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Heard on the Street

“We had the lead and blew it”

From Tuesday’s Wall Street Journal on new OECD achievement
test of “problem solving in technology rich enviroments”



Our Agenda

1. “To what extent have educational outcomes in the U.S. been
stalling compared to other countries?”

2. Discuss trends in attainment and achievement

3. What and how could a study contribute?



The kind of evidence used to illustrate “blown lead”
(OECD)

INDICATOR A1

Education at a Glance 2013: OECD Indicators   © OECD 201326

TO WHAT LEVEL HAVE ADULTS STUDIED? 

The rate of tertiary education attainment among adults in OECD countries has increased by 
almost 10 percentage points since 2000.

In most OECD countries, 25-34 year-olds have the highest rate of tertiary attainment among 
all adults by an average of 7 percentage points. 

Gender gaps in educational attainment are not only narrowing, in some cases, they are 
reversing.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932846215

 Context
Educational attainment is frequently used as a measure of human capital and the level of an 
individual’s skills, in other words, a measure of the skills available in the population and the labour 
force. !e level of educational attainment is the percentage of a population that has reached a 
certain level of education. Higher levels of educational attainment are strongly associated with 
higher employment rates and are perceived as a gateway to better labour opportunities and earnings 
premiums. Individuals have strong incentives to pursue more education, and governments have 
incentives to build on the skills of the population through education, particularly as national 
economies continue to shift from mass production to knowledge economies.

Over the past decades, almost all OECD countries have seen signi"cant increases in the educational 
attainment of their populations. Tertiary education has expanded markedly, and in most OECD 
countries, an upper secondary quali"cation (ISCED 3) has become the most common education 
level attained by young people. Some countries have introduced policy initiatives to more closely 
align the development of particular skills with the needs of the labour market through vocational 
education and training (VET) programmes. !ese policies seem to have had a major impact on 
educational attainment in several OECD countries where upper secondary VET quali"cations are 
the most common quali"cations held among adults.

Indicators in this volume show that gender di#erences persist in educational attainment, 
employment rates and earnings. In OECD countries, younger women have higher attainment 
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Countries are ranked in descending order of the percentage of 25-34 year-olds who have attained tertiary education.
Source: OECD. Table A1.3a. See Annex 3 for notes (www.oecd.org/edu/eag.htm).

25-34 year-olds 25-64 year-olds

Chart A1.1.   Population that has attained tertiary education (2011)
Percentage, by age group



A ‘stall’ in High School Graduation? (Goldin)

Goldin, Claudia. Race between Education and Technology.
: Harvard University Press, . p 340
http://site.ebrary.com/id/10312787?ppg=340
Copyright © Harvard University Press. . All rights reserved.
May not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher,
except fair uses permitted under U.S. or applicable copyright law.



More recent ‘uptick’ in High School Graduation?
(Murnane) Journal of Economic Literature, Vol. LI (June 2013)384

3.2 Increase in the High School Graduation 
Rate between 2000 and 2010

The U.S. high school graduation rate as 
estimated from adjusted census and ACS 
data increased by 6 percentage points 
between 2000 and 2010.30 As illustrated in 

30  The ACS only includes individuals in group quar-
ters starting in 2006. For that reason, I estimated gradu-
ation rates for 20–24-year-olds in 2001 through 2005 by 

!gure 1, the rate of increase over the decade 
was quite steady. The increase in the gradu-
ation rate is also evident in estimates based 
on the CCD. For example, the averaged 
freshman graduation rate for public school 

 estimating the graduation rates of 25–29-year-olds in the 
ACS samples for 2006 through 2010. I used these same 
surveys to estimate high school graduation rates for 2006 
through 2010. In every case, the estimates are of “adjusted 
completion rates,” meaning that GED recipients are not 
counted as high school graduates. 

90.0%

85.0%

80.0%

75.0%

70.0%

65.0%

60.0%

55.0%

50.0%
1945             1950            1955             1960            1965              1970            1975            1980             1985            1990
                                                   Approximate cohort birth year

– – – – – – – – –

All races                    White                         Black                     Hispanic

Figure 1. U.S. High School Graduation Rate for 20–24-Year-Olds by  
Race/Ethnicity and Birth Cohort

Sources: For birth cohorts 1947–50 to 1956–60, Heckman and LaFontaine (2010); for subsequent cohorts, 
author’s estimation from U.S. Census, American Community Survey, and GED Testing Service data.
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Steady progress on college degrees? (Pew)

7 

PEW SOCIAL & DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS 

 
www.pewsocialtrends.org 
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SECTION  2:  BACHELOR’S DEGREE COMPLETION AMONG 
YOUNG ADULTS 
 
Completion of four-year 
college degrees is up sharply 
in the past five years among 
the  nation’s  young  adults. In 
2012 a record one-third of 
adults ages 25 to 29 have 
attained at least a  bachelor’s  
degree. As recently as 2006 
fewer than 30% of 25- to 29-
year-olds had finished at 
least  a  bachelor’s  degree. 
 
Record  levels  of  bachelor’s  
degree attainment in 2012 
are apparent for most basic 
demographic groups.  

Share of 25- to 29-Year-Olds Completing  
Four-Year College Degrees, 1971-2012 

% 

 

Note: The educational attainment question was changed in 1992. Before 1992, 
persons completing at least four years of college are considered to have completed 
at least a four-year college degree. 
 
Source: Pew Research Center tabulations of March Current Population Surveys, 
1971-2012 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER  



Achievement: not a top scorer? (Carnoy)

T A B L E  1

Overall average national scale scores, reading and math, for U.S. and six comparison countries, PISA 2009

TOP SCORING SIMILAR POST-INDUSTRIAL U.S. U.S. VERSUS:

Canada Finland Korea Average* France Germany U.K. Average*
Top-scoring

average

Similar
post-industrial

average

Reading 524 536 539 533 496 497 494 496 500 -33 +4

Math 527 541 546 538 497 513 492 501 487 -50 -13

* Simple (unweighted) average of three countries

Source: Authors’ analysis of OECD Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) (2010)

We next disaggregate scores in the United States and in

the six comparison countries by an approximation of the

social class status of test takers, dividing them into six

groups, from the least to the most advantaged. We refer

to these as Group 1 (lowest social class), 2 (lower social

class), 3 (lower-middle social class), 4 (upper-middle

social class), 5 (higher social class), and 6 (highest social

class). We also refer to Groups 1 and 2 together as disad-

vantaged students, to Groups 3 and 4 together as middle-

class students, and to Groups 5 and 6 together as advant-

aged students.

There is no precise way to make social class comparisons

between countries. PISA collects data on many charac-

teristics that are arguably related to social class status,

and also assembles them into an overall index. Although

none of the possible indicators of social class differences

is entirely satisfactory, we think one, the number of books

in the home (BH), is probably superior for purposes of

international test score comparisons, and we use it for

our analysis. A very high fraction of students in both

the PISA and TIMSS surveys answer the BH question,

something less true for other important social class indic-

ator questions asked on the student questionnaires. As we

explain in greater detail below, we also examine whether

other social class indicators, such as mother’s education or

PISA’s overall index, in addition to BH, would produce

meaningfully different results, and determine that they

would not. We conclude that BH serves as a reasonable

representation of social class (home) influences on stu-

dents’ academic performance.

Our examination of 2009 PISA scores, disaggregated by

social class group, reveals that:

In every country, students from more-advantaged

social class groups outperform students from less-

advantaged social class groups. The social class per-

formance gap is large. In each country we study, the

reading gap between the highest (Group 6) and the

lowest (Group 1) social class groups is more than a

full standard deviation. The math gap is also more

than a full standard deviation in the United States and

in four of the six comparison countries. In the other

two, Canada and Finland, the gap is also large, almost

a full standard deviation. The reading and math gaps

are larger in France than in any country we studied.

The reading and math gaps are smaller in the United

States than in each of the three similar post-industrial

countries we studied.

The average U.S. scores in reading and math were

about the same or lower than those in the six compar-

ison countries in considerable part because a dispro-

portionately greater share of U.S. students come from

disadvantaged social class groups than do students in

the six comparison countries.

If the United States had the same social class distribu-

tion as the average of the three top-scoring countries,

or as the average of the three similar post-industrial

countries, its average reading and math scores would

have been higher than its reported averages.

ECONOMIC POLICY INSTITUTE | JANUARY 15,  2013 PAGE 11



My take

I Much of industrialized world has caught up

I Some signs of stall, but also of recent uptick

I Measuring attainment is hard, achievement even harder



Meaning of ‘blown lead” depends on historical process

Two alternative growth paths of Human Capital

Convergence in level, convergence in growth rate, or
path-dependent divergence?


