
What is PISA?

• Designed in the 1990s by the OECD to measure children’s 
performance at the end of compulsory schooling.

• Tests the application of skills in reading, maths and science, 
in a sample of 15-year-olds, every three years.

• The Programme for International Student Assessment.

• You cannot do well in these tests through rote learning alone.





These systems have more in common than you might think



Index of student-oriented instruction 

• The teacher gives different work to 
classmates who have difficulties learning 
and/or to those who can advance faster.
• The teacher assigns projects that 
require at least one week to complete.
• The teacher has us work in small groups
to come up with joint solutions to a 
problem or task.
• The teacher asks us to help plan 
classroom activities or topics. 

Index of teacher-directed instruction 

• The teacher sets clear goals for our learning.
• The teacher asks me or my classmates to 
present our thinking or reasoning at some 
length.
• The teacher asks questions to check whether 
we have understood what was taught.
• At the beginning of a lesson, the teacher 
presents a short summary of the previous 
lesson.
• The teacher tells us what we have to learn.

What do you think students in Finland and Japan reported more of?
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PISA maths (2012)

Relatively more student-oriented  → Relatively more teacher-directed
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Students three 
times more likely to 
agree with ‘teacher-
directed statements’

Students report the 

same amount of 
both approaches

Where on the x-axis would you place: Finland? Japan? 
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PISA maths (2012)

Relatively more student-oriented  → Relatively more teacher-directed

Countries top in both creative problem-solving and maths
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PISA science (2015)

McKinsey analysis of teaching practices in PISA Science 2015

From Denoël et al. (2017)



Chronology matters
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