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Australia’s 
mediocre results 
against its global 
competitors on 
the TIMSS scale 
provide cause 
for concern.

Russell Boyle 
http://www.russellboyle.com

TIMSS 2007 and the Need 
for Change

The Trends in Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS 2007) measured student performance 
against four international benchmarks: an 
advanced benchmark set at 625 on the TIMSS 
scale, a high benchmark set at 550, intermediate 
set at 475 and low set at 400. The TIMSS scale 
average was 500.

In Year 4 Mathematics, Australia’s mean score 
was 516. Hong Kong topped the list of 
36 countries with a mean score of 607. Singapore 
was in second place on 599. Nine per cent of 
Australian Year 4 students reached the advanced 
benchmark compared with 40 per cent in Hong 
Kong and 41 per cent in Singapore. At the other 
end of the scale, 9 per cent of Australian Year 4 
students were below the low benchmark 
compared with 0 per cent in Hong Kong and 
2 per cent in Singapore.

New South Wales was the best performed 
Australian state with 14 per cent of Year 4 
students reaching the advanced benchmark. 
Victoria was second on 10 per cent.

In Year 8 Mathematics, Australia’s mean score was 
496. Chinese Taipei topped the list of 49 countries 
with a score of 598. Six per cent of Australian 
Year 8 students reached the advanced benchmark 
compared with 45 per cent of Chinese Taipei 
students. Eleven per cent of Australian students 
did not reach the low benchmark compared with 
5 per cent in Chinese Taipei.

The ACT performed best within Australia with 
12 per cent of its Year 8 students reaching the 
advanced benchmark compared with NSW in 
second place on 10 per cent and Victoria third 
on 5 per cent.

Whilst international benchmarks are only one way 
of measuring student performance, Australia’s 
mediocre results against its global competitors on 
the TIMSS scale provide cause for concern.

Australia’s Year 8 students performed poorly in 
Geometry and Algebra. This is hardly surprising 
given that only half of them were taught by 
teachers qualified in mathematics. The fact that 
their teachers believe themselves to be very well 
prepared to teach all topics in the subject is 
inconsistent with the results in TIMSS. This 

suggests a level of overconfidence by many Year 8 
teachers and points to the need for more targeted 
and subject specific professional development.

Most of Australia’s Year 4 students are taught by 
Primary school teachers without any qualification 
or specialisation in mathematics. This needs to 
change. Whilst the textbook is the foundation of 
mathematics instruction in most countries in the 
TIMSS study, 25 per cent of Australia’s Year 4 
classes don’t use a mathematics textbook. This 
must also change.

Box
To be a teacher, 
you must fit 
the box.

To be extraordinary, 
you must escape 
the box.
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To read the full ACER 2007 TIMSS report point 
your browser to http://www.acer.edu.au/
documents/TIMSS _ 2007-AustraliaFullReport.pdf


