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Introducing NFER

Research on key issues, to improve outcomes for 
children

• Investigating current and future challenges in education

• 150 research reports a year

• 200 experts : economists, statisticians, researchers, psychometricians

Expert in educational assessment

• International, national and classroom assessment

Products and services to support teachers and schools

Influencing policy and practice

• Working with partners 

• More than 2m website publication downloads a year
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NFER is an 
independent not for 
profit organisation 

committed to creating 
an excellent education 

for all children and 
young people through 
research, assessment, 
analysis and insight.



Who we work with
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A long history of delivering 
international assessments
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IEA studies OECD studies

• Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA)

• Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC)

• PISA for schools

• International Early Learning 
and Child Well-being Study 
(IELS)

• Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS)

• Progress in International 
Reading Literacy Study 
(PIRLS)

• International Civic and 
Citizenship Education Study 
(ICCS)



International Large Scale 
Assessments (ILSAs)
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TIMSS 2015
Mathematics and Science

• Grades 4 and 8 – 10 and 14 years

• Every 4 years since 1995

• Around 60 countries take part

PIRLS 2016
Reading

• Grade 4 - 10 year olds

• Every 5 years since 2001

• Around 50 countries take part

PISA 2015
Mathematics, Science, Reading

• Grade 9 – 15 years

• Every 3 years since 1995

• Around 80 countries take part



Objectives of ILSAs

→ to monitor system-level trends in a global context

→ to provide information on the implementation of educational 
policies and teaching practices around the world

→ to provide data to improve teaching and learning 
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How does England 
perform? Science

• Average scores for science have increased 
at year 5 but not at year 9.

• England’s average science scores were 
significantly higher than most other 
countries, with only five countries 
significantly out-performing England at year 
9

• Singapore, Hong Kong, South Korea, 
Taiwan, Japan and the Russian Federation 
performed well across both year groups.
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How does England 
perform? Maths

• Average scores of students in England have 
shown steady improvement since 1995 at both 
year 5 and year 9.

• England’s year 5 and year 9 average maths 
scores were higher than the international mean 
and the majority of other participating countries.

• Singapore, Hong Kong, South Korea, Taiwan, 
Japan and the Russian Federation performed 
well across both year groups.
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PIRLS 2016
• The average reading score of students in 

England was significantly higher than in 
PIRLS 2006 and 2011, and higher than the 
majority of other countries.

• The improvements were mainly among 
boys and lower-performing students

• Only the Russian Federation, Singapore, 
Hong Kong, Ireland, Finland, Poland, and 
Northern Ireland significantly outperformed 
England.

How does England 
perform? Reading
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Gender differences

`In England

• Boys outperform girls in Maths  

• No gender gap was seen in Science

• Girls outperform boys in Reading

Restricted 11



Maths has been a major focus 
of government policy
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Mandatory multiplications tables check

The Advanced Maths Premium

Industrial Strategy - additional £406m in maths, digital and technical education 

‘Maths mastery’ approach - up to £41 million of funding

Maths hubs - a further £6 million invested in 2017

16-19 programmes

Reformed functional skills qualification in maths

Maths teacher bursaries



STEM

Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 

• England is in a good position to compete internationally in science-
related fields, but lags behind in maths. 

• The majority of students in PISA view school science as relevant to 
their future.

• The most popular STEM-related aspirations were ‘engineer’ and 
‘medical doctor’. 
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Gender differences in career 
aspirations

Restricted 14



Socio-economic gap

In PIRLS and TIMSS differences between most and least disadvantaged 
students range from 90 to 132 points.
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Socio-economic gap

• In PISA, impact of socio-economic background in PISA 2015 is similar 
to that of many other countries. 

• In England, the relationship between ESCS and average PISA maths 
score has not improved since 2006.
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School Climate

Teachers and headteachers in England are more positive about 
school climate than their students 
• In PIRLS and TIMSS, more teachers and headteachers report that 

their schools are safe and orderly and that issues with discipline are 
rare compared to other countries. 

• However, the percentage of students reporting bullying is higher in 
PIRLS and equivalent in TIMSS compared to many other countries. 

• In PISA, more headteachers report that they pay attention to disruptive 
behaviour, compared to the OECD average. 

• However, students in England report disruption in science classrooms 
in England more than in the average high-performing country.
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Teacher Shortage

“A variety of factors have contributed to the growing sense of crisis for 
schools in England struggling to retain and develop their teachers. 
Particularly worrying is that the number of secondary school teachers 
has been falling since 2010 and more teachers have been leaving the 
profession for reasons other than retirement since 2012.” 

GB. Parliament. HoC. Committee of Public Accounts (2018) 
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Briefing paper

You can find the Briefing paper

What do International studies tell us about the performance of 
England’s education system?
at

www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/ILSA02. 

Contact: j.sizmur@nfer.ac.uk

Restricted 20

http://www.nfer.ac.uk/publications/ILSA02
mailto:j.sizmur@nfer.ac.uk


Evidence for excellence 
in education

© National Foundation for Educational Research 2018

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted 
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or otherwise, 
without prior written permission of NFER.

The Mere, Upton Park, Slough, Berks SL1 2DQ 
T: +44 (0)1753 574123 • F: +44 (0)1753 691632 • enquiries@nfer.ac.uk

www.nfer.ac.uk


	Slide Number 1
	Introducing NFER
	Who we work with
	A long history of delivering international assessments
	International Large Scale Assessments (ILSAs)
	Objectives of ILSAs
	How does England perform? Science
	How does England perform? Maths
	How does England perform? Reading
	Slide Number 10
	Gender differences�
	Maths has been a major focus of government policy
	STEM
	Gender differences in career aspirations
	Socio-economic gap
	Socio-economic gap
	School Climate
	Teacher Shortage
	Slide Number 19
	Briefing paper
	Slide Number 21

