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Dear Deputy Secretary General Leterme, - thank you for this excellent presentation 

and the thought provoking details. 

 

Good competences in reading, maths and science are an essential component for a 

successful, professional and civic life. Moreover, the culture of science and the 

scientific way of critical questioning is a key prerequisite for the proper functioning of 

a technologically and politically complex modern democratic society. Thus, the 

current situation whereby more than 20% of young Europeans are not reaching 

minimum levels of basic skill in reading, mathematics and science is very alarming. 

Our failures in these areas are hurting Europe's economic development and social 

cohesion. 

 

So what does the latest PISA Survey tell us? ([This presentation will be followed by a 

technical OECD briefing], In short, it demonstrates how important it is to reduce the 

levels of low achievement in a knowledge-driven society. It also underlines the need 

for immediate action at national and EU level.   

 

Let me also underline that the findings are in line with the country analysis carried out 

in the framework of the Europe 2020 strategy, and in particular with the conclusions 

of the last European Semester and CSRs addressed to 13 countries, while also 

pointing to possible new policy challenges in other countries. 

 

Let me turn to the concrete results: the data highlights some causes for concern, but 

let's start with the positives: 

 



PISA shows that four of Europe's Member States (EE, FI, PL and NL) are among the 

top 7 performing countries in the world in mathematics. These countries are already 

below the EU benchmark of 15%. The proportion of low achievers across the EU is 

lower than that found in the USA (26%) – a nation roughly comparable in size, 

diversity and cultural traditions to the EU. 

 

PISA shows varying results between countries of the EU. But there are countries 

which stand out.  I am personally particularly proud to notice the good situation in two 

EU Member States. One is my own motherland - Poland and the other is the country 

in which I lived and worked for a significant amount of my diplomatic career - the 

Netherlands.  

 

The Netherlands is now the best performing EU country in mathematics. Poland 

made a huge jump forward in all three skill areas. It managed to reduce the share of 

its low performers and simultaneously increase the share of its top performers across 

all key areas of basic skills. 

 

Another encouraging finding is that the EU as a whole is on its way to reaching the 

EU-wide benchmark of having fewer than 15% low achievers in reading and science 

by 2020.  

 

It is interesting to note that nearly one third of the Member States improved their 

performance. Most importantly, this is a diverse group of Member States with 

different socio-economic backgrounds and historical legacies, suggesting that there 

is no intrinsic barrier preventing all Member States moving forward and reducing the 

levels of low achievement among their 15 year-olds.  

 

And this year's PISA confirms earlier PISA findings about the lack of significant 

gender gap at the level of low achievement between boys and girls both in science 

and mathematics. 

 

At the same time, in reading, girls continue to easily outperform boys in all EU 

countries. Interestingly, the recent Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) showed that the 

gap in reading among young adults is not so marked. Do boys catch up with girls in 



reading ability later in life outside school? The possible reasons remain to be further 

analysed. 

 

Unlike reading and science, the process of tackling low achievement in mathematics 

is not making progress.  

 

The average share of low achieving students in maths in the EU Member States has 

remained essentially the same since 2006. Furthermore, there are large differences 

in performance between EU Member States. 

 

There are Member States (BG, CY, RO, and EL) where between one half and one 

third of the 15 year-olds score at the lowest PISA level.  

 

In general, PISA 2012 found that the difference in mathematics performances within 

countries is generally even greater than that between countries. Over 300 points 

often separate the highest and the lowest performers in a country. This is the 

equivalent of more than seven years of schooling. This observation points to the 

need to address inequalities between different regions and schools within the same 

country. Lessons learned from certain high-performing regions within a country may 

then provide valuable pointers for successful policy interventions. 

 

The Survey of Adult Skills (PIACC) also confirms that differences within a country are 

considerably higher than those between countries.  

 

Most strikingly, PISA 2012 shows that the socio-economic background is a powerful 

factor determining achievement. In too many European countries, a child's future is 

still pre-determined by his or her parents' situation and educational level. We look to 

schools to create an equitable distribution of learning opportunities and outcomes; 

this is not happening. In addition, migrants often do not perform as well as native-

born citizens.  

 

The results of PISA suggests that addressing the socio-economic factor is the key to 

reducing the level of low achievement in the EU. Tackling low achievement in 

countries, which are simultaneously facing economic problems will require a 



particularly substantial concerted effort, one that involves a variety of players and 

resources that go well beyond the sphere of education. 

 

Looking at the results from both PIAAC and PISA leads us to the important 

conclusion that policy efforts need to focus on improvement of primary and 

secondary school education; at higher levels it is often too late to compensate for the 

missed opportunities to build essential basic skills in school.  

 

The Commission will discuss the findings with Member States to better understand 

the underlying reasons for variations in skills proficiency and what action is needed at 

both national and European level. The impact of PIAAC and PISA results will be 

discussed in the February 2014 Council meeting of Education ministers (EYCS) 

under the Greek presidency. 

 

At EU level, the new Erasmus+ programme will support actions to develop and 

upgrade basic skills and encourage improvements in the quality of education and 

training systems. 

 

The European Social Fund will also continue to help Member States to invest in skills 

and training and to focus on vulnerable groups.  

 

Together with the OECD, we will carry out further analysis of the data in order to help 

Member States better understand how to improve their education systems. We need 

to ensure that future editions of PISA provide us with an opportunity to monitor 

progress. 

 

And, finally, I would like to come back to the need for greater cooperation.  

 

PISA is an example of the kind of partnership we need if we want to combine 

expertise, knowledge and resources for the benefit of all Member States and to 

improve the contribution of education to bringing our societies back to a path of 

growth and jobs. 

 


