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Measuring global education goals: 
How PISA can help

This chapter describes how PISA helps 
countries monitor progress towards 
the internationally agreed targets 
of quality and equity in education, and how 
PISA contributes to improving the capacity 
of countries to develop relevant data.
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In September 2015, the world’s leaders gathered in New York to set ambitious goals for the future of the global community. 
The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the 70th General Assembly of the United Nations in 2015, otherwise 
known as the Global Goals or the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, are a universal call for action to end poverty, protect 
the planet and ensure that all people enjoy peace and prosperity. Developed through an inclusive intergovernmental process, 
the 2030 Agenda integrates the social, environmental and economic pillars of sustainability with peace and security objectives.

The fourth SDG (SDG 4), to be achieved by 2030, is to: “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all”. SDG 4 is to be achieved by meeting ten targets, representing the most comprehensive and 
ambitious agenda for global education ever attempted.

What the data tell us
 – The share of 15-year-old students, in grade 7 and above, who reached a minimum level of proficiency in reading (i.e. at least 
Level 2 on the PISA scale) ranged from close to 90% in Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang (China), Estonia, Macao (China) 
and Singapore, to less than 10% in Cambodia, Senegal and Zambia, countries that participated in the PISA for Development 
assessment in 2017.

 – In mathematics, the share of 15-year-old students who attained minimum levels of proficiency (Level 2 and above on the 
PISA scale) varied even more – between 98% in Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang (China) and 2% in Zambia. 

 – Disparities in above-minimum proficiency related to socio-economic status were found in all countries and tend to be 
large. On average across OECD countries, there were only about 7 socio-economically disadvantaged students scoring 
above minimum levels in reading or mathematics for every 10 advantaged students scoring above these levels.

SDG 4 differs from the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) on education, which preceded the SDGs and were in place between 
2000 and 2015, in the following two ways:

 • Like all other SDGs, Goal 4 establishes a universal agenda, and does not differentiate between rich and poor countries. Every 
single country is challenged to achieve the SDGs.

 • Goal 4 puts the quality of education and learning outcomes front and centre. Access, participation and enrolment, which 
were the focus of the MDG agenda, are still important, and the world is still far from providing equitable access to high-
quality education for all. But participation in education is not an end in itself; what matters for people and for development 
are the skills acquired through education. It is mainly the competencies and character qualities that are developed through 
schooling, rather than the qualifications and credentials gained, that contribute to people’s success and resilience in their 
professional and personal lives, support individual well-being, and strengthen the prosperity of societies.

In sum, Goal 4 requires all countries to monitor the actual learning outcomes of their young people. PISA, which provides 
measurement tools to this end, has started to improve, expand and enrich its assessment instruments to help countries in this 
exercise. This chapter describes how PISA is helping countries monitor progress towards the internationally agreed targets of 
quality and equity in education, and how PISA contributes to improving the capacity of countries to develop relevant data.

MEASURING COUNTRIES’ PROGRESS TOWARDS MEETING GLOBAL EDUCATION TARGETS
By including PISA data in the United Nations’ global indicator framework (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2019[1]; United Nations 
Statistics Division, 2019[2]), the global community has recognised the role of PISA in monitoring progress towards the SDG for 
education over the next decade. PISA data are used for monitoring progress in the proportion of children and young people who, 
at the end of lower secondary education, have achieved at least minimum proficiency in reading and mathematics (SDG global 
indicator 4.1.1c). PISA-based indicators are also used to measure how close countries are to meeting other targets, particularly 
those related to equity and education for sustainable development.

In 2018, PISA assessed the reading, mathematics and science performance of 15-year-old students in 79 countries and 
economies. An additional seven countries collected comparable data about their students’ foundational skills in 2017, as part of 
the PISA for Development initiative.1 That project enhanced the PISA paper-based tests to provide more nuanced measures of 
the reading, mathematics and science competences of 15-year-olds who scored at or below proficiency Level 2. These enhanced 
pen-and-paper tests will be offered to all countries that wish to continue to assess their students in pen-and-paper mode starting 
with PISA 2021. A pilot assessment of the reading and mathematics skills of 15-year-olds who, for whatever reason, do not 
attend school, was also conducted in 2018 in five countries (Panama, and four countries that took part in PISA for Development: 
Guatemala, Honduras, Paraguay and Senegal). Results of that assessment will be released in the first quarter of 2020. 
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SDG Target 4.1 
The global indicator for the first SDG 4 target is a measure of the “Proportion of children and young people [at different stages of 
their education career] achieving at least a minimum proficiency level in (i) reading and (ii) mathematics, by sex”. PISA provides both 
a way of defining what “minimum proficiency level” means, through its described scale of proficiency, and a way of measuring this 
proportion, in an internationally comparable manner, amongst students who are close to the end of lower secondary education 
(or have recently completed lower secondary education). The UNESCO-led Technical Co-operation Group (TCG) on the Indicators 
for SDG 4 has officially recognised PISA as a source of data for this global indicator (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2019[1]).

. . .

Table I.10.1 [1/2] Snapshot of minimum achievement in reading and mathematics

CI31

Achievement at Level 2 and above in reading Achievement at Level 2 and above in mathematics

Share of 
15-year-old 

students achieving 
at Level  2 or above 

(2018)2

Change in this 
share, expressed 
as a percentage 

of the PISA target 
population 

(2009 to 2018)3

Change in this 
share, expressed as 
a percentage of all 
15-year-olds (2009 

to 2018)3

Share of 
15-year-old 

students achieving 
at Level  2 or above  

(2018)2

Change in this 
share, expressed 
as a percentage 

of the PISA target 
population 

(2012 to 2018)4

Change in this 
share, expressed 
as a percentage 

of all 15-year-olds 
(2012 to 2018)4

% % dif. % dif. % % dif. % dif. 

O
EC

D Australia 0.89 80.4 -5.4 N.A. 77.6 N.S. N.A.
Austria 0.89 76.4 -4.1 N.A. 78.9 N.S. N.A.
Belgium 0.94 78.7 -3.5 N.A. 80.3 N.S. N.A.
Canada 0.86 86.2 -3.5 N.A. 83.7 N.S. N.A.
Chile 0.89 68.3 N.S. N.A. 48.1 N.S. N.A.
Colombia 0.62 50.1 N.S. N.S. 34.6 8.4 N.S.
Czech Republic 0.95 79.3 N.S. N.A. 79.6 N.S. N.A.
Denmark 0.88 84.0 N.S. N.A. 85.4 N.S. N.A.
Estonia 0.93 88.9 N.S. N.A. 89.8 N.S. N.A.
Finland 0.96 86.5 -5.4 N.A. 85.0 -2.7 N.A.
France 0.91 79.1 N.S. N.A. 78.7 N.S. N.A.
Germany 0.99 79.3 N.S. N.A. 78.9 -3.4 N.A.
Greece 0.93 69.5 -9.2 N.A. 64.2 N.S. N.A.
Hungary 0.90 74.7 -7.7 N.A. 74.4 N.S. N.A.
Iceland 0.92 73.6 -9.5 N.A. 79.3 N.S. N.A.
Ireland 0.96 88.2 5.4 N.A. 84.3 N.S. N.A.
Israel 0.81 68.9 -4.5 N.A. 65.9 N.S. N.A.
Italy 0.85 76.7 N.S. N.A. 76.2 N.S. N.A.
Japan 0.91 83.2 N.S. N.A. 88.5 N.S. N.A.
Korea 0.88 84.9 -9.3 N.A. 85.0 -5.9 N.A.
Latvia 0.89 77.6 -4.9 N.A. 82.7 N.S. N.A.
Lithuania 0.90 75.6 N.S. N.A. 74.4 N.S. N.A.
Luxembourg 0.87 70.7 -3.3 N.A. 72.8 N.S. N.A.
Mexico 0.66 55.3 N.S. N.S. 43.8 N.S. N.S.
Netherlands 0.91 75.9 -9.8 N.A. 84.2 N.S. N.A.
New Zealand 0.89 81.0 -4.6 N.A. 78.2 N.S. N.A.
Norway 0.91 80.7 -4.3 N.A. 81.1 3.4 N.A.
Poland 0.90 85.3 N.S. N.A. 85.3 N.S. N.A.
Portugal 0.87 79.8 N.S. N.A. 76.7 N.S. N.A.
Slovak Republic 0.86 68.6 -9.2 N.A. 74.9 N.S. N.A.
Slovenia 0.98 82.1 3.3 N.A. 83.6 3.7 N.A.
Spain 0.88 M M M 75.3 N.S. N.A.
Sweden 0.86 81.6 N.S. N.A. 81.2 8.3 N.A.
Switzerland 0.89 76.4 -6.8 N.A. 83.2 -4.4 N.A.
Turkey 0.73 73.9 N.S. 10.9 63.3 N.S. 6.3
United Kingdom 0.85 82.7 N.S. N.A. 80.8 N.S. N.A.
United States 0.86 80.7 N.S. N.A. 72.9 N.S. N.A.
OECD average-35a 0.88 77.4 -3.2 N.A. M M M
OECD average-37 0.88 M M M 76.0 N.S. N.A.

1. CI3: Coverage Index 3, corresponding to the proportion of 15-year-olds who are represented by the PISA sample. For Paraguay, Coverage Index 3 is reported as missing; 
see Chapter 11 in the PISA for Development Technical Report (OECD, 2018[3]) (https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-for-development/pisafordevelopment2018 
technicalreport/PISA_D_Chapter_11_SamplingOutcomes.pdf, accessed on 28 August 2019).

2. Cambodia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Paraguay, Senegal and Zambia: data refer to 2017 and were collected as part of the PISA for Development assessment.
3. Austria, OECD average-37 and United Arab Emirates: 2012 to 2018; Dominican Republic, Kosovo, Lebanon and North Macedonia: 2015 to 2018.
4. Dominican Republic, Georgia, Kosovo, Lebanon, Malta, Moldova and North Macedonia: 2015 to 2018.
N.S.: not significant. 
N.A.: not applicable (Coverage Index 3 is above 0.75). 
M: missing due to data availability.
Source: OECD, PISA 2018 Database, Table I.B1.49.
12 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934028824

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-for-development/pisafordevelopment2018technicalreport/PISA_D_Chapter_11_SamplingOutcomes.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-for-development/pisafordevelopment2018technicalreport/PISA_D_Chapter_11_SamplingOutcomes.pdf
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Table I.10.1 [2/2] Snapshot of minimum achievement in reading and mathematics

CI31

Achievement at Level 2 and above in reading Achievement at Level 2 and above in mathematics

Share of 
15-year-old 

students achieving 
at Level  2 or above 

(2018)2

Change in this 
share, expressed 
as a percentage 

of the PISA target 
population 

(2009 to 2018)3

Change in this 
share, expressed 
as a percentage 

of all 15-year-olds 
(2009 to 2018)3

Share of 
15-year-old 

students achieving 
at Level  2 or above  

(2018)2

Change in this 
share, expressed 
as a percentage 

of the PISA target 
population 

(2012 to 2018)4

Change in this 
share, expressed 
as a percentage 

of all 15-year-olds 
(2012 to 2018)4

% % dif. % dif. % % dif. % dif. 

Pa
rt

ne
rs Albania 0.76 47.8 N.S. N.A. 57.6 18.3 N.A.

Argentina 0.81 47.9 N.S. N.A. 31.0 N.S. N.A.
Baku (Azerbaijan) 0.46 39.6 M M 49.3 M M
Belarus 0.88 76.6 M M 70.6 M M
Bosnia and Herzegovina 0.82 46.3 M M 42.4 M M
Brazil 0.65 50.0 N.S. N.S. 31.9 N.S. N.S.
Brunei Darussalam 0.97 48.2 M M 52.1 M M
B-S-J-Z (China) 0.81 94.8 M M 97.6 M M
Bulgaria 0.72 52.9 N.S. N.S. 55.6 N.S. N.S.
Cambodia 0.28 7.5 M M 9.9 M M
Costa Rica 0.63 58.0 -9.3 N.S. 40.0 N.S. N.S.
Croatia 0.89 78.4 N.S. N.A. 68.8 N.S. N.A.
Dominican Republic 0.73 20.9 -6.9 N.S. 9.4 N.S. N.S.
Ecuador 0.61 49.4 M M 29.1 M M
Georgia 0.83 35.6 N.S. N.A. 38.9 -4.0 N.A.
Guatemala 0.47 29.9 M M 10.6 M M
Honduras 0.41 29.7 M M 15.4 M M
Hong Kong (China) 0.98 87.4 -4.3 N.A. 90.8 N.S. N.A.
Indonesia 0.85 30.1 -16.5 N.A. 28.1 N.S. N.A.
Jordan 0.54 58.8 N.S. -8.6 40.7 9.2 N.S.
Kazakhstan 0.92 35.8 N.S. N.A. 50.9 N.S. N.A.
Kosovo 0.84 21.3 N.S. N.A. 23.4 N.S. N.A.
Lebanon 0.87 32.2 N.S. N.A. 40.2 N.S. N.A.
Macao (China) 0.88 89.2 4.1 N.A. 95.0 5.8 N.A.
Malaysia 0.72 54.2 N.S. N.S. 58.5 10.3 N.S.
Malta 0.97 64.1 N.S. N.A. 69.8 N.S. N.A.
Moldova 0.95 57.0 14.2 N.A. 49.7 N.S. N.A.
Montenegro 0.95 55.6 N.S. N.A. 53.8 10.5 N.A.
Morocco 0.64 26.7 M M 24.4 M M
North Macedonia 0.95 44.9 15.5 N.A. 39.0 9.2 N.A.
Panama 0.53 35.7 N.S. N.S. 18.8 M M
Paraguay M 32.2 M M 8.3 M M
Peru 0.73 45.7 10.5 7.7 39.7 14.2 10.7
Philippines 0.68 19.4 M M 19.3 M M
Qatar 0.92 49.1 12.6 N.A. 46.3 15.9 N.A.
Romania 0.73 59.2 N.S. N.S. 53.4 N.S. N.S.
Russia 0.94 77.9 5.3 N.A. 78.4 N.S. N.A.
Saudi Arabia 0.85 47.6 M M 27.3 M M
Senegal 0.29 8.7 M M 7.7 M M
Serbia 0.88 62.3 N.S. N.A. 60.3 N.S. N.A.
Singapore 0.95 88.8 N.S. N.A. 92.9 N.S. N.A.
Chinese Taipei 0.92 82.2 N.S. N.A. 86.0 N.S. N.A.
Thailand 0.72 40.5 -16.7 -12.3 47.3 N.S. N.S.
Ukraine 0.87 74.1 M M 64.1 M M
United Arab Emirates 0.92 57.1 N.S. N.A. 54.5 N.S. N.A.
Uruguay 0.77 58.1 N.S. N.A. 49.3 N.S. N.A.
Zambia 0.36 5.0 M M 2.3 M M

1. CI3: Coverage Index 3, corresponding to the proportion of 15-year-olds who are represented by the PISA sample. For Paraguay, Coverage Index 3 is reported as missing; 
see Chapter 11 in the PISA for Development Technical Report (OECD, 2018[3]) (https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-for-development/pisafordevelopment2018 
technicalreport/PISA_D_Chapter_11_SamplingOutcomes.pdf, accessed on 28 August 2019).

2. Cambodia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Paraguay, Senegal and Zambia: data refer to 2017 and were collected as part of the PISA for Development assessment.
3. Austria, OECD average-37 and United Arab Emirates: 2012 to 2018; Dominican Republic, Kosovo, Lebanon and North Macedonia: 2015 to 2018.
4. Dominican Republic, Georgia, Kosovo, Lebanon, Malta, Moldova and North Macedonia: 2015 to 2018.
N.S.: not significant. 
N.A.: not applicable (Coverage Index 3 is above 0.75). 
M: missing due to data availability.
Source: OECD, PISA 2018 Database, Table I.B1.49.
12 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934028824

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-for-development/pisafordevelopment2018technicalreport/PISA_D_Chapter_11_SamplingOutcomes.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-for-development/pisafordevelopment2018technicalreport/PISA_D_Chapter_11_SamplingOutcomes.pdf
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Changes in technology and society will continue to influence the demand for skills and the contexts in which adults and young 
people will use their competence in literacy and numeracy. Nevertheless, PISA Level 2 proficiency, which is used in PISA reports 
(including this one) to identify low-achieving students in reading and mathematics, can represent the “minimum proficiency level” 
referred to in Target 4.1.2 This definition of minimum proficiency was accepted by the TCG.

Table I.10.1 shows, for each country and economy, the proportion of 15-year-old students who attained proficiency Level 2 in reading 
and mathematics in 2018 and, where available, the change in this proportion since 2009 (for reading) and 2012 (for mathematics). 
In countries with marked changes in enrolment rates over these periods, it is important to account for these differences when 
measuring progress towards greater inclusion and quality in education. For this reason, an alternative measure of progress towards 
this target is also included for countries where the coverage rate of PISA samples was below 75% (meaning that 25% or more of 
15-year-olds were either out of school, in school but enrolled below 6th grade, or excluded from PISA) in 2018. This alternative 
measure neutralises the impact of changes in enrolment rates (or, more precisely, in the coverage rate of the PISA sample with 
respect to the 15-year-old population) by computing the proportion of students who scored above the minimum proficiency level 
not only amongst students represented by PISA samples, but amongst the entire population of 15-year-olds. 

The share of 15-year-old students, in grade 7 and above, who reached a minimum level of proficiency in reading (i.e. at least 
Level 2 on the PISA scale) ranged from close to 90% (in Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang [China], Estonia, Macao [China] 
and Singapore) to less than 10% in Cambodia, Senegal and Zambia, countries that participated in the PISA for Development 
assessment in 2017 (Table I.10.1). In mathematics, the share of 15-year-old students who attained minimum levels of proficiency 
(Level 2 and above on the PISA scale) varied even more – between 98% in Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang (China) and 2% 
in Zambia. On average across OECD countries, 77% of 15-year-olds attained the minimum level of proficiency in reading, and 76% 
attained that level in mathematics. These numbers show that, in 2018, all countries still have some way to go towards reaching 
the global goals for quality education. 

Table I.10.1 also shows those countries that have made significant progress over the past decade towards the objective of ensuring 
that all children reach minimum levels of proficiency in reading and mathematics by the end of lower secondary education. The 
share of students who scored above minimum levels in reading grew by more than 10 percentage points in the Republic of 
Moldova, the Republic of North Macedonia, Peru and Qatar, in particular; in mathematics, similarly large increases in the share 
of students performing above minimum proficiency in reading were observed in Albania, Malaysia, Montenegro, Peru and Qatar. 

For countries where the share of students represented by PISA (Coverage Index 3) corresponds to less than 75% of all 
15-year-olds (often as a result of early dropout, late or discontinuous enrolment, and grade-retention in primary school), an 
alternative measure of progress towards the target is also presented in Table I.10.1. Instead of comparing shares of students 
over time, this alternative measure relates the number of students who performed above the minimum level of proficiency to 
the total population of 15-year-olds in the country. Assessed in this way, progress can result either from increases in the share of 
students who performed above the target or, if this share remains stable, from increases in the proportion of 15-year-olds who 
were in school in grade 7 or above. 

This measure combines aspects related to the “quantity” of schooling (i.e. the share of 15-year-olds who are enrolled in school, 
in grade 7 and above) with measures of the “quality” of education outcomes (i.e. the share of students who scored above the 
minimum level of proficiency). In doing so, the measure encourages countries that, in 2018, still had comparatively low educational 
attainment amongst a significant share of young people, to work not only to improve the quality of teaching and learning in 
school, but also to make their secondary education systems more inclusive. By this measure, Turkey should also be counted 
amongst the countries that made rapid progress towards Target 4.1 over the past decade.

The children who are expected to meet the target of minimum proficiency in core subjects by 2030 have already been born. 
For most countries, the numbers presented in Table I.10.1 represent more than a baseline against which future progress can 
be measured. They represent an urgent call to action to ensure that, as these children progress through the various stages of 
education – from pre-primary, to primary to secondary education – there are social and education policies in place to support 
families, communities and schools in their efforts to help all children realise their potential. 

SDG Target 4.5 
Target 4.5 is dedicated to equity: “By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels of 
education and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples and children in 
vulnerable situations”. This target is cross-cutting by nature and encompasses all types of inequality across all education outcomes.

PISA is helping countries monitor progress in reducing disparities, particularly with respect to the attainment of minimum levels 
of proficiency (SDG Target 4.1). The TCG on the Indicators for SDG 4 identifies “parity indices” as the main measure to be used in 
monitoring inequalities (see Annex A3). Amongst the many dimensions of inequality and vulnerability identified for Indicator 4.5.1, 
PISA can help monitor gender disparities and inequalities related to family resources, through statistics based on the PISA index 
of economic, social and cultural status.3
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Equity in education is analysed in detail in PISA 2018 Results (Volume II): Where All Students Can Succeed (OECD, 2019[4]), which 
contains a wide set of indicators on within-country inequalities in learning outcomes, and on the fairness and inclusiveness of 
education systems. Table I.10.2 shows, for each country/economy, only a single indicator of gender and socio-economic inequalities 
in minimum proficiency. This indicator, called the parity index, compares the share of 15-year-old students who reached at least 
Level 2 performance across two groups of students that differ in some background characteristics. The parity index varies between 
0 and 2. It is equal to 1 if the share of 15-year-old students scoring above minimum levels is the same for both groups (no disparity).4 
For example: if the share of girls scoring above Level 2 is 40%, and the share of boys is 50%, the gender parity index is 0.8 (40%/50%). 
Conversely, if the share of girls is 50% and the share of boys is 40%, the gender parity index is 1.2 (2 – 40%/50%). Values close to 1 
indicate either a small percentage-point difference between the two shares or, for a given percentage-point difference, a higher 
average share. In other words, the parity index is sensitive both to differences in performance and to overall levels of performance. 

. . .

Table I.10.2 [1/2] Snapshot of disparities in minimum achievement in reading and mathematics

Gender disparities in minimum achievement 
(Parity index1 for girls, compared to boys)

Socio-economic disparities in minimum achievement 
(Parity index1 for disadvantaged students, 

compared to advantaged students2)

Reading 
(2018)3

Mathematics
(2018)3

Reading 
(2018)3

Mathematics
(2018)3

Parity index Parity index Parity index Parity index

O
EC

D Australia 1.11 0.99 0.76 0.71
Austria 1.13 0.99 0.70 0.70
Belgium 1.08 0.97 0.68 0.67
Canada 1.09 1.00 0.85 0.81
Chile 1.13 0.93 0.63 0.39
Colombia 1.07 0.75 0.44 0.34
Czech Republic 1.13 1.01 0.68 0.66
Denmark 1.11 1.01 0.78 0.80
Estonia 1.07 1.00 0.90 0.88
Finland 1.13 1.04 0.85 0.80
France 1.11 1.00 0.70 0.64
Germany 1.10 1.00 0.71 0.68
Greece 1.22 1.04 0.63 0.57
Hungary 1.12 0.98 0.58 0.55
Iceland 1.19 1.07 0.73 0.76
Ireland 1.07 1.00 0.84 0.78
Israel 1.22 1.09 0.57 0.53
Italy 1.11 0.97 0.72 0.69
Japan 1.09 1.00 0.80 0.85
Korea 1.08 1.01 0.82 0.80
Latvia 1.16 1.00 0.78 0.78
Lithuania 1.18 1.05 0.68 0.65
Luxembourg 1.13 0.97 0.58 0.59
Mexico 1.11 0.88 0.47 0.44
Netherlands 1.13 1.02 0.73 0.78
New Zealand 1.11 0.99 0.75 0.70
Norway 1.16 1.05 0.81 0.78
Poland 1.11 1.02 0.81 0.78
Portugal 1.10 1.00 0.71 0.65
Slovak Republic 1.18 1.01 0.56 0.57
Slovenia 1.16 1.01 0.79 0.77
Spain m m 0.73 0.68
Sweden 1.11 1.02 0.77 0.73
Switzerland 1.12 0.99 0.68 0.76
Turkey 1.14 0.97 0.71 0.65
United Kingdom 1.07 0.97 0.81 0.76
United States 1.09 0.98 0.76 0.62
OECD average 1.12 0.99 0.72 0.68

1. Values of the parity index below 1 indicate a disparity in favour of the second group (boys, or advantaged students). Values of the parity index above 1 indicate a disparity 
in favour of the first group (girls, or disadvantaged students). Values equal to 1 indicate equal shares amongst both groups.

2. Socio-economically advantaged students are students in the top quarter of the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) in their own country/economy. 
Socio-economically disadvantaged students are students in the bottom quarter of the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) in their own country/
economy.

3. Cambodia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Paraguay, Senegal and Zambia: data refer to 2017 and were collected as part of the PISA for Development assessment.
Source: OECD, PISA 2018 Database, Table I.B1.50.
12 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934028843
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Table I.10.2 [2/2] Snapshot of disparities in minimum achievement in reading and mathematics

Gender disparities in minimum achievement 
(Parity index1 for girls, compared to boys)

Socio-economic disparities in minimum achievement 
(Parity index1 for disadvantaged students, 

compared to advantaged students2)

Reading 
(2018)3

Mathematics
(2018)3

Reading 
(2018)3

Mathematics
(2018)3

Parity index Parity index Parity index Parity index

Pa
rt

ne
rs Albania 1.35 1.06 0.51 0.75

Argentina 1.11 0.78 0.36 0.20
Baku (Azerbaijan) 1.27 0.94 0.57 0.63
Belarus 1.13 0.99 0.61 0.54
Bosnia and Herzegovina 1.30 1.01 0.50 0.45
Brazil 1.20 0.88 0.45 0.26
Brunei Darussalam 1.23 1.07 0.40 0.47
B-S-J-Z (China) 1.03 1.00 0.92 0.96
Bulgaria 1.27 1.03 0.40 0.45
Cambodia 1.31 0.84 0.22 0.19
Costa Rica 1.11 0.80 0.50 0.37
Croatia 1.16 0.98 0.80 0.68
Dominican Republic 1.37 0.94 0.23 0.12
Ecuador 1.09 0.71 0.41 0.27
Georgia 1.37 1.04 0.39 0.40
Guatemala 1.15 0.84 0.25 0.10
Honduras 1.11 0.66 0.35 0.20
Hong Kong (China) 1.10 1.03 0.89 0.89
Indonesia 1.31 1.13 0.39 0.37
Jordan 1.35 1.01 0.60 0.52
Kazakhstan 1.31 1.00 0.56 0.75
Kosovo 1.34 0.87 0.40 0.42
Lebanon 1.22 0.99 0.25 0.37
Macao (China) 1.06 1.00 0.96 0.96
Malaysia 1.23 1.07 0.45 0.48
Malta 1.26 1.11 0.64 0.62
Moldova 1.26 1.02 0.44 0.38
Montenegro 1.24 0.94 0.63 0.60
Morocco 1.31 0.97 0.33 0.32
North Macedonia 1.41 1.09 0.45 0.39
Panama 1.16 0.82 0.27 0.15
Paraguay 1.12 0.56 0.34 0.15
Peru 1.13 0.85 0.29 0.24
Philippines 1.34 1.11 0.11 0.16
Qatar 1.41 1.21 0.46 0.40
Romania 1.22 0.98 0.47 0.40
Russia 1.12 1.00 0.79 0.76
Saudi Arabia 1.44 1.12 0.42 0.29
Senegal 1.11 0.86 0.28 0.36
Serbia 1.22 1.01 0.62 0.60
Singapore 1.07 1.01 0.83 0.86
Chinese Taipei 1.08 1.02 0.77 0.79
Thailand 1.38 1.16 0.41 0.54
Ukraine 1.16 0.97 0.63 0.54
United Arab Emirates 1.33 1.09 0.48 0.43
Uruguay 1.17 0.93 0.46 0.39
Zambia 1.45 1.26 0.04 0.04

1. Values of the parity index below 1 indicate a disparity in favour of the second group (boys, or advantaged students). Values of the parity index above 1 indicate a disparity 
in favour of the first group (girls, or disadvantaged students). Values equal to 1 indicate equal shares amongst both groups.

2. Socio-economically advantaged students are students in the top quarter of the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) in their own country/economy. 
Socio-economically disadvantaged students are students in the bottom quarter of the PISA index of economic, social and cultural status (ESCS) in their own country/
economy.

3. Cambodia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, Paraguay, Senegal and Zambia: data refer to 2017 and were collected as part of the PISA for Development assessment.
Source: OECD, PISA 2018 Database, Table I.B1.50.
12 https://doi.org/10.1787/888934028843
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Table I.10.2 shows that gender disparities in minimum proficiency are often in favour of girls in reading (as indicated by values of 
the parity index above 1) and of boys in mathematics. In both subjects, these disparities tend to be limited, as indicated by parity 
indices between 0.85 and 1.15. 

In contrast,  socio-economic disparities are more systematic across subjects and only a  few countries/economies had  limited 
disparities in above-minimum proficiency related to socio-economic status. These include Beijing, Shanghai, Jiangsu and Zhejiang 
(China), Estonia, Hong Kong  (China) and Macao  (China). Across OECD countries,  the average parity  index  for socio-economic 
differences in performance above minimum levels (i.e. at Level 2 and above) was 0.72 in reading and 0.68 in mathematics. This 
means that, on average across OECD countries, there were only about seven socio-economically disadvantaged students who 
scored above the minimum proficiency level in reading or mathematics for every 10 advantaged students who scored above that 
level.5 Disparities were even wider in several low- and middle-income countries,  including Cambodia, the Dominican Republic, 
Guatemala,  Panama,  Peru,  the Philippines  and Zambia, where  the  socio-economic parity  index was  lower  than 0.30  in  both 
reading and mathematics.  

Other thematic targets and means of implementation 
PISA also provides useful data for monitoring some thematic indicators that are relevant to Target 4.7 (“ensure all learners acquire 
knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development […]”), particularly through its assessments of science (15-year-
olds’ ability to engage with science-related issues, and with the ideas of science, as reflective citizens) and global competence (their 
ability to understand and appreciate the perspectives and world views of others). PISA indicators of students’ global competence 
are discussed in PISA 2018 Results (Volume VI): Are Students Ready to Thrive in Global Societies? (OECD, forthcoming[5]).

In addition, data on the context in which students learn enable countries to monitor two of the three “means of implementation” 
for SDG 4. In particular, PISA data can be used to monitor the quality of education facilities (Target 4.a: “facilities that are child, 
disability  and gender  sensitive  and provide  safe,  non-violent,  inclusive  and  effective  learning  environments  for  all”);  and  the 
supply of qualified teachers (Target 4.c: “teachers that are in sufficient number and adequately trained, qualified, motivated and 
supported”).6 PISA  indicators  related  to  resources,  including  teachers, are discussed  in PISA 2018 Results (Volume V): Effective 
Policies, Successful Schools (OECD, forthcoming[6]).  

HOW PISA AND THE OECD ARE HELPING COUNTRIES BUILD NATIONAL SYSTEMS FOR MONITORING 
LEARNING GOALS
Through  participation  in  PISA,  countries  can  also  enhance  their  capacity  to  develop  relevant  data  to monitor  national  and 
international  learning  targets  at  different  levels  of  education.  While  most  countries  that  have  participated  in  PISA  already 
have adequate systems in place, that  is not true for many low- and middle-income countries. To this end, the OECD PISA for 
Development  initiative not only aimed  to expand  the coverage of  the  international assessment  to  include more middle- and 
low-income countries, it also offered these countries assistance in building their national assessment and data-collection systems. 
These capacity-building components of the PISA programme are now offered to all new countries joining PISA for its 2021 or 
2024 cycle. 

Countries that took part in PISA for Development prepared for their participation through a process that began with an analysis 
of their capacity to implement PISA and make use of PISA data, and included planning to strengthen that capacity. Countries were 
supported by the OECD and its contractors at each stage of the assessment cycle. This process helped countries overcome two 
potential barriers to participation in PISA: a lack of capacity to implement the assessment and a lack of experience in using PISA 
data and results. To overcome the latter obstacle, the OECD and its contractors offered training and assistance in data analysis, 
the interpretation of PISA results, report writing and communication.  

During the analysis phase of the project, analysts confirmed that the test instruments measured what they purported to measure, 
and that the population statistics derived from tests and questionnaires could be compared internationally and used to monitor 
global  learning goals. National analysis  teams therefore could use the assessment results  for a report  that  included relevant 
comparisons to inform decisions concerning national policies. Each country’s report highlighted main messages from the results 
as well as policy options to pursue to improve learning outcomes.7

Other OECD data, such as those derived from the Survey of Adult Skills (a product of the OECD Programme for the International 
Assessment of Adult Competencies [PIAAC]) and the OECD Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS), provide a solid 
evidence base for monitoring education goals more widely. PIAAC,  in particular,  is the principal source of data for measuring 
progress towards SDG Target 4.6 – adult literacy and numeracy. OECD data complement and inspire national data systems and 
promote peer  learning, as countries can compare  their experiences  in  implementing policies  through their own analyses, or 
through reviews and reports co-ordinated by the OECD. 
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Notes
1. Evidence supporting the comparability of PISA for Development results with results from the PISA pen-and-pencil tests can be found in Chapter 

12 of the PISA for Development Technical Report (OECD, 2018[3]).

2. Level 2 proficiency is already used as a normative benchmark in many countries. For example, the European Union’s strategic framework for 
co-operation in education and training (known as ET 2020), established in 2009, states: “By 2020, the share of low-achieving 15-year-olds in 
reading, mathematics and science should be less than 15%” (as measured by the proportion of 15-year-old students performing below Level 2 
in PISA) (European Council, 2009[7]).

3. In many countries, PISA samples are stratified according to geography and can also be used to monitor disparities related to location (e.g. 
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girls) divided by the share in the second group (e.g. boys). If the share in the second group is smaller, the parity index is defined as two minus 
the inverse ratio.

5. It is possible to interpret socio-economic parity indices in this way because socio-economic groups (advantaged and disadvantaged) are defined 
to be of equal size, each comprising one quarter of a country’s/economy’s 15-year-old students.

6. Data from two other OECD programmes, the Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) and the Indicators of Education Systems (INES) 
programme, can also be used to monitor progress towards Target 4.c. 

7. PISA for Development capacity-needs analyses and national reports can be accessed through www.oecd.org/pisa/pisa-for-development/pisa-
for-development-documentation.htm (accessed on 13 July 2019).
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