


PISA 2009 FAQ

• What is PISA?

• Why does Canada parti cipate in PISA?

• What is the cost of PISA?

• Who are the Canadian partners involved in PISA?

• What is the PISA assessment cycle?

• What is the diff erence between the OECD PISA report and the 
Canadian report?

• Who from Canada parti cipated in PISA 2009?

• How can student performance among countries, economies, and 
Canadian provinces be compared?

• How can we compare average scores?

• How does PISA defi ne reading literacy?

• What are the levels of reading achievement?

• How does PISA defi ne mathemati cal literacy and scienti fi c 
literacy?

• Is the assessment fair to students across Canada?

• What did we learn from the 2009 assessment? 

• When will the next PISA assessment take place? 



The Programme for Internati onal Student 
Assessment (PISA), fi rst undertaken in 
2000, is a survey of the knowledge and 
skills of 15-year-olds and one of the most 
ambiti ous internati onal educati onal 
projects ever undertaken. 

Coordinated by the Organisati on for 
Economic Co-operati on and Development 
(OECD), PISA draws on leading 
internati onal experti se to develop valid 
comparisons across countries and cultures 
and provides educati on researchers 

and policy makers with comprehensive 
internati onal data in three core learning 
areas, reading, mathemati cs, and science.

PISA 2009 involved approximately 
470,000 students from 65 countries and 
economies. The focus for PISA 2009 was 
reading, but the assessment also included 
mathemati cs and science, and collected 
data on student, family, and school 
factors that can help explain diff erences in 
performance.

What is PISA?

Why does Canada parti cipate in 
PISA?
Canada has chosen to parti cipate in PISA 
to ensure that provinces can evaluate 
the success of their educati on systems 
in comparison to each other and to 
countries and economies around the 
world. 

PISA 2009 will be a valuable resource for 
educati on researchers and government 
policy makers who wish to study and 
propose improvements to Canada’s 
systems of educati on. The federal 
government will also conduct analyses 
of PISA data sets, as will provinces, who 
will undertake analyses perti nent to their 
unique educati onal circumstances. 



 Most of the direct costs for PISA are 
assumed by HRSDC, while indirect costs 
are taken on by parti cipati ng provinces. 
In each of three years of the latest cycle 
of PISA, the direct cost was approximately 
$2.4 million.
 

Who are the Canadian partners 
involved in PISA?

The Council of Ministers of Educati on, 
Canada (CMEC), Human Resources and 
Skills Development Canada (HRSDC), 
and Stati sti cs Canada are partners in 
administering PISA and in producing the 
Canadian report.

What is the cost of PISA?



2000 Reading Math Science

2003 Reading Math Science

2006 Reading Math Science

2009 Reading Math Science

2012 Reading Math Science

2015 Reading Math Science

What is the PISA assessment cycle?

PISA operates on a nine-year cycle that 
allows for comparison of results over ti me 
in all three domains, reading, mathemat-
ics, and science. This data helps parti ci-
pati ng countries and economies ― and 
Canadian provinces ― understand how 

the performance of their educati on sys-
tems may have changed from one point in 
ti me to another. Each PISA assessment has 
a major domain or focus and two minor 
domains. The major domain (shown in 
green) changes every three years.



What is the diff erence between the 
OECD PISA report and the Canadian 
report?
The OECD PISA report focuses on the 
results for each country and economic 
region that has chosen to parti cipate in 
the assessment. It also off ers detailed 
quanti tati ve and qualitati ve informati on 
on personal and school factors that 
infl uence a student’s performance in 
reading.

Canada releases its own companion 
report at the same ti me as the OECD 
report to provide further informati on on 

student performance at the provincial 
level and to show comparati ve results 
among Canadian provinces and other 
countries and economies. The Canadian 
report also provides performance results 
for English- and French-language systems. 

A second Canadian report providing 
quanti tati ve and qualitati ve informati on 
at the provincial level on personal and 
school factors that infl uence a student’s 
performance in reading will be released in 
spring 2011.

Who from Canada parti cipated in 
PISA 2009?
In Canada, approximately 23,000 15-year-
old students from 1,000 diff erent schools 
took part in PISA 2009. The total number 
of students who parti cipated from each 
province is outlined in Table A.2 of 

the Canadian report. Currently, Yukon, 
Northwest Territories, and Nunavut do 
not parti cipate in PISA, nor do Aboriginal 
students from band-operated schools.



How can student performance 
among countries, economies, and 
Canadian provinces be compared?
Educati onal systems and school programs 
diff er from one jurisdicti on to another, 
so comparing results can be a complex 
task. PISA allows a variety of educati on 
systems to be compared according to a 
set of common benchmarks in reading, 
mathemati cs, and science. These 
benchmarks have been established 
through extensive consultati ons 
with OECD parti cipant countries and 
with the guidance of stati sti cians, 

psychometricians, and other pedagogic 
experts from around the world.

By agreeing to the common benchmarks 
developed by PISA to evaluate student 
achievement, Canadian provinces — as 
well as OECD countries and economies 
— are able to determine their relati ve 
performance in relati on to other PISA 
parti cipants, even if their approaches to 
educati on diff er.

How can we compare average 
scores?
Because scores were based on samples of 
students from each country and province, 
we cannot say with complete certainty 
that these scores are the same as those 
that would have been obtained had all 
15-year-olds been tested. A “confi dence 
interval” is a range of scores within which 
the score for the populati on is likely to fall 
95 per cent of the ti me or 19 ti mes out of 
20.

When comparing two countries or two 
provinces, the two average scores cannot 
be said to be diff erent from each other 
if the confi dence interval for the two 
average scores overlaps. For example, 
countries performing about the same as 
Canada have a confi dence interval for the 
average score that overlaps with Canada’s 
confi dence interval. In such cases, it 
would not be stati sti cally valid to say that 
one performs bett er than the other.



How does PISA 
defi ne reading 
literacy?

In PISA, the term “reading” is used for 
“reading literacy” by which is meant 
the acti ve, purposeful, and functi onal 
applicati on of reading in a range of 
situati ons and for various purposes. To 
quote from the OECD defi niti on, “Reading 
is understanding, using, refl ecti ng on, 
and engaging with writt en texts, in 
order to achieve one’s goals, to develop 
one’s knowledge and potenti al, and to 
parti cipate in society.” What are the 

levels of reading 
achievement?

Reading achievement was divided into 
six levels representi ng a group of tasks 
of increasing diffi  culty, with Level 6 as 
the highest and Level 1 as the lowest. A 
diff erence of one level can be considered 
an important diff erence in student 
performance.



How does PISA defi ne mathemati cal 
literacy and scienti fi c literacy?
Mathemati cal literacy is defi ned as the 
capacity to identi fy and understand the 
role that mathemati cs plays in the world, 
to make well-founded judgments, and to 
use and engage with mathemati cs in ways 
that meet the needs of that individual’s 
life.

Scienti fi c literacy is defi ned in PISA as 
an individual’s capacity to use scienti fi c 
knowledge, to identi fy questi ons, and to 
draw evidence-based conclusions in order 
to understand and help make decisions 
about the natural world and changes 
made to it through human acti vity.

Is the assessment fair to students 
across Canada?
Canada’s acti ve parti cipati on in PISA 
ensures that the unique qualiti es of 
our country’s educati on systems are 
taken into account. Factors such as 
linguisti c diff erences, rural and urban 
school locati ons, and cultural infl uences 
were all considered in the design of the 
assessment. In additi on, the universal 
framework for each subject incorporates 
an agreed-upon philosophy for all 
countries that is based upon the latest 
pedagogical research.

In the sense that Canadian students 
answered the same questi ons as students 
from every other country, it is very fair. 
The assessment is also unique in that it is 
not ti ed to the curriculum of any province 
or parti cipati ng country or economy but 
is instead a fair measurement of students’ 
abiliti es to use their learning skills to solve 
real-life situati ons. It measures learning 
outcomes; it does not att empt to assess 
approaches to learning.



What did we learn from the 2009 
assessment?
Some of the key fi ndings about the 
performance of our students include the 
following:

• As in 2000, 2003, and 2006, Canadian 
15-year-old students achieved top-
ti er ranking in 2009 in reading, 
mathemati cs, and science.

• In combined reading, only students 
in Shanghai-China, Korea, Finland, 
and Hong Kong-China performed 
signifi cantly bett er than Canadian 
students in average scores.

• In mathemati cs, only seven countries/
economies performed bett er than 
Canada in average scores; in science, 
only six performed bett er.

• Over the four administrati ons of 
the assessment which has taken 
place since 2000, Canada’s results 
in mathemati cs and science have 
remained stable. However, some 
countries and economies have 
improved their overall scores over 
ti me and thus improved their ranking 
over Canada’s.

• Canada has a larger proporti on of high 
achievers and a smaller proporti on of 

low achievers compared to the OECD 
average.

• Canada is one of the few countries 
that combines high PISA scores with 
high equity, meaning that there 
is a relati vely small gap between 
the highest and lowest performing 
students. This is an important indicator 
of the equity of Canadian educati onal 
outcomes. 

• In reading, girls conti nue to 
outperform boys. The Canadian results 
mirror OECD fi ndings.

• In mathemati cs, boys outperform 
girls, but the diff erence is smaller than 
the gender diff erence favouring girls 
in reading. Once again, the Canadian 
results mirror OECD fi ndings.

• In science, Canadian boys outperform 
girls only slightly; however, on average 
across OECD countries, boys and girls 
have similar performance.

• In most provinces, students att ending 
majority-language school systems 
outperform students who att end 
minority-language systems.



When will 
the next PISA 
assessment take 
place?

PISA will be administered again in 2012. 
In additi on to the areas of mathemati cs, 
science, and reading, students will also be 
assessed on their problem-solving skills 
through the use of a computer-based 
assessment.


