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Executive Summary

The three-yearly PISA assessments provide an opportunity to monitor the performance of Australian 
students in reading, mathematical and scientific literacy. In particular, the assessments allow us 
to examine the performance of particular equity groups; to look at how well particular groups of 
15-year-old students, approaching the end of their compulsory schooling are prepared for meeting 
the challenges they will face in their lives beyond school.

A special focus for Australia has been to ensure that there is a sufficiently large sample of 
Australia’s Indigenous students so that valid and reliable analysis can be conducted.  This has been 
achieved in each cycle of PISA and this report presents analyses of the achievement of Indigenous 
students in reading, mathematical and scientific literacy in each of the cycles.  

Achievement is presented in two ways in this report: in terms of mean scores and in terms of 
proficiency levels.  Mean scores allow comparisons with other students and with other countries, 
and while proficiency levels also allow comparisons, additionally they provide information about 
what students can and cannot do.  

Across the three PISA cycles, Indigenous students have performed at a substantially and statistically 
lower average level in reading, mathematical and scientific literacy than their non-Indigenous 
peers.  In each domain, Indigenous students performed more than 80 score points (or more than 
one proficiency level)  lower than non-Indigenous students and more than 50 score points lower 
than the OECD average.  In terms of proficiency levels, Indigenous students are overrepresented at 
the lower levels and underrepresented at the upper levels in reading, mathematical and scientific 
literacy.  

The OECD has determined that for mathematical and scientific literacy Proficiency Level 2 is the 
base level at which students are considered able to demonstrate competencies that will enable 
them to actively participate in life situations.  For the purposes of this report, Level 2 will be treated 
in a similar manner for reading literacy.  

More than one third of Indigenous students did not achieve Level 2 in reading, mathematical or 
scientific literacy.  Only 12 per cent of Indigenous students were able to achieve the highest levels 
of reading literacy, and no more than five per cent achieved the highest level in mathematical and 
scientific literacy.  

Significant gender differences were found between Indigenous males and females in reading 
literacy, favouring Indigenous females by 34 score points.  No significant gender differences in 
mathematical and scientific literacy were found for Indigenous students.  

The performance of Australian Indigenous students in PISA continues to raise concerns about the 
educational disadvantage faced by these students.  From an international perspective, they are 
performing well below the OECD average and from a national perspective, they are achieving well 
below the performance of non-Indigenous students.  

The results from the three PISA assessments have shown that the performance of Indigenous 
students has not improved over time.   These results suggest that initiatives to improve the 
education of Indigenous students through educational policy have to date had little effect.  In 
terms of real-life functioning and future opportunities, Indigenous students remain at a substantial 
disadvantage.
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Table 2.1:  �Means and standard errors for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students on the overall reading 
literacy scale 

Student group

PISA 2000 PISA 2003 PISA 2006

Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE

Indigenous 448 5.8 444 8.6 434 6.9

Non-Indigenous 531 3.4 527 2.0 515 2.1

Australia 528 3.5 525 2.1 513 2.1

OECD average 500 0.6 494 0.6 492 0.6

Relatively large differences between the mean performance of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
students are evident across the PISA cycles, with an average difference of 82 score points, 
equivalent to about 0.8 of a standard deviation.  

Across the three PISA cycles, Indigenous students also performed significantly below the OECD 
average, by 53 score points on average.  In reading literacy, one proficiency level equates to 73 
score points. Thus, the average reading literacy performance of Indigenous students was almost 
three-quarters of a proficiency level lower than the average performance of all students across 
OECD countries in PISA 2000 and PISA 2003, and more than three-quarters of a proficiency level 
lower in PISA 2006.  Non-Indigenous students, in comparison, performed more than one-third of a 
proficiency level higher than the OECD average across the three PISA cycles.

Figure 2.17 shows the distribution of performance scores for PISA 2000 on the reading literacy 
scale, including the range of performance for students between the 5th percentile (the point 
below which the lowest performing 5 per cent of the students score) and the 95th percentile (the 
point above which the highest performing 5 per cent of students score).  The spread of the scores 
indicates that while there are some Indigenous students performing at lower levels, there are also 
some Indigenous students performing at higher levels.  However, the figure also shows that the top 
five per cent of Indigenous students are performing at a level similar to that of the top 25 per of 
non-Indigenous students.

Performance scores

150 250 350 450 550 650 750

Non-Indigenous
students

Indigenous
students

Figure 2.1:  �Distribution of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students on the reading literacy scale for 
PISA 2000

In PISA 2000, the spread of scores for Indigenous students between the 5th and 95th percentile was 
335 score points, which was similar to the spread of scores for the non-Indigenous students, which 
was 326 score points.  In PISA 2003, the spread of scores for Indigenous students remained similar 
to the previous cycle, at 327 score points, as did the spread for non-Indigenous students (318 
score points).  In PISA 2006, however, the range of scores for Indigenous students had increased to 
347 points (from 255 points at the 5th percentile to 602 score points at the 95th percentile), while 
the score range for non-Indigenous students had narrowed to 303 score points.  The mean score 
for Indigenous students at the 5th percentile in 2006 was slightly lower (by 20 score points) than 
the mean score at the 5th percentile for 2000.  This was not the case for non-Indigenous students, 
where the mean score at the 5th percentile between 2000 and 2006 remained almost the same.

7	  Refer to the Reader’s Guide for instructions on how to read the figures on means and distribution of scores.
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Reading literacy performance: proficiency levels 
Five levels of proficiency were developed and defined in PISA 2000 for the overall reading literacy 
scale, and for the three subscales of retrieving information, interpreting texts, and reflection and 
evaluation.   Describing performance in terms of proficiency levels adds further information about 
student competencies to the means and standard errors reported in the previous section.       

Reading proficiency Level 5

Students at this level are able to deal with difficult texts and complete sophisticated reading 
tasks.  They can deal with information that is difficult to find in unfamiliar texts, especially in 
the presence of closely competing information, show detailed understanding of these texts and 
identify which information is relevant to the task.  They are able to evaluate texts critically, draw 
on specialised knowledge to build hypotheses, and cope with concepts that may be contrary to 
expectations. 

Although the average score for Indigenous students was significantly lower than that of non-
Indigenous students, representing both a statistical and educational disparity, there were some 
Indigenous students who performed exceptionally well in reading literacy.  In PISA 2000, four 
per cent of Indigenous students achieved the highest proficiency level. Eighteen per cent of non-
Indigenous students achieved at Level 5, while 19 per cent of students in Finland, the highest 
performing country in reading literacy in 2000, achieved at this level. On average across the 
OECD countries, about 10 per cent of students assessed in PISA were at Level 5 on the overall 
reading literacy scale.  

Reading proficiency Level 4

Students at Level 4 are able to cope with difficult tasks, such as locating embedded information, 
construing meaning of parts of a text through considering the texts as a whole, and dealing with 
ambiguities and negatively worded ideas.  They show accurate understanding of complex texts and 
are able to evaluate texts critically.  

Eight per cent of Indigenous students were placed at Level 4, compared to 26 per cent of non-
Indigenous students and 32 per cent of Finnish students.  On average, 22 per cent of students 
across OECD countries were at Level 4.

Reading proficiency Level 3

Students classified at Level 3 can deal with moderately complex reading tasks, such as finding 
several pieces of relevant information and sorting out detailed competing information requiring 
consideration of many criteria to compare, contrast or categorise.  They are able to make links 
between different parts of a text and to understand text in a detailed way in relation to everyday 
knowledge.  Equivalent proportions of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students performed 
at reading proficiency Level 3, with just over one quarter of students from both groups at this 
level.  In Finland, and across the OECD as a whole, slightly less than one third (29%) of students 
achieved at reading proficiency Level 3.  

Reading proficiency Level 2

At Level 2 students can cope with basic reading tasks, such as locating straightforward information, 
making low-level inferences, using some outside knowledge to help understand a well-defined 
part of a text, and applying their own experience and attitudes to help explain a feature of a text.  

Twenty-nine per cent of Indigenous students achieved this level in PISA 2000, compared to 19 
per cent of non-Indigenous students, 14 per cent of Finnish students and 22 percent of students in 
participating OECD countries. 
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Reading proficiency Level 1

At reading proficiency Level 1, students are able to deal with only the least complex reading 
tasks developed for PISA, such as finding explicitly stated pieces of information and recognising 
the main theme or author’s purpose in a text in a familiar topic when the required information 
is readily accessible in the text.  They are also able to make a connection between common, 
everyday knowledge and information in the text.  

Twenty per cent of Indigenous students, or one in every five students, were placed at this level.  
Nine per cent of non-Indigenous students and five per cent of students from Finland performed at 
Level 1, while across the OECD countries, 12 per cent of students on average performed at this 
level.  

Not yet reached reading proficiency Level 1

Reading tasks easier than the Level 1 tasks in PISA no longer fit PISA’s concept of reading literacy.  
Students who scored below this level have not demonstrated understanding of even the most basic 
type of information and the OECD have argued that this points to serious deficiencies in their 
ability to meet the challenges of the future and adapt to societal change.

Thirteen per cent of Indigenous students were unable to demonstrate Level 1 reading skills in PISA 
2000, compared to three per cent of non-Indigenous students, two per cent of Finnish students and 
six per cent of students across participating OECD countries.

The percentages of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students at each reading literacy proficiency 
level, from below Level 1 to Level 5, are summarised in Figure 2.2.  The proficiency levels for the 
OECD on average and for Finland, the highest performing country in reading literacy in PISA 2000, 
have been included for comparison.    

0 20 40 60 80 100-100 -80 -60 -40 -20 0

Finland

OECD average

Non-Indigenous

Indigenous

Percentage of students

Below Level 1 Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 Level 6

19 26 26 183 9

29 26 8 413 20

22 29 22 106 12

14 29 32 192 5

Figure 2.2:  �Reading literacy proficiency levels for Indigenous and non-Indigenous students, the OECD 
average and Finland for PISA 2000

At the higher end of the reading literacy proficiency scale, the proportion of non-Indigenous 
students achieving at Level 5 is more than four times the proportion of Indigenous students 
achieving at a similar level. At the lower end of the proficiency scale, almost three times as 
many Indigenous as non-Indigenous students were not able to achieve proficiency level 2. While 
not officially defined as such for reading, Level 2 is the base level or minimum standard for 
mathematics and science at which the OECD has argued that students are able to demonstrate 
reading competencies that will enable them to actively participate in life situations.  For this report, 
Level 2 will be considered as a baseline for reading as well.

Table 2.2 shows the percentage of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students who performed at 
each level on the reading literacy proficiency scale in PISA 2003 and PISA 2006.  A pattern of 
Indigenous students being over-represented in the lower proficiency levels and under-represented 


