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Two in every five students in Jordan performed below the minimum proficiency level in 
science and reading, and three in five students were below minimum proficiency in math.

Jordan’s students scored an average of 429 in science, 419 in reading and 400 in math, 
showing a modest increase since previous cycles, but falling well behind the average 
OECD country performance in all three domains. 

Jordan performed an equivalent of approximately two grade levels behind the OECD 
average in math, and an equivalent of one grade level behind OECD countries in reading 
and science.

Jordan’s students performed relatively well in the three subjects when compared to the 
four other Arab participating countries, and performed along the lines of select countries 
in the same income classification as Jordan.

Jordan has one of the largest gender achievement gaps among all PISA participating 
countries, with girls outperforming boys in the three subjects. The gap in reading 
specifically has slightly decreased in 2018 when compared to previous cycles, largely due 
to improvements in male student performance, while female students’ scores remained 
stagnant. However, the largest gender gap in 2018 was in reading, with girls outperforming 
boys by 51 points; a difference equivalent to more than one grade level.

Unsurprisingly, a positive relationship between student socio-economic status and 
performance was found; students with higher socio-economic status scored higher 
across the three domains of PISA. 

A negative relationship between grade repetition and performance was found; students 
who reported repeating grade levels in the past, scored much lower than their counterparts 
who had reported not repeating.

Students in non-public schools, which includes private and United Nations Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees (UNRWA) schools, outperformed their public school 
counterparts by an equivalent of approximately one grade level difference across the three 
domains.

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
This brief explores data from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s 
(OECD) Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) for the year 2018, released in 
December 2019, with a focus on Jordan. Jordan’s performance is explored in comparison with 
performance in previous years and other countries. Descriptive analysis is also used to explore 
variations in student performance based on student and school attributes. Some of the key 
findings of the analysis are highlighted below: 
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5 WHAT IS PISA?

WHAT IS
PISA?
The Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) is an international large-scale 
assessment administered to 15-year-olds worldwide by the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD). The first cycle of PISA was administered in 2000 across 
several countries and economies, and has been administered every three years since. The 
assessment tests students’ literacy in math, science and reading, and each cycle focuses on 
one of the three domains more heavily. In the 2018 cycle,[1] the focus of the assessment was 
reading literacy. As opposed to curriculum based assessments, PISA aims to measure students’ 
“functional knowledge and skills that allow one to participate fully in society” across the three 
domains (OECD, 2019; p.14).[2] In addition to the assessment, PISA administers questionnaires to 
students, schools, teachers and parents, to better understand students and the environments 
surrounding them that may influence their performance (OECD, 2019).[3] 

Seventy-nine countries and economies participated in the 2018 PISA cycle, reaching 
approximately 710,000 15-year old students overall. Five Arab countries participated in this cycle 
of PISA, including Jordan, Lebanon, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE).

[1] Data from the 2018 PISA cycle was released on the OECD website in December 2019.

[2] OECD (2019), PISA 2018 Assessment and Analytical Framework, PISA, OECD Publishing, Paris,
Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1787/b25efab8-en.

[3] Ibid.

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/pisa-2018-assessment-and-analytical-framework_b25efab8-en
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[4] Non-public schools include both private and United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestinian Refugees (UNRWA) 
run schools. The data set does not contain further information that allows for the further disaggregation of non-public 
schools into the aforementioned categories.

[5] Immigrant status is a variable in the PISA dataset, determined based on questions relating to where the student and their 
parents were born.

JORDAN’S PARTICIPATION IN PISA

JORDAN’S PARTICIPATION 
IN PISA
Having participated in every PISA cycle since 2006, Jordan’s participation in the 2018 assessment 
marked its fifth time participating in PISA. 8,963 students were sampled for the 2018 cycle, 
which was the largest number of students sampled for PISA in Jordan historically. Students 
were sampled from public and non-public schools across the Kingdom. Specifically, 79% of 
sampled students were in public schools and 21% were in non-public schools (Table 1).[4] One in 
four students attended schools located in large cities, and nearly one in four attended schools 
located in small towns. More than one in five students were in schools located in towns, 17% were 
in schools located in cities and only one in 10 were in schools located in villages. 

There was a roughly balanced gender split in participation (51% female), with an average student 
age of 15.86 years. Based on OECD classifications drawn from student reports on where they and 
their parents were born, the majority of students (88%) were classified as native Jordanians (i.e. 
they and their parents were born in Jordan), 7% were classified as second generation immigrants 
(i.e. students whose parents were not born in Jordan) and 5% were classified as first generation 
immigrants (i.e. were not born in Jordan).[5]
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[6] Area type and population data is available in the school dataset, as reported by principals.

[7] Ibid 2.

[8] Obeidat, O., & Dawani, Z. (2014). Disseminating and Using Student Assessment Information in Jordan. SABER-Systems
Approach for Better Education Results.

JORDAN’S PARTICIPATION IN PISA

TABLE 1 : DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENT NUMBERS DISAGGREGATED 
BY SCHOOL TYPE, AREA TYPE, GENDER AND IMMIGRATION 
STATUS IN JORDAN IN THE 2018 PISA CYCLE [6]

Percent

School Type
Public 79%

Non-Public 21%

School area type 
and population

A Village, Hamlet or Rural Area (Fewer than 3,000 People) 10%

A Small Town (3,000 to About 15,000 People) 24%

A Town (15,000 to About 100,000 People) 22%

A City (100,000 to About 1,000,000 People) 17%

A Large City (With Over 1,000,000 People) 26%

Gender
Male 49%

Female 51%

Immigration status

Native 88%

Second Generation Immigrant 7%

First Generation Immigrant 5%

Jordan was one of the few countries that opted for the paper-based format of the assessment 
in the 2018 cycle. The paper-based assessment only included the PISA trend items that are used 
in each cycle, while computer-based assessments included the trend items in addition to newly 
developed items (OECD, 2019).[7]

In addition to the paper-based assessment, Jordan administered student and school 
questionnaires to gather contextual information; no supplementary parent or teacher modules 
were administered. The resulting data from administered modules provides essential benchmarks 
for policymakers in Jordan to explore students’ performance, and what may influence it (Obeidat 
& Dawani, 2014).[8]



8 THIS BRIEF

THIS
BRIEF
This brief aims to explore the performance of Jordan’s students in the PISA 2018 assessment, based 
on the publicly available PISA data obtained from the OECD website.[9] The analysis conducted 
was descriptive in nature; exploring trends of student performance and disaggregating them 
by different student and school attributes.[10] Specifically, the following research questions were 
explored:

How did students in Jordan’s schools perform in the PISA 2018?

What are the trends in student performance in Jordan from 2006 until 2018 across the 3 
domains of PISA?

How does student performance in Jordan in PISA 2018 compare globally?

How does student performance differ based on specific student characteristics in Jordan?

• Student characteristics include gender, grade repetition, attendance of pre-school,  
 socio-economic background and number of books at home.

How does student performance differ based on specific school characteristics in Jordan?

• This includes school type, school area type, student teacher ratios, shortage of   
 educational materials and staff, and the proportion of fully certified teachers.

[9] https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/

[10] The analysis conducted was descriptive in nature, no inferential analysis was run. Therefore, it is essential to note that 
no inferences regarding differences between groups can be made from this brief. A brief on the determinants of student 
achievement in Jordan will be published at a later date.

1
2
3
4

5

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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JORDAN’S RESULTS
IN A NUTSHELL

JORDAN’S STUDENTS PERFORMED BEST IN SCIENCE 
AND WORST IN MATH.
On average, students performed best in the science domain, and worst in the math domain in the 
2018 assessment (Table 2). The average score in science was 429, and 400 in math; equivalent to 
a 0.73 grade level difference between the two domains. Meanwhile, the average score in reading 
was 419. The OECD sets the mean scores on PISA at around 500 score points (OECD, 2019).[11] 
Students in Jordan performed well below the set PISA mean, such that scores were at least an 
equivalent of one and a half grade levels below this set mean. 

Exploring the standard deviations of the mean scores in Jordan against the set PISA standard 
deviations - which is set at 100 score points (OECD, 2019)[12] - the data show that standard 
deviations for scores in Jordan were smaller than the set standard deviation. This suggests that 
student scores in Jordan were more clustered around the mean. Examining student performance 
in the three domains even further by exploring their proficiency levels,[13] it is evident that this is 
indeed the case (Figure 1).

TABLE 2 : JORDAN’S STUDENTS AVERAGE SCORES AND 
STANDARD DEVIATIONS ACROSS THE THREE DOMAINS OF PISA 
2018

[11] OECD (2019), PISA 2018 Results (Volume I): What Students Know and Can Do, PISA, OECD Publishing, Paris, Retrieved from
https://doi.org/10.1787/5f07c754-en.

[12] Ibid.

[13] Proficiency levels are constructed for each of the three domains, and represent the level of task difficulty and student
performance; with level one representing lowest scores and easiest level of difficulty and level 6 representing highest scores
and is the most difficult level (OECD, 2009).

Domain Average Score Standard Deviation
Science 429 88

Reading 419 87

Math 400 85

N=8,963

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/pisa-2018-results-volume-i_5f07c754-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/pisa-2006-technical-report/proficiency-scale-construction_9789264048096-16-en;jsessionid=xbQMvLlasrk83HioaPFLVv9G.ip-10-240-5-39
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Three in every five students performed below the minimum proficiency level in math, compared 
to two in every five performing at this level in the science and reading domains. Fewer students 
also performed at the minimum proficiency level in math when compared to reading and science 
(level two). These data, in addition to the overall performance scores across the three domains, 
suggest that students are struggling to a greater extent in math when compared to reading and 
science.

While math performance was lowest among the three domains, student performance was 
generally low across the board; the majority of students performed below minimum proficiency 
levels in reading, math and science. To put this in context by looking at reading specifically, if a 
student performs below the minimum proficiency in reading, they are not necessarily considered 
illiterate; however, it means that these students do not have the skills to perform tasks that may 
enable them to “participate effectively and productively in life” (OECD, 2010; p.52).[14]

Figure 1 also reveals virtually no students performed at the highest proficiency levels (levels five 
and six). Again, putting this in context by looking at reading, students who perform at level 5 
in reading can be considered “potential world class knowledge workers of tomorrow” (OECD, 
2010; p.51);[15] the more students performing at this level, the higher the competitiveness of the 
country’s economy (OECD, 2010). 

FIGURE 1 : THE PROFICIENCY LEVELS OF JORDAN’S STUDENTS 
ACROSS THE THREE PISA DOMAINS IN 2018

[14] OECD (2010), PISA 2009 Results: What Students Know and Can Do – Student Performance in Reading, Mathematics and 
Science (Volume I) Retrieved from http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264091450-en

[15] Ibid.

JORDAN’S RESULTS IN A NUTSHELL
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JORDAN’S SCORES IN THE 2018 ASSESSMENT ARE THE 
HIGHEST HISTORICALLY, FOLLOWING A DECADE OF 
STAGNANT PERFORMANCE.
Students in Jordan have shown a modest increase in achievement across the three domains 
of PISA in 2018 when compared to previous cycles (Figure 2). The largest gains since 2006 have 
been in reading, followed by math then science. The OECD has highlighted that the trend in mean 
reading performance is increasingly positive (Schleicher, 2019).[16] These results are promising as 
the Kingdom has been undergoing various education reform efforts for decades. 

This momentum must be maintained, as despite progress since 2015, overall progress since 
2006 is minimal. Students have not improved more than 18 points on any subscale since 2006. 
Considering that 40 points are equivalent to one grade level difference; since 2006 this 18-point 
improvement is equivalent to less than half of one grade level improvement over the 12 years. 

FIGURE 2 : JORDAN’S STUDENT AVERAGE ACHIEVEMENT IN 
THE MATH, SCIENCE AND READING DOMAINS OF THE PISA 
ASSESSMENT, SINCE 2006

[16] Schleicher, A. (2019). PISA 2018: Insights and Interpretations. OECD.

JORDAN’S RESULTS IN A NUTSHELL

30
0

35
0

40
0

2006 2009 2012 2015 2018

SCIENCE READING MATH

422
415

409 409

429

401 405 399
408

419

384 387 386
380

400

45
0

50
0



12

Domain Proficiency Level 2006 2009 2012 2015 2018

Math

Level 1 and below 66% 65% 69% 68% 60%

Level 2 22% 23% 21% 21% 24%

Level 3 9% 10% 8% 9% 12%

Level 4 and above 2% 2% 3% 2% 5%

Science

Level 1 and below 44% 46% 50% 50% 40%

Level 2 31% 32% 32% 31% 32%

Level 3 19% 18% 15% 16% 21%

Level 4 and above 7% 5% 3% 3% 7%

Reading

Level 1 and below 50% 48% 51% 46% 41%

Level 2 31% 32% 31% 31% 34%

Level 3 16% 17% 16% 19% 20%

Level 4 and above 3% 3% 3% 4% 4%

[17] Proficiency levels four, five and six have been grouped together, as there was consistently 1% of students or fewer in each 
of levels five and six, across the five PISA cycles. 

FEWER STUDENTS PERFORMED BELOW THE MINIMUM 
PROFICIENCY LEVEL IN 2018 COMPARED TO 2012 AND 
2015, BUT PROGRESS AT HIGHER PROFICIENCY LEVELS 
IS STILL MINIMAL.
In terms of proficiency levels, progress in student achievement is seen across cycles such that 
fewer students performed at level one and below in 2018 compared to 2012 and 2015 (Figure 3).[17] 
While these results are promising, only slightly more students performed at the higher levels of 
proficiency in 2018 compared to past years; progress at the mid and higher ends of proficiency is 
still somewhat negligible. Addressing the long-tail of underachievement is still much needed, as 
the proportion of students at the lowest proficiency levels remains substantial.

TABLE 3 : PERCENT OF STUDENTS IN JORDAN WHO SCORED 
WITHIN EACH PROFICIENCY LEVEL IN THE THREE DOMAINS SINCE 
2006

JORDAN’S RESULTS IN A NUTSHELL
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DESPITE SOME IMPROVEMENT, JORDAN LAGS WELL 
BEHIND THE OECD AND OTHER TOP PERFORMING 
COUNTRIES GLOBALLY.
When placing Jordan in the global context, it is evident Jordan’s students are not gaining as 
much functional knowledge and skills as their counterparts in other countries that may allow 
them to participate fully in society (Figure 3). In 2018, students were behind the OECD average by 
an equivalent of more than two grade levels in math, and an equivalent of more than one grade 
level in reading and science. Additionally, only one in five students performed at or around the 
average OECD reading and science scores, and 12% of Jordan’s students scored at or around the 
average OECD math score. 

When compared to Singapore - one of the top performing countries in PISA, whose performance 
is equivalent to more than one grade level above the set PISA mean of 500 - Jordan is seen to lag 
in performance substantially. Jordan’s students scored an equivalent of more than four grade 
levels below Singapore in math, and an equivalent of three grade levels below in reading and 
science.

FIGURE 3 : AVERAGE STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT ACROSS THE THREE 
DOMAINS OF THE PISA 2018 ASSESSMENT, BY SELECT COUNTRIES 
GLOBALLY

JORDAN’S RESULTS IN A NUTSHELL

SCIENCE MATH READING

549

487

569

489

400

551

489

429 419

JORDAN OECD SINGAPORE

300

350

400

450

500

550

600



14

JORDAN PERFORMED ALONG THE LINES OF SOME 
OTHER COUNTRIES THAT HAVE SIMILAR ECONOMIC 
CLASSIFICATIONS.
Jordan’s performance was also compared to select upper-middle income countries participating 
in PISA 2018.[18] Jordan lagged behind Turkey by almost one grade level difference or more 
across the three domains (Table 4). Performance in science was only slightly higher than other 
upper-middle income countries such as Romania, Colombia and Thailand. In reading, Jordan 
outperformed Thailand and Colombia. While in math, it lagged behind all aforementioned 
countries except Colombia. 

TABLE 4 : JORDAN’S AVERAGE PERFORMANCE ON THE 2018 PISA 
IN COMPARISON TO SELECT UPPER-MIDDLE INCOME COUNTRIES

STUDENTS IN JORDAN PERFORMED RELATIVELY WELL 
WHEN COMPARED TO OTHER ARAB COUNTRIES.
Jordan performed well when compared to the four other Arab countries participating in PISA 2018 
(Figure 4). The UAE had the highest average scores across the three domains, while Lebanon had 
the lowest. Jordan’s students had the second highest average scores in reading and science. In 
math, Jordan lagged behind the UAE and Qatar. However, all Arab countries fell behind the OECD 
average scores across the three domains.

Turkey Romania Jordan Colombia Thailand
Reading 466 428 419 412 393

Science 468 426 429 413 426

Math 454 430 400 391 419

[18] Income classifications were based on the World Bank’s 2019-2020 income level classification https://datahelpdesk.
worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-world-bank-country-and-lending-groups

JORDAN’S RESULTS IN A NUTSHELL

https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-world-bank-country-and-lending-groups
https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-world-bank-country-and-lending-groups
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FIGURE 4 : AVERAGE STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT ACROSS THE THREE 
DOMAINS OF THE PISA 2018 ASSESSMENT, BY PARTICIPATING 
COUNTRIES IN THE ARAB REGION

JORDAN’S RESULTS IN A NUTSHELL
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ACHIEVEMENT BY
STUDENT ATTRIBUTES

A PERSISTENT FEMALE ADVANTAGE IS EVIDENT 
ACROSS THE THREE PISA DOMAINS.
The gender gap in achievement in PISA for Jordan is one of the largest across participating 
countries (OECD, 2019).[19] In 2018, the largest gender gap observed was in reading (Table 5); girls 
achieved an equivalent of more than one grade level above their male peers in the reading 
domain. This large gap in reading persisted despite improvements in male students’ performance 
in 2018 compared to 2015, and despite the fact that female students’ performance in reading 
remained stagnant between 2015 and 2018. OECD students showed a similar trend, with girls 
outperforming boys in reading; however, the gap in performance was smaller.

A large gap in performance was also observed in the science domain, with girls in Jordan 
achieving an average of 30 points higher than their male counterparts; equivalent to 0.75 of a 
grade level difference. This is in stark contrast to OECD country students, where the gender gap 
is virtually non-existent in science - with only a two-point difference in scores between boys and 
girls on average. 

The smallest gender gap in Jordan was observed in the math domain; with girls outperforming 
boys by only six points. However, it is important to note this small gap is arising from girls’ 
underperformance in math when compared to their performance in other domains, rather than 
boys’ overachievement in math in comparison to their performance in other domains (Table 5). 
Girls were performing an equivalent of one grade level less in math, when compared to reading 
and science. OECD country students showed a different trend; boys were outperforming girls in 
math, however, the difference was also small (five points).

[19] OECD. (2019). Jordan Country Note: PISA 2018 Results.

ACHIEVEMENT BY STUDENT ATTRIBUTES
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TABLE 5 : AVERAGE SCORES OF MALES AND FEMALES IN JORDAN 
AND THE OECD ACROSS THE THREE DOMAINS OF PISA 2018 

ACHIEVEMENT BY STUDENT ATTRIBUTES

Jordan OECD

Girls Boys
Difference in 
Performance 
(Girls Minus 

Boys)
Girls Boys

Difference in 
Performance 
(Girls Minus 

Boys)
Reading 444 393 51 502 472 30

Science 444 414 30 490 488 2

Math 403 397 6 487 492 -5

STUDENTS WHO WERE FIRST - AND SECOND - 
GENERATION IMMIGRANTS SLIGHTLY OUTPERFORMED 
NATIVE JORDANIAN STUDENTS
While differences are not large, a consistent trend is evident; students who are first generation 
immigrants outperformed second generation immigrants and native Jordanian students across 
the three PISA domains (Table 6). The largest difference is in the science domain, with first 
generation immigrants outperforming native students by approximately 19 points, and second 
generation students by 15 points. In the reading domain, the difference between first and second 
generation immigrants is almost negligible. It is essential to highlight that collectively, immigrant 
students formed 12% of the PISA sample (Table 1).

TABLE 6 : AVERAGE SCORES OF JORDAN’S STUDENTS ACROSS 
THE THREE DOMAINS, BY STUDENTS’ IMMIGRANT STATUS

Immigrant Status Math Science Reading
Native 401 431 421

Second generation immigrant 408 435 433

First generation immigrant 415 450 434
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Considering the different profile of immigrant students across public and non-public schools 
in Jordan, student scores were further explored by school type (i.e. public and non-public 
schools). Non-public schools in this analysis encompass private and UNRWA-run schools. 
UNRWA schools serve registered Palestinian refugee children, and private schools may 
also serve Palestinian children (Christopherson, 2015)[20] or immigrant students from other 
nationalities (MoE, 2017).[21] [22] Meanwhile, public schools serve large numbers of Syrian refugee 
children, in addition to UNRWA-registered Palestinian refugee children (Christopherson, 2015) 
and immigrants of other nationalities (MoE, 2017).

Pronounced trends in non-public schools were observed when student scores were 
disaggregated by both immigrant status and school type. First generation immigrant students 
in non-public schools outperformed other non-public school students to a larger extent, 
when compared to the performance of first generation immigrants in public schools against 
other public school students (Figure 5). In fact, in public schools, first and second generation 
immigrant students performed roughly the same in math and reading, with fewer than 
five points difference in their scores. Additionally, first generation immigrants only slightly 
outperform their native counterparts in public schools. In non-public schools, first generation 
immigrant students outperform other students by more than one grade level difference in math, 
and by at least 30 and 10 points in science and reading, respectively. These results may suggest 
the trends observed in Table 6 are being driven by the performance of students in non-public 
schools. Further analysis is required to control for different variables and ascertain what is 
driving the differences in scores.[23]

Results observed in Figure 5 may be driven in some part by the performance of UNRWA schools. 
Historically, students from UNRWA schools have outperformed private and public school 
counterparts on national (UNRWA, 2010)[24] and international assessments (Abdul-Hamid, 
Patrinos, Reyes, Kelcey & Diaz Varela, 2016).[25] The publicly available PISA data does not allow 
for the disaggregation of non-public schools into UNRWA and private schools. It would be 
beneficial if future cycles of the PISA disaggregate these school types further to allow for a more 
comprehensive analysis. 

ACHIEVEMENT BY STUDENT ATTRIBUTES

[20] Christopherson, M. (2015). Securing Education for Syrian Refugees in Jordan. Retrieved from 
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/IPI-E-pub-Securing-Education-for-Syrian-Refugees.pdf

[21] Ministry of Education (2017-2018). Education Management Information System (EMIS) 

[22] It is important to note the distinction between the terms immigrant and refugee. Refugees, based on the 1951 Refugee 
Convention, are individuals who are unable to return to their country of origin due to fear or persecution. Meanwhile, the term 
immigrant refers to individuals who have moved to a country different from their country of nationality. 
https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms

[23] Such analysis will be conducted and published on the QRF website in the coming months.

[24] Universalia Management Group. (2010). The Quality of Education in UNRWA. Retrieved from 
https://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/universalia_report_on_quality_of_education.pdf

[25] Abdul-Hamid, Husein, Harry Anthony Patrinos, Joel Reyes, Jo Kelcey, and Andrea Diaz Varela. 2016. Learning in the 
Face of Adversity: The UNRWA Education Program for Palestine Refugees. World Bank Studies. Washington, DC: World Bank. 
doi:10.1596/978-1-4648-0706-0. License: Creative Commons Attribution CC BY 3.0 IGO.

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/IPI-E-pub-Securing-Education-for-Syrian-Refugees.pdf
https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms
https://www.unrwa.org/sites/default/files/universalia_report_on_quality_of_education.pdf
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FIGURE 5 : AVERAGE STUDENT SCORES ACROSS THE THREE PISA 
DOMAINS IN JORDAN, BY IMMIGRANT STATUS AND SCHOOL TYPE

STUDENTS WHO REPORTED REPEATING A GRADE LEVEL 
IN THE PAST ACHIEVED MUCH LOWER THAN THOSE 
WHO HAD REPORTED NOT.
One in 10 students participating in PISA in Jordan reported repeating a grade at least once in the 
past. Expectedly, there was a negative relationship between grade repetition and average scores, 
where grade repeaters were more likely to score lower on PISA than non-repeaters. Students who 
reported having repeated a grade scored an equivalent of more than one grade level below their 
counterparts who did not report repeating a grade (Table 7). The largest observed difference of 
grade repetition was in reading. The average score of students who had not reported repeating 
a grade was 430, while the average score of those who repeated was 346, amounting to an 
84-point difference equivalent to more than two grade levels. The difference between repeaters
and non-repeaters in math and science was 67-points, equivalent to more than one and a half
grade level difference.

ACHIEVEMENT BY STUDENT ATTRIBUTES
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TABLE 7 : AVERAGE SCORES OF JORDAN’S STUDENTS ACROSS THE 
THREE PISA DOMAINS, BY REPORTED GRADE REPETITION 

Domain Reported Grade 
Repetition

Average 
Score 

Difference in 
Scores (did not 
Repeat Minus 

Repeated)

Correlation 
Between Score and 

Grade Repetition

Math
Did not Repeat 409

67 -0.25
Repeated 342

Science
Did not Repeat 438

67 -0.24
Repeated 371

Reading
Did not Repeat 430

84 -0.31
Repeated 346

STUDENTS WITH HIGHER ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND 
CULTURAL STATUS (ESCS) HAD HIGHER SCORES 
ACROSS THE THREE PISA DOMAINS.
There was a positive relationship between students’ scores on PISA and the ESCS index, which 
measures students’ socio-economic status.[26] The higher the ESCS, the higher the student 
scores on PISA; with correlation coefficients equivalent to 0.28 in reading, 0.27 in science and 
0.24 in math. These results are unsurprising given what is known about the influence of students’ 
socio-economic status on their school performance, and are in line with international literature 
(Hanushek & Woessmann, 2010).[27]

STUDENTS WHO HAD MORE BOOKS AT HOME SCORED 
HIGHER ACROSS ALL PISA DOMAINS.
Four in 10 students reported having 10 books or fewer in their homes, and one quarter reported 
having between 11 to 25 books. Students who reported having more books at home, scored higher 
on the PISA domains; with correlations of 0.13 for science and math, and 0.11 for reading. Students 
who reported having 10 books or fewer scored an average of 413 in reading, while students who 
reported having between 101 and 200 books scored an average of 451 (Figure 6). 

[26] The ESCS index is a composite measure constructed by the OECD to measure a student’s socio-economic status, and 
is based on three categories of variables: 1. Parents’ highest level of education, 2. Parents’ highest occupational status and 
3. Home possessions, including number of books in the home (OECD, 2019). 

[27] Hanushek, E. A., & Woessmann, L. (2010). The Economics of International Differences in Educational Achievement.
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This trend is observed across the different number of books owned and domains, except among 
students who reported having more than 500 books at home. Oddly, students who reported 
having 500 books or more had among the lowest average scores across the three domains, 
which were roughly similar to the scores of students who reported having fewer than 10 books. 
While this is surprising, a similar trend is seen across other countries. In Colombia, students who 
reported having more than 500 books scored an average of 424 in science, while those who 
reported having between 201 to 500 books scored an average of 473. Standard errors for the 
subgroup of “more than 500 books” are also highest in many countries. It is difficult to ascertain 
the reason behind this trend. There may be an issue with the way students are responding to 
this question; including social desirability bias (Fisher, 1993)[28] or recall issues. Alternatively, the 
books available at home may be for parents rather than the students.

FIGURE 6 : AVERAGE SCORES BASED ON THE NUMBER OF BOOKS 
THEY REPORTED HAVING AT HOME ACROSS THE THREE PISA 
DOMAINS IN JORDAN

[28] Fischer, R. J. (1993). Social Desirability Bias and the Validity of Indirect Questioning. Journal of Consumer Research, 20(2). 
Retrieved from https://doi.org/10.1086/209351
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n=7,841

MINUTE DIFFERENCES WERE OBSERVED IN SCORES 
BETWEEN STUDENTS WHO REPORTED ATTENDING 
PRESCHOOL AND THOSE WHO DID NOT, AND THE 
AMOUNT OF TIME SPENT IN PRESCHOOL WAS NOT 
CONSISTENTLY RELATED TO STUDENT SCORES.
Nine in 10 students reported attending preschool at age 6 or below (Table 8). The majority of 
students (47%) reported beginning preschool at age 5, which is the age of kindergarten level 2 
in Jordan (QRF, 2017).[29] Twenty-two percent of students reported beginning preschool at age 4, 
where students may have either been attending nurseries or kindergarten level 1 (QRF, 2017). 

TABLE 8 : THE PERCENT OF STUDENTS WHO REPORTED BEGINNING 
PRE-SCHOOL AT A SPECIFIC AGE [30] [31]

Minor differences in scores were observed between students who reported attending pre-school, 
and those who did not report attending. Students who reported attending pre-school scored 
marginally higher than their counterparts who did not attend preschool at all. In reading, the 
difference between attending and not attending preschool amounted to a one-point difference; 
in math it was a four-point difference, and an eight-point difference in science. These results are 
surprising given what is known about the influences of preschool on achievement; there is an 
abundance of evidence that suggests receiving high quality pre-schooling has positive influences 
on students’ later outcomes (Elango, Sneha, Hojman, Luis Garcia & Heckman, 2016).[32] 

Age the Student Began Attending Preschool Percent of Students
1 Years or Younger 5%

2 Years 4%

3 Years 7%

4 Years 22%

5 Years 47%

6 Years or Older 5%

Did Not Attend 9%

[29] QRF (2017). QRF Fact Sheet: Early Childhood Care and Education in Jordan. Retrieved from https://www.qrf.org/sites/
default/files/2019-07/early_childhood_care_and_education_in_jordan_en_condensed.pdf

[30] Students who responded with “I don’t remember”, were removed from this analysis and treated as missing.

[31] Totals do not add up to 100% due to rounding.

[32] Elango, Sneha, Andrés Hojman, Jorge Luis García, and James J. Heckman. (2016). “Early Childhood Education.” Forthcoming, 
in Moffitt, Robert (ed.), Means-Tested Transfer Programs in the United States II. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
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It is difficult to pinpoint the reason behind these results. One reason may be the quality of 
preschools Jordan’s students reported attending; if their quality was low, then it is equivalent to not 
having attended preschool at all (Stephen et al., 2011).[33] Alternatively, while the question on age 
of preschool attendance gives a broad indication of preschool attendance, it is not clear whether 
students attended preschool regularly, or attended it for short periods of time. The question also 
requires recall from students, hence may not be highly accurate. As such, conclusions regarding 
differences in scores based on preschool attendance should be taken with a grain of salt. 

Additionally, attending preschool for more years was not consistently related to higher student 
scores. The expected trend is observed when looking at data of students who reported starting 
preschool at age four, compared to age five or six. Students who reported beginning preschool at 
age four, scored higher than their counterparts who began pre-school at age five and six, across 
all domains (Figure 7). Unexpectedly however, students who reported beginning pre-school at 
age four, scored higher than their counterparts who reported beginning it at age three or younger. 
As aforementioned, it is difficult to draw conclusions from this question, as it is not clear whether 
students who reported attending preschool attended it regularly or if they accurately recalled age 
of attendance.  

FIGURE 7 : AVERAGE STUDENT SCORES BY REPORTED AGE OF 
WHEN THEY FIRST BEGAN ATTENDING PRE-SCHOOL ON THE 
THREE PISA DOMAINS [34]

[33] Stephen, C., Ang, L., Brooker, L., Sylva, K., Melhuish, E., Sammons, P., … Taggart, B. (2011). Pre-school quality and educational 
outcomes at age 11: Low quality has little benefit. Journal of Early Childhood Research, 9(2).

[34] Students who responded with “I don’t remember”, were removed from this analysis and treated as missing.
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ACHIEVEMENT BY
SCHOOL ATTRIBUTES

STUDENTS IN NON-PUBLIC SCHOOLS OUTPERFORMED 
THEIR PUBLIC SCHOOL COUNTERPARTS
Students who attended public schools scored lower on all three domains when compared to 
their counterparts in non-public schools. The difference between public and non-public school 
students’ performance is roughly equivalent to 0.8 grade level difference in reading and science, 
and 0.9 in math (Table 9). Data from previous PISA cycles has also shown this trend; students in 
non-public schools in Jordan outperformed their public school counterparts on the assessment 
(OECD, 2011).[35] However, it is unclear whether it is the student or school attributes within these 
school types that are driving the observed differences. Further insight on this issue will be 
presented in an upcoming brief by QRF.

TABLE 9 : STUDENTS’ SCORES ACROSS THE THREE DOMAINS, BY 
SCHOOL TYPE

Domain School Type Mean Score Difference in Scores
(Non-Public Minus Public)

Math
Public 392

36
Non-Public 428

Science
Public 412

33
Non-Public 445

Reading
Public 422

33
Non-Public 455

[35] OECD (2011). “Private Schools: Who Benefits?” PISA in Focus 7, OECD Publishing.
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STUDENTS IN SCHOOLS LOCATED IN MORE POPULATED 
AREAS SCORED HIGHER ACROSS THE THREE DOMAINS
Students in schools that were located in more populated areas scored higher than their 
counterparts in schools located in less populated areas (Figure 8). The average student from a 
school in a village or rural area in Jordan scored 387 in math, while an average student from a 
large city scored 420 in math. Correlations reveal a weak positive relationship between population 
size and scores; a 0.16 correlation for math and science, and a 0.19 correlation with reading. It is 
important to note that the majority of schools located in rural and less populated areas are public 
schools. In villages or rural areas; PISA data show only 10% of students are in non-public schools, 
while in large cities, one in every four students is in a non-public school. As such, there may be 
an interplay of different factors that is driving the relationship observed between area type and 
student scores, and non-public schools may be driving the over-performance seen by students 
located in more populated areas. 

FIGURE 8 : AVERAGE STUDENT SCORES ACROSS THE THREE PISA 
DOMAINS, BY SCHOOL AREA TYPE
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NO STRONG RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN STUDENT 
PERFORMANCE AND SCHOOL RESOURCES WAS 
OBSERVED.
School resources, including physical and human resources, did not seem to have a strong 
relationship with student performance (Table 10).[36] Shortage in educational materials had the 
strongest negative relationship with student scores, but the relationship was weak. Students in 
schools with a greater principal-reported shortage in educational material scored lower than 
their counterparts from schools with less educational material shortage. Shortage in educational 
staff had very weak negative correlations with student scores, and there was almost no correlation 
between the proportion of fully certified teachers and student scores. These findings are in line 
with the emerging literature on the determinants of student achievement; differences in school 
resources do not explain differences in performance (Hanushek, 1997).[37]

TABLE 10 : THE CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS OF STUDENT SCORES 
AGAINST SCHOOL RESOURCE INDICES, BY DOMAIN

[36] School resources are measured across the three following indices: 1. shortage in educational staff, 2. shortage in 
educational material and 3. proportion of teachers who are fully certified; presented in Table 10. These indices are constructed  
based on principal responses from several questions around school resources and their influence on the school (OECD, 
2019).

[37] Hanushek, E. A. (1997). Assessing the Effects of School Resources on Student Performance: An Update. Educational 
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 19(2), 141–164. Retrieved from http://hanushek.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/
Hanushek 1997 EduEvaPolAna 19%282%29.pdf
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Domain
Shortage in 

Educational Staff 
Index

Shortage in 
Educational Material 

Index

Proportion of 
Teachers Fully 
Certified Index

Math -0.08 -0.10 0.03

Reading -0.06 -0.10 -0.04

Science -0.07 -0.11 -0.03

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/pisa-2018-results-volume-ii_b5fd1b8f-en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/pisa-2018-results-volume-ii_b5fd1b8f-en
http://hanushek.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/Hanushek 1997 EduEvaPolAna 19%282%29.pdf
http://hanushek.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/publications/Hanushek 1997 EduEvaPolAna 19%282%29.pdf
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THERE IS VIRTUALLY NO RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
STUDENT TO TEACHER RATIOS AND STUDENT SCORES.
Students in classrooms with a higher student to teacher (STR) ratio scored marginally higher 
than their counterparts in classrooms with a lower student to teacher ratio (Table 11). In math, 
students in classrooms with a 1:7 STR or fewer scored 398, while those in classrooms with a 1:40 
STR or higher scored 406. In reading, the difference between these two groups was 16 points, 
and seven points for science. Correlations show that there is virtually no relationship between 
the variables (reading=0.05, science=0.04, math=0.03). While this may seem surprising as the 
opposite results are expected; where students in classrooms with a lower STR would be expected 
to achieve higher scores, international literature suggests class size does not influence student 
achievement (Hoxby, 2000).[38]

TABLE 11 : AVERAGE STUDENT SCORES BASED ON AVERAGE 
STUDENT TO TEACHER RATIOS, BY DOMAIN

[38] Hoxby, C. M. (2000). The Effects of Class Size on Student Achievement: New Evidence from Population Variation. The 
Quarterly Journal of Economics, 115(4), 1239–1285.

Student to 
Teacher Ratio

Percent of 
Students

Average Math 
Performance

Average Reading 
Performance

Average Science 
Performance

7:1 or fewer 6% 398 410 427

8:1 to 15:1 34% 399 412 424

16:1 to 23:1 32% 397 424 432

24:1 to 31:1 13% 402 420 431

32:1 to 39:1 2% 402 423 442

40:1 or more 14% 406 426 434
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CONCLUDING
REMARKS
This brief explored the overall performance of Jordan’s students in PISA, benchmarking it against 
top performing countries, other Arab countries and select upper-middle income countries. It also 
explored how student scores vary based on different student or school characteristics. 

While there have been improvements in students’ scores on PISA in 2018 when compared to 
past cycles, the majority of students still did not meet minimum proficiency levels across the 
three domains. Student performance in Jordan also lagged well behind the performance of 
students in OECD countries, and the performance of students in other top performing countries 
across all three domains. Momentum must be maintained to ensure students are equipped with 
the functional knowledge and skills required to be active members of their society.  

Student scores in Jordan seemed to vary based on several student and school factors; there 
were large differences in scores based on student gender, based on whether a student had 
repeated a grade or not, and their socio-economic status. Additionally, there were differences 
in scores between students who attended non-public and public schools, and between students 
who attended schools located in different area types. Differences in student performance based 
on area type may be a function of the proportion of public versus non-public schools in different 
area types. 

Considering the brief was descriptive in nature, many questions regarding the statistical 
relationships between variables are left unanswered. It is essential to conduct further analysis 
to explore the nature of the relationships between different variables and how they influence 
student achievement. For example, while there was a relationship between the number of books 
at home and scores, it is important to note that the number of books at home is also correlated 
with students’ socio-economic status; SES may be driving part of the relationship observed 
between the number of books owned and scores. As such, relationships between student scores 
and other variables will be explored in more depth in following briefs that will be published on 
the QRF website in the coming months, where the significance of the differences between groups 
observed will also be explored, in order to identify the determinants of student achievement in 
Jordan.
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