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The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) seeks to measure how well young 
adults, at age 15, and therefore near the end of compulsory schooling, are prepared to use knowledge 
and skills to meet real-life challenges.  

PISA 2012 measured the mathematical, scientific and reading literacy of around  
510 000 students across 65 participating countries and economies, including 34 OECD countries and 
31 partner countries or economies. In Australia, a nationally representative sample of 14 481 students 
from 775 schools participated. 

 
A note on wording: 
The term ‘significantly’ is used as a technical term to indicate that the difference is statistically 
significant at the 95 per cent confident level (that is, a difference would be found in 95 of every 100 
replications).  It is not to be confused with the term ‘substantial’. 

Australia’s Measurement Framework for Schooling identifies a proficiency at Level 3 in PISA as the 
nationally agreed baseline, as it ‘represents a “challenging but reasonable” expectation of student 
achievement at a year level with students needing to demonstrate more than elementary skills 
expected at that year level’. 

For convenience, the participating economic regions of Chinese Taipei, Hong Kong–China, Macao–
China and Shanghai–China will be referred to below as countries. Results for an economic region are 
only representative of the region assessed, and not representative of the country. 
 
Unless otherwise stated, Australia’s performance in PISA 2012 has only been compared with those 
countries that achieved a mean score that was higher than the lowest performing OECD country 
(Mexico). 
 
 
National Results 
 
Mathematical literacy 

• Out of all 65 participating countries, Australia performed at a significantly higher level in 
mathematical literacy than 41 countries, at a significantly lower level than 16 countries and 
at a similar level to seven countries. 

• In Australia, 42 per cent of students failed to reach the national baseline proficiency level 
(Level 3) in mathematical literacy, compared to 11 per cent in Shanghai–China and 20 per 
cent in Singapore. The OECD average was 45 per cent.  

• Australia was one of 13 countries whose mean mathematical literacy performance declined 
significantly between PISA 2003 and PISA 2012 – the two PISA cycles in which 
mathematical literacy was the focus – while nine countries have seen a significant 
improvement in their mathematical literacy performance. 

 
Scientific literacy 

• Out of all 65 participating countries, Australia performed at a significantly higher level in 
scientific literacy than 46 countries, at a significantly lower level than seven countries and at 
a similar level to 11 countries. 
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• In Australia, 35 per cent of students failed to reach the national baseline proficiency level 
(Level 3) in scientific literacy, compared to 13 per cent in Shanghai–China, 19 per cent in 
Hong Kong–China, and 24 per cent in Finland and Estonia, and 25 per cent in Korea.. The 
OECD average was 42 per cent. 

• Australia performed at a similar level in scientific literacy in PISA 2012 as it did in PISA 
2006, while 14 countries have seen a significant improvement and seven countries have seen 
a significant decline in their scientific literacy performance over the same period.  

 
Reading literacy 

• Out of all 65 participating countries, Australia performed at a significantly higher level in 
reading literacy than 44 countries, at a significantly lower level than nine countries and at a 
similar level to 11 countries. 

• In Australia, 36 per cent of students failed to reach the national baseline proficiency level 
(Level 3) in reading literacy, compared to 14 per cent in Shanghai–China, 21 per cent in 
Hong Kong–China, 24 per cent in Korea. The OECD average was 41 per cent. 

• Six countries, including Australia and Finland showed a significant decline in reading 
literacy performance between PISA 2000, and PISA 2012, while 13 countries have seen a 
significant improvement in their reading literacy performance over the same period. 

 
Results for the Australian states and territories 

 
Mathematical literacy 

• ACT, WA, NSW and QLD performed at a significantly higher level than the OECD average, 
while VIC and SA performed at a similar level to the OECD average, and TAS and NT 
performed significantly lower than the OECD average. 

• The proportion of students failing to reach the national baseline proficiency level (Level 3) 
in mathematical literacy was: 35 per cent in ACT, 37 per cent in  WA, 41 per cent in NSW, 
42 per cent in QLD and VIC, 47 per cent in SA, 52 per cent in TAS, and 59 per cent in NT.  

• The difference between the mean mathematical literacy score for the highest-performing 
state/territory, ACT, and the lowest-performing state/territory, NT, was the equivalent of 
almost two years of schooling. 

• All states, except Victoria, showed a significant decline in their mathematical literacy 
performance between PISA 2003 and PISA 2012. 

• Boys performed at a significantly higher level than girls in mathematical literacy in three 
states – WA, VIC and SA – while in the remaining states and territories there were no 
significant sex differences. 

 
Scientific literacy 

• TAS and NT performed at a similar level to the OECD average, while the other states and 
territories all performed at a significantly higher level than the OECD average. 

• The proportion of students failing to reach the national baseline proficiency level (Level 3) 
in scientific literacy was: 29 per cent in ACT, 30 per cent in WA, 34 per cent in NSW, 36 
per cent in QLD and VIC, 39 per cent in SA, 43 per cent in TAS and 45 per cent in NT. 

• The difference between the mean scientific literacy score for the highest-performing 
state/territory, WA, and the lowest-performing state/territory, NT, was the equivalent of 
almost one-and-a-half years of schooling. 

• The mean scientific literacy performance of students in ACT and SA declined significantly 
between PISA 2006 and PISA 2012, while all other states and territories performed at a 
similar level.  

 
Reading literacy 

• ACT, WA, VIC, NSW and QLD performed at a significantly higher level than the OECD 
average, while SA performed at a similar level to the OECD average, and TAS and NT 
performed significantly lower than the OECD average. 

• The proportion of students failing to reach the national baseline proficiency level (Level 3) 
in reading literacy was: 28per cent in ACT, 32 per cent in VIC, 33 per cent in WA, 36 per 
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cent in NSW, 38 per cent in QLD, 40 per cent in SA, 47 per cent in TAS and 48 per cent in 
NT. 

• The difference between the mean reading literacy score for the highest-performing 
state/territory, ACT, and the lowest-performing state/territory, NT, was the equivalent of 
more than one-and-a-half years of schooling. 

• The mean reading literacy performance of students in ACT, NSW, SA, TAS and NT 
declined significantly between PISA 2000 and PISA 2012, while QLD, WA and VIC 
performed at a similar level. 

 
Results by sex 
 
Mathematical literacy 

• In Australia, boys performed at a significantly higher level than girls in mathematical 
literacy, by the equivalent of about a third of a year of schooling. 

• In only three countries – Thailand, Malaysia and Iceland – did girls achieve significantly 
higher than boys in mathematical literacy. 

• In Australia, mathematical literacy performance between PISA 2003 and PISA 2012 
declined more for girls than it did for boys. 

 
Scientific literacy 

• Australian girls and boys performed at a similar level in scientific literacy, while across 
OCED countries, boys outperformed girls by a narrow margin. 

• In nine countries there was a significant gender difference in scientific literacy in favour of 
boys, while girls outperformed boys in 13 countries. 

• The scientific literacy performance of both Australian girls and boys has remained stable 
between PISA 2006 and PISA 2012. 

 
Reading literacy 

• In all participating countries, including Australia, girls performed significantly higher than 
boys in reading literacy. 

• In Australia, the reading literacy gender difference represents around one year of schooling, 
while Bulgaria reported the widest gender difference at the equivalent of around two years of 
schooling. 

• Australia was one of four countries in which the mean performance of both boys and girls 
declined significantly between PISA 2000 and PISA 2012. 

 
Results by student background 
 
Mathematical literacy 

• Foreign-born students and first-generation students achieved at significantly higher levels 
than Australian-born students in mathematical literacy. 

• The difference between the mean mathematical literacy score of students in the highest 
socioeconomic quartile and students in the lowest socioeconomic quartile equates to around 
two-and-a-half years of schooling. 

• Language at home was not found to be a significant factor in mathematical literacy 
achievement, with the scores of students who spoke English at home statistically similar to 
those of students who spoke a language other than English at home. 

• The difference between the mean mathematical literacy score of Indigenous students and 
non-Indigenous students equates to more than two-and-a-half years of schooling. 

 
Scientific literacy 

• Australian-born students’ performance in scientific literacy was significantly lower than that 
of first-generation students and was not statistically different from that of foreign-born 
students. 
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• The difference between the mean scientific literacy score of students in the highest 
socioeconomic quartile and students in the lowest socioeconomic quartile equates to around 
two-and-a-half years of schooling. 

• Students who spoke English as their main language at home performed significantly higher 
in scientific literacy than those students whose main language at home was a language other 
than English, by the equivalent of around half of a school year. 

• The difference between the mean scientific literacy score of Indigenous students and non-
Indigenous students equates to around two-and-a-half years of schooling. 

 
Reading literacy 

• Australian-born students’ performance in reading literacy was significantly lower than that 
of first-generation students and was not statistically different from that of foreign-born 
students. 

• The difference between the mean reading literacy score of students in the highest 
socioeconomic quartile and students in the lowest socioeconomic quartile equates to around 
two-and-a-half years of schooling. 

• In terms of language background, 34 per cent of students who spoke English as their main 
language at home failed to reach the national baseline proficiency level (Level 3) in reading 
literacy, compared to 40 per cent of students who spoke a language other than English at 
home. 

• The difference between the mean reading literacy score of Indigenous students and non-
Indigenous students equates to around two-and-a-half years of schooling. 
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