score of 521 on items associated with the single-text subscale and 522 on those related to multiple texts, 
while the OECD average on these subscales was 485 and 490, respectively.
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Canada continues to perform well internationally in mathematics, with 84 per cent of Canadian students 
performing at or above Level 2, compared to the OECD average of 76 per cent. At the provincial level, the 
proportion reaching this benchmark varies from 75 per cent in Manitoba to close to 90 per cent in Quebec. At 
the lower end of the PISA mathematics scale, 16 per cent of Canadian students performed below the baseline 
(Level 2), compared with 24 per cent of students across the OECD countries. At the same time, 15 per cent 
of Canadian students were considered high achievers in mathematics, performing at a proficiency level of 5 or 
above, compared to 11 per cent on average across the OECD countries. Eight countries had a higher proportion 
of high achievers than Canada; of these, Singapore and B-S-J-Z (China) had over 35 per cent of students 
performing at Level 5 or 6 in mathematics. 

Canadian students had an average score of 512 in mathematics, well above the OECD average of 489, and were 
outperformed in this domain by students in nine other countries. At the provincial level, students in Manitoba 
scored below the OECD average in mathematics, while students in all other provinces performed at or above 
the OECD average. Students in Quebec performed above the Canadian average in mathematics; students in 
Ontario, Alberta, and British Columbia performed at the Canadian average; and students in the remaining 
provinces performed below the Canadian average.

Canada also achieved a strong performance in science, with 87 per cent of Canadian students performing at 
or above Level 2 in this domain, compared to 78 per cent on average across the OECD countries. Across the 
provinces, the percentage of students performing at or above this baseline level of proficiency ranges from 
79 per cent in Manitoba to 89 per cent in Alberta. In Canada overall, 13 per cent of students were low achievers 
in science (below Level 2), compared to the OECD average of 22 per cent. Eleven per cent of Canadian students 
performed at the highest proficiency levels (Levels 5 and 6) in science, compared to the OECD average of 
7 per cent. In fact, Canada is among the countries with the highest share of high-performing students in science, 
surpassed only by B-S-J-Z (China), Singapore, and Macao (China). 

Canadian students had an average score of 518 in science, well above the OECD average of 489, and were 
outperformed by students in five other countries. At the provincial level, the performance of students in all 
provinces was at or above the OECD average. Students in Alberta performed above the Canadian average in 
science; those in Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, and British 
Columbia performed at the Canadian average; and those in the remaining provinces performed below the 
Canadian average.

Performance by language of the school system 

In reading, students in anglophone school systems had higher achievement scores than their counterparts in 
francophone systems in Canada overall and in Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Ontario, Manitoba, Alberta, and 
British Columbia. No significant difference was observed between the two language systems in Quebec. In 
terms of the reading subscales, students in English-language school systems achieved higher scores than their 
counterparts in French-language school systems in the understanding cognitive process subscale and the single-
text structure subscale. There was no significant difference between the two language systems for the remaining 
three reading subscales. 

In mathematics, students in francophone school systems outperformed those in anglophone school systems 
in Canada overall and in Quebec. In science, no achievement difference between the two school systems was 
observed at the Canadian level.
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Performance by gender

As was the case internationally, Canadian girls continued to outperform boys in reading. In all provinces and 
across the five reading subscales, girls attained higher achievement scores than did boys. The only exception was 
in Prince Edward Island, where boys performed as well as girls in the evaluating and reflecting cognitive process 
subscale and the multiple-text structure subscale.

In mathematics, boys continued to outperform girls in Canada overall, although there was no gap in 
mathematics achievement scores between the two genders in any of the provinces. In science, no difference 
in average achievement scores between boys and girls was apparent in Canada or in most provinces. The only 
exception was observed in Alberta, where girls outperformed boys in science. 

Overall reading performance has not changed between 2009 and 2018 (the last two times reading was the 
major domain) in Canada or in any of the provinces. Nevertheless, at the Canadian level and in Nova Scotia, 
New Brunswick, Ontario, and British Columbia, the proportion of low-performing students in reading (below 
Level 2) increased over this period. At the same time, no statistically significant change in the proportion of 
students reaching the highest levels in reading (Levels 5 and 6) was observed at the Canadian level, although 
the proportion of high-performing students increased significantly in Newfoundland and Labrador and Prince 
Edward Island.

Between 2012 — the last time the major focus of PISA was mathematics — and 2018, mathematics 
performance did not change in Canada overall, although Saskatchewan and British Columbia observed 
significant declines in the average mathematics performance of their students. The proportions of top-
performing (Level 5 or above) and low-performing (below Level 2) 15-year-olds in mathematics remained 
relatively stable over the period at the Canadian level. Provincially, New Brunswick and British Columbia 
observed an increase in the proportion of low-performing students, and Saskatchewan observed both an increase 
in the proportion of low-performing students and a decrease in the proportion of high-performing ones.

With respect to science, at the Canadian level and in Quebec and British Columbia, the average performance 
of students decreased between 2015 — the last time the major focus of PISA was science — and 2018. The 
proportion of low-performing students in science increased significantly in Prince Edward Island, Quebec, and 
British Columbia over the period, while no statistically significant differences were observed in Canada overall or 
in any provinces in the proportion of top-performing students.  

As part of the PISA 2018 assessment, students completed a background questionnaire designed to provide 
contextual information to aid in the interpretation of the performance results. This report has presented 
information on select factors that in past cycles of PISA have been found to correlate with reading achievement. 
In particular, this report has looked at key background characteristics of 15-year-old Canadian students and their 
association with reading achievement. 

Students’ success is connected to “learning how to learn,” and their continued success depends on learning 
throughout their lives. The student questionnaire provides insights into the attitudes, motivations, and skills that 
students bring to the process of “learning how to learn.” As future development of reading proficiency can be 
predicted by students’ attitudes, behaviours, and strategies, this report has examined variables related to student 
engagement in and attitudes toward reading, as well as their use of reading strategies.    



PISA 201874

In the background questionnaire of the PISA 2018 assessment, students were asked to provide information 
on themselves and their home environment. In particular, they were asked to provide information on the 
occupation and educational attainment of their parents and on a number of home possessions that can be used 
as proxies for material wealth, including the number of books and other educational resources available in the 
home. Answers to these questions were used to derive a measure of socioeconomic status called the index of 
economic, social, and cultural status (ESCS). Students were also asked about their immigration background and 
languages spoken at home.

Canada placed among the top of all participating countries in terms of socioeconomic status, with only three 
countries observing higher average scores on the ESCS index. In Canada, the strength of the relationship 
between reading performance and socioeconomic status is weaker than the OECD average, which means that 
socioeconomic disadvantage plays a relatively minor role in explaining variation in student reading performance 
in Canada. That said, socioeconomically advantaged students outperformed socioeconomically disadvantaged 
students by 68 points in reading in Canada overall, with the difference ranging from 55 points in Newfoundland 
and Labrador to 78 points in Prince Edward Island.

In Canada, 35 per cent of students identified themselves as having an immigrant background. While non-
immigrant students outperformed their immigrant peers in reading in the majority of countries participating 
in PISA 2018, in Canada, immigrant students performed as well as non-immigrant students. However, across 
the three different immigrant categories in Canada, first-generation immigrant students were outperformed by 
their non-immigrant and second-generation immigrant peers. As well, second-generation immigrant students 
had significantly higher average reading scores relative to non-immigrant students. These comparisons are quite 
variable across provinces, with the most notable differences observed in Quebec, where non-immigrant students 
outperformed both first- and second-generation immigrant students, and in New Brunswick, where first-
generation immigrant students outperformed non-immigrant students.

In Canada overall, 65 per cent of students spoke English at home; of the remainder, about equal proportions of 
students spoke French or another language at home (17 and 18 per cent, respectively). Canadian students who 
spoke a language at home other than English or French had lower achievement in reading than those who spoke 
either of the two official languages. Provincially, students who spoke English at home outperformed their peers 
speaking a language other than English or French in Nova Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, 
Alberta, and British Columbia. Students who spoke French at home outperformed their peers speaking a 
language other than English or French in Quebec and Saskatchewan. Students who spoke a language other than 
French or English at home outperformed those who spoke French at home in Newfoundland and Labrador, 
New Brunswick, and Ontario; but they performed lower than those who spoke French at home in Quebec and 
Saskatchewan.

PISA assesses several factors associated with how students develop reading skills. These factors become 
increasingly important as youth move beyond high school and take on a more active role in determining their 
individual learning trajectories. PISA 2018 assessed student engagement with reading through questions related 
to student enjoyment of reading, time spent reading for enjoyment, diversity of reading material, and preferences 
for reading print or digital material. PISA also assessed how students felt about their ability to read and which 
strategies they found useful for understanding and memorizing texts.

In Canada, close to 40 per cent of 15-year-old students reported that reading is one of their favourite hobbies, 
while one in four students reported that reading is a waste of time. Students who enjoyed reading were more 
likely to have higher reading scores.
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When asked how much time they spent reading for enjoyment, 40 per cent of Canadian students reported that 
they do not read for enjoyment, while close to 30 per cent reported reading for enjoyment 30 minutes or less a 
day. Time spent reading for enjoyment is positively correlated with reading proficiency, although improvements 
in reading performance diminish once reading for enjoyment surpasses 30 minutes per day. 

Students were also asked about the kinds of materials they read because they wanted to. In Canada, students 
reported a higher preference for reading fiction and a lower preference for magazines and comic books. They 
were also asked whether they preferred to read print or digital books. More than twice as many Canadian 
students reported that they preferred reading books in paper format to reading in digital format. Reading fiction, 
non-fiction books, and newspapers is positively associated with reading proficiency, while reading magazines 
and comic books has little impact on reading scores. As well, reading in paper format was associated with higher 
reading scores than was reading in digital format.

Students were asked to report on how they felt about their ability to read. In Canada, over 80 per cent of 
students reported that they believe they are good and/or fluent readers, with a slightly smaller proportion 
of students reporting that they are able to understand difficult texts. Nevertheless, close to 20 per cent of 
students reported having difficulty with reading, while a higher proportion reported struggling with reading 
comprehension. Students who had little confidence in their ability to read had lower reading scores than 
students who were more confident. 

To help them understand and memorize text, most Canadian students found summarizing the text in their own 
words and underlining the important parts of the text to be very useful strategies. Reading the text aloud to 
another person was not found to be a useful strategy by most students. Discussing content with other people, 
underlining the important parts of the text, and summarizing the text in their own words were all strategies 
found to be positively associated with reading proficiency. In contrast, concentrating on the parts of the text that 
are easy to understand, quickly reading through the text twice, and reading the text aloud to another person were 
strategies found to have no relationship with reading proficiency in Canada overall.

Final statement

The results of PISA 2018 reveal that, in Canada, a majority of students have attained the level of reading 
proficiency required to take advantage of further learning opportunities and to participate fully in modern 
society. Nevertheless, a persistent gender gap favouring girls continues to exist, and there are still numerous 
students who perform at lower levels of proficiency and for whom reading is a challenge.

Results from this assessment provide an opportunity to confirm the success of our world-class education systems 
from a global perspective. Canada remains in the group of top-performing countries and achieves its standing 
with relatively equitable outcomes. Nevertheless, the performance of Canadian students has remained relatively 
unchanged in reading and mathematics since the last time those domains were the major focus of PISA (2009 
and 2012, respectively) and has declined in science (since 2015). At the same time, several provinces have 
observed an increase in the proportion of students not reaching the benchmark level established by the OECD 
(Level 2) in mathematics and science.   

The comparative approach taken in this report does not lend itself to developing causal explanations for these 
changes over time. The report provides information for ministries and departments of education as well as 
for education partners, contributing to their ability to validate current education policies, learning outcomes, 
and teaching approaches and strategies, as well as to allocate resources to ensure that they continue meeting 
the needs of our society. While this report has looked at the association between selected background variables 
and reading performance, further analysis of the information collected through PISA will help provide a better 
understanding of the extent to which other important background variables are related to the differences in 
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performance highlighted here. Reports on such secondary analysis will be available in forthcoming issues of 
Assessment Matters!, a series of articles available on the CMEC website.11

Today’s PISA teenagers will eventually become adults responsible for the success of our economy, so it is 
important to both celebrate the successes and address the challenges highlighted in this report. It is essential that 
our education systems contribute significantly to preparing Canadian youth for full participation in our modern 
society for the generations to come. 

11 http://www.cmec.ca/131/Programs-and-Initiatives/Assessment/Overview/index.html
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Appendix A

and Response Rates

The accuracy of PISA survey results depends on the quality of the information on which the sample is based, as 
well as the sampling procedures. The PISA 2018 sample for Canada was based on a two-stage stratified sample. 
The first stage consisted of sampling individual schools in which 15-year-old students were enrolled. Schools 
were sampled systematically, with probabilities proportional to size (the measure of size being a function of the 
estimated number of eligible (15-year-old) students enrolled in the school). While a minimum of 150 schools 
were required to be selected in each country, in Canada a much larger sample of schools was selected in order 
to produce reliable estimates for each province and for both the anglophone and francophone school systems in 
Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba, Alberta, and British Columbia.

The second stage of the selection process sampled students within schools. Once schools were selected, a list of 
all 15-year-old students in each school was prepared. From this list, up to 42 students from each school were 
then selected, with equal probability. All 15-year-old students were selected if fewer than 42 were enrolled in a 
given school. Additionally, in Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, 
and Quebec, as well as in the francophone school systems in Manitoba and Alberta, more than 42 students were 
selected in some schools, in order to meet sample size requirements. Additionally, if a province participated in 
the financial literacy (FL) international option, the FL assessment occurred in every sampled and participating 
school in that province. This design required that the number of students be increased to 53 so that there were 
42 students in each school selected for the regular PISA test, plus 11 additional students selected for the FL 
assessment.  

Each country participating in PISA attempted to maximize the coverage of the assessment’s target population 
within the sampled schools. Within each sampled school, all eligible students (namely, those 15 years of age), 
regardless of grade, were first listed. Tables A.1a and A.1b show the total number of excluded students by 
province and classify them in specific categories in accordance with the international standards. Students could 
be excluded if they fell into any of three categories: 

1) functional disability: a student has a moderate-to-severe permanent physical disability such that he or she 
cannot perform in the PISA testing situation 

2) intellectual disability: a student has a mental or emotional disability and is cognitively delayed such that he 
or she cannot perform in the PISA testing situation

3) limited proficiency in the assessment language: a student is unable to read or speak any of the languages of the 
assessment in the country and would be unable to overcome the language barrier in the testing situation 
(typically a student who has received less than one year of instruction in the language of the assessment)

School staff determined whether a student fit into any of these categories.

The weighted student exclusion rate for Canada overall was 5.0 per cent, which is exactly at the maximum 
exclusion rate of 5 per cent allowed by quality standards in PISA. The weighted student exclusion rate ranged 
from 3.5 per cent in Quebec to 7.7 per cent in Prince Edward Island. Across all provinces, the vast majority of 
exclusions were a result of an intellectual disability (category 2 above). Compared with PISA 2015, the weighted 
student exclusion rates decreased by more than 2 per cent in Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, Alberta, 
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and British Columbia. Further steps will be required in future PISA cycles to address the issue of high exclusion 
rates for schools and students in some provinces.

Table A.1a

Canada
and provinces

Total number of eligible 
students sampled Total number of  Student  

Unweighted* Weighted** Unweighted* Weighted**
Unweighted* 

%
Weighted** 

%

5.2
77 5.6
27 116 7.7

144 674 7.6 7.6
394 5.6 5.6

212 3.7 3.5
269 4.7

6.3 6.2
123 494 4.7 4.2
147 5.1 5.3

6.6 6.5

PISA. 

Table A.1b

Canada
and provinces

 
students with a physical 

disability

 
students with an 

intellectual disability

 
students with limited 

language skills
Unweighted* 

% 
Weighted** 

% 
Unweighted* 

% 
Weighted** 

% 
Unweighted* 

% 
Weighted** 

% 
3.6 3.3 1.1 1.1

4.6 4.7

4.6 4.7 2.3

5.9 1.1 1.2

3.6 1.1

2.4 2.4

3.4 3.2 1.2

4.7 4.7 1.1

2.6 2.4 1.4 1.3

2.7 2.9 1.7 1.6

4.4 4.3 1.6 1.6

PISA. 
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In order to minimize the potential for response bias, data quality standards in PISA require minimum 
participation rates for schools and students. At the Canada-wide level, a minimum response rate of 85 per cent 
was required for schools initially selected. PISA 2018 also required a minimum student participation rate of 
80 per cent within all participating schools combined (original sample and replacements) at the national level. 

Table A.2 shows the response rates for schools and students, before and after replacement, for Canada and the 
10 provinces. At the national level, 1,073 schools were selected to participate in PISA 2018, and 782 of these 
initially selected schools participated. Rather than calculating school participation rates by dividing the number 
of participating schools by the total number of schools, school response rates were weighted based on the 
enrolment numbers for 15-year-olds in each school.

At the provincial level, school response rates after replacement ranged from 80 per cent in Quebec to nearly 
100 per cent in Newfoundland and Labrador. Across Canada, the school response rate was 89 per cent.

At the student level, PISA defines a student as “assessed” when one of the following criteria is met: (a) a student 
has answered a minimum number of background questionnaire items and at least one cognitive item; or (b) a 
student has answered more than half of the items on the testing form. In PISA 2018, Canada’s response rate after 
replacement was 84 per cent. All provinces achieved a student response rate of 81 per cent or more (Table A.2). 
Compared to PISA 2015, the weighted student participation rates after replacement increased by more than 
3 per cent in all participating provinces except in Ontario, where it remained similar.

  Table A.2

PISA 2018 school and student response rates

Canada
and provinces

Total number 
of selected 

schools 

and not 

School response 
rate before 

replacement 

School response 

replacement 

Total number 
of eligible 

students sampled 
Total number 
of students 

Weighted  
% student 

replacement 

and not 

Nu
m

be
r

W
ei

gh
te

d 
%

Nu
m

be
r

W
ei

gh
te

d 
%

Un
w

ei
gh

te
d

W
ei

gh
te

d

Un
w

ei
gh

te
d

W
ei

gh
te

d
53 47 47

15 16 361 327 91.2

64 97.7 97.7
65 52 94.7 52 94.7

136 79.5 137
136 143

123 94 95.7 94 95.7
114
127 72

Note

The number of students that participated in PISA 2018, as recorded in Table A.2, include students who wrote 
the UH (Une Heure [One Hour]) version of the PISA test. The UH test is a shorter version of PISA, which was 
assigned to students with special education needs who could not successfully complete the full version of the 
PISA assessment. For PISA 2018 in Canada, a total of 850 students successfully wrote the UH test, and their 
results are included in the data analyses in this report.
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Appendix B
PISA 2018 Data Tables

Country  
or province

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

%  
Standard 

error %  
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error
4.3 14.3 27.9 17.5 4.2

2.6 19.4 26.1 11.7 2.1
2.3 21.2 29.9 11.1
3.5 7.7 14.2 22.3 26.4 7.3
2.3 9.5 21.7 24.1

Alberta 3.4 8.6 17.9 26.2 25.6 14.3 4.0
Quebec 3.2 9.1 20.5 29.6 24.9 10.7 2.1

4.5 27.7 27.1 12.5 2.3
Ontario 3.6 9.6 19.8 26.4 24.3 13.2 3.1

4.2 9.4 19.2 27.6 25.4 11.9 2.4
Canada 3.8 10.0 20.1 27.2 24.0 12.2 2.8

3.9 22.4 27.7 2.1
4.2 10.9 20.7 27.6 22.7 10.8 3.1
4.4 10.7 19.4 25.9 23.8 12.7 3.0
5.5 9.6 19.6 27.6 24.6 2.3

Newfoundland  
and Labrador 4.1 11.2 21.4 27.9 22.8 10.1 2.5‡

4.1 11.9 23.9 21.6 7.3 1.1
22.5 21.9 1.7

Saskatchewan 4.6 12.2 24.7 29.2 20.4 7.6 U‡
12.3 27.2 9.5

27.4 9.3 1.6
4.9 12.9 24.5 29.5

Prince Edward Island U‡ 12.6 20.5 28.7 20.5 10.0‡ U‡
11.6 25.5 22.3 2.4

6.3 12.7 24.6 22.5 2.4
6.5 12.7 21.1 24.7 21.4
7.4 11.9 21.5 26.4 21.6 9.6 1.6
7.1 12.5 21.1 25.4 2.7

Manitoba 5.6 14.1 23.9 28.3 18.8 7.8 1.6
5.9 14.3 23.3 6.5
7.1 13.6 21.1 25.4 21.5 9.5

26.9 19.1 7.2 1.1
6.9 26.6 1.1
7.2 22.4 26.5 1.3
5.7 15.9 16.4 4.3 ‡
7.1 14.9 24.4 25.5 18.8 7.7 U‡
6.6 15.5 16.4

16.6 27.4 16.6 4.4 ‡
26.3 16.9 4.9

6.6 3.7 ‡
7.4 16.3 23.5 26.2 19.3 6.7

15.1 23.4 26.3 6.9 1.2
15.6 23.7 24.3 7.9 1.2

7.4 26.1 27.7 16.9 4.5 ‡
25.2 26.3 17.5 5.2
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Country  
or province

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

%  
Standard 

error %  
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error
9.2 16.7 27.7 14.5 3.2 ‡

19.1 26.9 13.5 3.1 ‡
15.9 24.6 25.1 16.9 6.2 ‡

11.7 17.6 23.7 23.5 15.9 6.4 1.3
11.6 27.3 25.2 13.3 3.3 ‡
16.1 19.4 21.6 17.5
11.6 26.9 23.5 13.6 4.1

29.5 24.4 2.4 ‡
17.4 23.7 21.7 13.4 4.5

22.7 2.4 ‡
1.3 ‡

16.2 4.3 ‡ ‡
17.9 1.5 ‡
13.1 32.1 19.4 5.9 ‡

21.3 21.6 23.4 4.1

25.2 7.2 ‡
19.6 24.1 26.9 19.3 1.7
16.4 ‡
15.6 29.1 31.7 17.5 5.3 ‡

27.9 31.4 17.9 4.3 ‡ ‡
25.1 24.9 17.3 2.2 ‡

19.6 27.7 5.7 ‡
23.3 26.7 24.5 16.3 7.4 1.7 ‡
27.3 23.6 23.4 7.3 2.2

24.5 15.5 6.9 1.3 ‡
25.4 26.7 25.7 16.2 5.3 ‡
19.5 29.9 3.5 ‡ ‡
22.9 29.4 14.6 2.6 ‡ ‡

33.2 14.3 ‡ ‡

25.4 14.3 ‡

27.2 27.9 26.6 14.4 3.5 ‡ ‡

24.3 35.3 11.6 2.7 ‡
23.5 9.2 1.6 ‡ ‡

23.9 2.6 ‡
Panama 31.5 9.9 2.6 ‡ ‡

31.6 22.9 2.4 ‡ ‡
Lebanon 46.1 21.6 17.4 3.7 ‡

33.2 36.7 7.2 1.1 ‡ ‡
39.9 33.4 5.6 ‡ ‡

17.5 3.6 ‡ ‡
4.9 ‡ ‡

53.9 26.7 13.1 5.1 1.1 ‡ ‡
OECD average 7.7 15.0 23.7 26.0 18.9 7.4 1.3

Note
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Country or province Level 2 or above Levels 5 and 6

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
5.2 21.7

11.1 13.9
11.2

12.1
Alberta 11.9 88.1 18.3
Quebec 12.3 87.7 12.8

12.6
Ontario 13.2 86.8 16.4

13.5 14.2
Canada 13.8 86.2 15.0

14.7 12.2
15.1 84.9 14.0
15.1 84.9 15.8
15.1 13.1

Newfoundland and Labrador 15.3 84.7 12.6

Saskatchewan 16.8 83.2 8.8
17.3 11.5

17.9
Prince Edward Island 18.4 81.6 11.9

13.3
13.1

19.3 13.5
19.3 11.3
19.6

Manitoba 19.7 80.3 9.3
7.3

79.3 11.3
79.3
79.1 9.2

21.3 9.5
21.6 4.7
22.0 78.0 9.3
22.1 77.9 5.4
22.4 77.6
23.3 76.7 5.3
23.4 76.6 3.9
23.6 76.4 7.4
23.6 76.4
24.1 75.9 9.1
24.4 75.6
25.3 74.7 5.7
25.9 74.1 3.4
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Country or province Level 2 or above Levels 5 and 6

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
26.1 73.9 3.3
26.4 73.6 7.1
29.3 7.6

69.5 3.7
31.1
31.4 4.6
31.7 2.6
35.9 64.1 5.3
37.7 62.3 2.5

59.2 1.4
41.2 ‡
41.9 1.5

42.9 57.1

43.7 56.3
44.4 55.6
44.7 55.3

54.2 ‡
47.1 52.9 2.3
49.9

49.1 2.6
1.3

52.1 47.9
52.2 ‡
52.4 47.6 ‡
53.7 46.3 ‡
54.3 45.7
55.1 44.9 ‡
59.5

39.6 ‡
64.2

Panama 64.3 35.7 ‡
64.4 35.6 ‡

Lebanon 32.2
69.9 ‡
73.3 26.7 ‡

21.3 ‡
79.1 ‡

19.4 ‡
OECD average 22.6 77.4 8.7

Note
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Country  
or province Average Standard 

error

Confidence 

95% lower 
limit

Confidence 

95% upper 
limit

555 561
549 546 553

Alberta 532 523 540
525 523
524 519

Ontario 524 517 531
523 519 527

Canada 520 517 524
516 525

Quebec 519 513 526
519 511 528

514 522
516 508 523
514

Newfoundland and 
Labrador 512 503 520

512 517
512

512
499
499
499
497

Prince Edward Island 503 486 519

499 495
Saskatchewan 499 493 505

492
495 493

Manitoba 494 488 501
493 497
493 497
492 497

495
489 482 496

479

479 474
479 476
479 472
476 472
476 472
476 473 479
474 471 477
474 469 479

463
472

Country  
or province Average Standard 

error

Confidence 

95% lower 
limit

Confidence 

95% upper 
limit

466 459 473
466 461

454 462
457 465
452 447 457

445 452
439 433 446
432 427 436

427 422 433
426 433
424 422 427
424 419 429
421 419 423

415 426
412

419 413 425
415 421
413 417
412 419

397

396
395

399 393
393 399

393 391 395

394

376
Panama 377 371

371 366 376
359 353 366

Lebanon 353 345 362
353 351 355
342 336 347

333 346
OECD average 487 486 488
Note
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Canada, provinces,  
and OECD average Average

Standard  
error 95% lower limit 95% upper limit

Canada 517 513 522

524

534

511 497 525

** 474

519

519 511 527

495**

497**

527** 517

OECD average 487** 486 488

Understand Canada 520 516 523

511 522

** 513

512

** 474 493

517 524

526** 519 534

** 497

** 492

** 521 539

517 526

OECD average 487** 486 487

Canada 527 523 532

533

475 531

514 527

496**

522

533 525 541

493**

496**

526 549

525 512 537

OECD average 489** 488 490
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Canada, provinces,  
and OECD average Average

Standard  
error 95% lower limit 95% upper limit

Canada 521 517 524

512 522

497** 477 517

512 522

** 475 493

515 522

** 522 537

**

497**

 529
517 526

OECD average 485** 484 486

Canada 522 518 526

511** 521

** 521

516 526

492**

526 519 533

524 517 531

494**

496**

533** 524 543

521 512 531

OECD average 490** 489 491
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Country  
or province

5th 10th 25th 75th 90th 95th
Difference in 
score points 

between the 
10th and 90th 
percentilesScore

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error

245 265 442 177
294 514

244 265 412 195
254 277 472 195
271 294 333 433 527 197

453 491
271 295 337 445 533

346 537

277 349 459 542
295 323 534 563 211
221 241 395 453 212

314 362 476 562 216
249 274 319 436 493 526 219
256 341 459 534
261 366 524 221
273 357 474 524 552 221

534 566 224
441 617 666 692 225

Panama 237 265 315 436 493 229
321 351 527
272 472 532 566 231
329 362 542 594 623 232
322 355 412 617 234

415 542 595 624 235
364 456 635 663 236
344 439 566 647
365 464 641
256 334 463 523

331 517 572 241
321 357 416 543 597 629 241
367 643 676 242
335 372 431 561 614 644 242

Quebec 358 396 457 586 637 666 242
532 612 243
491 544 573 243

Saskatchewan 338 376 436 565 621 651 245

233 513 543 245

316 351 543 597 625 246
327 362 425 562 613
347 446 636 667 252
337 374 572 627 657 253
267 299 495 552 253

345 413 545 253
312 566 599 253
362 422 616 647 254

342 463 595 645 673 255
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Country  
or province

5th 10th 25th 75th 90th 95th
Difference in 
score points 

between the 
10th and 90th 
percentilesScore

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error

274 333 471 529 561 255
Manitoba 329 366 427 562 621 655 255
Newfoundland 
and Labrador 344 383 442 581 638 671 256

311 346 547 631 256
261 297 361 497 554 256
345 455 591 643 672 256
292 326 526 614 257

335 476 542
Canada 349 388 452 592 646 677 259

265 295 353 494 554 259
334 372 435 575 632 664

Ontario 352 390 455 596 650 681 260
413 612 641 262

262
329 377 449 669 262
343 383 447 586 645 679 263

Alberta 357 396 464 604 659 689 263
325 367 435 576 661 263
291 326 529 623 263
319 355 423 567 622 651 266
263 344 491 557 594 267
316 352 419 564 621 656 269
342 380 448 595 649 680 269

345 413 615 647
317 352 421 623 653 271

Prince Edward 
Island 325 364 435 574 635 662 271

356 576 632 661 276
344 562 621 651 277

293 332 549 277
316 354 424 576 632 663
322 362 432 671
317 434 672
321 361 643 676
315 357 429 673
352 714
291 325 392 612 646
233 264 326 552 592

Lebanon 211 434 546 296
295 369 529 593

251 511 624

256 296 563 663 332
OECD average 318 354 419 558 614 645 260
Note th and 90th
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Canada  
and provinces

 
Level 1 Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

%
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error

Anglophone school systems
3.7 9.9 26.7 24.1 3.1

 4.1 11.2 21.4 27.9 2.5‡

‡ 12.2 29.1 21.1 ‡ ‡

3.7 23.2 11.1 3.2
6.5 14.2 24.7 ‡

‡ 9.1 3.3
3.2 9.2 19.4 26.5 13.6 3.3
5.5 13.9 1.6
4.6 12.1 24.7 29.3 7.6 ‡
3.4 17.9 26.2 25.7 14.4
4.4 19.4 25.9 3.1

Francophone school systems
4.3 21.5 23.4

22.9 21.1 11.3‡ ‡ ‡
16.6 27.6 27.6 14.6 4.5‡ ‡

3.3 29.6 24.9 1.9
11.4 23.5 12.4 ‡

‡ 23.6 27.7 ‡ ‡ ‡
6.4‡ 14.7 22.3 16.9 ‡ ‡

‡ 14.9‡ 21.6‡ ‡ ‡ ‡

Note
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at Level 2 or above, and at Levels 5 and 6: READING

Canada and provinces
Anglophone school 

systems
Francophone school 

systems

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
Standard  

error

13.5 14.5
15.3
17.5
14.1 ** *

** 25.3**
11.3 12.4**
12.4 31.2** *
19.3** 35.2** *
16.7**
11.9 21.1 *
15.1 **

Level 2 or above

** *
79.3** 74.7** 4.6

** 1.1
** *

** ** *
**

9.2*
**

Levels 5 and 6
15.9 11.6 4.4*
12.6**
12.2
14.3 **

** ** *

15.2 12.5** 2.6
16.9 4.5** 12.4*

9.4** **
**

**

Note
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Average scores by language of the school system: READING

Canada and provinces
Anglophone school 

systems
Francophone school 

systems

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error
Standard  

error

522 511 11*
512**

**
435** *

497** ** 27*
527 519** 9
527** 456** 71*
495** 449** 46*
499**
532** 492 *

** 41*

Note
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subscale 

Canada  
and provinces

Anglophone school 
systems

Francophone school 
systems

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error
Standard  

error
513 5

513 456** 57*
495** 475**
519 519**
521 464** 57*
496** 477 19
497**
527 22

15
Understand 523 14*

511**
**

515 429** *
491** 466** 25*
525 516** 9
529** 455** 74*
491** 447** 44*

**
496 34*

517 473** 44*

529 523 6

516 465** 51*

** ** 22
535 529** 6
535** 477** *
494** 457** 37
496**

512 25
525 27

Note
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subscale 

Canada  
and provinces

Anglophone school 
systems

Francophone school 
systems

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error
Standard  

error
524 *
512**

**
515 435** *
493** 461** 33*

  527 514** 13
533** 457** 76*
491** 445** 46*
497**
529 45*
517 462** 55*

523 519 4
511**

519 453** 66*

497** ** 17
526** 2

526 467** *
494** 463** 32*
496**
533** 24*
522 492 *

Note
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Canada  
and provinces

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

%
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error

Girls
2.2 7.4 14.1 3.6

 ‡ 19.9 32.4 24.9 ‡

‡ ‡ 31.1 21.9 11.5‡ ‡

1.7‡ 7.7 19.1 25.3 13.2 4.1‡
3.2‡ 12.5 23.6 ‡

29.5 27.7 12.9 2.7
2.3 27.7 25.7 4.1

24.3 29.1 21.2 9.2 ‡
2.5‡ 22.7 32.6 23.1 9.4 ‡
2.1‡ 5.7 15.5 17.2 4.7

‡ 25.9 25.9 15.1

5.3 12.5 21.6 26.2 21.9 2.1
 6.5 14.4 23.3 9.3 ‡

‡ 14.4‡ 26.4 19.1‡ ‡ ‡

6.9 14.2 22.3 26.2 ‡
11.1 17.3 25.2 22.1 15.6 7.3 ‡

4.5 11.4 22.6 29.6 21.9 1.5
12.2 21.1 25.1 22.9 2.2

7.3 17.5 23.5 27.6 16.5 6.3 1.3‡
6.6 15.6 26.6 ‡
4.6 11.3 25.4 23.6 11.5 3.3
6.7 12.7 25.9 21.7 2.2‡
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Canada and provinces
Girls

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
Standard  

error

9.6 *
9.9 *

13.2 23.4 *
9.4 21.1 *

15.7** ** *
15.9 *

9.3 *
14.3** ** *
11.1 22.2** *

7.9 15.9 *
19.4 *

Level 2 or above
*

79.1 *
76.6 *

11.7*
** 71.5** *

91.2 7.1*
7.7*

** 75.2** *
** 11.1*

92.1 *
*

Levels 5 and 6
17.6 12.4 5.3*
12.9** 12.2
13.7 3.6
17.3 6.9*

9.9** ** 1.3
15.5 9.9** 5.6*

*
11.1** 7.6** 3.4*

** 7.2** 3.3*
21.9** 7.1*
19.1 12.6 6.5*
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Average scores by gender: READING

Canada, provinces, 
and OECD average

Girls

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error
Standard  

error

Canada 535 506 29*

525 499 26*
31*

535 495** *
** 472** 34*

534 29*
537 511 26*

** ** 26*
515** ** 31*

** 516** 32*
536 33*

OECD average 502** 472** 30*
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subscale
Canada  
and provinces

Girls

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error
Standard  

error
531 *
517 494 24*

33*
529 492 36*

  ** 473** 33*
532 27*
532 25*

** ** *
513** ** 31*
543** 512 *
533 31*

Understand 534 *

522 499 23*
511** 27*
532 491** 41*

** 466** 34*

*

** 514** 26*

** 477** 27*

514** ** 31*

545** 515 *

533 32*

541 514 26*

*

516 491 25
532 496** 36*

511** ** 31*

543 516 27*
545 521** 23*

** ** 22*
511** ** *
552 523 29*

*
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subscale

Canada  
and provinces

Girls

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error
Standard  

error
536 31*
525 27*
513** 32*
534 ** 44*

  ** 465** *
*

545** 515** *
** 475** 31*

514** ** 33*
545 513 32*
534 34*

535 25*

** *

515 492 23
534 36*

** ** 29*

513 25*
535 512 23*

** ** 23*
** ** 27*
** 519 *

536 *
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Comparisons of performance, PISA 2000, 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, 2015, and 2018: READING

Canada, provinces, 
and OECD average

2000 2003 2006 2009 2012 2015 2018

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Canada 534 528 527 524 523 527 520*
 517 521 514 512

517 495* 497* * * 515
521 513 516 517 516

497 499 497 *
536 525 522 522* * 532 519*
533 534 531 527 524
529 516 495* 495* * 494*
529 512* * * 496* 499*

543 535* 533* 525* 533 532*
535 525 535 536 519*

OECD average 500 494 492 493 496 493 487*

Note

Comparisons of performance, PISA 2009, 2012, 2015, and 2018: READING

Canada, provinces,
and OECD average

2009 2012 2015 2018

Average
Standard 

error Average
Standard 

error Average
Standard 

error Average
Standard 

error

Canada 524 523 527 520
512

515*
516 517 516
499 497
522 532 519
531 527 524
495 495 494

496 499
533 525 533 532
525 535 536 519

OECD average 493 496 493 487

Note
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Levels 5 and 6

Canada  
and provinces

2009 2018 2009 2018

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

3.5* 2.2
13.7 15.3 1.6 12.6 4.1*
21.2 6.9 11.9 *
11.1 15.1 * 3.7
16.2 * 7.7 9.3 1.7

12.3 2.1
13.2 * 14.2 16.4 2.1

17.6 19.7 2.1 9.3 1.2
15.4 1.4

11.9 1.9 16.2 2.1
15.1 4.4* 13.3 2.4
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Canada and provinces
2009 2018

Gender Standard  
error

Gender Standard  
error

34* 29*
45* 26*

* 31*
29* *
32* 34*
31* 29*
36* 26*
32* 26*
37* 31*
32* 32*
36* 33*
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Country or province
All students Second quarter Third quarter Top quarter

Score
Standard 

error Score
Standard 

error Score
Standard 

error Score
Standard 

error Score
Standard 

error
1.42
1.45
1.34

Ontario 0.48 -0.62 0.29 0.85 1.40
Alberta 0.46 -0.63 0.23 0.81 1.42

0.43 -0.66 0.23 0.80 1.36
Canada 0.42 -0.69 0.21 0.78 1.37
Newfoundland and Labrador 0.38 -0.74 0.13 0.73 1.38
Quebec 0.37 -0.71 0.17 0.73 1.30

1.33
1.44

0.33 -0.77 0.13 0.68 1.27
Prince Edward Island 0.32 -0.72 0.08 0.66 1.27

1.36
1.37
1.21

Saskatchewan 0.29 -0.80 0.02 0.62 1.33
1.19
1.26
1.25
1.37

0.24 -0.90 -0.03 0.62 1.26
Manitoba 0.17 -0.98 -0.12 0.54 1.25

1.22
1.29

1.19
1.31

1.26

1.14
1.37

1.17

1.12
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Country or province
All students Second quarter Third quarter Top quarter

Score
Standard 

error Score
Standard 

error Score
Standard 

error Score
Standard 

error Score
Standard 

error

Lebanon

Panama

OECD average -0.03 -1.25 -0.33 0.35 0.00 1.10
Note
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Country  
or province

quarter
Second 
quarter Third quarter Top quarter

Change in 
the average 

score per one 

change in the 

variance 
in student 

performance 
Av

er
ag

e 
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rd

 
er

ro
r
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er
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an
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rd

 
er

ro
r
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er
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er
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r
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er

ro
r

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

511 524 524 542 31* 13* 1.7
339 347 * 17* 4.9

392 * 19* 4.3
371 393 412 41* 17* 4.3

351 357 391 51* 14* 7.1
362 371 52* 19*

396 411 451 55* 24*
Newfoundland  
and Labrador 491 514 528 546 55* 26* 5.1

373 431 * 26* 7.3

Manitoba 468 487 503 526 58* 24* 4.6
497 523 529 555 59* 21* 5.1
497 532 61* 29* 6.2
377 61* 23*
483 515 541 544 61* 31* 5.7

Ontario 492 518 542 555 63* 27* 4.8
455 463 63* 32* 7.7
460 477 500 524 63* 29* 5.6
480 510 537 543 63* 31* 6.1

411 427 453 64* 21* 7.7
319 333 336 65* 22*
447 512 65* 29* 7.2
443 469 493 67* 34* 7.3

Canada 485 512 539 553 68* 32* 6.7
367 * * 9.4

369 377 69* 24*
416 439 459 69* *

Quebec 482 510 538 554 71* 36* 9.4
465 499 517 537 72* *
437 463 495 72* 33* 6.6

429 445 73* 33*
459 496 532 73* 35* 7.5

Saskatchewan 465 491 510 539 74* 33* 8.7
362 392 437 74* 24* 11.5

511 527 557 75* 34*
436 474 511 75* 32*
477 525 552 75* 37*
437 452 461 513 76* 25* 11.4

Alberta 492 521 553 568 76* 38* 9.2
Prince Edward Island 471 485 510 549 78* 36* 7.9

462 493 514 * * 9.9
533 562 79* * 9.2

471 493 516 * 33* 9.3
462 476 541 * 41* 12.1
359 397 439 * 33*

413 426 464 * 25* 13.7
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Country  
or province

quarter
Second 
quarter Third quarter Top quarter

Change in 
the average 

score per one 

change in the 

variance 
in student 

performance 
Av

er
ag

e 
 

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er
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e 
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an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er
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e
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da
rd

 
er

ro
r
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er
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e
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an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

519 545 * 29* 12.6
392 429 476 * 24* 15.6
417 444 * 35*

442 491 * 32* 7.6
373 419 459 * 26* 13.7
415 443 455 * 32* 12.7

339 * *
495 536 * 39*
526 549 * 39*
519 549 * *

377 417 466 * 33* 16.3
461 492 * 37* 11.4
432 465 522 * * 13.2
422 456 476 511 * 45*
469 * 39* 11.6

395 429 453 93* *
475 496 533 93* *

543 95* 31* 13.5
Panama 337 364 379 432 95* 27*

462 525 96* 39* 12.9
373 397 419 97* *

517 99* 36*
379 414 439 99* 33*
423 525 * 51*
374 414 433 476 * 42* 17.3
353 416 455 * 34* 17.1
364 414 466 * *

Lebanon 341 362 * 34* 12.2
495 535 599 * 43* 13.2
435 469 499 539 * 43* 15.6
377 414 461 * 43* 11.1
439 544 * 45* 16.5
369 475 * 39*

449 511 * 46* 17.5
443 474 * 47* 17.5
375 417 437 * 43*

476 512 * 46* 17.2
349 * 36* 21.5

492 564 113* 42* 17.2
463 534 113* 46* 19.1
455 529 121* 47*

415 445 537 122* *
OECD average 445 476 500 534 89* 37* 12.0
Note
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Average  

Standard 
error

Average 

Standard 
error

Average
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error

Average

Standard 
error

Standard 
error

Standard 
error

%

Standard 
error

53
5

64
*

6.
1

51
9

53
6

53
*

25
*

5.
4

46
7

47
9
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2

55
2

41
*

9.
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*
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*
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*
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*
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*
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*
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*
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*
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*
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*
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*
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1
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6
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*

34
*
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Percentage of students by immigrant status

Canada, provinces,  
and OECD average

Non-immigrant 
students Immigrant students immigrant students immigrant students

%
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error
Canada 65.0 35.0 17.9 17.1

96.7 3.3‡ ‡ 2.5‡
13.1 ‡ ‡

92.4 7.6 ‡ 5.6
6.2 ‡ 5.5

24.2 11.1 13.1
55.5 44.5 26.7
69.4 9.2 21.4

21.2 4.2
35.2 13.5 21.7

59.4 19.7
OECD average 87.0 13.0 7.7 5.4
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*
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*
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Percentage of students by language spoken at home

Canada and provinces
English French Other

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error

65.1 16.6
97.3 2.5‡

94.3 1.4 4.3
71.3 24.3 4.4
13.3 73.7

21.2
79.7 1.3

14.1
79.6 1.1 19.3
76.1 23.6

Average scores by language spoken at home: READING

Canada  
and provinces

English French Other
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da
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r
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e
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da
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er

ro
r

527 7* 21* 14*
 456‡ 552‡ 62 *

** ‡** ‡ *
519** 462** 492 57* 27*
496** 469** 27* *
522 525** 494 * 31*
531** 469** 515** 62* 16* *

** 472** 476** 29 25*
** ‡ 471** 35* *

537** 519** *
497 32*
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subscale
Canada  
and provinces

English French Other
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r
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r
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an

da
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er

ro
r

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

523 3 * 16*
 ‡ ‡ 32

467‡ ‡ 39 25

514 477 31*

  495** 474** 21
517 525** 499 26*

526 475** 512 51* 14* *

** ** 477** 21 24* 3
** 541‡ 469** 34* 73*

533 517 513 16 * 4
526 472 496 55 31*

Understand 526 517 9* 16* 6
 517 453‡ 559‡ 63 *

** 433 ‡** ‡ 69* 12

515** 457** 493 * 22

** 463** 27*

522** 493 27* *

533** ** 523** 65* *

496** 477** 475** 19 21* 2
** 531‡ 472** 33* 59*

534 515 521 19 13
525 471 497 54 *

533 531 515 2 19* 17*
 523 ‡ ‡ 53 *

442 ‡** ‡ 66

517** 473** 493 45 25
** 479** 519 22

531 536** * 32*

541** ** 525** 53* 16* *

** 474** 476** 25 24*

** 525‡ 463** * 62
543 523 524 19*

532 493 39 24*
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subscale
Canada  
and provinces

English French Other
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r
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er
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r

515 13* * 5
 517 ‡ 556‡ 59 *

** 423‡** ‡ 79* 16

515** 464** 496 51* 19
492** ** 32* *

** 493 27* 27*
537** ** 525** 67* 12 *
496** 473** 473** 23 23*

** 529‡ ** 34* *
534 512 22 16*
525 472 495 53 *
527 527 17* 17*

 516 456‡ ‡ *

457‡** 492‡ 16

519 ** 496 49* 23

497** ** 19*
525 532** 25* 32*
531 476** 517 55* 13* *

** 477** ** 22 22*
** 525‡ 469** 34* 57
** 512 523 26 15*

529 467 63 27*
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I read only if I have to

Canada, 
provinces, and 
OECD average

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er

ag
e
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an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

% St
an
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rd

 
er
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er

ro
r

% St
an
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er
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r
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r

% St
an
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rd

 
er

ro
r
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er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Canada 20.5 567* 31.5 542* 30.3 501 17.6 479*
 563* 25.1 553* 31.5 494

16.7 551* 523 33.3 493 465

17.4 572* 541* 31.7 467*
21.6 539* 516* 471 21.2 437*
24.7 * 537* *
19.4 572* 31.3 549* 31.1 *

537* 516* 479 463*
17.4 544* 525* 33.3 479 464*

* 32.1 * 16.4 *
573* 34.7 535* 499 14.6 472*

OECD average 21.3 528* 29.7 506* 30.1 468 19.0 460*

Reading is one of my favourite hobbies

Canada, 
provinces, and 
OECD average

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er
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e
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er
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r

% St
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Av
er

ag
e

St
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er
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r

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Canada 26.9 485* 36.5 520 24.0 547* 12.6 577*
 32.9 * 523 *

474* 511 21.4 514 562‡

31.4 471* 37.1 522 545* *
32.9 445* 32.3 493 * 14.5 541*
31.4 * 34.1 523 22.6 547* 11.9 *
25.9 491* 37.7 523 23.3 549* *
26.4 461* 36.6 12.1 *
26.1 * 37.5 25.3 525* 546*

* 525 26.2 564* *
24.1 * 36.5 514 544* 12.5 577*

OECD average 31.9 462* 34.3 491 22.6 511* 11.2 536*
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I like talking about books with other people

Canada, 
provinces, and 
OECD average

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree
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r

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er
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r
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Av
er

ag
e

St
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% St
an
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rd

 
er

ro
r
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er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Canada 27.8 487* 33.0 520 29.4 546 * 9.8 576*
 * 36.1 523 *

472* 36.9 27.2 533 7.4 525‡

31.7 471* 33.3 516 26.6 557 * *
32.5 445* 492 25.1 526 * 12.2 551*
34.7 * 526 547 * 9.3 569*
26.2 493* 33.7 523 * 9.4 579*

466* 35.6 493 * 9.4 *
27.5 472* 34.5 493 525 * 9.6 *
24.2 * 35.1 556 * 11.9 *

* 35.1 515 543 * *
OECD average 30.8 460* 32.6 488 26.6 514 * 10.0 537*

Canada, 
provinces, and 
OECD average

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
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Av
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er

ro
r

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd
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e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Canada 32.9 565* 40.7 521* 16.5 489 10.0 457*
 566* 37.9 529* 19.5 14.5 453*

551* 41.5 514 472 13.9 426*

572* 523* 13.1 *
542* 36.9 497* 17.6 461 413*

33.4 562* 39.1 * 495 457*
32.5 * 41.2 523* 16.6 494 9.7 469*
32.4 * * 15.3 464 11.5 437*

543* * 471 446*
* 531* 17.5 496 452*

35.1 563* 42.5 519* 13.7 473 455*
OECD average 33.6 530* 38.0 489* 17.3 453 11.2 433*
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Canada, 
provinces, and 
OECD average

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r
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er

ro
r

% St
an

da
rd
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r
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e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Canada 19.0 562* 34.0 547* 31.4 496 15.6 483*
 * 29.1 549* 35.4 491

* 39.2 29.4 14.5 455

17.3 556* 549* 17.3 476
535* 33.1 * 15.7 445

23.7 555* 32.1 541* 29.7 14.5 *
17.6 566* 554* 499 16.9 491
17.4 524* 34.5 525* 32.1 475 461*
16.4 544* 527* 475 464

* 559* 31.7 15.5 491
564* 37.5 544* 493 12.9 475*

OECD average 18.8 524* 31.5 514* 34.3 466 15.4 458*
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I am a good reader

Canada, 
provinces, and 
OECD average

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree
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r
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e
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rd

 
er
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r

Canada 4.7 446* 12.6 477* 52.8 518 29.9 573*
 422* 11.2 459* 35.6 571*

*‡ 452*‡ 52.3 33.6 544*

425* 449* 53.7 32.1 571*
6.9 394* 14.3 447* 49.9 554*
9.1 452* 494* 526 25.5 569*
3.3 * 473* 53.5 519 32.2 576*

* 454* 54.1 491 31.6 543*
3.5 * 11.4 442* 55.3 497 29.9 554*
2.9 465* * 57.1 526 *
4.2 425* 13.7 475* 53.2 515 576*

OECD average 8.7 423* 20.6 461* 49.3 496 21.4 534*

Canada, 
provinces, and 
OECD average

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree
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er
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r

Canada 4.0 445* 18.2 485* 56.7 528 21.1 572*
 4.4 * 474* 23.4 577*

‡ 465* 55.7 23.7 534

417* 467* 523 569*
6.5 * 453* 53.1 556*

447* 491* 53.4 532 569*
2.7 446* 16.5 * 575*
3.7 432* 15.4 463* 22.9 539*

* 16.9 455* 21.5 546*
3.9 469* 17.4 * 537 *
3.7 439* * 55.5 525 573*

OECD average 6.2 422* 26.6 461* 52.6 504 14.5 529*
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Canada, 
provinces, and 
OECD average

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree
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Canada 3.5 439* 14.3 473* 51.9 517 30.2 576*
 6.2 449* 17.3 467* 46.5 516 579*

374*‡ 457* 31.6 537*

4.1 433* 461* 514 577*
6.1 391* 15.6 443* 49.9 556*

* 17.2 * *
456* 12.6 471* 52.7 579*

3.4 413* 15.5 449* 51.7 497 29.3 546*
3.2 426* 15.5 445* 54.3 559*

441* 13.2 * 53.6 525 591*
3.1 415* 14.7 467* 53.1 514 29.1 *

OECD average 4.5 412* 18.2 451* 52.6 492 24.7 534*

Canada, 
provinces,  
and OECD 
average

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree
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Canada 38.5 562* 42.8 520 14.1 468* 4.6 456*
 561* 511 12.9 457* 4.2 434*

39.5 539* 39.5 439* 7.2 449*‡

* 42.6 11.6 457* 429*
37.7 537* 37.6 492 17.4 439* 7.2 *
43.3 551* 36.2 14.3 * 6.2 462*
37.9 * 523 13.6 466* *
37.1 * 43.2 497 14.9 443* 4.7 *
34.5 547* 43.9 16.4 445* 5.1 *
36.3 577* 45.3 14.2 * 4.3 467*

565* 45.6 517 14.4 457* 3.9 463*
OECD average 40.1 523* 40.8 486 14.1 440* 4.9 431*
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Canada, 
provinces, and 
OECD average

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree
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Canada 17.6 550* 41.3 542 32.9 504* 8.2 482*
 19.3 * 465*

46.2 523 26.5 472* 456*‡

546 533 499* 454*
19.5 532* 511 31.6 464* 443*
21.1 545 543 29.2 * 473*
16.6 556 41.4 546 * *
19.3 526 39.6 515 32.3 479* 461*

537* 31.3 * 476*
15.1 571* 39.3 519* *
16.4 543 543 33.5 * 7.2 *

OECD average 16.0 508 40.4 509 35.5 474* 8.1 446*

Canada, 
provinces, and 
OECD average

Strongly disagree Disagree Agree Strongly agree
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Canada 20.3 552* 50.6 536 22.7 495* 6.4 475*
 22.6 551 532 22.1 * 7.3 466*

24.1 524 527 27.6 476* 7.9 *‡

549* 21.9 494* 7.2 451*
21.2 525 41.9 27.7 466* 9.2 433*

542 44.2 26.9 * *
559* 493* 5.1 *
524 513 24.2 * 454*

* 513 473* 6.6 *
17.9 571* 543 24.3 * 7.5 *
19.5 547* 53.5 536 21.6 * 5.3 474*

OECD average 22.1 512* 51.4 502 21.2 458* 5.3 432*
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Percentage and average scores of students by reading format: READING

Canada, 
provinces, and 
OECD average

I rarely or never  
read books

 
in paper format on digital devices in paper format and  

on digital devices
% St

an
da

rd
 

er
ro

r

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

% St
an

da
rd

 
er
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r
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e
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da
rd

 
er

ro
r
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rd
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da
rd

 
er

ro
r

% St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Av
er

ag
e

St
an

da
rd

 
er

ro
r

Canada 30.0 481* 36.8 558 16.6 516* 16.6 544*
 37.5 * 31.7 14.9 511* 556

461* 45.6 542 12.4 471* 11.1 511

33.9 * 39.5 12.2 * 14.4 544
36.3 443* 534 11.1 * 13.7
32.2 * 41.2 555 14.2 * 12.5 543*
29.2 * 33.9 561 19.2 525* 17.7 549*

* 536 15.4 * 19.5 513*
33.3 461* 34.7 536 15.4 * 16.6 527
27.4 * 39.3 567 * 556

473* 37.1 561 16.5 * *
OECD average 35.3 456* 36.5 526 14.9 474* 13.4 506*

Note
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%
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%
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%
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%
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Country  
or province Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

%  
Standard 

error %  
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error
1.9 6.9 17.5 16.5

12.3 7.7
5.3 11.1 19.1 23.2
6.4 13.5 22.1 26.3 19.5 9.5

2.1 24.6 3.7
2.9 26.4 25.1 4.3

Quebec 3.6 8.1 16.6 25.5 25.2 14.7 6.3
16.1 23.2 23.5 15.6 7.6

3.7 9.5 2.1
4.2 26.5 22.3 11.7 4.1

11.1 22.3 22.7 9.3
5.4 9.6 17.3 23.4 22.9 14.4 6.9

11.9 24.7 7.2
4.5 11.2 23.2 23.6 14.2 4.3

Ontario 4.6 11.2 21.3 25.8 21.7 11.5 3.9
Alberta 5.3 10.9 20.7 26.8 21.6 11.5 3.4
Canada 5.0 11.3 20.8 25.9 21.7 11.3 4.0

11.7 21.6 26.4 3.1
19.5 24.4 22.3 12.1 4.9

4.4 12.9 29.4 7.1 1.4
6.0 12.8 21.7 25.3 20.6 9.9 3.7

21.9 25.7 2.6
6.5 12.4 26.5 2.4
6.4 25.5 3.1
6.9 22.2 12.5 3.2
6.4 13.9 24.5 26.2 18.7 7.9 2.4
6.6 22.1 25.2 19.6 9.5 3.1
7.4 13.3 26.7 1.9
7.3 24.9 2.5
7.6 13.5

Newfoundland 
and Labrador 6.0 15.1 26.7 26.7 16.9 6.9 U‡

13.2 21.1 25.6 9.2
Saskatchewan 6.4 15.2 26.3 27.7 17.8 5.6 U‡

14.9 27.5 6.6 1.5
7.6 14.2 2.7
7.5 14.7 23.8 25.1 18.5 8.0 2.3
7.6 23.4 25.6 2.5
9.3 24.5 19.7 9.1 2.5

Prince Edward 
Island 8.3 15.5 23.0 25.9 18.2 U‡ U‡

9.1 22.9 25.6 7.5
24.4 17.5 6.2 1.1

Manitoba 8.0 16.8 24.9 26.2 16.5 6.3 U
14.4 21.4 24.2 2.3

9.3 16.4 24.2 25.2 16.5 1.7
9.6 16.1 23.6 25.2 17.5 6.5 1.4

16.9 24.2 24.1 16.3 1.5
16.4 21.7 22.6 17.7 2.3
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Country  
or province Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

%  
Standard 

error %  
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error
11.4 24.7 23.4 15.2 6.1 1.2
14.3 15.9 21.5 23.2 16.6 6.7

27.4 23.3 4.3
17.7 16.4 15.4
15.3 22.5 11.1 3.2
15.6 26.2 21.5 11.5

22.9 27.3 3.9
17.2 19.7 24.7 12.1 3.7

21.6 24.1 19.2 11.7 4.2
16.1 25.4 19.3 2.2 ‡
16.9 25.5 19.3 7.5 ‡
21.9 22.5 23.7 9.4 3.3

24.2 21.3 21.5 17.2 4.2 1.2

19.9 26.3 27.3 17.9 6.9 1.6 ‡
22.6 23.9 24.5 17.3 2.7 ‡
22.1 25.7 16.2 2.7 ‡
22.3 26.6 6.3 1.6
26.1 24.2 23.5 16.5 7.3 ‡
24.6 26.1 26.5 ‡
24.7 26.1 25.2 15.7 6.4 1.7 ‡
24.7 27.2 25.5 15.6 5.7 1.1 ‡

27.7 24.6 14.3 6.1 1.9
29.7 21.9 14.6 6.9 2.4

26.4 13.1 3.7 ‡

24.2 13.1 4.3 ‡

12.4 3.6 ‡
Lebanon 19.1 13.1 1.7 ‡

32.2 25.6 11.2 ‡ ‡
23.1 11.6 4.1 ‡

35.2 21.3 12.1 4.5 ‡

33.7 27.3 21.6 11.9 4.4 ‡
35.5 29.9 21.1 3.1 ‡

27.1 9.3 3.4 ‡
19.6 2.3 ‡

31.3 2.3 ‡
29.9 1.5 ‡ ‡

47.1 16.9 6.2 1.2 ‡ ‡
29.6 16.5 5.4 1.4 ‡ ‡

54.4 26.3 13.6 4.7 ‡ ‡
Panama 53.7 27.5 13.5 4.3 ‡ ‡

69.3 21.3 7.3 ‡ ‡
OECD average 9.1 14.8 22.2 24.4 18.5 8.5 2.4

Note
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Country or province Level 2 or above Levels 5 and 6

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
2.4 97.6 44.3

27.6
7.1 92.9 36.9
9.2

15.5
11.5

Quebec 11.7 88.3 21.1
23.2

14.6 11.6
14.7

11.1
21.4

15.7

Ontario 15.8 84.2 15.4
Alberta 16.2 83.8 14.8
Canada 16.3 83.7 15.3

16.4 13.6

17.3
18.8 81.2 13.6

12.6
12.2

19.2 12.9
19.7 15.7
20.3 79.7 10.3

79.6 12.7
79.3

21.1 12.6
21.1 13.3

Newfoundland and Labrador 21.1 78.9 8.6
21.3

Saskatchewan 21.6 78.4 6.6
21.6

11.6
22.3 77.7 10.3
22.4 77.6
23.3 76.7 11.6

Prince Edward Island 23.7 76.3 9.1‡
76.2 9.5

24.7 75.3 7.3
Manitoba 24.8 75.2 7.6

25.1 74.9
25.6 74.4
25.6 74.4
27.1 72.9
27.2
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Country or province Level 2 or above Levels 5 and 6

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
29.4 7.3

31.2 5.1
34.1 65.9

64.2 3.7
35.9 64.1
36.7 63.3
36.9 63.1 4.4
39.7 5.2
41.5 2.5
42.4 57.6 2.3
44.4 55.6 4.2
45.5 54.5 5.4
46.2
46.6 53.4 3.2
47.9 52.1
49.1 1.9

49.7 2.4
49.3
49.3

51.9 1.2
52.7 47.3 2.3
53.7 46.3 2.9
56.2
57.6 42.4
59.3

Lebanon
‡

39.7
1.1

61.1
65.4 34.6

31.9

71.9
72.7 27.3 ‡
75.6 24.4 ‡
76.6 23.4 ‡

19.3 ‡
Panama ‡

9.4 ‡
OECD average 24.0 76.0 10.9

Note
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Country  
or province

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

%  
Standard 

error %  
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error
23.4 34.6 24.3 7.2

5.1 17.2 32.3 11.9 1.7
1.2 7.5 21.5 32.1 25.4
1.9 7.1 15.1 25.4 29.7

19.9 29.7 26.5 11.4 1.6
Alberta 2.3 8.7 18.8 28.5 26.8 12.2 2.7

2.6 21.7 7.1
Quebec 2.3 9.4 21.1 31.3 25.5 9.1 1.3

3.2 9.7 21.1 24.9
Ontario 2.8 10.1 23.0 29.3 23.2 9.6 1.9
Canada 3.0 10.5 22.4 29.3 23.5 9.5 1.8

2.7 11.1 24.9 1.2
3.5 24.5
2.7 11.9 24.6 6.7 ‡
3.9 11.2 21.1 23.5 1.6
3.7 11.7 23.9 30.5 20.9 7.9 U‡

Newfoundland 
and Labrador 3.3 12.2 25.7 30.0 19.6 7.6 U‡

3.9 11.6 22.0 27.1 22.5 10.5 2.4
Saskatchewan 3.8 12.1 26.0 31.0 20.1 6.2 U‡

3.6 13.4 26.9 31.3 5.4 ‡
4.5 12.9 1.5
4.9 13.1 9.5
3.7 29.5 31.5 3.5 ‡
4.9 13.7 23.6 27.5 21.1 7.9 1.3

13.9 26.6 19.1 ‡
Prince Edward 
Island U 13.4 22.0 29.6 21.4 7.3‡ U‡

4.3 14.5 25.9 19.1 6.6
5.1 13.7 27.5 21.2 7.9 1.6
5.2 7.3
4.8 14.7 27.1 28.4 18.0 6.1 U‡

14.7 26.2 29.4 19.2 5.1 ‡
26.9 21.5 1.5

5.9 14.2 22.2 21.3 7.3
5.7 14.4 22.4 24.9 22.1 9.1 1.5

15.2 24.9 19.3 6.9
5.6 14.9 24.6 5.9

Manitoba 4.8 15.9 27.1 28.3 17.5 5.6 U‡
6.7 14.1 6.1
4.5 16.7 31.7 2.9 ‡
5.1 16.2 29.4 3.9
5.4 16.5 27.6 19.2
5.2 16.3 ‡
6.3 26.1 4.3 ‡
5.6 31.3 13.1 2.5 ‡
6.4 27.7 15.2 3.6 ‡

27.3 12.3 2.3 ‡
6.2 19.1 26.9 14.2 3.3 ‡
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Country  
or province

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

%  
Standard 

error %  
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error %
Standard 

error
7.6 13.4 2.6 ‡
7.3 19.2 26.7 13.4 3.2 ‡
7.6 19.2 25.7 25.6 16.6 4.9 ‡
9.4 19.9 25.3 13.2 3.4 ‡
9.3 22.4 31.6 9.3 1.3 ‡

13.9 19.2 23.1 22.9 15.1 5.2
14.1 19.4 24.9 23.7 13.5 3.9 ‡

25.5 33.1 22.6 7.9 ‡
27.6 35.9 21.5 5.4 ‡

13.1 25.3 29.9 21.1 9.1 1.5 ‡
13.9 21.4 9.1 1.5
14.1 26.2 32.4 ‡
15.2 27.4 29.7 6.6 ‡

24.7 25.6 19.2 9.5 2.6

15.3 6.1 ‡
6.4 ‡

12.9 31.6 31.7 5.3 ‡
16.1 29.7 25.5 17.4 2.1 ‡

26.7 17.9 7.4 1.4 ‡
12.6 34.2 33.9 15.5 3.5 ‡ ‡
13.3 33.7 15.1 2.9 ‡ ‡
13.4 34.5 34.4 14.9 ‡ ‡

31.4 31.5 15.9 ‡ ‡
21.9 26.5 24.9 7.5

29.4 16.4 5.2 ‡

17.4 29.6 15.4 4.2 ‡
23.1 4.1 ‡
19.9 34.5 13.2 3.1 ‡ ‡
23.9 31.4 25.3 13.9 4.6 ‡

21.1 35.6 29.4 11.7 1.9 ‡ ‡

19.9 29.9 ‡ ‡
41.4 29.2 9.2 1.6 ‡ ‡

26.9 9.9 2.5 ‡
26.7 35.6 26.6 9.6 1.5 ‡ ‡

Lebanon 32.6 29.7 3.6 ‡ ‡
35.7 24.3 9.5 1.7 ‡ ‡

6.1 ‡ ‡
Panama 33.5 19.7 7.4 1.5 ‡ ‡

33.4 43.1 19.2 3.9 ‡ ‡
35.2 15.4 5.6 ‡ ‡

53.2 31.6 12.3 2.6 ‡ ‡
OECD average 5.9 16.0 25.8 27.4 18.1 5.9 0.8

Note
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Country or province Level 2 or above Levels 5 and 6

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
2.1 97.9 31.5

13.6
91.2 12.2

13.1
Alberta 11.0 89.0 14.9

11.6
Quebec 11.7 88.3 10.4

12.9 12.3
Ontario 12.9 87.1 11.5
Canada 13.4 86.6 11.3

9.3
14.2
14.6 7.3
15.1 11.7
15.4 84.6 9.3

Newfoundland and Labrador 15.4 84.6 9.2
15.5 84.5 12.9

Saskatchewan 16.0 84.0 6.9

17.4 9.7
11.3

3.7
9.1
5.5

Prince Edward Island 18.8 81.2 8.3‡
7.5
9.5

19.4 80.6 7.0
19.6 5.6
19.6

79.5 6.6
Manitoba 20.7 79.3 6.4

79.2
21.2 3.1
21.3 4.2
21.9 6.3
22.2 4.4
24.1 75.9 4.7
24.2 2.6

25.2 2.5
25.4 74.6 3.6



PISA 2018 145

Country or province Level 2 or above Levels 5 and 6

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
25.9 74.1 2.7
26.4 73.6 3.5

73.2 5.4
29.3 3.7
31.7 1.3
33.1 66.9
33.5 66.5 4.4
35.3 64.7
36.6 63.4

61.7 1.6
1.6

59.7
42.6 57.4

57.2 2.9
43.9 56.1
43.9 56.1
44.5 55.5
45.7 54.3 2.3
46.5 53.5 1.5

53.2 ‡
‡

52.2 ‡
‡

51.6 2.2
49.5

49.6
53.5 46.5
54.5 45.5 ‡
55.4 44.6

43.2 ‡
42.2 ‡

‡
39.7

62.3 37.7 ‡
Lebanon 62.3 37.7 ‡

64.4 35.6 ‡
69.4 ‡

Panama 71.3 ‡
76.5 23.5 ‡

‡
15.2 ‡

OECD average 22.0 78.0 6.8

Note
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Country  
or province Average Standard 

error

Confidence 

95% lower 
limit

Confidence 

95% upper 
limit

591 596
569 566 572

555 561
551 545 557

Quebec 532 525 539
531 525 537
527 522 532
526 532
523 527
519 514 524
516 511 521
515 521

Ontario 513 504 521
Canada 512 507 517
Alberta 511 501 521

513
512
513
511

504 494 515
497
497
497
495
495

499 495
499 493
496 492
495 491
495 491 499
494 491
494 482 507
492
491 495
491 480 502

Newfoundland and 
Labrador 488 476 501

494
492

Prince Edward Island 487 465 508
491

Saskatchewan 485 475 495

Manitoba 482 474 489
479
477
477
472

Country  
or province Average Standard 

error

Confidence 

95% lower 
limit

Confidence 

95% upper 
limit

472 467 477
472 475
464 459 469
463 456
454 449
453 446
451 445 457
451 453

442 454
435 446

437 432 442
436 429 444
435 431 439

432

427 432
423 419 427
421 416 425

414 425
419 412 425

413 423
417 413 422
414 412 417

414

412

396
395
393
392

394 391

Lebanon 393
391 397

379 374
379 373
373 367 379

361 374
366 363 369

Panama 353
353 346 359
325

OECD average 489 489 490
Note
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Country  
or province Average Standard 

error

Confidence 

95% lower 
limit

Confidence 

95% upper 
limit

596
551 554
544 541 546

Alberta 534 525 542
526 534

529 524 534
522 517 527

Quebec 522 514 529
519 514 525

Ontario 519 511 526
Canada 518 514 522

517 512 522
517 506 527
516 521
511 516

513
508 499 517

Newfoundland and 
Labrador 506 494 519

497
499
496

Prince Edward Island 502 484 519
Saskatchewan 501 493 508

499 493
499 494
497 492
496 492
495
493 497
493 496
492 481 504
492 497

495
495

Manitoba 489 482 497
491

479
476
472

477 474 479
475 472 479
472 467
471 466 476

Country  
or province Average Standard 

error

Confidence 

95% lower 
limit

Confidence 

95% upper 
limit

469 463 475
464 472
463 473

464 469
462 455 469
457 453
452 445
444 439

434 446
439 436 442

432 443
434
431 429 433
429 424 435

424 433
426 432
426 421 431
426 417 435
424 417 431
419 414 424
419 417 421
417 413 421
416 422
415 413
413 419

413 416

399

393

393
397 394
396 391

392
Lebanon 377 391

377 371
365 363 367

Panama 365 359
357 351 363
336 331 341

OECD average 489 488 489
Note
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Country  
or province

5th 10th 25th 75th 90th 95th
Difference in 
score points 

between the 
10th and 90th 
percentilesScore

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error

214 236 276 417 449

352 452 499 191
249 273 314 469 499 196
243 269 313 416 465 497 197
255 325 427 517

311 356 461 539 199
Panama 255 454 199

229 255 299 456
367 397 447 554 599 625
246 273 319 426 475
452 647 691 716

452 613 659
363 393 441 551 599

419 579 657
262 335 445 499 531

Saskatchewan 348 378 430 543 589 618 211

276 349 462 514 545 211

332 493 544 575 211
454 567 613 213

399 451 565 612 639 213
335 496 214

295 324 371 569 214
259 291 343 539 217
243 272 322 436 217

Newfoundland  
and Labrador 351 382 431 546 599 629 217

266 293 341 456 511 544 217
311 359 475 559

344 376 547 597 627 221
314 365 535 221

276 359 477 529 221
323 354 523 577 223

413 637 664 224
251 277 322 224

Manitoba 337 368 421 542 594 624 226
475 535 572 226

314 343 392 512 571
349 380 433 555 608 640 228
257 336 457 515
331 365 421 544 593 621 229
276 359 535 229

392 571 622 652
334 391 513 565 595 231

366 455 631 661 233
Prince Edward 
Island 332 369 423 551 601 630 233

Alberta 356 392 450 575 626 655 234
Ontario 361 394 450 577 629 660 234



PISA 2018 149

Country  
or province

5th 10th 25th 75th 90th 95th
Difference in 
score points 

between the 
10th and 90th 
percentilesScore

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error

374 434 559 235
441 567 647 236

345 441 565 617 645 236
338 373 428 555 609 638 236

362 545 236
546 597 626 237

Canada 358 392 449 576 629 661 237
Quebec 374 411 472 596 648 679 238

339 371 555 641
316 365 492 555 239

346 439 567 651 239

243 275 516 241

326 357 414 543 629 241
333 433 562 611 241

426 617 667 696 241
351 537 592 623 241

345 435 564 619 241
327 363 423 552 635 241
350 382 441 569 624 657 242
339 372 614 645 242
297 331 517 573 242
362 394 453 664 243

354 543 244
441 636 713 244

277 365 495 554 244
341 374 433 566 646 244

391 636 245
292 325 517 571 246
337 373 433 621
293 324 516 576 251

311 563 599 251
344 377 579 656 252
327 362 426 562 614 643 252
259 345 544 253
315 353 556 257
321 353 413 555 611 641 257
354 393 596 651

397 466 656 259
297 334 545 599 265

265 299 574 611 275

Lebanon 224 256 317 469 533 569 276
276 315 542 632

OECD average 337 370 427 553 605 634 235
Note th and 90th
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Country  
or province

5th 10th 25th 75th 90th 95th
Difference in 
score points 

between the 
10th and 90th 
percentilesScore

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error

265 165
275 293 422 493 175

312 517 176

231 379 431 463

324 364 466 512
347 446 494 524

323 366 466 514 541
346 442 533 191

326 367 469 192
269 461 192

344 451 499 197

313 339 565 199
261 331 519

347 511 543
255 326 437 491 522
299 324 367 535 567 211

311 523 554 212
311 355 469 524 555 213

536 649 695 721 213
434 674 214

339 369 536 616 217
336 553

335 361 526 579
347 377 429 546 595 623 219

Panama 259 514 219
331 361 412 531 221
364 461 577 623 223

392 513 561 591 223
316 541 225
314 364 573 226
417 469 591 644 674 227

435 639
359 447 569 621 231
261 291 466 523 555 232

314 365 492 546 575 232
312 362 545 577 233

334 365 421 547 627 233
292 464 527 563 234

Quebec 365 401 461 585 635 663 234
327 356 536 622 235

Saskatchewan 346 382 440 564 617 647 235
334 364 546 599 629 235
316 532 612 235
337 372 431 637 237
319 351 532 619 237

265 296 349 476 533 566

359 392 576
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Country  
or province

5th 10th 25th 75th 90th 95th
Difference in 
score points 

between the 
10th and 90th 
percentilesScore

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error Score

Standard 
error

293 322 375 562 593
325 354 594 623
336 427

Newfoundland 
and Labrador 354 387 442 569 628 663 241

371 466 595 646 673 241
291 319 372 562 592 244

Ontario 361 395 453 587 641 672 245
325 356 412 549 631 246

Manitoba 337 366 423 556 612 645 246
349 383 444 574 629 662 246
279 355 552 247
341 373 564 651 247

Canada 357 393 453 586 640 671 247
336 369 427 559 617 650 248

Lebanon 237 265 315 449 513 549
Alberta 369 404 468 602 654 684 250

356 393 643 673
364 425 563 615 644 251

397 531 622 251
315 359 497 566 252

332 361 614 642 252
352 453 642 672 254
376 416 621 254
335 367 426 565 622 651 255
333 431 624 655 256

Prince Edward 
Island 335 369 436 571 625 654 256

374 437 575 632 664
317 347 549 637
336 371 433 574 629 259
321 357 424 616 645 259
346 449 641 259

363 571 624 652 261
334 369 432 575 631 664 262
346 383 446 589 647 679 263
259 345 557 596
336 371 437 269

363 577 633 665

272 572

329 364 636 666 272
314 534 594

279 314 544 293
OECD average 333 365 423 555 609 639 244
Note th and 90th
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Canada  
and provinces
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Anglophone school systems
5.2 21.9 3.4

 15.1 26.7 26.7 16.9 6.9 ‡

‡ 15.6 23.3 25.9 ‡ ‡

6.3 24.6 26.2 ‡
16.4 24.7 24.4 17.3 7.3 ‡

3.5 9.5 21.3 29.2
4.5 11.1 21.2 25.7 21.9 11.6

16.9 24.9 26.1 16.5 6.3 ‡
6.4 15.2 26.3 27.7 5.6 ‡
5.3 21.5 11.5 3.4

21.7 25.3 9.9 3.7
Francophone school systems

25.3 24.6 14.5 6.4
‡ 12.1‡ 23.5 24.4 ‡ ‡ ‡

5.7 21.7 26.6 21.6 9.7 ‡
3.6 25.1 25.3 15.3

12.9 22.1
‡ ‡ 17.9 ‡ ‡
‡ ‡ 26.1 23.6 ‡ ‡
‡ 13.5‡ 21.4‡ 25.7 19.2‡ ‡ ‡

Note
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and at Levels 5 and 6: MATHEMATICS

Canada and provinces
Anglophone school 

systems
Francophone school 

systems

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
Standard  

error

17.3 12.5 4.7*
21.1
23.7

24.6** 16.5
** 11.5** 1.5

15.6** **
24.9**
21.6**
16.1 17.5

22.2
Level 2 or above

*

76.3
79.7 79.7
75.4**

** **
** 79.4** 5.1

75.1**
**

1.3
3.5

Levels 5 and 6
13.9 *

**

**

** 13.6**

12.7 22.1** *
15.6** 11.7** 3.9

7.6**
6.6**

13.6

Note
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Anglophone school systems
22.5 23.3

 3.3 12.2 25.7 19.6 7.6 ‡

‡ 13.2 21.7 29.9 21.6 ‡ ‡

3.6 11.4 23.6 21.2 ‡
4.7 26.5 27.5 6.6 ‡

‡ 9.4 22.5 9.4 ‡
2.6 22.7 29.4 23.6 9.9

17.6 5.7 ‡
12.1 6.2 ‡

2.3 26.9 12.3 2.7
3.9 11.6 27.1 22.6 2.4

Francophone school systems
24.3 1.2

‡ 21.5 31.1 22.3 14.4‡ ‡ ‡
‡ 16.6 4.6‡ ‡

2.4 9.4 31.3 25.7 1.3
6.4 17.9 29.9 27.9 14.2 3.2 ‡

‡ 19.4 31.4 ‡ ‡ ‡
‡ 12.6‡ 19.6 ‡ ‡
‡ ‡ 31.6 16.9‡ ‡ ‡

Note
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and at Levels 5 and 6: SCIENCE

Canada and provinces
Anglophone school 

systems
Francophone school 

systems

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
Standard  

error

13.5 13.2
15.4

14.9 ** *
19.7**
11.3 **
12.4 24.4** *

** 24.6**

** 17.4
15.5 19.2

Level 2 or above

71.4** 13.6*
**

**
75.6** 11.9*

79.4** 75.4** 4.1

** 6.4
3.7

Levels 5 and 6
9.5 2.3*

9.2

9.5 5.9*

7.7** 5.4** 2.3
11.4 ** 1.1

3.7** *
6.5**
6.9**

**
12.9

Note



PISA 2018156

Average scores by language of the school system: MATHEMATICS

Canada and provinces
Anglophone school 

systems
Francophone school 

systems

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error
Standard  

error
*

**

494**
** **

514 535** *
513** 497** 17

** 492
**

511 1
493** 12

Note

Average scores by language of the school system: SCIENCE

Canada and provinces
Anglophone school 

systems
Francophone school 

systems

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error
Standard  

error

519 516 3

466** 44*
494** ** 6
523 521** 1
521 474** 47*

** **
**

534** 32*
517

Note
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Canada  
and provinces

 
Level 1 Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

% 
Standard 

error % 
Standard 

error % 
Standard 

error % 
Standard 

error % 
Standard 

error % 
Standard 

error % 
Standard 

error
Girls

4.9 11.2 21.4 26.9 21.7 3.3
 14.6 29.4 15.2 ‡

‡ 25.6 26.2 15.9‡ ‡ ‡

5.6 13.2 7.5 ‡
24.3 26.6 6.9 ‡

3.4 26.5 5.2
4.9 11.2 26.6 21.5 3.2
7.7 17.4 25.7 26.1 16.6 5.6 ‡
5.5 14.7 27.4 29.3 17.4 ‡
4.6 21.4 11.3

22.2 26.2 19.9 9.4 3.2

5.1 11.3 24.9 4.7

7.2 15.7 24.3 ‡

‡ ‡ 25.5 ‡ ‡

7.2 24.1 19.1 ‡
14.5 23.3 23.5 9.2 ‡

3.7 16.2 24.4 24.5 15.7 7.5
4.4 11.1 12.4 4.6

16.3 24.2 26.2 16.4 ‡
7.3 15.7 25.2 26.2 6.1 ‡
5.9 11.6 25.5 21.4 11.6 3.9

12.5 21.3 24.5 21.2 4.2
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Canada and provinces
Girls

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
Standard  

error

16.1 16.4
19.5 22.9**
25.5** 3.5

**
** 22.5**

11.7** 11.7**
16.1 15.5
25.1** 24.5**

**
17.5

Level 2 or above

77.1** 3.4
74.5**

** 3.2
** 77.5**
** **

74.9** 75.5**
**

2.7

Levels 5 and 6
13.9 16.7 *

6.9** **

9.7** **

** 12.1
** 23.2** *

6.4** **
5.7** 7.5**

14.1 15.6
12.7 14.5
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Canada  
and provinces
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Girls
2.6 9.5 22.5 23.9 1.7

 ‡ 26.6 34.6 19.1 6.2 ‡

‡ ‡ ‡ ‡ ‡
2.6‡ 31.7 21.6 ‡
3.2‡ 13.7 5.5 ‡

21.2 31.9 26.3 1.3
9.2 23.1 23.3 1.9

4.6 27.5 29.2 5.4 ‡
26.3 32.9 6.2 ‡

‡ 31.1 27.4 12.1 2.5‡
22.3 23.4 2.1‡

3.3 11.4 22.3 27.9 23.1 1.9

4.1‡ 14.2 25.3 ‡

‡ 12.9‡ 22.4 ‡ ‡
13.4 23.7 29.2 7.2 ‡

6.4 15.7 26.5 26.1 17.6 6.7 ‡
2.6 24.6 9.4

22.9 23.1 1.9
15.9 26.7 27.5 ‡

4.6 13.5 29.2 6.2 ‡
2.9 19.2 26.3 12.4
4.7 12.3 26.1 21.7 2.7‡
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Canada and provinces
Girls

%
Standard  

error %
Standard  

error
Standard  

error

12.1 *
12.7

*
** 22.1** *

12.9

** **
13.7 *

** 13.4 *

Level 2 or above
2.7*
5.6

79.3
5.4*

** 77.9** 5.3*
2.2

79.6** 79.1**
4.5*

91.5** 4.9*

Levels 5 and 6
11.9

** 11.4

1.3
6.3** **

12.3
5.9** 6.9**

** 7.1**
14.6** 15.3
12.4 13.4
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Average scores by gender: MATHEMATICS

Canada, provinces,
and OECD average

Girls

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error
Standard  

error

Canada 510 514 -5*

** 491**
479** 494
495** 493** 2

** 493**
529** 536**

516
479** **

** ** 1
511 1

OECD average 487** 492** -5*

Average scores by gender: SCIENCE

Canada, provinces,
and OECD average

Girls

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error
Standard  

error

Canada 520 516 3

499 5
514 ** 13
496** **
523 3
519

** **
** 497** 7
** ** *

519 514 4
OECD average 490** 488** 2*
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Comparisons of performance, PISA 2003, 2006, 2009, 2012, 2015, and 2018: MATHEMATICS

Canada, provinces,
and OECD average

2003 2006 2009 2012 2015 2018
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Canada 532 527 527 518* 516* 512*
 517 * * * * *

* 479* 499
515 * 512 497* 497* 494*
511 * * 493* 491*
536 543 536 544 532

526 526 514* * 513*
521 * 492* * *

516 * *
549 * 529* 517* 511* 511*

523* 523* 522* 522* *

OECD average 500 498 496* 494* 490 489*

Note

    

Comparisons of performance, PISA 2012, 2015, and 2018: MATHEMATICS

Canada, provinces,
and OECD average

2012 2015 2018

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error

Canada 518 516 512

479 499*
497 497 494

493 491
536 544 532
514 513
492

* *
517 511 511
522 522 *

OECD average 494 490 489

Note
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Comparisons of performance, PISA 2006, 2009, 2012, 2015, and 2018: SCIENCE

Canada, provinces,
and OECD average

2006 2009 2012 2015 2018
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Canada 534 529 525* 528 518*
526 514* * *

495* * 515
523 516 517

492
531 524 516* 537 522
537 531 527 524 519*
523 * * 499* *
517 513 516 496* *

545 539 541 534*
539 535 544 539 517*

OECD average 500 501 496 493 489*

Note

 
         
.

Comparisons of performance, PISA 2015 and 2018: SCIENCE

Canada, provinces,
and OECD average

2015 2018

Average
Standard  

error Average
Standard  

error

Canada 528 518*

515
517

492
537 522*
524 519
499
496
541 534
539 517*

OECD average 493 489

Note
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Levels 5 and 6

Canada  
and provinces

2012 2018 2012 2018
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16.3 2.4 16.4 15.3
21.3 21.1 9.4
24.7 23.7 6.5 9.1 2.6
17.7 2.6 1.3
16.3 22.3 *
11.2 11.7 22.4 21.1

15.1 15.4
21.2 3.6 7.6
15.3 21.6 6.3* 12.2 6.6 *
15.1 16.2 16.9
12.3 6.5* 16.5 13.6

Levels 5 and 6

Canada  
and provinces

2015 2018 2015 2018
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11.1 13.4 2.3* 12.4 11.3
15.5 15.4 9.2 1.4
11.3 7.5*

15.4 2.6 9.3
15.6 19.4

11.7 3.3*
12.3 12.9 12.1 11.5
17.4 3.2 7.1 6.4
16.7 6.2 6.9

2.4 15.9 14.9
15.5 * 14.7 12.9


