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Executive Summary
Maintaining our innovative edge in the world depends importantly on developing a 
highly qualified cadre of scientists and engineers. To realize that objective requires a 
system of schooling that produces students with advanced math and science skills.  
To see how well the U.S. as a whole, each state, and certain urban districts do at 
producing high-achieving math students, the percentage of U.S. public and private 
school students in the high-school graduating Class of 2009 who were highly accom-
plished in mathematics in each of the 50 states and in 10 urban districts is compared 
to the percentages of similarly high achievers in 56 other countries.

Unfortunately, the percentage of students in the U.S. Class of 2009 who were 
highly accomplished in math is well below that of most countries with which the U.S. 
generally compares itself. No less than 30 of the 56 other countries that participated 
in the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) math test had a larger 
percentage of students who scored at the international equivalent of the advanced 
level on our National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tests. While 6 
percent of U.S. public and private school students rated as advanced in 8th-grade 
mathematics, 28 percent of Taiwanese students did. (See Figure 1, p. 16, for these 
results as well as for the relative rank internationally of each individual U.S. state.) 

It is not only Taiwan that did much, much better than the U.S. At least 20 percent 
of students in Hong Kong, Korea, and Finland were highly accomplished, and 12 other 
countries had at least twice the percentage of highly accomplished students as the 
U.S.: Switzerland, Belgium, the Netherlands, Liechtenstein, New Zealand, the Czech 
Republic, Japan, Canada, Macao, Australia, Germany, and Austria. The only members 
of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) taking 
part in PISA 2006 that produced a smaller percentage of advanced math students than 
the U.S. were Spain, Italy, Israel, Portugal, Greece, Turkey, Chile and Mexico. The 
performance of the U.S. cannot be distinguished statistically from that of Russia.1

The percentage of students scoring at the advanced level varies considerably 
among the 50 states, but none does well in international comparison. Massachu-
setts, with more than 11 percent advanced, does the best, but the performance 
of the Massachusetts Class of 2009 still trails that of 14 countries. Minnesota, 
ranked second among the 50 states, comes in at the same level as France, Swe-
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This is not simply the result of having a population that is heterogeneous and 
difficult to educate. Only 8 percent of white students in the U.S. Class of 2009 scored 
at the advanced level, a percentage that was less than the share of advanced students 
in 24 other countries regardless of their ethnic background. The percentage of white 
students in the state of New York rated as advanced (7.7) is roughly the same as  
the percentage of 
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1. Office of the Press Secretary, 
White House Office, “Remarks by the  
president on the “Educate to Innovate”  
Campaign and Science Teaching and  
Mentoring Awards,” January 6, 2010.
2. Goldin and Katz (2008).
3. Peterson (2010), Figures 1-5, pp. 268-272. 
4. See Hanushek and Lindseth (2009), 
chapter 2.

Introduction

“Although many people assume that the U.S.  
will always be a world leader in science and technology,  

this may not continue to be the case inasmuch as  
great minds and ideas exist throughout the world.” 

— Committee on Prospering in the Global Economy of the 21st Century (2005)

The economic and technological demand for a talented, well-educated, 
highly skilled population has never been greater. With rapidly advancing 
technologies in an increasingly integrated world economy, no one doubts the 
extraordinary importance of highly accomplished professionals. Not only must 
everyday workers have a set of technical skills surpassing those needed in the 
past, but a cadre of highly talented professionals trained to the highest level of 
accomplishment is needed to foster innovation and growth. In the words of 
President Barack Obama, “Whether it’s improving our health or harnessing 
clean energy, protecting our security or succeeding in the global economy, our 
future depends on reaffirming America’s role as the world’s engine of scientific 
discovery and technological innovation. And that leadership tomorrow depends 
on how we educate our students today, especially in math, science, technology, 
and engineering.”1 Unfortunately, the data show that our schools are not 
supporting levels of achievement that are competitive internationally.

The U.S. has long recognized the importance of a well-educated work force. 



	 U



Education Act (ESEA) in 1965, now known in its most recent re-authorization 
as No Child Left Behind (NCLB). Both federal funding and the accountability 
elements of NCLB have stressed the importance of bringing every student up to a 
minimum level of proficiency. 

As great as this need may be, there is no less need to lift more students, 
no matter their socioeconomic background, to high levels of educational 
accomplishment. In 2006, the Science Technology Engineering and Math 
(STEM) Education Coalition was formed to “raise awareness in Congress, the 
Administration, and other organizations about the critical role that STEM 
education plays in enabling the U.S. to remain the economic and technological 
leader of the global marketplace for the 21st Century.” 9 In the words of 
a National Academy of Sciences report that jump-started the coalition’s 
formation, the nation needs to “increase” its “talent pool by improving K-12 
science and mathematics education.” 10 

In short, the U.S. cannot afford to neglect high performers in our quest 
to bring up the bottom. Performance at the top end is no less important, and 
improvements at both ends reinforce each other, helping to accelerate the growth 
in productivity of the nation’s economy.11 

A Focus on Math
To see how well U.S. schools do at producing high-achieving math students, 
we compare the percentage of U.S. public and private school students in the 
graduating Class of 2009 who were highly accomplished in mathematics in each 
of the 50 states and in 10 urban districts to percentages of high achievers in 56 
other countries. 

We give special attention to math performance because math appears to 
be the subject in which accomplishment in secondary school is particularly 
significant for both an individual’s and a country’s economic well-being. 
Existing research, though not conclusive, indicates that math skills better 
predict future earnings and other economic outcomes than other skills learned 
in high school.12 “Choose math,” a Norwegian scholar has advised students, 
“because you will meet it more and more in the future. Math becomes more and 
more important in all areas of work and scholarship. There will be more math at 
work, so you will need more math at school.”13 The American Diploma Project 
agrees with this assessment, estimating that “in 62 percent of American jobs 
over the next 10 years, entry-level workers will need to be proficient in algebra, 
geometry, data interpretation, probability and statistics.” 14  
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A Focus on Math

“Unless the schools of  
the U.S. find the tools to 
bring students up  
to the highest level of 
accomplishment,  
it places the nation at  
risk in the international  
economy of the  
21st Century.”
	 —Bill Gates

9. Stem Education Coalition website, STEM 
Ed Coalition Objectives, accessed July 1, 
2010 at http://www.stemedcoalition.org/
content/objectives/ 
10. Committee on Prospering in the Global 
Economy of the 21st Century (2005).
11. Hanushek and Woessmann (2009).
12. Bishop (1992); Murnane, Willett, and 
Levy (1995). 
13. As quoted in Friedman (2007), p. 302. 
14. As reported on Thinkport.org and 
quoted in Friedman (2007), p. 302. 





NAEP is governed by the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), 
which consists of 26 educators and other public figures appointed by the U.S. 
Secretary of Education. In 2005, NAEP tested representative samples of 8th-



who scored similarly on the two exams will have similar math knowledge, i.e., 
students who scored 617.1 points or better on the PISA test would have been 
identified as advanced had they taken the NAEP math test. Inasmuch as a score 
of 617.1 points is more than one standard deviation above the average student 
score on the PISA, it is clear that a group of highly accomplished students has 
been isolated. (For more methodological details, see Appendix B.) 

As stated above, NAEP examinations are given to 8th graders, while PISA 
examinations are given at the age of 15, the age of the average U.S. 9th grader, 
so tracking the Class of 2009 means relying on the 2005 NAEP test and the PISA 
test of 2006.21 In comparing the performance of the Class of 2009 on the NAEP 
and PISA tests at these two different points in time, we assume that no event 
happened between 8th and 9th grade that significantly altered the performance 
of American students relative to that of students in other countries. 22  

Because representative samples of student performance on the NAEP 2005 
are available for each state and for 10 urban school districts, it is possible to 
compare the percentages of students in the Class of 2009 who scored at the 
advanced level for each state and for 10 urban districts to the percentage of 
equally advanced students in countries from around the globe.

In short, linking the scores of the Class of 2009 on NAEP 2005 and PISA 2006 
provides us with the opportunity to assess from an international vantage point 
how well the U.S. as a whole, individual states, and certain school districts are 
doing at lifting students to high levels of accomplishment. 

United States Advanced Math  
Performance in World Perspective
We first provide an overall assessment of the relative percentages of adolescents 
in the U.S. and other countries who have reached a very high level of 
mathematics achievement. Largely as a way of explaining away the disappointing 
relative performance of U.S. students, it is frequently noted that the U.S. has a 
very heterogeneous population with large numbers of immigrants. Such a diverse 
population, with students coming to school with varying preparation, may 
handicap U.S. performance relative to other, more homogeneous countries. For 
this reason, we provide two additional analyses. We examine two U.S. subgroups 
conventionally thought to have better preparation for school—white students 
and students from families where at least one parent is reported to have received 
a college degree—and compare the percentages of high-achieving students 
among them to the (total) populations abroad. 
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United States Advanced Math Performance in World Perspective

No less than 30 of the  
56 other countries that  

participated in the PISA 
math test had a larger  
percentage of students  

who scored at  
the international  
equivalent of the  

advanced level. 

21. It is fortunate that the NAEP math, 
science and reading tests were given in 2005 
and the PISA math, science and reading 
tests were given in 2006, as those are the 
only years in the 21st century when that 
coincidence occurred.
22. A similar analysis could be made 
using the 2007 Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS 
2007), which also administered a 
mathematics examination to a representative 
sample of 8th grade students in the United 
States and 49 other countries around the 
world (Mullis, Martin, and Foy (2008)). 
However, as is discussed further below, 
TIMSS 2007 was not administered to 
students in many industrialized (OECD) 
countries that out-scored the United States 
on the PISA. 
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United States Advanced Math Performance in World Perspective

Table 1

1.	 Massachusetts	 11.4%	 14	 Austria �› Germany �› Denmark �› France �› Iceland �› Slovenia

2.	 Minnesota	 10.8	 16	 Denmark �› Estonia �› France �› Iceland �› Slovenia �› Sweden

3.	 Vermont	 8.8	 22	 U.K. �› Hungary �› Ireland �› Luxembourg �› Norway �› Poland �› Slovakia 

4.	 New Jersey	 8.7	 18	 Estonia �› France �› U.K. �› Hungary �› Ireland �› Iceland �› Lithuania �› Luxembourg �› Norway �› Poland �› Slovakia �› Sweden

4.	 Washington	 8.7	 21	 U.K. �› Hungary �› Ireland �› Lithuania �› Luxembourg �› Norway �› Poland �› Slovakia �› Sweden

6.	 Virginia	 7.9	 22	 U.K. �› Hungary �› Ireland �› Lithuania �› Luxembourg �› Norway �› Poland �› Slovakia

7.	 Connecticut	 7.8	 23	 Hungary �› Ireland �› Lithuania �› Luxembourg �› Norway �› Poland �› Slovakia	

8.	 Oregon	 7.3	 25	 Hungary �› Ireland �› Lithuania �› Poland

9.	 North Carolina	 7.1	 27	 Slovakia �› Ireland �› Lithuania �› Poland

10.	 Maryland



In short, the percentages of high-achieving students in the U.S.—and in 
most of its individual states—are shockingly below those of many of the world’s 
leading industrialized nations. Results for many states are at a level equal to those 
of developing countries. 

White Students
The overall news is sobering. Some might try to comfort themselves by saying the 
problem is limited to large numbers of students from immigrant families, or to 
African American students and others who have suffered from discrimination. 
For example, the statement by the STEM Coalition that we “encourage more 
of our best and brightest students, especially those from underrepresented or 
disadvantaged groups, to study in STEM fields” suggests that the challenges are 
concentrated in non-white segments of the U.S. population.

Without denying that the paucity of high-achieving students within 
minority populations is a serious issue, let us consider the other side of that 
coin and inquire about the performance of white students for whom the case of 
discrimination cannot easily be made. Figure 2, p. 16, compares the percentage 
of U.S. white students in the Class of 2009 who scored at the advanced level 
with the percentage of all students in other countries. Note that in this figure no 
adjustment is made in any other participating country for the size of its minority 
population. U.S. white students are being compared to all students, of whatever 
ethnic or racial background, in the other countries. If the issue of math education 
is strictly a minority group issue, then this chart can be expected to show the U.S. 
as one of the world leaders.  

Figure 2 reveals that to be far from the case. In 24 countries, the percentage 
of highly accomplished students (from all ethnic backgrounds) surpasses 
that in the U.S. white student population in the Class of 2009, 8 percent of 
whom score at the advanced level. The percentage of white students at the 
advanced level in the state of New York was 7.7 percent, roughly the same 
as the percentage of all students in Hungary and Poland. In California, 7.2 
percent of white students are performing at the advanced level, a percentage 
insignificantly different from the percentage of all students in Ireland and 
Lithuania. Table 2 provides a full comparison of white students in each state 
with the performances of all students abroad.
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Did No Child Left Behind Shift the 
Focus Away from the Best and the Brightest?
Some attribute the comparatively small percentages of students performing at the 
advanced level to the focus of the 2002 federal accountability statute, No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB), on the educational needs of very low performing students.25  
That law mandates that every student be brought up to the level a state deems 
proficient, a standard that most states set well below the NAEP standard of full 
proficiency, to say nothing of the advanced level that is the focus of this report.

In order to comply with the federal law, some assert, schools are concentrating 
all available resources on the educationally deprived, leaving advanced students 
to fend for themselves. If so, then we should see a decline in the percentage of 
students performing at NAEP’s advanced level subsequent to the passage of the 
2002 federal law. In mathematics, however, the opposite has happened. As can 
be seen in Figure 5, the percentage performing at the advanced level was only 3.7 
percent in 1996 and 4.7 percent in the year 2000. But the percentage performing at 
that level subsequently climbed to 7.9 percent by 2009. If one assumes that NCLB 
did not have an impact on schools until after 2003, the increment in the percentage 
advanced is from 5.4 percent in that year to 7.9 percent in 2009.26   

Percentage of 8th grade students at the advanced level and below 
basic level in mathematics on National Assessment of Educational 
Progress, 1996 to 2009.  (Figure 5)

The incapacity  
of American schools  

to bring students  
up to the highest level of 

accomplishment  
in mathematics  

is much more  
deep-seated than  

anything induced  
by recent federal  

legislation

25. Loveless (2008). 
26. Education historian Diane Ravitch, 
among others, has objected to identifying 
NCLB effects as early as one year after the 
law was passed; see Ravitch (2010), p. 109.
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It is true that the percentage performing below the basic level decreased, by 
6.8 percentage points between 2000 and 2009, from 34.2 percent to 27.4 percent 
(see Figure 5, p.21), but that is only a 20 percent change, as compared to the 69 
percent change in the percentage advanced over the same period. One should not 
put any particular weight on percent changes in percentage points, however, as 
such calculations can be misleading. The most sensible interpretation is that the 
percentages of students deemed proficient at both the basic and advanced levels 
increased noticeably during the first decade of the 21st century. 

Perhaps NCLB’s passage in 2002 dampened the prior rate of growth in the 
achievement of high-performing students. To ascertain whether that was the 
case we compared the rate of change in the NAEP math scores of the top 10 
percent of all 8th graders between 1990 and 2003 (before NCLB had begun to 
be implemented) with the rate of change after NCLB had become effective law. 
Between 1990 and 2003, the scores of the student at the 90th percentile rose 
from 307 to 321, an increment of 14 points, or a growth rate of 1.0 points a year. 
Between 2003 and 2009, the shift upwards for the 90th percentile was another 8 
points, or a change of 1.3 points a year.27  

These findings are consistent with work by Thomas Dee and Brian Jacob 
(2009), who have undertaken a more complex analysis of the impact of NCLB on 
NAEP scores. In addition to estimating impacts on average performance across 
states, they estimate impacts on both very high and very low achieving students. 
Their study indicates that NCLB had positive impacts on the math performance 
of high-achieving students, even though larger impacts were observed for those 
at the bottom of the distribution.28 

In short, the incapacity of American schools to bring students up to the 
highest level of accomplishment in mathematics is much more deep-seated than 
anything induced by recent federal legislation. 
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27. Data available from authors upon 
request. Tom Loveless has reached quite 
different conclusions from an examination of 
this same information (Loveless, 2008). His 
findings depend upon his assumption that 
NCLB was influencing school policy by 2000, 
two years before the law was enacted. Apart 
from the problems with this assumption, any 
conclusions that are sensitive to the choice of 
one or another year near the cusp are hardly 
robust; also his analysis extends only to 2007 
and high achievers showed a growth spurt 
between then and 2009. 
28. Dee and Jacob (2009) find no impact of 
NCLB on NAEP reading performance.
29. Phillips (2007, 2009). For other studies 
that compare test-score performances 
across countries, see Hanushek and 
Woessmann (2010).



The Optimistic View from Prior Studies 

Our findings differ from two reports issued by Gary Phillips of the American 
Institutes of Research that compared the average performance in math of 8th-grade 
students in each of the 50 states with the average scores of 8th-grade students in 
other countries.29 In his reports, Phillips relied on information from NAEP 2007 
and from math assessments in TIMSS: in his first report, achievement on TIMSS 
2003, and in his second report, achievement on TIMSS 2007. Phillips’ analysis 
compares average student achievement across countries, not the percentage of 
students performing at the advanced level, the focus of this report. His findings are 
distinctly more favorable to the U.S. than those shown by our analyses. While our 
study indicates that U.S. advanced student performance in math is tied for 31st 



Put starkly, if one drops from a survey countries such as Canada, Denmark, 
Finland, France, Germany, and New Zealand, and includes instead such 
countries as Bulgaria, Botswana, Ghana, Iran, and Lebanon, the average 
international performance will drop, and the U.S. will look better relative to 
the countries with which it is being compared. (See Appendix C for a further 
discussion of the Phillips studies.)

Discussion and Conclusions
Math performance of young people in their adolescent years is shaped by 
a multiplicity of factors both within schools and outside of them. For that 
reason we do not identify in this report any single cause of the relatively 
small percentage of students in the U.S. who are performing at a high level 
of accomplishment. Sources of the problem may lie in the lack of initiative 
among students themselves, anti-educational pressures within the adolescent 
peer group culture, a lack of parental concern and support, anti-intellectual 
influences within the entertainment and mass media industries, a substantial 
minority population, high rates of in-migration, or even broader and deeper 
societal influences. But even though we suspect that one or more of these 
factors is at work, some of our findings point specifically to problematic 
elements within the nation’s schools. That even relatively advantaged groups 
in American society—white students and those with a parent who has a college 
education—do not generate a high percentage of students who achieve at the 
advanced level in math suggests, we submit, that schools are failing to teach 
students effectively. 

Raising the numbers of students performing at the highest level is not likely 
to be accomplished simply by allocating more dollars to our public schools. 





APPENDIX A 
U.S. Science and Reading Performance  
in Comparative Perspective 
This report emphasizes math performance because that is the subject most 
closely correlated with increments in economic productivity and the subject for 
which common tests can be most readily designed for students coming from 
different language and cultural backgrounds. Two technical considerations 
have also dissuaded us from placing much emphasis on differences among 
nations in the percentage of students performing at the advanced level in 
science and reading. According to NAEP, only 3 percent of all U.S. students 
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Argentina	 0.8%	 (0.3)	 0.1%	 (0.1)	 0.2%	 (0.1)
Australia	 13.6	 (0.9)	 5.6	 (0.5)	 3.1	 (0.4)
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Percentage of students in U.S. states who are at the advanced level on NAEP 2005 
	 Percent advanced in...

	 All	 White	 Students of a parent	 All	 All
State	 students	 students	 with College Education	 students	 students

All numbers are in percentage points. Standard errors in parentheses. 

Alabama	 2.3%	 (0.6)	 3.6%	 (1.0)	 4.6%	 (1.4)	 1.4%	 (0.4)	 1.8%	 (0.6)

Alaska	 5.8
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APPENDIX B
Methodology for Comparing U.S. States  
to International Performance
The purpose of our analysis is to estimate the share of students in different 
countries that reach a competency level equivalent to the percentage of students 
in the U.S. who performed at the advanced level on NAEP 2005.

For math, we start with the national share of 8th-grade U.S. students who 
reach the advanced level on NAEP 2005: 6.04 percent. One year later, this will 
roughly be the cohort of 15-year-olds who participated in PISA 2006. Both tests 
survey representative samples of the respective national student population. 
Thus, using the PISA 2006 microdata, we can calculate the PISA math test score 
at which the 93.96th percentile (100.00-6.04) of the U.S. student population 
performs. (All PISA calculations use the PISA sampling weights to yield 
nationally representative estimates.) We do this separately for each of the five 
plausible values of test performance provided by PISA 2006. Across the five 
plausible values, the PISA score at which the 93.96th percentile of U.S. students 
performs is on average 617.1 PISA points. 

Next, for each country participating in the PISA 2006 test, we calculate the 
share of students reaching this cut-off point from the PISA microdata. We do this 
separately for each plausible value and then take the average of the five estimates. 
This provides an estimate of the share of students in each PISA country who reach 
the level equivalent to the advanced level in 8th-grade math on NAEP 2005. The 
equivalent shares of students who reach the advanced level in 8th-grade math in 
each U.S. state are taken from NAEP 2005. The same applies for those cities that 
test representative samples of 8th graders on NAEP 2005. 

Issues with the U.S. PISA 2006 test in reading require a slightly expanded 
procedure. In the 2006 wave of the PISA test, no reading results are available 
for the U.S. because of an error in printing the test booklets. Some of the 
reading items had incorrect instructions, and as a consequence the mean 
performance in reading could not be accurately estimated. However, PISA 2003 
reading results for the U.S. are available, and equivalent NAEP proficiency 
estimates are available for U.S. 8th-graders in the reading component of NAEP 
2002. We are thus able to apply the proficiency shares from the NAEP 2002 
reading test to the U.S. performance on PISA 2003 in order to calculate the 
equivalent PISA cut-off scores in reading. Since both tests use the same scales 
in the two respective waves of the reading test—PISA 2003 and 2006 and NAEP 
2002 and 2005—this allows us to again calculate the shares of other countries’ 
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Appendix C

is based) but did not participate in either TIMSS 2003 or TIMSS 2007 (the two 
surveys included in the Phillips studies). In fact, 16 countries that outscored 
the U.S. on the PISA 2006 test did not participate in TIMSS 2003 (see Table C.1 
and C.2). As a report by the U.S. National Center for Education Statistics has 
explained, “Differences 
in the set of counties 
that participate in an 
assessment can affect how 
well the U.S. appears to 
do internationally when 
results are released.”4

Other differences between 
our study and Phillips’s are 
less significant. Our attention 
is focused on the percentage 
of students who are high 
achievers, while the focus 
of the Phillips study is on 
average student performance. 
But even if we shift our focus 
to differences in average 
performance, the two studies 
yield dramatically different 
findings. For example, the 
average U.S. score of 474 
points on PISA 2006 falls well 
short of the OECD average 
of 500 points on this test.5 
But on the TIMSS 2007, the 
U.S. average is 508 points, 
a score almost equivalent 
to the OECD average of 
511 points. The OECD 
averages on the TIMSS are 
misleading, however, as they 
are based on results from 
just the 11 OECD countries 
that participated in TIMSS 

34	 educationnext.org	 hks.harvard.edu/pepg

Taiwan	 549		

Finland	 548	 �›	 �›
Korea	 547		

Hong Kong	 547		

Netherlands	 531		  �›
Switzerland	 530	 �›	 �›
Canada	 527	 �›	 �›
Macao	 525	 �›	 �›
Liechtenstein	 525	 �›	 �›
Japan	 523		

New Zealand	 522		  �›
Australia	 520		
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2007. As stated above, the other 19 OECD countries, many of them the high-scoring 
countries, did not participate in this assessment. Philips also compares states to an 
international average that includes the scores from all 48 countries that participated 
in TIMSS 2007. That average of 461 is well below the U.S. score, but, of course, it 

includes many developing countries.6 In contrast, the 
official international average for PISA is based strictly on the 
average for all countries that are members of the OECD. 

In his 2009 study, Phillips indicates a preference for 
the TIMSS 2007 over PISA 2006, because TIMSS 2007 
was administered to 8th graders in the same year as NAEP 
2007, while PISA 2006 was administered to 15-year-olds 
one year after NAEP 2005 was administered to 8th graders. 
Theoretically, the administration of the two tests to the same 
grade levels in the same year is an advantage when making 
international comparisons. But, practically speaking, that 
advantage is relatively minor. Phillips himself gets much the 
same results regardless of whether he compares NAEP 2007 
results to TIMSS 2003 (as he did in his 2007 report) or to 
TIMSS 2007 (as he did in his 2009 report). 

Finally, Phillips suggests that PISA 2006 tests math 
“literacy” while TIMSS 2007 assesses math “proficiency” 
with a test that is more closely aligned to the curriculum 
offered by the U.S. But just as the words literacy and 
proficiency are virtually inter-changeable, the two tests 
are more alike than they are different. As Phillips himself 
demonstrates, the correlation between average student 
performances across countries on the PISA 2006 and 
TIMSS 2007 is 0.93.7 When two indicators of student 
performance yield such similar results, one generally 
assumes them to be different measures of the same thing. 
Random differences in sampling and item construction 
can easily account for any observed differences in results. 

In sum, the major difference between this study 
and the Phillips reports is the countries with which the 
U.S. is being compared. We include in our comparison 
all countries of the OECD, many of them among the 
highest-achieving countries, while Phillips has included 
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