
Not good enough
– Swedish test scores in STEM subjects

Data from TIMSS and PISA,
compiled by Gabriel Heller Sahlgren



Background

• Higher STEM test scores = higher economic growth.
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Average STEM test scores (conditional)

The relationship between international test scores in STEM 
subjects and per-capita GDP growth 1960–2016
Controls: (log) GDP per capita 1960 and years of schooling 1960



TIMSS – pupils in year 8
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The OECD average is calculated from the performance of students in member countries, excluding Sweden,
that have participated in all TIMSS rounds since 1995 (apart from 1999). These include Australia, England,
Hungary, Japan, Lithuania, New Zealand, South Korea, and USA.
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TIMSS – pupils in year 8
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Mathematics scores in TIMSS 2019
OECD countries plus Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan

Bold = statistically significant difference compared with Sweden’s score



TIMSS – pupils in year 8

46
2

48
9 49

5

49
9

50
0

50
4 51

3

51
5

51
7

51
9

52
1

52
2

52
3 52

8

53
0

53
4 54

3

56
1 57

0 57
4

60
8

350

400

450

500

550

600

650

C
h

ile

Fr
an

ce

N
o

rw
ay

N
ew

 Z
ea

la
n

d

It
al

y

H
o

n
g 

K
o

n
g

Is
ra

el

Tu
rk

ey

En
gl

an
d

P
o

rt
u

ga
l

Sw
ed

en

U
SA

Ir
el

an
d

A
u

st
ra

lia

H
u

n
ga

ry

Li
th

u
an

ia

Fi
n

la
n

d

So
u

th
 K

o
re

a

Ja
p

an

Ta
iw

an

Si
n

ga
p

o
re

Science scores in TIMSS 2019
OECD countries plus Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan

Bold = statistically significant difference compared with Sweden’s score



PISA – 15-year olds
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The OECD average is calculated from the performance of students in member countries, excluding Sweden,
that have participated in all PISA rounds since 2000. These include all OECD countries apart from Colombia,
Costa Rica, Estonia, Lithuania, Slovakia, Slovenia and Turkey.
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PISA – 15-year olds
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Mathematics scores in PISA 2018
OECD countries plus Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan

Bold = statistically significant difference compared with Sweden’s score



PISA – 15-year olds
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Bold = statistically significant difference compared with Sweden’s score



Conclusions

• Swedish pupils do not perform sufficiently well in STEM subjects.

• Far behind the best pupils in the world, especially in TIMSS mathematics.

• TIMSS scores are a better measure of STEM performance than PISA scores.

• This is true despite the improvements since around 2010.

• Native Swedish pupils perform better (see Heller-Sahlgren 2022).

• But our economic future depends on the performance of all pupils, regardless of 
background!

• The low scores are a threat to growth – and may have already 
contributed to Sweden’s current underperformance in this respect.

Important to develop a STEM strategy to improve performance.

https://timbro.se/valfard/kunskapsskolans-aterkomst/
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