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How well do school systems perform in providing young people
with a solid foundation of knowledge and skills, and in preparing
them for life and learning beyond school?

Andreas Schleicher
Head, Indicators and Analysis Division
OECD Directorate for Education

Ladies and gentlemen, it is a great
pleasure to share findings from OECDis
work on evaluation and assessment with
you today, and | congratulate CRET for
the organisation of this symposium and
for becoming involved in the important
field of assessment.

Education is a field where we have all
our own beliefs of how things should be.
But what do parents really know about
what students learn, and how they
learn? How does a teacher in the
classroom profit from the experience of
the teacher in the classroom next door?
And how do schools learn from each other,
and with each other? In fact, how much
further could education systems be if we
could bring together and really use the
potential that is in the minds of the
teaching force - not just for the delivery
of instruction in the classroom, but for
creating a truly knowledge-based
educational profession, as we take it for
granted today in fields like science or
medicine? The reality is that there is
often insufficient parental
involvement, teachers are confronting
difficult problems in their classes in
isolation, and schools operate without
knowing much of their strengths and
weaknesses, the results of their efforts,
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and perhaps even without a sufficient
understanding of the kind of competencies
young people require today to become
successful citizens.
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The reality is that teachers and schools
often operate in the dark, and in the
darkness, all students, schools and
education systems look the same. When
we know little about the strengths and
weaknesses of schools and education
systems, it is difficult to improve quality
and equity in educational outcomes. This
is where assessments come in and make
them so crucially important. Assessments

can help to bring some light into this

darkness, and help reveal major
differences in the quality, equity and
efficiency of schools and education
systems.
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Primarily, assessment is a national
agenda. However, international

assessments provide important insights
as well. With their comparative
perspective, they tell countries whether
good is good enough and, perhaps more
importantly, they show what is possible.
For example, OECDis Programme for
International Student Achievement 9
PISA 6 shows that strong educational
performance and, indeed, improvement
is possible. It provides countries with
opportunities to identify their own
strengths and weaknesses, and by
looking to other education systems, to
think about how they might further
optimise their existing education system,
and reflect on the transformation of some
of the paradigm and beliefs underlying
their education system.
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Those are the kinds of things | would like
to speak about this afternoon. I will start
with some reflections about how our
world is changing, because | believe that
it is fundamentally important that we
evaluate education systems not only by
looking at whether students
reproduce what they have been taught,
but by looking at the extent to which
students can use and apply what they
have learned in novel situations,
situations in which they have never been
but which may challenge them in their

can

in

future. 1 will explain how PISA has
conceptualised this. Then I will use the
PISA framework to look at the
performance of education systems today,
and at what the best performing
countries show can be achieved. That
brings us to the question of what we can
do to do things better, to raise quality
and equity in education, which will be

the last part of my presentation.
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Growth in baseline qualifications
A-world of change

TSONS WITh TSCED3 gualficatior
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It is instructive to start with looking at
the pace of change in education systems,
because becoming better is not enough if
the pace of change is faster elsewhere.
The chart looks at baseline qualifications
in a range of countries for which we have
comparative data. Think back to how the

educational
1960s,
individuals

landscape looked in the
in terms of the proportion of
who had  successfully
completed secondary school, sort of the
minimum  entrance ticket to the
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knowledge economy. You can see that two
generations ago, the United States was
well ahead of everyone else, at the top
rank, and evidence at the OECD
suggests that the economic success of the
US today is at least in part based on its
traditionally high standards of human
capital. However, already in the 1970s,
some countries had caught up, in the
1980s, the expansion of education
continued, and the relative standing of
countries changed yet again in the 1990s.
While the US was number one in the
1960s in terms of the proportion of
individuals completing high-school, in
the 1990s it was at rank 9, i.e. one of
many countries doing well, not because
standards had fallen, but because they
have risen so much faster elsewhere.
Japan is a case in point, in the 1960s, it
started at rank 10, today it ranks 3 on
this measure. Or take Korea. Two
generations ago, Korea had the standard
of living of Afghanistan today and it was
among the lowest performers in
education among OECD countries. Today
it is the top performer in terms of
successful school leavers. As the world
has changed, some countries have not
kept up with the pace, the UK illustrates
this starkly, where upper secondary
attainment fell back from a good middle
position to rank 22 among the 30 OECD
countries, not because school completion
fell, but because it rose so much faster
elsewhere.

Aspirations for higher education at age 15

Korea United Japan Hong=
States Kong

Moving targets
Future—supply-eFupper-secondary-graduates

No doubt, the international supply of
gualifications will continue to change, if
only because of the mere size of some
countries. As you can see from this chart,
by 2015, China could ocutnumber Europe
and the US together in terms of the
number of first degree graduates coming
out of education systems each year. Some
people say this is all a zero-sum game
and if education is expanding, there will
be massive inflation on degrees and
gualifications, sort of, one day, we will
all have a university degree and work for
the minimum wage. But the evidence
suggests that the value of highly skilled
people does not diminish as their number
gets larger, as is happening for
low-skilled workers. For example, the
earnings gap between the
better-educated and those with lower
gualifications is growing rather than
shrinking and in most OECD countries
and people without baseline
gualifications face a significantly higher,
and growing, risk of unemployment.
Once again, in virtually all
industrialised countries, the relative
prospects of those individuals who are
well educated have risen, whereas we are
seeing declining living standards for
those individuals, and nations, that
struggle with the transition to the
knowledge economy. The reality is that
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the gap between what our education

systems deliver, and what is required,
continues to widen.
Future supply of upper-secondary graduates
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Why do we need to care about all of this?
It has to do with social and economic
progress, with social cohesion, and with
efficiency. There are increasing skill
to economic
growth

innovation.

barriers
productivity and rates
technological We need
increasingly worry about the role
skills in creating social inequity
economic outcomes. It is noteworthy that

growth,
of

in

both the average and the distribution of
skill to long-term
growth. We see falling productivity levels
of education systems in almost all
countries. All of this brings us to the
of education, to the
guestion: How well do school systems

matter economic

fundamentals

perform in providing young people with a
solid foundation of knowledge and skills,
in preparing them for life and
learning beyond school? The answer to

and

this question is not straightforward, and
it needs to build on an understanding of
the competencies that make individuals
successful in todayis world.

Who will be fisafed from outsourcing,
digitalisation-and-automatisation?

£ The great synthesisers
_ Conventionally, our approach to problems was
breaking them down into manageable bits and
pieces, today we create value by synthesising
disparate bits together
/£ The great explainers
. The more content we can search and access, the
more important the filters and explainers become
IZ & The great collaboraters-and erchestrators
Q — The more complex theglobalised world-becomes;
the more-individuals-and-companies need various
forms of co-ordination and management

If in a global economy, all work that can
be digitised, automatised or outsourced
will be digitised,
outsourced, then the question arises
what will make young people successful
and osafed from digitisation,
automatisation and outsourcing, and by
implication, what are the key
competencies education systems need to
provide for young people to succeed. And
this extends not just to economic success,
but equally to other social and civic
spheres.

A strong foundation of subject matter
knowledge will always remain at the
heart of success, but it is no longer
enough. Let us look beyond subject
matter knowledge for a moment. The
conventional approach in school is often
to break problems down into manageable
bits and pieces and then teach students
how to solve these. However, today we

automatised or
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create value by synthesising disparate
bits, today, for example, the computer
scientist is at a premium who works in
the pharmazeutical company to analyse
genetic structures and turns this
knowledge into new medicines. If such
competencies matter, we need to reflect
them in modern assessments.

Similarly, if we log on to the world wide
web today, we can find everything we are
looking for, and teaching students to
access and process information is easy.
But the more content we can search and
access, the more important will those
people become, who can meaningfully
sort and filter information and explain
specialised content in their own sphere
to people working in other spheres.
Again, if those competencies matter, we

need to reflect them in modern
assessments.
In our schools, students learn

individually and at the end of the school
year, we certify their individual
achievement. But the more complex the
globalised world becomes, the
individuals and companies need various
forms of co-ordination and management,
the great collaborators and orchestrators
will be successful, people who can relate

more

well to others, manage and resolve
conflicts, to respect and appreciate
different values, Dbeliefs, cultures.

Inter-personal competencies will be of
growing importance, but are often not

sufficiently recognised by school
curricula. and even less so iIn
assessments.

Our modern world is also no longer

divided into the categories of specialists
and generalists. Specialists generally
have deep skills and narrow scope, giving
them expertise that is recognised by
peers but they face difficulties working
outside their domain. Generalists have

broad scope but shallow skills and that is
important but not enough. What counts
most today are versatilists who are
capable to apply depth of skill to a
progressively widening scope of
situations and experiences, gaining new
competencies, building relationships,
and assuming new roles. Modern schools
therefore need to help young individuals
to constantly adapt and grow, individuals
who cannot only reproduce subject
matter knowledge but have the capacity
and motivation to expand their horizons
and transfer and apply knowledge in
novel settings. As peoples future
becomes and more uncertain,
individuals need to have the capacity to
find and constantly adjust their right
place in an increasingly complex world,
people who can manage their lives in
meaningful and responsible way, and to
recognise rights and limitations, those of
themselves and others.
We can extend the list further but the
point is that, whatever competencies are
considered
societies,
assessments

more

relevant for success in

need to base

of learning
on those key
competencies, than solely
assessing the efficiency with which
students have learned what they have

been taught.

modern we
modern
school

outcomes at

rather

Who will be fisafed from outsourcing,
digitalisation-and-automatisation?
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/& The great versatilists

_Specialists generally have deep skills and narrow scope, giving
them expertise that is recognised by peers but not valued
outside their domain

. Generalists have broad scope but shallow skills

. Versatilists apply depth of skill to a progressively widening
scope of situations and experiences, gaining new competencies,
building relationships, and assuming new roles.

. They are capable not only of constantly adapting but also of
constantly learning and growing

£The great-personalisers

—A-revivalof interpersonal-skills,—skills-that-have-atrhophied-to
some degree because of the industrial-age and the Internet

£ The great localisers

. Localising the global
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Since the mid-1990s governments of the

OECD have been working
establishing a comparative framework to
assess how well their education systems
prepare students for modern societies.
The result has been the OECD
Programme International
Assessment (PISA), the most rigorous

international effort to date to assess

on

for

learning outcomes and to identify the
policy levers that may help improving
the performance of education systems.
And today, PISA covers the countries
that roughly produce 9 tenths of todayis
World economic output. So, if education
goes wrong in these countries, we do
have a global problem. A distinguishing
characteristic of PISA is also that it us
not merely inward-looking, i.e. looking
back at what students were expected to
have learned, but that it tries to look
outward, and assess what students can

do with what they have learned.

PISA started out with a concept of
competence defined as the ability to meet
individual or social demands successfully.
This external, demand-oriented, or
functional approach has the advantage of
placing at the forefront the personal and
social demands facing individuals. This
demand-oriented definition needs to be
complemented by a conceptualization of
competencies
structures & in the sense of abilities,

as internal mental
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capacities or dispositions embedded in
the individual. Each competence is built
on a combination of interrelated
cognitive and practical skills, knowledge
(including tacit knowledge), motivation,
attitudes, emotions, and other social and
behavioral components that together can
be mobilized for effective action.
Measuring and comparing competencies
across cultures is a difficult challenge
and PISA can only progressively
accomplish this. PISA therefore started
with competency domains where we were
most confident in measurement and what
we believe is the essential foundation for
competency development: PISA focused
its initial assessments on literacy skills,
the capacity of young adults to access,
manage, integrate and evaluate
information, to think imaginatively, to
hypothesise and discover, and to
communicate their thoughts and ideas
effectively. In 2000, we began the PISA
study with a focus on reading literacy,
where we examined the capacity of
students to use, interpret and reflect on
written material. The emphasis of our
PISA assessment in 2003 was on
mathematics, not mainly in the sense of
testing the reproduction of mathematical
knowledge, but with emphasis placed on
mathematical knowledge put into
functional use in a multitude of different
situations in varied, reflective and
insight-based ways. In 2006, we focussed
on

Studentsi Scientific knowledge and use of
that knowledge to identify questions, to
acquire new knowledge, to explain
scientific phenomena, draw
evidence-based conclusions

and to
about
their

characteristic

science-related issues;
understanding the
features of science as a form of human
knowledge and enquiry; their awareness

of

of how science and technology shape our
material,
environments; and their willingness to
engage in science-related issues, and
with the ideas of science, as a reflective

intellectual and cultural

citizen. PISA has also begun to look at
studentsi dispositions to learning, their
approaches to learning, their
self-concept and their engagement with
school more generally. These,
incidentally, are areas where Japanis
strong performance in academic subjects
with only
dispositions to learning.
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