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Enro lment and test score s
Bu sin ess often complains that edu cation stan-
dards are sli ppi ng. Last mon th, this colum n
sugg est e d that what’s really hap pening is not
a decli ne in standards as much as an in-
crea s e in the percent age of the popula t ion
who are tak ing par t in our edu cation sys tem .

If you look at the res ult s of inter nation a l
tests of student ability, it often seems that
Cana da – wit h on e of the hig hest edu cation
budge ts in the world –  is not doing wel l
en oug h. It cer tainly seems we are not get-
ting what all that mon ey shoul d buy.

Bu t it tur ns ou t that, wit h fe w exceptio ns,
the cou ntr ies that sco re highest on int e rna -
tion a l tests are the ones wit h the sma l lest
propor tio n of students in cla s s es, and the
low sco re rs are the ones wit h the hig hest
propor tio n in cla s s.

The chart at the rig ht shows the res ult s of
a wel l-docum e n ted set of tests in phy sics,
part of the Second Int e rnation a l Scie n ce
Study of 1988.

The res ult s of all but thre e of the 13 cou n-
tr ies in the study – the United States, Hong
Kong and Nor way – fall wit hin a nar row
band, whe re the res ult s can be sim p ly des -
cr ibed. The lowe r the pro por tio n of a cou n-
tr y’s 17-ye ar-ol d popula t ion tak ing phy sics
cl asses, the hig her the ave r age sco res.

Hungary and Engla n d, whi c h ranked se-
cond and thi rd in the world-wide tests, had
only about 5 per cent of their 17-ye ar-ol ds in
phys ics cla s s es. In Cana da and Italy, whi c h
ranked 11t h and 13th, about 20 per cent were
taking phy sics cla s s es. Of the exc eptio ns,
Ho ng Kong and Nor way did better than they
sh oul d have, con sid ering the number study-
ing phy sics, and the United States did worse.

What does this tel l us? A sm all int ellec-
tual eli te wil l score hig her on ave r age than a
large student body wit h a wid er range of
in tel lectual capacities. But what popula t ion
of 17-ye ar-ol ds wou ld you rat her be recruit i ng
em p l oye es from – Hungary’s or Cana da’s ?

John Kettle is a con s ult ing futur ist based in Oshawa, Ont.
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80

70

60

50

40

30

20
0 5 10 15 20 25

% of age group tak ing cou rse

•

• •
•

•
•

•

•

•

•
•

•

•

USA

Hungary Engla n d

Si ngapore
Pola n d

Ja pan

Au s trali a

Ho ng Kong

Finland

Sw eden

Cana da

It aly

No rway

The article EM9701 is use d in Fig ure 13.1 of the STAT 221 Cou rse Mat e ria ls ,
in Chapt e r 7 of the STAT 231 Cou rse Mat e ria ls and in Statis ti c a l Highlig ht #52; it is als o cited at the end of Fig ure 16.1 of the
STAT 231 Cou rse Mat e ria ls.

1997-07- 20


