
P I S A  F O R  D E V E L O P M E N T

THE EXPERIENCE OF MIDDLE-INCOME COUNTRIES PARTICIPATING IN PISA 2000-2015  © OECD AND THE WORLD BANK 2015 125

Annex D
Summary descriptions for the six levels 

of proficiency in mathematics



P I S A  F O R  D E V E L O P M E N T

ANNEX D: SUMMARY DESCRIPTIONS FOR THE SIX LEVELS OF PROFICIENCY IN MATHEMATICS

126 © OECD AND THE WORLD BANK 2015  THE EXPERIENCE OF MIDDLE-INCOME COUNTRIES PARTICIPATING IN PISA 2000-2015

Table D.1 Summary descriptions for the six levels of proficiency in mathematics

Level

Lower 
score 
limit

Percentage of students  
able to perform tasks  
at each level or above  

(OECD average) What students can typically do 

6 669 3.3% At Level 6, students can conceptualise, generalise and utilise information based on their investigations 
and modelling of complex problem situations, and can use their knowledge in relatively non-standard 
contexts. They can link different information sources and representations and flexibly translate among 
them. Students at this level are capable of advanced mathematical thinking and reasoning. These students 
can apply this insight and understanding, along with a mastery of symbolic and formal mathematical 
operations and relationships, to develop new approaches and strategies for attacking novel situations. 
Students at this level can reflect on their actions, and can formulate and precisely communicate their 
actions and reflections regarding their findings, interpretations, arguments, and the appropriateness of 
these to the original situation.

5 607 12.6% At Level 5, students can develop and work with models for complex situations, identifying constraints and 
specifying assumptions. They can select, compare, and evaluate appropriate problem-solving strategies 
for dealing with complex problems related to these models. Students at this level can work strategically 
using broad, well-developed thinking and reasoning skills, appropriate linked representations, symbolic 
and formal characterisations, and insight pertaining to these situations. They begin to reflect on their work 
and can formulate and communicate their interpretations and reasoning.

4 545 30.8% At Level 4, students can work effectively with explicit models for complex concrete situations that may 
involve constraints or call for making assumptions. They can select and integrate different representations, 
including symbolic, linking them directly to aspects of real-world situations. Students at this level can 
utilise their limited range of skills and can reason with some insight, in straightforward contexts. They 
can construct and communicate explanations and arguments based on their interpretations, arguments, 
and actions.

3 482 54.5% At Level 3, students can execute clearly described procedures, including those that require sequential 
decisions. Their interpretations are sufficiently sound to be a base for building a simple model or for 
selecting and applying simple problem-solving strategies. Students at this level can interpret and use 
representations based on different information sources and reason directly from them. They typically 
show some ability to handle percentages, fractions and decimal numbers, and to work with proportional 
relationships. Their solutions reflect that they have engaged in basic interpretation and reasoning.

2 420 77.0% At Level 2, students can interpret and recognise situations in contexts that require no more than 
direct inference. They can extract relevant information from a single source and make use of a single 
representational mode. Students at this level can employ basic algorithms, formulae, procedures, or 
conventions to solve problems involving whole numbers. They are capable of making literal interpretations 
of the results.

1 358 92.0% At Level 1, students can answer questions involving familiar contexts where all relevant information is 
present and the questions are clearly defined. They are able to identify information and to carry out routine 
procedures according to direct instructions in explicit situations. They can perform actions that are almost 
always obvious and follow immediately from the given stimuli.

Source: OECD (2014), PISA 2012 Results: What Students Know and Can Do (Volume I, Revised edition, February 2014): Student Performance in Mathematics, 
Reading and Science, PISA, OECD Publishing, Paris, http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264208780-en.
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