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“We are good at churning out people who 

can learn and memorise but not those who 

are creative or capable of original 

thought.” Sam Pitroda, Head of the 

National Knowledge Commission 

Dr. Pitroda's comment (cited in Dhillon, 2009)  implies 

that  there is something fundamentally lacking in 

India's approach to education. While acknowledging 

the necessary strengths afforded to a society by its 

capacity to learn and memorise, his remark suggests 

that going beyond these capacities, to think critically, 

to reflect and create are essential for full and 

continuing economic and social development in the 

21st century.

How can classroom teachers contribute to developing 

their students' capacity to go beyond “learning and 

memorising?” This article looks at the lessons that can 

be gleaned from a large scale international assessment 

of reading literacy, part of the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development's Programme 
1for International Student Assessment (OECD PISA).   

Although India has not, to date, participated in PISA, 

this study's approach to reading may nevertheless serve 

as a useful model for guiding the teaching of reading in 

Indian classrooms.  

What information from PISA is useful for teachers? The 

assessment framework on which the PISA reading test is 

based has been developed and refined over the course 

of the project by a group of international reading 

experts, guided by feedback from a multitude of 

academicians and educators from the participating 

countries. The assessment can thus be regarded as 

representing the best current thinking world-wide 

about what reading is and what young people need to 

know and be able to do as readers by the end of 

compulsory schooling. Proficient readers, by PISA's 

definition, are equipped with the competence and 

confidence to find information for themselves, to 

interpret it and to make critical judgements about its 

quality, reliability and usefulness for various purposes. 

PISA thus defines reading as “understanding, using, 

reflecting on and engaging with written texts, in order 

to achieve one's goals, to develop one's knowledge and 

potential, and to participate in society.” (OECD, 1999, 

2006, in press).

When it comes to operationalising this definition in the 

form of an assessment instrument, PISA identifies a 

range of situations, text formats and types and 

processes for coverage, and then dedicates a pre-

determined number of the assessment questions to 

each of these variables to ensure that all the important 

elements of reading are appropriately represented, 

and that subsequently the results can be interpreted in 

terms of the extent to which students have 

demonstrated proficiency in relation to each variable 

category.

I'd like to look at one of the PISA variables reading 

processes  in some detail.

PISA posits five processes or “aspects” of reading: 

retrieving information, forming a broad understanding, 

developing an interpretation, reflecting on the content 

of a text and reflecting on the form of a text. Every 

task in PISA reading is designed to address one of these 

five aspects :

· Retrieving information questions focuses the reader 

on locating discrete pieces of information within

the text.  

· Forming a broad understanding and developing an 

interpretation tasks focus the reader on 

relationships within a text. Tasks that focus on the 

whole text require readers to form a broad 
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understanding; tasks that focus on relationships 

between parts of the text require developing an 

interpretation. 

· Reflecting on content tasks is concerned with the 

ideational substance of a text.

· Reflecting on form tasks is concerned with the 

structure or formal features of a text.

These five aspects of reading have been collapsed into 

three aspects for reporting purposes: access and 

retrieve, integrate and interpret, and reflect and 

evaluate. The diagram above summarises the focus of 

the aspects and the relationship between them.

As the diagram shows, within the aspect variable, while 

both access and retrieve and integrate and interpret 

items draw on content from within the text, reflect and 

evaluate items draw primarily on outside knowledge, 

and ask readers to relate this to the text they are 

reading. Although all three aspects need to be 

exercised by the proficient reader, the reflect and 

evaluate aspect is of particular interest in light of the 

comment quoted at the beginning of this article as it 

most clearly pushes the reader beyond learning and 

memorising to the original thinking that Sam Pitroda 

finds lacking in the graduates of current Indian 

education. It requires the reader to do more than 

repeat information from the text and more even 

than to re-structure, synthesise or perceive 

relationships within a text. Rather, it asks readers to 

generate a response by consulting their experience or 

knowledge and drawing on those elements in 

responding to the text.

2The following are a few examples of tasks from PISA.  

They have been selected primarily to illustrate 

different kinds of reflect and evaluate questions, but 

they also show the range of text types and question 

formats found in PISA, which could serve as models for 

teachers in developing tasks relating to the reading 

texts they are teaching.

The first task is based on two letters about graffiti, 

presenting opposing views - one (Helga's) representing 

graffiti as a public nuisance, and the other (Sophia's) 

arguing that it is a kind of art.

"Which of the two letter writers do you agree with? 

Explain your answer by using your own words to 

refer to what is said in one or both of the letters."

This task asks the reader to express a personal opinion 

on the topic, in relation to the presented texts. Here 

are a few student responses that gained full credit:

l I agree with Helga. Graffiti is illegal and that makes 

it vandalism.

l Helga because I am against graffiti.  

l Sophia. I think it's hypocritical to fine graffiti artists 

and then make millions by copying their designs.

l I sort of agree with both of them. It should be illegal 

to paint over walls in public places but these people 

should be given the opportunity to do their work 

somewhere else.

l Sophia's because she cares about art.

These examples illustrate that many types of answers 

may gain full credit; regardless of which letter-writer 

the student chooses to agree with. What is important is 

that the response provides a plausible interpretation of 

the letter-writer's position, and expresses an opinion 

consistent with that interpretation. 

The second example is based on “The Gift,” a complete 

short story about a woman and a panther who are 

2  These tasks and many others can be found in Take the Test (OECD, 2009). Detailed discussion of the tasks can also be found in Reading for 

Change: Performance and engagement across countries (Kirsch, deJong, Lafontaine, McQueen, Mendelovits, & Monseur, 2002)
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separately caught in a flood. The story traces the way 

the woman's reaction to the panther changes from fear 

and hostility to sympathy for a fellow-sufferer.  One of 

several questions asks,

"Do you think that the last sentence of “The Gift” 

is an appropriate ending? Explain your answer, 

demonstrating your understanding of how the last 

sentence relates to the story's meaning."

Here students are invited to make an evaluation of part 

of a text based on thematic completeness, by relating 

the last sentence to central relationships, issues or 

metaphors in the story. Students could gain full credit 

for their answer either by suggesting that the ending 

was appropriate or inappropriate: the scoring is based 

on the extent to which the response is justified and 

grounded in a plausible reading of the text. 

The third example is associated with a piece of 

stimulus that consists of a tree diagram showing the 

structure and distribution of a national labour force 

(employed, unemployed, and subcategories):

"The information about the labour force structure 

is presented as a tree diagram, but it could have 

been presented in a number of other ways, such as 

a written description, a pie chart, a graph or a table.

The tree diagram was probably chosen because it is 

especially useful for showing

A. changes over time

B. the size of the country's total population

C. categories within each group

D. the size of each group"

This multiple-choice task requires an evaluation of the 

form of the text. The task is to consider the suitability 

of the tree diagram for particular purposes in 

comparison with the suitability of other forms of 

presentation. The reader is required to demonstrate 

explicit understanding of the text's structure. 

Finally, a fourth task requires reflection on a table 

containing information about the types of programs 

offered by an international aid agency, PLAN 

International.  The material was taken from a public 

report distributed by the agency. The table shows the 

countries in one region of PLAN International's 

operation, the type of aid programs it offers and the 

amount of work accomplished in each country within 

each category of aid. Of the recipient countries shown 

in the table, it is apparent that Ethiopia received the 

smallest amount of aid. The question is as follows:

"In 1996, Ethiopia was one of the poorest countries 

in the world. 

Taking this fact and the information in the table 

into account, what do you think might explain the 

level of PLAN International's activities in Ethiopia 

compared with its activities in other countries?"

For this task, students must hypothesise about the 

content of the text, drawing on specialised knowledge, 

and must deal with a concept contrary to expectations. 

They also need to identify patterns among the many 

pieces of information presented in a complex display. 

This was among the most difficult of the tasks included 

in PISA 2000.

The table below summarises the range of texts, the 

aspect and a more detailed description of the kind of 

reading each question intends to assess.

Example Text type Aspect Question intent

Graffiti Argumentative Reflecting on and Comparing one's

(prose) evaluating the personal  opinion

content of a text with opinions

expressed in a text

The Gift Narrative Reflecting on and Commenting

(prose) evaluating the critically on the 

form of a text appropriateness of

part of the text in

relation to the whole

Labour Expository Reflecting on and Evaluating the

(tree diagram) evaluating the structure of the 

form of a text material in relation

to its purpose

PLAN Descriptive Reflecting on and Hypothesising about

Inter- (table) evaluating the an element of a 

national form of a text text that is contrary

to expectations

How could classroom teachers use this kind of 

information? The following are a few suggestions, both 

for classroom teaching and for professional 

development sessions for teachers:

l As a collaborative or independent professional 

development exercise, write descriptions of the 
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skills required to answer other examples of PISA 

released material that require reflection and 

evaluation.

l Draw on these examples as models for classroom 

discussion of texts that are part of the local syllabus.

l Adapt the PISA questions to texts that are being 

taught with a given class, and use them as assessment 

tasks to ascertain areas of strength and weakness in 

students' capacity to reflect on and evaluate what 

they read. 

l After using some of these kinds of tasks with a class, 

share the students' responses with a colleague and 

reach consensus about how they should be marked, 

and what skills and abilities (or deficits) they reveal. 

l Conduct a professional development session in which 

teachers share tasks of this kind that they have 

developed, and colleagues classify the tasks 

according to the type of reflection and evaluation 

required.

Although PISA assesses 15-year-olds only, it implies an 

approach to reading, and to learning in general, that 

encompasses every level of education, from the 

earliest years to adult life. Reading is a foundational 

skill that is a key part of any educational program.  The 

skills and approaches taught through reading  can be 

transferred to subject areas across the curriculum. 

(OECD, 2009)

Reading can be approached in a way that emphasises 

more passive and receptive understanding, or in a way 

that extends and challenges thinking. Because PISA 

reading literacy takes the latter approach, examining 

its assessment framework and tasks can provide 

teachers with insights that may be particularly helpful 

in helping Indian students to become more capable of 

creativity and original thought.
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In the last issue (Issue XII) of the Learning Curve, on Science Education, through oversight, we 

missed out four footnotes in the article “Developing Teachers” by Kamal Mahendroo. We owe 

an apology to Kamal and our readers for the same.


