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Who Has the Best and the Brightest

It’s not what you study, it’s how you study—that’s the finding of a test designed to
compare the math and science abilities of students in 41 countries. The results:

Top Students

Students in Southeast Asia led the pack in
both the exam’s categories.

PERCENT OF STUDENTS SCORING AMONG THE TOP 10
PERCENT OF ALL EIGHTH GRADERS TESTED
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Teaching Style

U.S. teachers drill more than encourage
thinking, and their students lagged behind.

AVERAGE PERCENTAGE OF TOPICS IN EIGHTH-GRADE
MATH LESSONS THAT STRESS DRILL OR CONCEPTS
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Quality vs. Quantity

Results showed U.S. schools, which led in
the quantity of time spent in many cate-
gories, were not spending quality time.

1.RCENTAGE OF MATH AND SCIENCE TEACHERS WHO
A$SIGN HOMEWORK THREE TO FIVE TIMES PER WEEK.
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Math Scores
Leading the way in average math scores,
with a one-two-three punch, were Asia’s
rising powers.

NATION AVERAGE NATION AVERAGE
Singapore 643  Sweden 519
South Korea 607 World Average 513
Japan 805 Germany 509
Hong Kong 588 New Zealand 508
Belgium-Flemish 565 England 506
Czech Republic 564 Norway 503
Slovak Republic 547 Denmark 502
Switzerland 545 United States 500
Netherlands 541  Scotland 498
Slovenia 541 Latvia 493
Bulgaria 540 Spain 487
Austria 539 Iceland 487
France 538  Greece 484
Hungary 537 Romania © 482

. Russian Fed. 535  Lithuania 477
Australia 530 Cyprus 474
Ireland 527 Portugal 454
Canada 527 Iran 428
Belgium-French 526 Kuwait 392
Thailand 522 Colombia 385
Israel 522  South Africa 354
Science Scores

Average science scores showed the
nations’ students hung together a little
more closely.

NATION AVERAGE _ NATION AVERAGE
Singapore 607 Thailand 525
Czech Republic 574  Israel 524
Japan 571 Hong Kong 522
South Korea 565 Switzerland 522
Bulgaria 565 Scotland 517
Netherlands 560 Spain 517
Slovenia 560 World Average 518
Austria 558 France 498
Hungary 554 Greece 487
England 552 Iceland 494
Belgium-Flemish 550 Romania 486
Australia 545 Latvia 485
Slovak Republic 544 Portugal 480
Russian Fed. 538 Denmark 478
Ireland 538 Lithuania 476
Sweden 535 Belgium-French 471
United States 534 Iran 470
Germany 531 Cyprus 463
Canada 531 Kuwait 430
Norway 527 Colombia 411

New Zealand 525 South Africa 326

SOURCE: THIRD INTERNATIONAL MATHEMATICS AND SCIENCE STUDY
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At the Top
of the Glass

A worldwide math-and-science study shows that
Asian kids outrank their peers in America and
Western Europe. Are there lessons to be learned?

BY PAT WINGERT AND

SusAN H. GREENBERG

OT SURE HOW TO MULTIPLY frac-

tions or what photosynthesis is?

Just ask akid from Singapore. In

the Third Internation-

al Mathematics and Science

Study, part of which was re-

leased last week, eighth graders from the

tiny nation outperformed

their peers in both subjects.

Indeed, Asian countries

dominated the top rankings,

sending cheers through

their orderly hallways —and

grumbles of envy through

America and much of Eu-

rope, whose scores fell
around the middle.

In the most comprehen-

sive study ever done, some

500,000 students from 41

Envious: A U.S. school

homework. Singapore—which scored aver-
age in similar tests in the 1980s —attributes
its latest success to the practice of tracking
students by ability. Ironically, some Ameri-
can educators blamed their mediocre show-
ing on the same practice. And the study
found that TV is not the mind musher some
educators believe; the third-ranking Japan-
ese kids watch as much as American kids,
2.Thoursaday.

Student performance
strongly reflected national
political, social and econom-
ic trends. Singapore’s tightly
monitored educational sys-
tem mirrors an authoritarian
government that disdains
gum-chewing and favors
corporal punishment. Ger-
many’s surprisingly medi-
ocre scores can be attributed
to its dizzying social upheav-
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