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There are few people in any society who are not affected by the education on offer in that society. Individual wellbeing, economic prosperity and social cohesion all depend on high-quality education that is available to every child and young person.

The importance of education is clear, but how much do we know about how well our schools are doing? Are our young people learning what they need to become fulfilled, productive and responsible adults? Are there groups of children, or sections of society, that are missing out? Are there things that teachers, schools, administrators and policy makers could be doing better? And how do our schools, and our students’ achievements, compare with schools and students in other countries?

Today we are pleased to launch a report which addresses these questions. For four years we have been carrying out a very ambitious study in more than 60 countries. We gathered detailed information on the mathematics and science achievements of students at the fourth and eighth grades in these countries, as well as a great deal of background explanatory information. It has been a complex and demanding study: we have had to take account of differences in language, curriculum, school system and teaching approach around the world. But we are confident that we are offering robust – and unique – data on young people’s learning in maths and science.

This study, Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), builds on fifty years’ scientific study of student learning in an international context. In its current form TIMSS 2007 is part of a series of studies that we have conducted every four years since 1995, so in addition to the contemporary picture of student achievement we can offer increasingly powerful information on trends in learning in maths and science.

TIMSS, inevitably, provides league tables – who is top and who is bottom, who has improved and who has fallen back. It is natural that this aspect of our report excites a lot of interest: we all want to see how we compare with our neighbours, and whether we have gone up or down since last time.

But our report contains much more than these national comparisons. It provides a host of data on student, teacher, school, curriculum and system backgrounds. Thus, there is information on student attitudes to maths and science, the amount of time they spend doing homework, their use of computers and the internet, on teachers and how well they feel prepared to teach maths or science, on school and classroom environments including resources, parental involvement and the role of principals. These and many other factors impact on student learning, and our reports clarify the complex relationships between them for the benefit of educational policy makers and practitioners.

The study has been conducted under the auspices of IEA, the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement. IEA was founded 50 years ago, in 1958, by a group of farsighted individuals who recognised that providing high-quality education depends critically on systematic research. If we are serious about enabling our children and young people to learn better, we have to understand the barriers that hold some children back, what steps are most effective in promoting learning, and how we can ensure that all of our young people gain maximum benefit from their time at school.

Only a small number of countries were involved in IEA studies at the outset, but we have grown steadily and now more than 90 countries are involved in one or more of our studies. Besides TIMSS, we also conduct PIRLS, a global study of reading literacy at the fourth grade, and other studies encompassing teacher education, civics and citizenship education, and ICT in education. All of these studies have the common objective of increasing our understanding of the provision of education and, through the insights gained, enabling policy makers and practitioners to maximise student learning. Our studies have also made a significant contribution to the science of educational measurement.

As an independent, not-for-profit cooperative of research institutions and government departments representing the interests of 66 countries, IEA relies heavily on the collaboration and enthusiasm of researchers, students, teachers and governments around the world. TIMSS, in particular, would not have been possible without the generous support we have received form the US National Center for Education Statistics, the World Bank and UNDP. We are extremely grateful to all of these bodies for their continued support, as well as to the participating countries who also contributed financially.

TIMSS is a significant achievement in large-scale assessment of student learning in mathematics and science. It builds on the experience and skills that have been developed over many years at Boston College and brings to bear state-of-the-art applications in scaling, analysis and reporting. A dedicated and expert team at Boston College, capably led by Drs Ina Mullis and Michael Martin, have coordinated the diverse contributions of colleagues from Statistics Canada, Educational Testing Service in the USA, IEA Data Processing and Research Center in Hamburg, IEA Secretariat in Amsterdam and specialist consultants from around the world to ensure the successful completion of the study.  The efforts of individuals in research bodies around the world have also been critical to the study’s success. Finally, we want to acknowledge the cooperation of the thousands of school principals, teachers and students who gave generously of their time to make the study possible.
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