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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The UAE took part in the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2015,
an international large-scale assessment that measures the achievement of 15-year-old
students in Science, Mathematics and Reading every three years in over 70 countries.
This was the third participation in the study for the Ministry of Education in the UAE, the
first one being in 2009. Like policymakers worldwide, the Ministry of Education in the
UAE highly values the data produced by the successive PISA cycles every three years, as
they provide insights on the impact of educational policies on students’ achievement in
Science, Mathematics and Reading over time.

Over 15,000 15-year-olds in the UAE took part in PISA 2015. These students were
enrolled in public and private schools offering a variety of curricula across all the UAE.
PISA assessments are not directly linked to specific school curricula; instead they are
designed to assess the extent to which students at the end of compulsory education
can apply their knowledge to real-life situations and be equipped for full participation
in society. This is particularly important in the UAE, as the country National Agenda,
Vision 2021, has set a goal that the UAE should aim to be amongst the top 20 performing
countries in PISA by 2021.

The Ministry of Education in the UAE has applied a new methodology featured in this
reporttocalculatethe2015international assessmentcountryrankings. Thismethodology
entails that countries which have received the same rounded scores would be given the
same rank. By applying this new methodology, the listing of country rankings is more
accurate as it does not reflect variations in rankings due to insignificant digits after the
decimal (sometimes as low as only 0.1 of a score point). It is therefore important to
consider the effect of this methodology when comparing the country rankings between
rounds as a climb in the ranks does not necessarily signify an improvement.

PISA 2015 results indicate that students in the UAE ranked in the 35" position in Science,
the major domain in this cycle, improving their 44" position from the previous 2012
cycle. Although students performed slightly better on some subscales, there was minimal
variation within or between the Science subdomains. In Mathematics, the UAE ranked
37% globally in PISA 2015; this was an improvement by 11 rankings compared to 2012.
In Reading, students in the UAE have improved by 12 positions since PISA 2012 ranking
34™ on the international scale. When compared to the participating Arabic-speaking
countries, the UAE maintained its top ranking in all three domains™.

! Participating countries within the Arabic-speaking countries include Algeria, Jordan, Lebanon, Qatar, Tunisia and the UAE.




The OECD considers students at or above proficiency Level 2 as having the necessary
skills to succeed in the knowledge economy. In PISA 2015, 58% of students in the UAE
achieved Level 2 and above in Science, 52% in Math and 60% in Reading, with a large
portion of them (40% to 48%) achieving at or below Level 1. When compared to UAE
performance in PISA 2012, these results mark a consistent decrease in the proportion of
students achieving at Level 2 or above across all domains and a concurrent increase in
the proportion of students achieving at or below Level 1.

Comparably to 2012, gender differentials have been observed in PISA 2015 with girls
consistently outperforming boys in all domains, especially in Reading. Although the size
of the differential remained wide, the country has been successful in narrowing it in
comparison with the previous PISA cycle. As for the gender differentials in proficiency
levels, the existing gap was narrower in Mathematics as compared to Science and Reading.
In Science, 65% of girls were at Level 2 or above versus 51% of boys. At the other end
of the distribution in Science, 35% of females scored at Level 1 or below versus 49% of
males. In Reading, 70% of girls were at Level 2 or above versus 48% of boys; at the other
end of the distribution, only 30% of girls scored at or below Level 1 while 52% of boys
reached the same level.

The UAE is determined to meet Vision 2021 target of being one of the top 20 performing
countries in PISA. The results of PISA 2015 as described in this report will provide
decision-makers with the necessary information to inform future educational reforms
and allocation of resources to ensure that Vision 2021 goals are realized.

13
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INTRODUCTION
THE UAE VISION 2021
AND PISA 2015

The United Arab Emirates continuous investment in education enabled the country to
accomplish impressive feats and to develop at a remarkable pace in recent years. The
country is continuing to flourish and is becoming one of the most advanced countries in
the rapidly growing world economy. In 2010 and in line with its great efforts to continue
improving the educational sector, the UAE has participated in several international
assessments, such as the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA).
Repeated every three years, PISAis arigorous international assessment of 15-year-
old students’ achievement overseen by the Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD). The target age represents a critical milestone in a student’s
educational pathway as it is the end of compulsory schooling in most countries around
the world. PISA is an essential instrument for policymakers aiming to understand
the determinants of a high quality educational system as the assessment presents
cross-nationally comparable evidence on students’ skills. The country had its first
participation in a special cycle called PISA 2009* and continued its participation with
the 2012 and 2015 cycles with all the UAE2 The country will also participate in the
upcoming 2018 and 2021 cycles.

2Dubai was the only emirate to participate in PISA 2009. Later, the UAE participated on a country level in PISA 2009+.

In keeping with its forward-looking vision, the UAE has launched Vision 2021 National
Agenda to achieve the goal of a modern and prosperous country. As illustrated in the
below visual, Vision 2021 consists of six national priorities, which represent the key

sectors that the government will focus on in the coming years.

National

Priorities

What are the main goals of Vision 2021?
Vision 2021 consists of four main principles that underpin all national targets, policies
and reforms. These principles are:

01 Unity in Responsibility 02 Unity in Destiny

To build a cohesive society in the
UAE and promote national identity
by emphasizing the UAE cultural

heritage and high literacy in Arabic

To maintain safety in the UAE and
fairness of the judiciary system

03 Unity in Knowledge 04 Unity in Prosperity

To develop a knowledge economy
where access to high quality
information is crucial for economic
growth

To provide a First-Rate Education and
World-Class Healthcare as well as
develop infrastructure while
maintaining the environment

17




First-Rate Education System: Path to the PISA Target

In Vision 2021, the provision of high quality education is one of the six national priorities
and is considered it to be a critical element for the development of the country. The
vision emphasizes the importance of developing a first-rate education system and
sets targets for eight performance indicators that are to be met by 2021. Two of
these indicators relate to performance on international assessments: (1) aim to
be amongst the top 20 performing countries in PISA and (2) aim to be amongst
the 15 best performing countries in the Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS)3.

The target set in Vision 2021 for the UAE to be ranked amongst the 20 best achieving
countries in PISA by 2021 is ambitious yet attainable given the immense efforts and
resources the country is investing in the education sector. The visual below illustrates
the path to the PISA target since the first participation of the country in 2009. After each
PISA administration, the government evaluates progress in students’ achievement and
develops suitable educational reforms to ensure that the PISA target is achieved by the
deadline. Therefore, it is crucial to analyse PISA results in depth, identify areas in need
of improvement in the current system and propose policy recommendations.

The below visual illustrates the pathway of the country to achieve the Vision 2021 targets
for the PISA assessment.

Target for PISA:
For the UAE to rank among
the 20 top performing countries

PISA

Achieved ranks & scores in PISA
2015

Science: 35t , score: 437
Mathematics: 37t , score: 427
Reading: 34", score: 434

| Vision 2021 National Agenda I

Achieved ranks & scores in PISA
2009+

Science: 41%, score: 438
Mathematics: 41, score: 421
Reading: 42", score: 431

3 Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) is an international large-scale assessment that measures
students’ achievement in Mathematics and Science at Grade 4 and Grade 8 every four years in over fifty countries. TIMSS 2015
was the UAE second participation in the study, the first one being in 2011.

The Significance of Assessing the Performance of 15-year-olds in the UAE

Policymakers and educators are interested in knowing whether students are equipped
with the necessary knowledge and skills at the end of compulsory education to pursue
secondary education or enter the labour force and contribute to their society. In a context
of fierce global competition and increasing demand for skilled labour that is advanced in
technology, the UAE is fully aware of its responsibility to provide a first-rate education
system for young people and to prepare them for future employment. Participation in
PISA offers an excellent opportunity for the country to evaluate the current education
system and develop effective educational policies to improve it.

Thisreport contains preliminary findings and is intended for the public. Additional
reports addressing the in depth analysis of the PISA results and the various factors
affecting student performance and policy development will be developed in the
near future.

This report describes the performance of the UAE 15-year-old students in PISA
2015 and consists of five chapters:

— The first chapter provides an overview of what PISA measures, its development,
design and sampling procedures.

— The second chapter examines the UAE overall achievement in PISA 2015 in each
domain in the international context.

— The third chapter focuses on trends in achievements, the UAE performance in PISA
2015 in Science subscales and investigates gender differentials.

— The fourth chapter analyses the proficiency level distribution in the UAE in each
domain and by gender.

— The fifth chapter concludes the report.

Methodology To Calculate Country Rankings

The Ministry of Education in the UAE has applied a new methodology featured in this
reporttocalculatethe2015international assessmentcountryrankings. Thismethodology
entails that countries which have received the same rounded scores would be given the
same rank. By applying this new methodology, the listing of country rankings is more
accurate as it does not reflect variations in rankings due to insignificant digits after the
decimal (sometimes as low as only 0.1 of a score point). It is therefore important to
consider the effect of this methodology when comparing the country rankings between
rounds as a climb in the ranks does not necessarily signify an improvement.
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CHAPTER 1
WHAT IS PISA?

1.1 Overview of the Study

The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) was officially launched in
1997 and its first assessment was administered in 2000 with a total of 43 countries
and economies participating. Central to the development of the assessment by the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) was a strong demand
from many countries for regular and reliable data on the performance of their education
systems and the knowledge and skills of their students necessary to fully participate
in modern societies. National and international leaders recognised that, as technology
advances and more complex problems arise, what is more valued in economies and
societies today is not just the skills and knowledge students have acquired in school
but whether they can apply them to unfamiliar situations both inside and outside the
school. Leaders and policymakers are interested in assessing whether young individuals
possess such skills and are increasingly utilizing PISA results as one of the measures to
achieve that end.

Each participating country and economy uses stratified random sampling methods
identified by OECD to select 15-year-old students to represent the national student
population. This is firstly achieved by randomly selecting a minimum of 150 schools
per country, in a way that includes all school types. Subsequently, 15-year-old students
are then randomly selected from these schools. From this sample, results are weighted
and analysed using sophisticated psychometric and statistical techniques to estimate
characteristics of the entire student population. The students’ ages should range
between 15 years 3 months and 16 years 2 months at the time of the assessment.
This milestone, corresponding to the end of compulsory education in most of the OECD
countries, is important because after compulsory education, some students may choose
to continue upper secondary schooling and pursue higher education, enrol in vocational
training programmes or immediately enter the labour market, among other options.

PISA assesses students’ literacy in three compulsory domains: Reading,
Mathematics and Science and since 2012, countries could participate in two
additional optional domains: Financial Literacy and Problem Solving. Table 1.1
shows the domains tested in each PISA cycle since 2000 with a highlighted cell for the
major domain.

Table 1.1: Major domain of PISA by cycle

——— = | = | e | o | oo | oo |
v v . v
v v

Mathematics

Reading v v v v
Science v v Ty v v v
Problem solving v v v

Note: Highlighted cells represent the year(s) when a particular domain was emphasised as the focal domain.

The assessments comprise simple and complex multiple-choice questions as well as
open constructed responses. The comparability of the assessments across the cycles
enables policymakers to monitor the improvements of the educational system over time
(OECD, 2016)*.

Along with the assessments, PISA collects extensive background information through
surveys of students, parents, teachers and schools. By combining assessment and
background data, policymakers can analyse factors affecting student learning, identify
areas in need of improvement in their education systems and develop educational
policies to address them. For that purpose, PISA is considered an invaluable source of
extensive quality data for each participating country and economy.

1.2 What Does PISA Measure and How?

PISA measures the knowledge and skills that 15-year-old students have and how
well they can apply them to real life challenges through a measure of Science,
Mathematics and Reading Literacies (described in details in the sections below). Test
scores are scaled to have a mean of 500 and a standard deviation of 100 in the OECD
students’ population.

1.2.1 Science Literacy

The 2015 Definition of Science Literacy

Science Literacy is the 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:
e Explain phenomena scientifically - recognise, offer and evaluate explanations for
arange of natural and technological phenomena

e Evaluate and design scientific enquiry - describe and appraise scientific
investigations and propose ways of addressing questions scientifically

« Interpret data and evidence scientifically - analyse and evaluate data, claims
and arguments in a variety of representations and draw appropriate scientific

conclusions
Source: (OECD, 2016)°

*OECD, 2016. PISA 2015 Assessment and Analytical Framework: Science, Reading, Mathematic and Financial Literacy. Paris: OECD
Publishing.
SOECD, 2016. PISA 2015 Assessment and Analytical Framework: Science, Reading, Mathematic and Financial Literacy. Paris: OECD
Publishing
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The Science framework in PISA 2015 considers the knowledge of Science and Science
based technology a significant contributing factor to the individuals’ personal, social and
professional lives (OECD, 2016)¢. Science literacy is hence a complex constructdescribing
the scientific knowledge, critical thinking and processing skills that are necessary
for students to become pro-active citizens, capable of evaluating and using scientific
information to engage with and reflect on science-related issues especially with today
heavy influence of technology (El Masri et. al, 2016)7. An understanding of Science and
technology is thus central to a young person’s “preparedness for life” (Bybee, 2008)8.

Science Literacy was the major focus of PISA 2015. The assessment has been designed
to measure students’ performance on the following three subscales (1) Competency, (2)
Knowledge and (3) System as illustrated in the below visual (OECD, 2016)°.

Competency System

Knowledge The System subscales include the

ability to show understanding of
concepts from the Physical and Living
Sciences and Earth and Space

The Competency subscales include the
abilities to Explain Phenomena The Knowledge subscales are

comprised of Content and

Scientifically, Evaluate and Design
Scientific Enquiry and Interpret Data Procedural/Epistemic Knowledge.
and Evidence Scientifically. systems.

¢QECD, 2016. PISA 2015 Assessment and Analytical Framework: Science, Reading, Mathematic and Financial Literacy. Paris: OECD
Publishing.

7El Masri, Y.H., Baird, |, & Graesser, A., (2016). Language effects in international testing: The case of PISA 2006 science items.
Assessment in Education: Principles, Policy & Practice. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0969594X.2016.1218323.

8Bybee, R. W. (2008). Scientific literacy, environmental issues and PISA 2006: The 2008 Paul F-Brandwein lecture. Journal of
Science Education and Technology, 17(6), 566-585.

90ECD, 2016. PISA 2015 Assessment and Analytical Framework: Science, Reading, Mathematic and Financial Literacy. Paris: OECD
Publishing.

As defined by the OECD, Table 1.2 shows the desired distribution of items by subscales.

Table 1.2: Desired distribution of items in Science by subscales

Percentage of

Science .
total items

Competency

Explain phenomena scientifically
Evaluate and design scientific enquiry
Interpret data and evidence scientifically

Between 40% to 50%
Between 20% to 30%
Between 30% to 40%

Knowledge
Content Between 54% to 66%
Procedural Between 19% to 31%
Epistemic Between 10% to 22%
System
Physical 36%
Living 36%
Earth and Space 28%

1.2.2 Mathematical literacy

The 2015 Definition of Mathematics Literacy
Mathematics Literacy is the 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.

Source: (OECD, 2016)*°

PISA 2015 framework asserts that understanding Mathematics is central to a young
person’s preparedness for life, considering the growing proportion of problems and
situations encountered in daily life requiring some level of mathematical reasoning
and understanding. Thus, emphasis is accentuated on the view of students as problem
solvers and the explicit link to a variety of contexts for problems. It is therefore essential
that young people gain mathematical reasoning skills and acquire a capacity to use
mathematical concepts, procedures, facts and tools effectively in order to understand
issues and solve meaningful problems.

19 QECD, 2016. PISA 2015 Assessment and Analytical Framework: Science, Reading, Mathematic and Financial Literacy. Paris:
OECD Publishing.
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In Mathematics Literacy, the PISA assessment has been designed to measure students’
competencies in the following three aspects as illustrated in the visual below: (1) Process,
(2) Content and (3) Context.

Process

It examines a student’s ability Content
to Formulate Situations
Mathematically, Employ

Context
Content is comprised of
Change and Relationships,
Space and Shape, Quantity
and Uncertainty and Data.

Context includes four areas:
Personal, Occupational,
Societal and Scientific.

Mathematical Concepts, Facts,

Procedures and Reasoning and

Interpret, Apply and Evaluate
Mathematical Outcomes, .

Table 1.3 displays the desired distribution of items in Mathematics by aspect.
Mathematical Processes describe what individuals do to connect the context of the
problem with Mathematics and thereby solve the problem, as well as the capabilities
that underlie those processes. This aspect of the assessment examines a student’s
ability to (1) Formulate Situations Mathematically, (2) Employ Mathematical Concepts,
Facts, Procedures and Reasoning and (3) Interpret, Apply and Evaluate Mathematical
Outcomes. The second Mathematical aspect, the Content, refers to the ability to apply
mathematical knowledge to the solution of meaningful contextualized problems. It
is comprised of four content categories: (1) Change and Relationships, (2) Space and
Shape, (3) Quantity and (4) Uncertainty and Data. The third mathematical aspect, the
Context, ensures that the assessment reflects a broad range of uses of Mathematics, from
everyday personal uses to the scientific demands of global problems. The Context aspect
consists of four types: (1) Personal, (2) Occupational, (3) Societal and (4) Scientific.

26

Table 1.3: Desired distribution of items by aspect of Mathematics Literacy

Percentage of total

Mathematics .
items

Formulating situations mathematically 25%
Employing mathematical concepts, facts,

procedures and reasoning 50%
Interpreting, applying and evaluating

mathematical outcomes 25%
Change and relationships 25%
Space and shape 25%
Quantity 25%

Uncertainty and data 25%

Personal 25%
Occupational 25%
Societal 25%
Scientific 25%

Source: (OECD, 2016)"

1.2.3 Reading Literacy

The 2015 Definition of Reading Literacy
Reading Literacy is understanding, using, reflecting on and engaging with written
texts, in order to achieve one’s goals, develop one’s knowledge, and potential and
participate in society.
Source: (OECD, 2016)*?

11 OECD, 2016. PISA 2015 Assessment and Analytical Framework: Science, Reading, Mathematic and Financial Literacy. Paris:
OECD Publishing.
120ECD, 2016. PISA 2015 Assessment and Analytical Framework: Science, Reading, Mathematic and Financial Literacy. Paris:
OECD Publishing.
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PISA 2015 framework for Reading Literacy suggests that its intention is to express the
active, purposeful and functional application of Reading in a range of situations and
for various purposes. Achievements in Reading Literacy are considered a prerequisite
for successful participation in most areas of adult life (Smith et. al, 2000)*3. It is, thus,
essential to track and improve students’ achievement in Reading Literacy and to compare
the country performance against international benchmarks.

The Reading Literacy domain in PISA has been developed on three main task
characteristics as illustrated in the visual below: (1) Situation, (2) Text and (3) Aspect.

Aspect

Situation Text Format , o
Aspect is the cognitive

Situation is the contexts in Text is the range of materials approach that defines the way

which reading takes place. It that is read. It consists of four readers engage with a text. It
includes Personal, formats: Continuous, Non- includes three categories:

Educational, Occupational and Continuous, Mixed and Access and Retrieve, Integrate

Public Contexts. Multiple. and Interpret and Reflect and
Evaluate.

Table 1.4 reports the desired distribution of items in Reading by task characteristic.
The first task characteristic, the Situation, refers to the four different contexts in which
reading takes place. It includes Personal, Educational, Occupational and Public Contexts.
The second task characteristic, the Text, represents the range of materials that is read
and consists of four different formats: Continuous, Non-Continuous, Mixed and Multiple.
The third characteristic, the Aspect, describes the cognitive approach that defines the
way readers engage with a text and includes three categories: Access and Retrieve,
Integrate and Interpret and Reflect and Evaluate.

13Smith, M. C., Mikulecky, L., Kibby, M. W,, Dreher, M. ]., & Dole, J. A. (2000). What will be the demands of literacy in the workplace
in the next millennium? Reading research quarterly, 35(3), 378-383.
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Table 1.4: Desired distribution of items in Reading by task characteristic

Reading Percentage of total items

Personal 30%
Educational 25%
Occupational 15%
Public 30%
Continuous 60%
Non-continuous 30%
Mixed 5%
Multiple 5%
L Aspex
Access and retrieve 25%
Integrate and interpret 50%
Reflect and evaluate 25%

Source: (OECD, 2016)*

1.3 The Importance of Participating in PISA
PISAhasbecomeanimportantinternational educational assessmenttomeasure students’
performance and progress in Mathematics, Reading and Science. Many countries and
economies choose to participate in PISA for a variety of reasons. This section outlines
four major benefits for participating in PISA.

a. Comprehensive data on 15-year-old students and relevant stakeholders

PISA not only assesses students’ skills, knowledge and competencies in the three
domains, but also offers the option to survey students, parents, schools and teachers
to collect rich data on learning-related factors both at school and at home. This data
enables policymakers to analyse performance in-depth and identify factors inhibiting or
encouraging students’ learning. Such analyses allow policymakers to respond to needs
and design effective educational policies and programs to improve performance.

1*QECD, 2016. PISA 2015 Assessment and Analytical Framework: Science, Reading, Mathematic and Financial Literacy. Paris:
OECD Publishing
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b. International benchmarking of educational systems worldwide and
understanding trends

PISA allows policymakers to compare students’ performance within countries and
against regional and global benchmarks. As the UAE has over 20 different curricula
offered across the country, this data is particularly useful when conducting analysis by
school type and curriculum. PISA also provides an understanding of how well students
perform relative to their international peers and international standards set by the
OECD. An international comparison enables policymakers to identify the strengths
and weaknesses of their educational systems and to accordingly set national goals and
strategies. Furthermore, repeated participation in PISA every three years allows for the
comparison of performance across cycles and hence deducing trends. This is especially
important when evaluating educational policies and strategies over time.

c. The lifelong learning component

PISA not only assesses students’ performance in Science, Mathematics and Reading
Literacy, but also gathers information about their motivations and their learning
strategies and their beliefs about themselves. This is driven by the conviction that to
successfully become lifelong learners, students need to be aware of how and why they
learn. This data is essential to promote positive changes not only in core subjects such
as Science, Mathematics and Reading, but also to explore the extent to which school
systems support students’ attainment of learning competencies which are critical for
academic success and learning throughout their lives.

d. PISA as a computer-based assessment

In alignment with the rapid advancements in technology worldwide, computer-based
assessments became the primary mode of delivery for all domains in PISA 2015. The
rationale behind this change alludes to the need for international assessments to adapt
to current times by advancing the technological components. Also, computer-assisted
scoring ensures higher efficiency in the assessment process and reduces the time lag
between collecting the data once the assessment is administered and making results
available to participant countries to feed into educational improvement.

These important benefits of participating in PISA have led to a rapid growth over time
in the number of participating countries and economies. In the first PISA cycle in 2000,
a total of 43 countries and economies participated. Fifteen years later, in PISA 2015, the
number grew to over 70 countries, including the 34 OECD member countries. Table 1.5
lists the countries and economies participating in PISA 2015.

Table 1.5: PISA 2015 Participants

OECD Countries Partner Countries & Economies

Australia Korea Albania Lithuania
Austria Luxembourg Algeria Macao-China
Belgium Mexico Argentina Macedonia
Canada Netherlands Beijing-China Malaysia
Chile New Zealand Brazil Malta
Czech Republic Norway Bulgaria Moldova
Denmark Poland Colombia Montenegro
Estonia Portugal Costa Rica Peru
Finland Slovak Republic Croatia Qatar
France Slovenia Dominican Republic Romania
Germany Spain Georgia Russian Federation
Greece Sweden Guangdong-China  Shanghai-China
Hungary Switzerland Hong-Kong-China Singapore
Iceland Turkey Indonesia Chinese Taipei
Ireland United Kingdom Jiangsu-China Thailand
Italy United States Jordan Trinidad and Tobago
Japan Kazakhstan Tunisia
Kosovo United Arab Emirates
Latvia Uruguay
Lebanon Vietnam

The below map highlights the countries participating in PISA 2015
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1.4 The UAE Sample in PISA 2015

The growing economy of the UAE attracts an increasing number of expatriates of varying
nationalities. As a result, the country educational system is characterized by a diversity
of both curricula and student population.

In PISA 2015, a total of 15,419 15-year-old students were sampled from the whole
country; 179 public schools and 301 private schools participated. The number
of participating students increased by 34% from 11,500 students in 2012. Figure 1.1
shows a breakdown of the sampled students by emirate. The largest number of students
was sampled from Dubai, followed by Abu Dhabi, with both emirates accounting for over
70% of the student sample.

Figure 1.1 Number of sampled students by emirate - PISA 2015

ABU DHABI
DUBAI 6,798

SHARJAH

AJMAN
UMM AL QUWAIN 438
RAS ALKHAIMAH [ o381

FUJAIRAH 1,027

- 1,000 2,000 3,000 4,000 5,000 6,000 7,000 8,000

PISA measures the skills and knowledge of students at a given age (15 years) rather than
at a specific grade level; therefore, grade levels of the sampled students at the time of
the assessment varied between Grade 7 and Grade 12 as shown in Figure 1.2 with most
sampled students being from Grade 10 (54%) or Grade 11 (31%).

Figure 1.2: Proportion of sampled students by grade level
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Figure 1.3 shows the distribution of sampled students across curricula in the UAE. When
examining the sample by school type, one third (33%) of the students attended public
schools that offered the MOE curriculum in addition to 5% attending public IAT
schools®. This is the largest group in the sample. Private schools accounted for 62% of
the sample with Private schools following the MOE curriculum accounting for 13%. The
distribution is almost identical to the PISA 2012 UAE sample?é.

Figure 1.3: Distribution of sampled students across curricula
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15The Institute of Applied Technology (IAT) offers career-based technical education for students in the UAE.
16 Media Report - PISA 2012 Results. Preparedness for life: Skills at age 15 in the UAE. UAE, Ministry of Education, Assessments Department.
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1.5 How Did the UAE Perform in the Previous Cycle of PISA 2012?

The UAE participated in PISA for the second time in 2012 along with 64 other countries
and economies. A total of 11,500 15-year-old students were selected across the UAE
using the stratified random sampling technique. In that cycle, the students’ performance
was comparable across the domains in terms of average scale scores and rankings.

« In Science Literacy, students in the UAE scored 448 on average, which is 53 points
below the OECD average. The country ranked 44" internationally and first across
the Arabic-speaking countries'’.

e In Mathematics Literacy, students in the UAE scored 434 on average, which is 61
points below the OECD average. The country ranked 48" internationally and first
across the Arabic-speaking countries.

e In Reading Literacy, students scored 442 on average, which is 54 points below
the OECD average. The country ranked 46™ internationally and first across the
Arabic-speaking countries.

The country Vision 2021 aims to improve the ranking of the UAE in PISA to the top 20
achieving countries by 2021. To attain this goal, the country has invested significant
resources in education and carefully monitored school progress. This diligent, steadfast
effort has enabled the country to identify challenges and provide customized support
for struggling schools and students.

This report examines the country academic progress towards the national goal and
provides readers with an overview of the PISA 2015 primary results. Using the PISA
2015 data, this report investigates the following important questions:

1. How well did students in the UAE perform in PISA 2015 globally and regionally in each
domain?

2. Did the UAE overall ranking change from 2012 to 20157?

3. How did male and female students in the UAE perform in each domain?

4. Did gender differentials in the average scores vary between 2012 and 2015?

5. How was students’ achievement in PISA 2015 distributed across the proficiency levels
of the various domains?

The upcoming chapters provide answers to these questions in a detailed analysis of
PISA 2015 data, allowing educational stakeholders to better understand the results and
respond to existing challenges in order to achieve national goals by 2021.

17In PISA 2012, participating Arabic-speaking countries included Jordan, Qatar, Tunisia and the UAE. In PISA 2015, the Arabic-
speaking countries additionally include Algeria and Lebanon.

HIGHLIGHTS OF THIS CHAPTER

Chapter 1 introduced PISA as a highly valued international assessment
globally and for the UAE in particular. The UAE Vision 2021 National Agenda
has set a target of becoming amongst the top 20 highest ranking countries
in the world in PISA.

In summary, this chapter has emphasized the following points:

 The internationally comparable outcomes of PISA provide countries with
opportunities to benchmark their students’ performance in Mathematics,
Science and Reading at age 15.

e PISA provides data about the country, the home and the schools, which
enable countries to better understand contexts that promote learning and
to examine the performance of population sub-groups.

e The UAE sample included students from all the emirates who were
enrolled in a variety of curricula offered in the country.

e Given that PISA measures the skills and knowledge of 15-year-old students,
grade levels of the sampled students at the time of the assessment varied in
the UAE between Grades 7 and 12 with 84% of sampled students being in
either Grade 10 or 11.
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CHAPTER 2
THE UAE IN A GLOBAL
CONTEXT: PISA 2015

This chapter examines the performance of students in the UAE across the three domains
of Mathematics Literacy, Reading Literacy and Science Literacy. Since Science was the
major domain of PISA 2015, the data collected in this cycle provides in-depth analyses
of students’ performance in Science by examining the scores in Competency subscales,
Knowledge subscales and System subscales. The performance of students in the UAE
is then compared with that of other participating economies to understand where the
country stands in the global rankings*®.

2.1 The Science Domain

How did 15-year-old students in the UAE rank internationally in Science Literacy in
PISA 20157

In PISA 2015 Science domain, 15-year-old students in the UAE scored 437 points
hence 56 points below the OECD average, placing the country in the 35" position
in the global rankings. The OECD average was 493, that is, 8 points lower than
it was in PISA 2012. Table 2.1 shows the average scale scores in Science across all
participating countries.

18 According to the OECD, three countries (Argentina, Malaysia and Kazakhstan) were eliminated from the list of results since
their coverage is too small to ensure comparability.

Table 2.1: Science Literacy average scores by country'?

Standard Changes Rank by

Rank Participating entity Mean
Error from 2012 | Growth
1 Singapore 556 1.20 +4 10
2 Japan 538 2.97 -8 21
3 | Estonia 534 2.09 -7 20
4 Chinese Taipei 532 2.69 +9 8
5 Finland 531 2.39 -15 26
6 | Macao (China) 529 1.06 +8 9
7 Canada 528 2.08 +2 12
8 Viet Nam 525 391 -4 18
9 |Hong Kong (China) 523 2.55 -32 34
10 B-S-J-G (China) 518 4.64 N/A N/A
11 Korea 516 3.13 -22 31
12 New Zealand 513 2.38 -2 16
12 Slovenia 513 1.32 -1 15
13 | Australia 510 1.54 -12 24
14 Germany 509 2.70 -15 26
14 Netherlands 509 2.26 -13 25
14  United Kingdom 509 2.56 -5 19
15 Switzerland 506 2.90 -10 22
16 Ireland 503 2.39 -19 29
17 Belgium 502 2.29 -3 17
17 Denmark 502 2.38 +3 11
18 Poland 501 2.51 -24 33
18 Portugal 501 243 +12 7
19 Norway 498 2.26 +4 10
20 United States 496 3.18 -1 15
21 |Austria 495 2.44 -11 23
21 France 495 2.06 -4 18
22 Czech Republic 493 2.27 -15 26
22 |Spain 493 2.07 -4 18
22 |Sweden 493 3.60 +9 8
OECD Average 493

23 latvia 490 1.56 -12 24
24 Russia 487 291 +3 14
25 Luxembourg 483 1.12 -8 21
26 Italy 481 2.52 -13 25
27 Hungary 477 2.42 -18 28
28 |Croatia 475 2.45 -16 27
28 Lithuania 475 2.65 -20 30
29 Iceland 473 1.68 -5 19
30 Malta 465 1.64 N/A N/A
31 Slovak Republic 461 2.59 -10 22
32 |Greece 455 3.92 -12 24
33 | Chile 447 2.38 +2 12
34 Bulgaria 446 4.35 -1 15
35 United Arab Emirates 437 2.42 -12 24
36 Romania 435 3.23 -4 18
36 Uruguay 435 2.20 +20 5
37 Cyprus 433 1.38 -5 19
38 Moldova 428 1.97 N/A N/A
39 Albania 427 3.28 +30 2
40 |Turkey 425 3.93 -38 35
40 Trinidad and Tobago 425 141 N/A N/A
41 Thailand 421 2.83 -23 32
42 Costa Rica 420 2.07 -10 22
43 |Qatar 418 1.00 +34 1
44 |Mexico 416 2.13 +1 13
44 | Colombia 416 2.36 +17 6
45 Georgia 411 2.42 N/A N/A
45 Montenegro 411 1.03 +1 13
46 Jordan 409 2.67 -1 15
47 Indonesia 403 2.57 +21 4
48 Brazil 401 2.30 -1 15
49 Peru 397 2.36 +24 3
50 Lebanon 386 3.40 N/A N/A
50 Tunisia 386 2.10 -12 24
51 FYROM 384 1.25 N/A N/A
52 Kosovo 378 1.70 N/A N/A
53 |Algeria 376 2.64 N/A N/A
54 |Dominican Republic 332 2.58 N/A N/A

1 The standard error is a measure of the accuracy of an estimated quantity; the smaller the standard error the more accurate
the measure is (in this case the average).
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How did 15-year-old students in the UAE perform in Science Literacy in PISA 2015
compared to participants from other Arabic-speaking countries?

Among participating countries within the Arabic-speaking countries, 15-year-old
students in the UAE were the top performing in PISA 2015. The UAE was followed by
Qatar (418), Jordan (409), Tunisia and Lebanon who both had the same average score
(386). The lowest performing Arab country was Algeria (376). Figure 2.1 shows the
average scores in Science across participating Arabic-speaking countries.

Figure 2.1: A comparison of overall Science Literacy within Arabic-speaking countries—
PISA 2015
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Note: Numbers in parantheses show country rankings in the domain.

How did 15-year-old students in the top achieving countries compare between PISA
2012 and PISA 2015 in Science Literacy?

Singapore was the top performing country among the 70 participating countries and
economies whose results were reported. Its average score was 556, 63 points above the
OECD average. Following Singapore, the top four performing countries were Japan (538),
followed by Estonia (534), Chinese Taipei (532) and Finland (531). When comparing
average scale scores between PISA 2012 and PISA 2015, it appears that Singapore and
Chinese Taipei improved their scores by five and nine points respectively, with Chinese
Taipei being the most improved in Science within the top five performing countries. In
PISA 2015, Japan, Estonia and Finland all witnessed drops in their scores from PISA
2012. Japan average scale score dropped by nine points, Estonia by seven points and
Finland by fourteen points which is the largest drop in Science scores within the top
5 performing. Figure 2.2 shows a comparison of the average scale scores of the top 5
performing countries between PISA 2012 and PISA 2015 in Science Literacy.

Figure 2.2: A comparison of overall Science Literacy in the top 5 countries in PISA 2012

and 2015
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Note: Numbers in parantheses show country rankings in the domain.

2.2 The Mathematics Domain

How did 15-year-old students in the UAE rank internationally in Mathematics Literacy
in PISA 20157

In Mathematics Literacy, the OECD average score was 490, which dropped by four
points from PISA 2012 (494). Table 2.2 shows the average scale scores in PISA 2015
across all participating countries. 15-year-old students in the UAE scored 427 on
average in Mathematics Literacy, which ranked the country 37,
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Table 2.2: Mathematics Literacy average scores by country?®

Standard Changes Rank by

Rank Participating entity Mean
Error from 2012 | Growth

1 Singapore 564 1.47 -9 24
2 Hong Kong (China) 548 2.98 -13 28
3 Macao (China) 544 1.11 +6 10
4 Chinese Taipei 542 3.03 -18 30
5 Japan 532 3.00 -4 19
6  B-S-J-G (China) 531 4.89 N/A N/A
7 Korea 524 3.71 -30 33
8 |Switzerland 521 2.92 -10 25
9 Estonia 520 2.04 -1 16
10 Canada 516 231 -2 17
11 Netherlands 512 2.21 -11 26
12 Denmark 511 2.17 +11.1 7

12 Finland 511 231 -8 23
13 Slovenia 510 1.26 +9 8

14 Belgium 507 2.35 -8 23
15 Germany 506 2.839 -8 23
16 Poland 504 2.39 -13 28
16 Ireland 504 2.05 +2 13
17 Norway 502 2.23 +12 6

18 Austria 497 2.86 -9 24
19 New Zealand 495 2.27 -5 20
19 Viet Nam 495 4.46 -17 29
20 Russia 494 3.11 +12 6

20 Sweden 494 3.17 +16 4

20 Australia 494 1.61 -10 25
21 France 493 2.10 -2 17
22 United Kingdom 492 2.50 -1 16
22 Czech Republic 492 2.40 -7 22
22 Portugal 492 2.49 +5 11
23 |ltaly 490 2.85 +4 12

OECD Average 490

24 |Iceland 488 1.99 -5 20
25 Spain 486 2.15 +2 13
25 Luxembourg 486 1.27 -4 19
26 Latvia 482 1.87 -8 23
27 Malta 479 1.72 N/A N/A
28 Lithuania 478 2.33 - 15
29 Hungary 477 2.53 - 15
30 Slovak Republic 475 2.66 -6 21
31 United States 470 3.17 -12 27
32 Croatia 464 2.77 -7 22
33 Greece 454 3.75 +1 14
34 Romania 444 3.79 -1 16
35 Bulgaria 441 3.95 +2 13
36 Cyprus 437 1.72 -3 18
37 United Arab Emirates 427 2.41 -7 22
38 Chile 423 2.54 + 15
39 Turkey 420 4.13 -28 32
39 Moldova 420 2.47 N/A N/A
40 Uruguay 418 2.50 +9 8

40 Montenegro 418 1.46 +8 9

41 Trinidad and Tobago 417 1.41 N/A N/A
42 | Thailand 415 3.03 -11 26
43 Albania 413 3.45 +18.8 2

44 Mexico 408 2.24 -5 20
45 |Georgia 404 2.78 N/A N/A
46 |Qatar 402 1.27 +26 1

47 | Costa Rica 400 2.47 -7 22
48 | Lebanon 396 3.69 N/A N/A
49 | Colombia 390 2.29 +13 5

50 Peru 387 2.71 +18 3

51 Indonesia 386 3.08 +11 7

52 |Jordan 380 2.65 -5 20
53 Brazil 377 2.86 -11 26
54 FYROM 371 1.28 N/A N/A
55 Tunisia 367 2.95 -21 31
56 Kosovo 362 1.63 N/A N/A
57 Algeria 360 2.95 N/A N/A
58 Dominican Republic 328 2.69 N/A N/A

20The standard error is a measure of the accuracy of an estimated quantity; the smaller the standard error the more accurate
the measure is (in this case the average).

How did 15-year-old students in the UAE perform in Mathematics Literacy in PISA 2015
compared to participants from other Arabic-speaking countries?

The UAE was the highest performing country within the Arabic-speaking countries
and scored 25 points above Qatar (402) followed by Lebanon (396) and Jordan (380).
Tunisia and Algeria were the two lowest performing Arabic-speaking countries (367
and 360, respectively). Figure 2.3 compares the average scale scores of participating
Arabic-speaking countries in Mathematics Literacy.

Figure 2.3: A comparison of overall Mathematics Literacy within Arabic-speaking
countries - PISA 2015
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How did 15-year-old students in the top achieving countries compare between PISA
2012 and PISA 2015 in Mathematics Literacy?

The highest performing country was Singapore, whose students scored 564 on average,
followed by Hong Kong (548), Macao (544), Chinese Taipei (542) and Japan (532). It
is notable that Asian economies occupied the top seven positions. When comparing
average scale scores between PISA 2012 and PISA 2015, it appears that Macau was the
only participant amongst the top five performing countries who improved its score in
Mathematics Literacy, increasing its average score by six points. In PISA 2015, Singapore,
Hong Kong, Chinese Taipei and Japan all witnessed drops in their scores from PISA
2012. Singapore average scale score dropped by nine points, Hong Kong by 13 points,
Japan by four points and Chinese Taipei by eighteen points which is the largest drop in
Mathematics scores within the top 5 performing. Figure 2.4 shows a comparison of the
average scale scores of the top 5 performing countries between PISA 2012 and PISA
2015 in Mathematics Literacy.
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Figure 2.4: A comparison of overall Mathematics Literacy in the top 5 countries in PISA

2012 and 2015
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2.3 The Reading Domain

How did 15-year-old students in the UAE rank internationally in Reading Literacy in

PISA 20157

In Reading Literacy, the OECD average was 493, which dropped by three points from
the previous PISA cycle. 15-year-old students in the UAE scored 434 on average in
Reading Literacy and ranked 34" internationally. The UAE average was 59 points
below the OECD average. Table 2.3 reports the average scale scores in Reading Literacy

across the participating countries and economies.

Table 2.3: Reading Literacy average scores by country?!

Rank
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40
a2
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52
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Participating entity

Singapore
Hong Kong (China)
Canada
Finland

Ireland

Estonia

Korea

Japan

Norway

New Zealand
Germany
Macao (China)
Poland
Slovenia
Netherlands
Australia
Sweden
Denmark
France
Belgium
Portugal
United Kingdom
Chinese Taipei
United States
Spain

Russia

B-S-J-G (China)
OECD Average
Switzerland
Latvia

Czech Republic
Croatia

Viet Nam
Austria

Italy

Iceland
Luxembourg
Lithuania
Hungary
Greece

Chile

Slovak Republic
Malta
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Uruguay
Romania
United Arab Emirates
Bulgaria
Turkey

Costa Rica
Trinidad and Tobago
Montenegro
Colombia
Mexico
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Thailand
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Peru
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Dominican Republic
FYROM
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Mean
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527
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517
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509
509
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505
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500
500
499
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498
497
497
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493
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470
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459
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447
443
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434
434
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427
427
427
425
423
416
409
408
407
405
402
401
398
397
361
358
352
350
347
347

Standard | Changes from

Error
1.63
2.69
2.30
2.55
2.47
2.22
3.50
3.20
2.51
2.40
3.02
1.25
2.48
1.47
241
1.69
3.48
2.54
2.51
2.42
2.69
2.77
2.50
3.41
2.36
3.08
5.13

3.03
1.80
2.60
2.68
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2.84
2.68
1.98
1.44
2.74
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4.34
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2.83
1.78
1.65
2.55
4.07
2.87
5.00
3.96
2.63
1.49
1.58
2.94
2.58
2.52
3.35
2.93
2.75
4.13
1.02
2.96
2.89
2.87
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3.05
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1.57
441
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Rank by
Growth
24
31
13
15
19
14
31
34
10
20
16
17
28
2
25
26
5
13
23
27
9
18
35
18
11
4
N/A

30
18
23
15
33
22
22
18
23
22
32
27

27
N/A
23

21
25
21
38
29
N/A
12

17
N/A
36
10
16

N/A

16
37
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A
N/A

1 The standard error is a measure of the accuracy of an estimated quantity; the smaller the standard error the more accurate
the measure is (in this case the average).
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How did 15-year-old students in the UAE perform in Reading Literacy in PISA 2015
compared to participants from other Arabic-speaking countries?

Among Arabic-speaking countries, the UAE was again the highest performing
country and it scored 26 points above Jordan (408) followed by Qatar (402) and Tunisia
(361). Algeria and Lebanon were the two lowest performing Arabic-speaking countries
(348 and 347, respectively). Figure 2.5 compares the UAE average scale scores in Reading
Literacy to those of participating Arabic-speaking countries.

Figure 2.5: A comparison of overall Reading Literacy within Arabic-speaking countries—
PISA 2015
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How did 15-year-old students in the top achieving countries compare between PISA
2012 and PISA 2015 in Reading Literacy?

The highest performing country was Singapore, which also achieved the highest score in
Science and Mathematics. Students in Singapore scored on average 535, hence 45 points
above the OECD average. Hong Kong and Canada ranked 2™ at 527, followed by Finland
(526) and Ireland (521). When comparing average scale scores between PISA 2012 and
PISA 2015, it appears that Canada and Finland improved their scores by four and two
points respectively, with Canada being the most improved in Reading within the top five
performing countries. In PISA 2015, Singapore, Hong Kong and Ireland all witnessed
drops in their scores from PISA 2012. Singapore average scale score dropped by seven
points, Ireland by two points and Hong Kong by eighteen points which is the largest
drop in Reading scores within the top 5 performing. Figure 2.6 shows a comparison of
the average scale scores of the top 5 performing countries between PISA 2012 and PISA
2015 in Reading Literacy.

Figure 2.6: A comparison of overall Reading Literacy in the top 5 countries in PISA 2012

and 2015
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HIGHLIGHTS OF THIS CHAPTER

Chapter 2 presented the achievement of 15-year-old students in the UAE
in Mathematics, Science and Reading in the international context and
compared the country ranking to the other Arabic-speaking countries for
each subject. The chapter also presented a comparison between PISA 2012
and PISA 2015 of the top five performing countries.

In summary, the chapter has emphasized the following points:
e Students in the UAE are still performing below the OECD average in all
domains.

e Students in the UAE scored an average of 437 in Science, placing the
country 35" in the global rankings. Among participating countries within
the Arab world, the UAE was the top performing country.

e In Mathematics, students in the UAE scored 427 on average, 63 points
below the OECD average and ranked the country 37" on the international
scale. Nevertheless, the UAE was the highest performing country within the
Arab world.

e In Reading, students in the UAE scored 434 on average, 59 points below
the OECD average and ranked 34" on the international scale. Nevertheless,
among countries within the Arabic-speaking countries, the UAE was again
the highest performing country.

e Comparisons between PISA 2012 and PISA 2015 of the top 5 performing
countries reveal a general decreasing trend of average scores across all
three domains.

_-
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'CHAPTER 3

HOW DID STUDENTS IN THE
UAE PERFORM IN PISA 20157

The previous chapter compared the performance of students in the UAE with that
of their international peers and discussed where the country stands in Science,
Mathematics and Reading. This chapter describes trends in achievement from PISA
2009*, PISA 2012 until PISA 2015. It also focuses in detail on the performance
of students in the UAE in PISA 2015 and examines their overall performance in
the Science subscales and gender differentials in each domain. An understanding
of performance differentials by gender will assist policymakers and education experts
in designing effective instructional curricula, understanding contributing factors to
successful schools and students and developing evidence-based policies to improve
overall performance.

3.1 Trends in Achievement — PISA 2009+, PISA 2012 and PISA 2015

As shown in Figure 3.1, average scores of students in the UAE decreased in
comparison with PISA 2012 results in all three domains but slightly increased
in Mathematics and Reading in comparison with PISA 2009". A closer look at the
other participating countries whose scores also decreased in comparison with the
2012 cycle, reveal that 39 countries saw a decrease in their Science scores with Turkey
registering the largest decrease of 38 points. In Mathematics, 35 countries registered a
decrease in their scores with Korea having the largest drop with 30 points. In Reading,
scores dropped in 34 countries with Turkey registering the largest decline of 47 points.
[t should be noted that the number of participating countries whose results were
reported was 67 countries in PISA 2015, 65 countries in PISA 2012 and 75 countries
in PISA 2009*.

Figure 3.1: Comparison of average scores in Science, Mathematics and Reading between
three cycles PISA 2009+, PISA 2012 and PISA 2015
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3.1.1 Trends in Achievement in Science Literacy

In Science Literacy, the average score declined by 11 points from PISA 2012
dropping from 448 points to 437 points and by one point in comparison with PISA
2009*. The OECD average score also registered a decline of nine points from the 2012
and 2009 cycles going from 501 points (in both 2009* and 2012) to 493. The country
international ranking of 35" improved by nine ranks in comparison with PISA
2012, and by 13 ranks in comparison with the PISA 2009* cycle where the UAE ranked
48™ in Science.

3.1.2 Trends in Achievement in Mathematics Literacy

In Mathematics Literacy, the UAE average score decreased by seven points in
comparison with results from PISA 2012, going from 434 points to 427 points; but it
increased by six points from the 2009* cycle. Overall, the country ranking improved
moving up from the 50" position in PISA 2009* and 48" in PISA 2012 to the 37"
position in PISA 2015. The OECD average decreased by four points from 494 in PISA
2012 to 490 in 2015. It was the highest in PISA 2009* with a score of 496 points.

3.1.3 Trends in Achievement in Reading Literacy

In Reading Literacy, the UAE average score dropped by eight points from PISA
2012, going from 442 points in 2012 to 434 points in 2015. [t increased by three points
when compared to the 2009 cycle. Overall, the country ranking improved by moving
up from the 48" position in 2009*, to 46™in 2012 to 34 in 2015. The OECD average
in Reading dropped by three points in PISA 2015 going from 496 points to 493 points
but it was equal to the one achieved in 2009*.
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As explained previously, the Vision 2021 sets a goal that the UAE should rank within the
top 20 performing countries in PISA by the year 2021. To achieve this, the country needs
to improve its international ranking by at least 15 positions in Science, 17 positions in
Mathematics and 14 positions in Reading by the year 2021. With the UAE government
substantial and continuous investment in education, the gradual enhancement of
students’ performance will result in an improvement in the country international
rankings in upcoming PISA cycles.

The below visual summarizes the achievement of the UAE in all three domains. It also
shows the change in scores between PISA 2012 and PISA 2015 and the ranks by growth.
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The following section delves into the details of the results of students’ performance in
the UAE on a subdomain level in Science, the major domain of PISA 2015.

3.2 Performance of Students in the UAE in Science in PISA 2015

In Science Literacy, the main subject of PISA 2015, students in the UAE scored an average
of 437 in PISA 2015. Since Science was the major domain in PISA 2015, analyses by
subscales revealed the following results as shown in Figure 3.2. Overall, students in
the UAE performed below the OECD average in Science across all subscales.

e In the Competency subscales, students in the UAE scored highest and equally in
Explaining Phenomena Scientifically and Interpreting Data and Evidence Scientifically
with an average score of 437. They scored the lowest in Evaluating and Designing
Scientific Enquiry (431).

e In the Content subscales, they scored higher in the Content subscale (437 points) than
in the Procedural and Epistemic subscale (435).

e [n the System subscales, they scored highest in Living Science (438) followed by Earth
and Space (435). They scored the lowest on Physical Science (434). It should be noted

that the scores for Earth and Space and Physical Science were very close with only one
point difference, which suggests a consistent achievement across the three subscales.

Figure 3.2: Students’ average scores in the UAE in Science subscales
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3.3 Achievement by Gender

In this section, gender differentials in PISA 2015 are described. Figure 3.3 suggests that
female students outperformed male students in all domains in PISA 2015, just
like they did in PISA 2012.

3.3.1 Gender Differentials in Overall Achievement by Domain

e In Science, female students scored 449, whereas male students scored 424, on
average. This difference of twenty-five points was found to be statistically significant.
Female students appear to be ahead of their male peers in Science by almost a half year
of schooling®.

22 Around 40 points in the PISA scales are considered equivalent to one year of formal schooling.
OECD (2014), PISA 2012 Results: What Students Know and Can Do - Students Performance in Mathematics, Reading and Science
(Volume I, Revised edition, February 2014), PISA, OECD Publishing.
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e In Mathematics, female students scored 431, seven points higher than male students
who scored 424 on average. This difference of seven points was not found to be
statistically significant.

eInReading, the genderdifferential wasthe widest, where female students outperformed
male students by 50 points (458 and 408, respectively). This difference was found to be

statistically significant. Female students appear to be ahead their male peers in Reading
by almost one year of schooling.

Figure 3.3: Students’ average scores by gender across the three domains
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Comparing the above gender differentials to the ones observed in PISA 2012, one can
note that the gender gap narrowed slightly by three points from 28 points to 25 points
in PISA 2015 in Science, increased by 7 points in Mathematics and was reduced by six
points in Reading.

3.3.2 Gender Differential in Achievement in Science Literacy by Subscales

How did boys and girls perform in PISA 2015 in Science in the UAE?
Further analyses were carried out on PISA 2015 data to explore gender differentials in
the major domain, Science Literacy, at subscales level.

e Competency subscales: Figure 3.4 shows gender differentials in the Competency
subscales. The largest gender differential was found in Evaluating and Designing
Scientific Enquiry. In this Competency area, female students outperformed male students
by 33 points (447 and 414, respectively). This difference was found to be statistically
significant. Female students appear to be ahead their male peers by almost three quarters
of a schooling year. It is notable that, while female students performed similarly across
the three competency areas, male students achieved lower in Evaluating and Designing
Scientific Enquiry than in the other two competencies.

Figure 3.4: Science Competency subscales average scores by gender
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» Knowledge subscales: Figure 3.5 examines gender differentials in the Knowledge
subscales. The widest gender differential was found in Procedural and Epistemic
Knowledge, where female students outperformed male students by 30 points (450
and 420, respectively). This difference was found to be statistically significant. Female
students appear to be ahead their male peers in almost a half of a year of school in the
Knowledge subscales. The gender differential was also wide in Content with 22 points
difference, which was also found to be statistically significant.
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Figure 3.5: Science Knowledge subscales average scores by gender
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e System subscales: Figure 3.6 displays gender differentials in the System subscales.
Across the three subscales of the System subscales, female students outperformed male
students by 20 points or more. This difference was found to be statistically significant
across all three subscales. Female students appear to be ahead their male peers by almost
more than half a year in the System subscales. The gender differential stood out in Earth
and Space, where the difference between female and male students was 30 points (450
and 420, respectively).

Figure 3.6: Science System subscales average scores by gender
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HIGHLIGHTS OF THIS CHAPTER

Chapter 3 presented trends in achievement from PISA 2009*, 2012 and
2015, in addition to the performance of 15-year-olds in Mathematics,
Science and Reading and highlighted gender differentials in PISA 2015.
In summary, it discussed the following points:

e The UAE registered ranking improvements in all three domains in
comparison with the 2009* cycle and the 2012 cycle.

e In Science, students in the UAE scored an average of 437 in PISA 2015, 11
points below the score observed in PISA 2012.

e In the Science Competency subscales, students in the UAE scored highest
and equally in Explaining Phenomena Scientifically and Interpreting Data
and Evidence Scientifically. In the Science Knowledge subscales, students
in the UAE scored better in Content Knowledge than in Procedural and
Epistemic Knowledge with a difference of two points in the average score. In
the Science System subscales, there were no notable differences; students
performed similarly across the three subscales.

e In Mathematics, students in the UAE scored 427 on average in Mathematics
in PISA 2015, which represented a decline in seven points from PISA 2012.
In Reading, they achieved 434 and the average score fell by eight points
from PISA 2012.

e Gender differentials analyses revealed that female students outperformed
male students in all domains. In Science, the major subject of PISA 2015,
female students scored 449, whereas male students scored 424, on average.
The difference in average scores slightly narrowed by three points when
compared to PISA 2012. The gender differential was the widest in Reading
in PISA 2015 and was observed although to a lesser extent in Mathematics.
Difference in achievement between males and females was found to be
statistically significant in Science and Reading.
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'CHAPTER 4

THE PROFICIENCY LEVEL
DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENTS
IN THE UAE

The analyses in the previous chapters focused on the average scores of students’
performance in PISA 2015 in Science, Mathematics and Reading. In this chapter,
achievement of students in the UAE in PISA 2015 will be analysed in terms of proficiency
levels - which describes the sets of skills and knowledge that students have at each level.
This provides evidence that students in the UAE achieved a wide range of scores, some
students classified as high achievers while others categorized as underperformers.
For the UAE to rank amongst the top 20 performing countries by 2021, gaining insight
into the proportion of students at each proficiency level may guide strategic resource
allocations and shape future educational reform.

4.1 Defining the Proficiency Levels in PISA

Proficiency levels describe particular sets of skills and knowledge that students
are expected to have. The OECD defines six proficiency levels, with Level 1 being the
lowest and Level 6 as the highest. For example, students at Level 6 in Mathematics can
“conceptualize, generalize and utilize information based on their investigations and
modelling of complex problem situations and can use their knowledge in relatively
non-standard contexts” (OECD, 2016)%. Students at the other end of the spectrum at
Level 1 are only able to answer “questions involving familiar contexts where all relevant
information is present and the questions are clearly defined” (OECD, 2016)?*. Students
not achieving Level 1 are classified as below Level 1 in this report. The OECD defines
Level 2 as a reference level. Students at or above this level are considered to have the
necessary set of skills and knowledge to succeed in today advanced knowledge economy.

23 0ECD, 2016. PISA 2015 Assessment and Analytical Framework: Science, Reading, Mathematic and Financial Literacy. Paris:
OECD Publishing.
24 OECD, 2016. PISA 2015 Assessment and Analytical Framework: Science, Reading, Mathematic and Financial Literacy. Paris:
OECD Publishing

There are six proficiency levels of the Science Literacy domain as shown in Figure 4.1,
with Level 6 being the highest and set at 708, followed by Level 5 set at 633, Level 4 at
559 and Level 3 at 484. In PISA 2015, the OECD considered level 2 as the baseline level.
Students at this level and above are considered having the necessary skills to participate
fully in modern society. This marks a change in comparison with PISA 2012 where level
3 was considered the baseline level. A detailed description of each proficiency level in
each domain is provided with associated cut-off scores in Appendix 1. It should be noted
that these scores differ across the three domains.

Figure 4.1: Proficiency level cut scores in Science in PISA 2015
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4.2 Distribution of Students over the PISA 2015 Proficiency Levels

4.2.1 Distribution of Students over the PISA Proficiency Levels by Domain

Across all three domains, results revealed a decrease in the percentage of students
achieving at Level 2 or above and an increase in the percentage of students
achieving at Level 1 or below. Figure 4.2 displays the proficiency Level distribution in
each domain for all students in the UAE?,

In Science, 58% of the students achieved Level 2 or above, of which 27% achieved Level
2,19% Level 3, 9% Level 4, 3% Level 5 and 0.2% Level 6. The percentage dropped from
the previous cycle by six points (64%). At the lower tail of the distribution, 42% of the
students achieved Level 1 or below Level 1. This percentage rose by six points from 36%
in PISA 2012.

In Mathematics, 52% of the students achieved Level 2 or above of which 23% achieved
level 2, 16% Level 3,9% Level 4, 3% Level 5 and 0.6% Level 6. This result is a slight drop
from the 54% in PISA 2012. On the other hand, the percentage of students performing
at or below Level 1 rose from 46% to 48%.

% Proficiency level percentages do not add up to exactly 100 due to rounding

63




64

In Reading, 60 % of students achieved Level 2 or above of which 25% achieved level
2, 21% Level 3, 11% Level 4, 3% Level 5 and 0.3% Level 6. This percentage of 60% of
students at Level 2 and above in Reading marks a five-point decrease from PISA 2012
(65%). At the lower end of the distribution, 40% of students achieved at or below Level
1, which is a five-point increase in comparison with PISA 2012.

The high percentages varying from 40% to 49% at or below Level 1 in the proficiency
levels constitute an important indicator for policy makers to make the necessary changes
and attempt to reduce these percentages at the lower end of the distribution.
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Figure 4.2: The proficiency level distribution of students in the UAE in each domain in
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4.2.2 Gender Differentials in Proficiency Levels
Further analyses in the proficiency level distribution revealed gender differentials in
Science and Reading but not in Mathematics as shown in Figure 4.3.

In Science, 65% of female students performed at or above Level 2, whereas only 51%
of male students did. The percentages decreased from PISA 2012 in both gender groups,
and the gender differential narrowed by only one percentage point from 15% to 14%.
At the lower tail of the distribution, the percentage of students performing at or below
Level 1 increased in both groups. Among male students, the percentage rose from 43%
to 49%; among female students, it increased from 28% to 35%.

In Mathematics, gender differentials were much narrower than those observed in
Science and Reading, as was the case in the previous cycle. In both gender groups, close
to 50% of students achieved Level 2 or above. The difference was four percentage points,
with female students outperforming male students (53% and 49%, respectively). At the
other end of the distribution, just over 50% of male students and 47% of female students
could not achieve Level 2. These results are close to those found in PISA 2012.

In Reading, gender differentials were wider than those observed in Science and
Mathematics. 48% of male students achieved Level 2 or above, whereas 70% of
female students did. The difference was 22 percentage points, which narrowed from
26 percentage points in the previous cycle. At the lower level of the distribution, only
30% of the female students performed at or below Level 1, whereas just over half of the
male students did so. This difference of 22 percentage points was the widest across the
domains. Yet, compared with the gender differentials in the previous cycle, it decreased
by four percentage points.

Figure 4.3: The proficiency level distribution by gender in each domain
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HIGHLIGHTS OF THIS CHAPTER

Chapter 4 reported findings on the distribution of students’ performance
in the UAE based on the PISA 2015 proficiency levels in each domain and
by gender. Scores indicated an increase in the percentage of students at or
below Level 1 in Science and Reading from the previous PISA cycle in 2012,
while that figure remained unchanged for Mathematics.

In summary, this chapter has deduced the following points:

e There has been a consistent decrease in the proportion of students
achieving at Level 2 or above and a concurrent increase in those achieving
at or below Level 1 in all three domains.

» In Science, 58% of sampled students reached a proficiency Level of 2 or above.

e In Mathematics, 52% of sampled students reached a proficiency Level of
2 or above.

e In Reading, 60% of sampled students reached a proficiency Level of 2
or above.

e Gender differentials in proficiency levels existed in Science and Reading
but not in Mathematics. In Science, 65% of girls achieved Level 2 or above
versus 51% of boys. At the other end of the distribution, 35% of girls
achieved Level 1 or below versus 49% of boys. In Reading, 70% of girls
were at Level 2 or above versus 48% of boys; while only 30% of girls scored
at or below Level 1 and 52% of boys reached the same level.
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CONCLUSION

In 2015, a sample of over 15,000 fifteen-year-old students in the UAE took part in PISA
2015. This was the third time whereby all UAE participated in this global assessment. PISA
provides education stakeholders in the UAE with vital and comprehensive data about
teaching and learning in Science, Mathematics and Reading for 15-year-old students
nearing the end of compulsory education. Additionally, the data enables policymakers
to monitor educational progress and growth in these domains across different cycles
and to compare the country performance to regional and international benchmarks.
PISA data is immensely useful for education stakeholders as the assessment provides
them with the information necessary to improve the performance of students, teachers
and school leaders - in the aim of meeting the ultimate goal of Vision 2021 in regards to
putting the UAE on the map as a global leader in education.

This report has described the performance of the UAE in PISA 2015 in each domain, with
a particular focus on Science Literacy, by analysing the country achievement compared
to global and regional Arabic-speaking participants. The report additionally presented
the achievement of students on the three Science subscales. Gender differentials were
also examined at the domain level and in terms of proficiency level, in addition to trends
in achievement starting from PISA 2009*, PISA 2012 and until PISA 2015.

The UAE Performance in PISA 2015: Results in Brief

The UAE is still performing below the OECD average in all three domains in PISA 2015;
however, it outperformed all other Arabic-speaking countries participating in this cycle
thereby maintaining its leading position held in PISA 2012. Average scores were similar
across all three domains. In Science, students in the UAE scored an average of 437. In
Mathematics, students scored an average of 427 and 434 in Reading. In all domains,
the average scores in the UAE declined compared to PISA 2012. It should be noted that
similarly the OECD average in all three domains also registered a decline in scores in
PISA 2015, when compared to PISA 2012.

Because Science was the major domain of PISA 2015, student performance on Science
subscales was analysed in depth. In the Science Competency subscales, students in the
UAE scored highest and equally in Explaining Phenomena Scientifically and Interpreting
Data and Evidence Scientifically. In the Science Knowledge subscales, students in the
UAE scored better in Content Knowledge than in Procedural and Epistemic Knowledge
with a difference of two points in the average score. In the Science System subscales there
were no notable differences; students performed similarly across the three subscales.

Female students outperformed male students in all domains. In Science, female students
scored 449, whereas male students scored 424, on average. The gender differential was
the widest in Reading; gender differentials were also found in Mathematics but to a
lesser extent.

In terms of proficiency levels, across all three domains there was a decrease in students
achieving at Level 2 or above; and there was a concurrent increase in those at or below
Level 1. Gender differentials in proficiency levels existed in Science and Reading but not
in Mathematics. In Science, 65% of girls achieved Level 2 or above, while 51% of boys
were able to match this accomplishment. In Reading, 70% of girls were at Level 2 or
above versus 48% of boys; at the other end of the distribution, only 30% of girls scored
at or below Level 1 while 52% of boys reached the same level.

The UAE is committed to attempt to reach the UAE Vision 2021 goal of becoming one
of the top 20 in PISA by 2021. PISA 2015 revealed a ranking of 35% in Science, 37" in
Mathematics and 34™ in Reading. This means that an international improvement by 15
positions in Science, 17 in Mathematics and 14 in Reading, is needed. Improvements in
ranking were achieved in all three domains in comparison with the PISA 2012 cycle. To
reach the intended goal by 2021, the Ministry of Education needs to continue to exert its
efforts in improving student performance across the emirates, domains and grade levels.
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Benchmark

Compulsory education

Framework

Knowledge-based
economy

Mathematics Literacy

MOE

OECD

PISA

Proficiency levels

Random sampling

A standard, or point of reference, against which things
can be compared, assessed, measured or judged

Compulsory education refers to a period of education
that is required of all persons and is imposed by law

A basic structure that helps understand and make
sense of complex systems

The knowledge-based economy is an expression coined
to describe trends in advanced economies towards
greater dependence on knowledge, information and
high skill levels and the increasing need for ready
access to all of these by the business and public sectors.

Mathematics Literacy is the individual’s capacity to
formulate, employ and interpret mathematics in a
variety of contexts.

Ministry of Education

The Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development

Programme for International Student Assessment

A scale that maps PISA scores to well-defined skills
in each domain. Level 2 is identified by the OECD as
the minimum required to successfully function in
today knowledge economy while Level 5 or above
characterizes high achievement.

Technique where researchers select a group of
subjects (a sample) for study from a larger group (a
population). Each individual is chosen entirely by
chance and each member of the population has an
equal chance of being included in the sample.

Reading Literacy

Science Literacy

Standard deviation

Standard error

Statistically significant

Stratified sample

Reading Literacy is understanding, using, reflecting on
and engaging with written texts, in order to achieve
one’s goals, develop one’s knowledge and potential and
participate in society.

Scientific Literacy is the ability to engage with science
related issues and with the ideas of science, as a
reflective citizen.

A measure of variation within data; it is set by the
OECD to a constant 100 in PISA.

The standard error is a measure of the accuracy of an
estimated quantity; the smaller the standard error the
more accurate the measure is.

Measurements used to assess the likelihood of
observing the sample trends in the population. When a
trend is said to be statistically significant’ it means that
it is highly likely to be observed in the population. For
the analyses in this report, statistical significance was
set at 95% confidence levels.

A sample that is drawn from a number of separate
strata of the population, rather than at random from
the whole population, in order that it should be
representative.
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APPENDIX:
PROFICIENCY LEVELS
DESCRIPTIONS™

Science - Proficiency Levels Descriptions

Level 6 At Level 6, students can consistently identify, explain and apply
708 scientific knowledge and knowledge about science in a variety of
complex life situations. They can link different information sources and
explanations and use evidence from those sources to justify decisions.
They clearly and consistently demonstrate advanced scientific thinking
and reasoning and they use their scientific understanding in support of
solutions to unfamiliar scientific and technological situations. Students
at this level can use scientific knowledge and develop arguments in
support of recommendations and decisions that center on personal,

social or global situations.

Level 5 At Level 5, students can identify the scientific components of many
633 complex life situations, apply both scientific concepts and knowledge
about science to these situations and can compare, select and evaluate
appropriate scientific evidence for responding to life situations.
Students at this level can use well-developed inquiry abilities, link
knowledge appropriately and bring critical insights to situations.
They can construct explanations based on evidence and arguments
based on their critical analysis.

Level 4 At Level 4, students can work effectively with situations and issues that
559 may involve explicit phenomena requiring them to make inferences
about the role of science or technology. They can select and integrate
explanations from different disciplines of science or technology and link
those explanations directly to aspects of life situations. Students at this
level can reflect on their actions and they can communicate decisions

using scientific knowledge and evidence.

26 OECD (2016). PISA 2015 Assessment and Analytical Framework: Science, Reading, Mathematic and Financial Literacy. Paris:

OECD Publishing.
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Level 3
484

Level 2
409

Level 1
335

Below
Level 1

At Level 3, students can identify clearly described scientific issues
in a range of contexts. They can select facts and knowledge to
explain phenomena and apply simple models or inquiry strategies.
Students at this level can interpret and use scientific concepts from
different disciplines and can apply them directly. They can develop
short statements using facts and make decisions based on scientific
knowledge.

At Level 2, students have adequate scientific knowledge to provide
possible explanations in familiar contexts or draw conclusions based
on simple investigations. They are capable of direct reasoning and
making literal interpretations of the results of scientific inquiry or
technological problem solving.

At Level 1, students have such a limited scientific knowledge that it
can only be applied to a few, familiar situations. They can present
scientific explanations that are obvious and follow explicitly from
given evidence.

Students scoring below Level 1 usually do not succeed at the most
basic levels of Science that PISA measures. Such students will have
serious difficulties in using Science to benefit from further education
and learning opportunities and in participating in life situations
related to Science and technology.
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Mathematics - Proficiency Levels Descriptions

Level 6
669

Level 5
607

Level 4
545

Level 3
482

At Level 6 students can conceptualise, generalise and utilise
information based on their investigations and modelling of complex
problem situations. They can link different information sources and
representations and flexibly translate among them. Students at this level
are capable of advanced mathematical thinking and reasoning. These
students can apply this insight and understandings along with a mastery
of symbolic and formal mathematical operations and relationships to
develop new approaches and strategies for attacking novel situations.
Students at this level can formulate and precisely communicate their
actions and reflections regarding their findings, interpretations,
arguments and the appropriateness of these to the original situations.

At Level 5 students can develop and work with models for complex
situations, identifying constraints and specifying assumptions.
They can select, compare and evaluate appropriate problem solving
strategies for dealing with complex problems related to these
models. Students at this level can work strategically using broad,
well-developed thinking and reasoning skills, appropriate linked
representations, symbolic and formal characterisations and insight
pertaining to these situations. They can reflect on their actions and
formulate and communicate their interpretations and reasoning.

At Level 4 students can work effectively with explicit models for complex
concrete situations that may involve constraints or call for making
assumptions. They can select and integrate different representations,
including symbolic ones, linking them directly to aspects of real- world
situations. Students at this level can utilise well-developed skills and
reason flexibly, with some insight, in these contexts. They can construct
and communicate explanations and arguments based on their
interpretations, arguments and actions.

At Level 3 students can execute clearly described procedures, including
those that require sequential decisions. They can select and apply
simple problem solving strategies. Students at this level can interpret
and use representations based on different information sources and
reason directly from them. They can develop short communications
reporting their interpretations, results and reasoning.

Level 2
420

Level 1
358

Below
Level 1

At Level 2 students can interpret and recognise situations in contexts
that require no more than direct inference. They can extract relevant
informationfromasingle sourceand makeuseofasinglerepresentational
mode. Students at this level can employ basic algorithms, formulae,
procedures, or conventions. They are capable of direct reasoning and
making literal interpretations of the results.

At Level 1 students can answer questions involving familiar contexts
where all relevant information is present and the questions are clearly
defined. They are able to identify information and to carry out routine
procedures according to direct instructions in explicit situations. They
can perform actions that are obvious and follow immediately from the
given stimuli.

Students below Level 1 may be able to perform very direct and
straightforward mathematical tasks, such as reading a single value
from a well-labeled chart or table where the labels on the chart match
the words in the stimulus and question, so that the selection criteria
are clear and the relationship between the chart and the aspects of the
context depicted are evident and performing arithmetic calculations
with whole numbers by following clear and well-defined instructions.
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Reading - Proficiency Levels Descriptions

Level 6
698

Level 5
626

Level 4
553

Level 3
480

Tasks at Level 6 typically require the student to make multiple inferences,
comparisons and contrasts that are both detailed and precise. They
require demonstration of a full and detailed understanding of one or
more texts and may involve integrating information from more than
one text. Tasks may require the student to deal with unfamiliar ideas
in the presence of prominent competing information and to generate
abstract categories for interpretations.

Tasks at Level 5 that involve retrieving information require the student
to locate and organize several pieces of deeply embedded information,
inferring which information in the text is relevant. Reflective tasks
require critical evaluation or hypotheses, drawing on specialized
knowledge. Both interpreting and reflective tasks require a full and
detailed understanding of a text whose content or form is unfamiliar.
For all aspects of Reading, tasks at this level typically involve dealing
with concepts that are contrary to expectations.

Tasks at Level 4 that involve retrieving information require the student
to locate and organize several pieces of embedded information.
Some tasks at this level require interpreting the meaning of nuances
of language in a section of text by taking into account the text as a
whole. Other interpretative tasks require understanding and applying
categories in an unfamiliar context. Reflective tasks at this level require
the student to use formal or public knowledge to hypothesize about or
critically evaluate a text. The student must demonstrate an accurate
understanding of long or complex texts whose content or form may be
unfamiliar.

Tasks at Level 3 require the student to locate and in some cases,
recognize the relationship between several pieces of information that
must meet multiple conditions. Interpreting tasks at this level require
the student to integrate several parts of a text in order to identify a main
idea, understand a relationship, or construe the meaning of a word
or phrase. The student needs to take into account many features in
comparing, contrasting, or categorizing. Often the required information
is not prominent or there is much competing information; or there are
other obstacles in the text, such as ideas that are contrary to expectation
or negatively worded.

Level 2
407

Level 1a
335

Level 1b
262

Tasks at Level 2 require the student to locate one or more pieces
of information that may have to be inferred and may have to meet
several conditions. Others require recognizing the main idea in a
text, understanding relationships, or construing meaning within a
limited part of a text when the information is not prominent and the
student must make low-level inferences. Tasks at this level may involve
comparisons or contrasts based on a single feature in the text.

Tasks at Level 1a require the student to locate one or more
independent pieces of explicitly stated information, recognize the
main theme or author’s intent in a text about a familiar topic, or make
a simple connection between information in the text and common,
everyday knowledge. The required information in the text is usually
prominent and there is little, if any, competing information. The
student is explicitly directed to consider relevant factors in the task
and in the text.

Tasks at Level 1b require the student to locate a single piece of explicitly
stated information in a prominent position in a short, syntactically
simple text with a familiar context and text type, such as a narrative or
a simple list. The text typically provides support to the student, such as
repetition of information, picture, or familiar symbols. There is minimal
competing information. In tasks requiring interpretation, the student
may need to make simple connections between adjacent pieces of
information.
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