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Dana L. Kelly

Overview of PIRLS

1.1 Background

IEA has been conducting cross-national studies of educational
achievement for more than 40 years — including periodic assessments
of children’s reading literacy. In 1973, reading was one of the sub-
jects in IEASs six-subject study, which was conducted in 15 coun-
tries (Thorndike, 1973; Walker, 1976). In 1991, IEAs Reading
Literacy Study was conducted in 32 educational systems (Elley,
1992; 1994). Most recently, PIRLS (Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study) was established as the IEAS latest study to monitor
progress in children’s reading literacy into the future (Mullis,
Martin, Gonzalez, & Kennedy, 2003).

In 1998, the IEA General Assembly formally agreed that PIRLS
would be part of the IEAs regular cycle of assessments, which also
includes mathematics and science. At that point, some basic princi-
ples were established.

* PIRLS would begin in 2001 with an assessment of children in
fourth grade.

* PIRLS would focus on reading literacy achievement, as well as
home and school contexts for learning to read.

* Reading literacy would be measured through a comprehensive
assessment based on authentic reading materials requiring stu-
dents to engage in a range of reading processes.

* The reading test would be designed so that future assessments
could measure trends in achievement.
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* Questionnaires would be administered to
the tested students, their current reading
teachers, and their school principals — to
collect contextual data with which to
interpret achievement.

In 1999, planning for the study began with
a meeting among representatives from the
IEA Secretariat, the International Study
Center (ISC) at Boston College, Statistics
Canada, and the National Foundation for
Educational Research in England and
Wales. At this meeting, it was established
that — in addition to incorporating the
General Assembly’s basic principles —
PIRLS would try to collect data from chil-
dren’s parents about literacy activities in
the home, and also collect data about early
reading instruction in schools to provide
additional information on reading instruc-
tion (beyond what the current-year teach-
ers would provide). These basic goals were
supported by the Reading Development
Group (RDG) and representatives from the
participating countries (the National
Research Coordinators).

The development of PIRLS spanned two
years, beginning in 1999 and continuing
until early 2001, when the final reading
test and questionnaires were approved by
the participating countries. As part of
development, 30 countries conducted a
field test of the test and questionnaires.
Ultimately, 35 countries participated in the
main data collection.

1.2 Participating Countries

Thirty-five countries joined together to
conduct the first PIRLS assessment in 2001:

Argentina Latvia

Belize Lithuania
Bulgaria Macedonia
Canada (Ontario, Quebec) Moldova
Colombia Morocco
Cyprus Netherlands
Czech Republic New Zealand
England Norway

France Romania
Germany Russian Federation
Greece Scotland

Hong Kong Singapore
Hungary Slovak Republic
Iceland Slovenia

Iran Sweden

Israel Turkey

Italy United States
Kuwait

1.3 Student Population Assessed

In 2001, PIRLS assessed the reading literacy
of children in “the upper of the two grades
with the most 9-year-olds at the time of test-
ing” (PIRLS, 1999). This corresponds to the
fourth grade in most countries. This popula-
tion was chosen because it represents an
important transition point in children’s
development as readers. In most countries,
by the end of fourth grade, children are
expected to have learned how to read, and
are now reading to learn. This grade is also
assessed in the IEAs Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), to



provide countries participating in both stud-
ies with achievement and background data
for three subjects at the same grade level.

In each country, representative samples of
students were selected using a two-stage
sampling design. In the first stage, at least
150 schools were selected using probabili-
ty-proportional-to-size sampling. Countries
could incorporate in their sampling design
important reporting variables (for example,
urbanicity or school type) as stratification
variables. At the second stage, one or two
fourth-grade classes were randomly sam-
pled in each school. This resulted in a sam-
ple size of at least 3,750 students in each
country. Some countries opted to include
more schools and classes, enabling addi-
tional analyses, which resulted in larger
sample sizes.

1.4 Assessment Dates

PIRLS was administered near the end of the
school year in each country. In countries in
the Northern Hemisphere (where the school
year typically ends in May or June) the
assessment was conducted in April, May, or
June 2001. In the Southern Hemisphere,
the school year typically ends in November
or December; so in these countries, the
assessment was conducted in October or
November 2001.
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1.5 Study Management and
Organization

PIRLS is directed in the United States by Ina
V.S. Mullis and Michael O. Martin, at the
International Study Center at Boston College;
they also direct the IEAs TIMSS. The PIRLS
International Study Center was responsible
for the design, development, and implemen-
tation of the study — including developing
the instruments and survey procedures;
ensuring quality in data collection; and ana-
lyzing and reporting the study results. The
International Study Center worked closely
with the organizations responsible for partic-
ular aspects of the study, the PIRLS advisory
committees, and representatives of the par-
ticipating countries.

Each country appointed a National Research
Coordinator (NRC) who, together with staff
members at the PIRLS national center, was
responsible for all aspects of the study
within that country. The PIRLS ISC organ-
ized meetings of the NRCs several times a
year to review study materials and proce-
dures, and to receive training in scoring
constructed-response items, and in entering
the data using the prescribed software.

The IEA Secretariat provided guidance in
all aspects of the study, and was responsible
for managing the ambitious translation veri-
fication effort conducted for the field test
and main assessment. Statistics Canada was
responsible for all aspects of sampling —
including working with countries to
ensure that the international procedures
are followed; adapting the international
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design to national conditions; documenting
the national samples; and computing sam-
pling weights.

The National Foundation for Educational
Research in England and Wales had major
responsibility for developing the reading
test — including collecting reading passages;
developing items and scoring guides; and
conducting scoring training. The IEA Data
Processing Center was responsible for pro-
cessing and verifying the data from the 35
countries and for constructing the interna-
tional database. Educational Testing Service
provided software and support for scaling
the achievement data.

The study directors and representatives
from the International Study Center, IEA,
Statistics Canada, the National Foundation
for Educational Research in England and
Wales, and Educational Testing Service met
periodically to review the study’s progress,
procedures, and schedule.

The PIRLS Reading Development Group (see
Appendix A) contributed their invaluable
expertise to the framework and reading

test. Committee members reviewed various
drafts of the framework and assessment
blocks, and reviewed and endorsed the final
reading test. The PIRLS Questionnaire
Development Group (see Appendix A) —
comprising representatives from six coun-
tries — helped develop the PIRLS question-
naires (including writing items and
reviewing drafts of all questionnaires).

1.6 Overview of Assessment
Framework

At the heart of the PIRLS assessment is the
definition of reading literacy established by
the Reading Development Group, and refined
by National Research Coordinators. The
PIRLS definition of reading literacy builds
on the definition used in the IEA 1991 study,
but elaborates on that definition by making
specific reference to reading by children.
PIRLS defines reading literacy as:

...the ability to understand and use those writ-
ten language forms required by society and/or
valued by the individual. Young readers can
construct meaning from a variety of texts. They
read to learn, to participate in communities of
readers, and for enjoyment (Campbell, Kelly,
Mullis, Martin, & Sainsbury, 2001).

Growing out of this definition are the
three aspects of reading literacy assessed
by PIRLS:

* Processes of comprehension
* Purposes for reading and
* Reading behaviors and attitudes.

Processes of comprehension and purposes
for reading are the foundation of the writ-
ten assessment of reading comprehension.
The purposes for reading and processes of
comprehension, as well as the percentages
of the assessment devoted to each, are
shown in Exhibit 1.1. Each process is
assessed with each purpose for reading.
Reading behaviors and attitudes are
assessed through a questionnaire completed
by the students.



Exhibit 1.1: Percentages of Reading Assessment
Devoted to Reading Purposes and Processes'

Purposes for Reading

Acquire
and Use
Information

Literary
Experience

Focus on and Retrieve
Explicitly Stated 9%

Information

o
orS Make Straightforward 14% -
45 Inferences
=
o 2
e
<] Interpret and Integrate
= £ p g o )
=8 Ideas and Information 20% 20%

Examine and Evaluate
Content, Language, 6% 8%
and Textual Elements

1 Because numbers are rounded to the nearest whole number, some totals
may appear inconsistent.

1.7 PIRLS Reading Assessment

PIRLS has ambitious goals for covering the
domain of reading literacy. The Reading
Development Group felt that at least eight
passages and items (four for each reading
purpose) were needed to provide a valid
and reliable measure of reading achieve-
ment. Since it would not be possible to
administer the entire test to any one child,
PIRLS used a matrix sampling technique to
distribute the assessment material among
students, yet retain linkages necessary for
scaling the achievement data.

Exhibit 1.2: PIRLS Assessment Design
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1.7.1  Assessment Design

The material was divided into 40-minute
“blocks,” each comprising a passage (a
story or article) and items representing at
least 15 score points. There are eight such
blocks, four for each reading purpose.
Blocks containing literary passages are
labeled L1 through L4, and those contain-
ing informational passages, I1 through I4.
The eight assessment blocks are distributed
across ten test booklets, and each student
completed one booklet in an 80-minute
testing session. Each booklet contains two
blocks, and most blocks appeared in three
booklets. One of the ten booklets is the
PIRLS Reader, a color booklet containing
two reading passages; the test items are
located in a separate booklet. The two
blocks comprising the Reader appear only
in that booklet. The distribution of blocks
across booklets “links” the booklets to
enable the achievement data to be scaled
using item response theory methods.

The design for the assessment booklets is
presented in Exhibit 1.2, which shows that
each booklet has two blocks — two literary,
two informational, or one of each. It also
shows that three of the literary and three of
the informational blocks appear three times

Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet | Booklet R
1 2 3 4 ) 6 7 8 9 (Reader)

X~
[
=
m
=
1=
7}
£
w
w
o
wv
w
<

L = Reading for Literary Experience; | = Acquire and Use Information

L1 L2 L3 11 12

L2 L3 11 12 13

L1 11 L2 L3 14

5
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Exhibit 1.3: Distribution of Items by Type and Reading Purpose

Constructed-Response Items

Multiple-Choice

Items

Literary 25 14 9
Informational 21 10 12
Total 46 24 21

across test booklets 1 through 9, and that
the fourth literacy and informational blocks
appear only in the Reader.

1.7.2 Passages

The reading passages form the foundation
of the reading literacy test. In accordance
with the framework, four of the assessment
blocks contain literary texts and four con-
tain informational texts, and the passages
are authentic texts drawn from children’s
storybooks and informational sources.
Submitted and reviewed by the PIRLS
countries, the passages represent a range of
types of literary and informational texts.
The literary passages include realistic sto-
ries and traditional tales; while the infor-
mational texts include chronological and
non-chronological articles, a biographical
article, and an informational leaflet.

1.7.3 Items and Scoring Guides

Two item formats were used to assess chil-
dren’s reading literacy — multiple-choice
and constructed-response. Each type of
item was used to assess both reading pur-
poses and all four reading processes.
Multiple-choice items provided students
with four possible answers, one of which
was correct. Each multiple-choice item was
worth one point. Constructed-response
items required students to construct their
answers rather than select from among

Total Number Total
of Items Score Points

3 51 66
4 47 67
7 98 133

possible answers. These items were worth
one, two, or three points — depending on
the depth of understanding or extent of
textual support the item required.

Each block of assessment material contained
from 11 to 14 items that together represent
at least 15 score points. Altogether, the
PIRLS reading test includes 98 items repre-
senting 133 score points — enough to esti-
mate achievement reliably. Exhibit 1.3
shows the distribution of items by type and
reading purpose.

Scoring guides for constructed-response
items were developed together with the
items. Each scoring guide is unique to that
item. It describes the essential features of
appropriate and complete responses —
including the kind of evidence of under-
standing required and example student
responses to help scorers determine the
score for a particular response. Actual stu-
dent responses were used to develop the
guides, and illustrate the kinds of responses
garnering different points.

1.7.4 Releasing Assessment Material to
the Public

The PIRLS test design provides for the

release of half of the assessment material
into the public domain after data collec-
tion, including the entire PIRLS Reader.



The remaining half will be kept secure and
included in future PIRLS assessments so
trends in achievement can be measured.
After data collection in 2001, one literary
and one informational block (as well as the
blocks in the Reader) were released.
Effectively, four blocks (or half of the
assessment) were available to the public.

1.8 PIRLS Background Questionnaires

By gathering information about children’s
experiences together with reading achieve-
ment on the PIRLS test, it is possible to
identify the factors or combinations of fac-
tors that relate to high reading literacy. An
important part of the PIRLS design is a set
of questionnaires targeting factors related to
reading literacy. PIRLS administered four
questionnaires: to the tested students, to
their parents, to their reading teachers, and
to their school principals.

1.8.2 Student Questionnaire

Each student taking the PIRLS reading
assessment completes the student question-
naire. The questionnaire asks about aspects
of students” home and school experiences —
including instructional experiences and
reading for homework, self-perceptions
and attitudes towards reading, out-of-
school reading habits, computer use,

home literacy resources, and basic demo-
graphic information.

1.8.3 Learning to Read (Home) Survey

The learning to read survey is completed by
the parents or primary caregivers of each
student taking the PIRLS reading assess-
ment. It addresses child/parent literacy

Chapter 1 - Overview of PIRLS

interactions, home literacy resources, par-
ents’ reading habits and attitudes,
home/school connections, and basic demo-
graphic and socioeconomic indicators.

1.8.4 Teacher Questionnaire

The reading teacher of each fourth-grade
class sampled for PIRLS completes a ques-
tionnaire designed to gather information
about classroom contexts for developing
reading literacy. This questionnaire asks
teachers about characteristics of the class
tested (such as size, reading levels of the
students, and the language abilities of the
students). It also asks about instructional
time, materials and activities for teaching
reading and promoting the development of
their students’ reading literacy, and the
grouping of students for reading instruc-
tion. Questions about classroom resources,
assessment practices, and home/school
connections also are included. The ques-
tionnaire also asks teachers for their views
on opportunities for professional develop-
ment and collaboration with other teach-
ers, and for information about their
education and training.

1.8.5 School Questionnaire

The principal of each school sampled for
PIRLS responds to the school questionnaire.
It asks school principals about enrollment
and school characteristics (such as where
the school is located, resources available in
the surrounding area, and indicators of the
socioeconomic background of the student
body), characteristics of reading education
in the school, instructional time, school
resources (such as the availability of instruc-
tional materials and staff), home/school con-
nections, and the school climate.
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1.9 Translation and Verification of
Instruments

The PIRLS reading tests and questionnaires
were prepared in English, then translated
into 31 other languages for use in the 35
participating countries. Countries were
responsible for translating the instruments
into their local language (or languages) fol-
lowing internationally prescribed proce-
dures. To ensure standardization of
instruments across countries, PIRLS under-
took an extensive verification process,
whereby each country’s data collection
instruments were independently reviewed
and verified by an external translation
company engaged by the IEA. The veri-
fiers’ reviews of the translated documents
were used to improve the translations.
Instruments were verified twice, once
before the field test and once before the
main data collection. In addition to the
external review, the International Study
Center also reviewed the countries’ instru-
ments against the verifiers’ comments to
ensure that all necessary corrections were
made. Finally, statistical analyses of item
data were conducted to check for evidence
of differences in student performance
across countries that could indicate a trans-
lation problem.

1.10 Data Collection

Each country was responsible for carrying
out all aspects of the data collection, using
standardized procedures developed for the
study. Manuals provided explicit instruc-
tions to the NRCs and their staff members
on all aspects of the data collection — from

contacting sampled schools to packing and
shipping materials to the IEA Data
Processing Center for processing and veri-
fication. Manuals were also prepared for
test administrators and for individuals in
the sampled schools who work with the
national centers to arrange for the data col-
lection within the schools. These manuals
addressed all aspects of the assessment
administration within schools (including
test security, distribution of booklets, tim-
ing and conduct of the testing session, and
returning materials to the national center).

The PIRLS International Study Center
placed great emphasis on monitoring the
quality of the PIRLS data collection. In par-
ticular, the Study Center implemented an
international program of site visits, where-
by international quality control monitors
visited a sample of 15 schools in each coun-
try and observed the test administration. In
addition to the international program, NRCs
were also expected to organize an inde-
pendent national quality control program
based upon the international model. The
latter program required national Quality
Control Observers to document data collec-
tion activities in their country. The national
Quality Control Observers visited a random
sample of 10 percent of the schools (in addi-
tion to those visited by the international
Quality Control Monitors), and monitored
the testing sessions — recording their obser-
vations for later analysis.



1.11  Scoring the Constructed-Response
Items

Because almost two-thirds of the score points
came from constructed-response items,
PIRLS needed to develop procedures for reli-
ably evaluating student responses within
and across countries. The International
Study Center prepared detailed guides con-
taining the PIRLS scoring rubrics, and expla-
nations of how to implement them — together
with example student responses for the vari-
ous rubric categories. These guides, along
with training packets containing extensive
examples of student responses for practice in
applying the rubrics, were used as a basis for
intensive training of national representatives
in scoring the constructed-response items.

To gather and document empirical informa-
tion about the within-country agreement
among scorers, PIRLS arranged to have a
sample of 200 students’ responses to each
item in each country scored independently
by two readers. Scoring reliability within
countries was high — the percentage of exact
agreement, on average, across countries, was
more than 90 percent. PIRLS also conducted
a study of scoring reliability across coun-
tries, asking countries with scorers profi-
cient in English to score a reference set of
student responses chosen from students in
English-speaking countries. This study
revealed a high level of agreement between
scorers also (85% on average).

Chapter 1 - Overview of PIRLS

1.12 Data Processing

To ensure the availability of comparable,
high-quality data for analysis, PIRLS took
rigorous quality control steps to create the
international database. PIRLS prepared
manuals and software for countries to use in
creating and checking their data files, so
that the information would be in a stan-
dardized international format before being
forwarded to the IEA Data Processing
Center (DPC) in Hamburg for creation of the
international database. Upon arrival at the
DPC, the data underwent an exhaustive
cleaning process involving several iterative
steps and procedures designed to identify,
document, and correct deviations from the
international instruments, file structures,
and coding schemes. The process also
emphasized consistency of information
within national data sets, and appropriate
linking among the student, parent, teacher,
and school data files.

Throughout the process, the data were
checked and double-checked by the IEA
Data Processing Center, the International
Study Center, and the national centers. The
national centers were contacted regularly
and given multiple opportunities to review
the data for their countries. In conjunction
with the IEA Data Processing Center, the
International Study Center reviewed item
statistics for each cognitive item in each
country to identify poorly performing items.
In general, the items exhibited very good
psychometric properties in all countries.
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1.13 IRT Scaling

The general approach to reporting the
PIRLS achievement data was based primari-
ly on item response theory (IRT) scaling
methods. Student reading achievement was
summarized using a family of IRT models
(2-parameter, 3-parameter, and generalized
partial credit models). The IRT methodology
was preferred for developing comparable
estimates of performance for all students,
since students responded to different pas-
sages and items depending upon which of
the test booklets they received (Booklet 1
through 9 or the PIRLS Reader). This
methodology produces a score by averaging
the responses of each student to the items
that he or she took in a way that takes into
account the difficulty and discriminating
power of each item. The approach followed
in PIRLS uses information from the back-
ground questionnaires to provide improved
estimates of student performance (a process
known as conditioning) and multiple impu-
tation to generate student scores (or “plau-
sible values”) for analysis and reporting.

The IRT analysis provides a common scale
on which performance can be compared
across countries. In addition to providing a
basis for estimating mean achievement,
scale scores permit estimates of how stu-
dents within countries vary and provide
information on percentiles of performance.
Treating all participating countries equally,
the PIRLS scale average across countries was
set to 500 and the standard deviation to
100. Since the countries varied in size, each
country was weighted to contribute equally
to the mean and standard deviation of the

scale. The average and standard deviation of
the scale scores are arbitrary and do not
affect scale interpretation.

In the PIRLS analysis, achievement scales
were produced for each of the two reading
purposes, reading for literary experience
and reading for information, as well as for
reading overall.

1.14 Data Analysis and Reporting

The PIRLS 2001 International Report
(Mullis, Martin, Gonzalez & Kennedy, 2003)
summarizes fourth-grade students’ student
reading achievement in each country. This
report presents average student achievement
in reading overall as well as in reading for
literary experience and reading to acquire
and use information, together with standard
errors and tests of significance as appropri-
ate. Average achievement is reported sepa-
rately for girls and boys.

To provide additional information about
reading achievement among high- and low-
achieving students, PIRLS reported the per-
centage of students in each country
performing at each of four international
benchmarks of student achievement — cor-
responding to the 90th, 75th, 50th, and
25th percentiles of the international distri-
bution of reading achievement. To enhance
this reporting approach, PIRLS conducted a
scale anchoring analysis to describe student
performance at the international bench-
marks in terms of the kind of reading stu-
dents performing at each benchmark can
do, and the level of comprehension they
exhibit. Complementing this approach fur-



ther, the PIRLS international report pres-
ents examples of questions from both liter-
ary and informational passages that anchor
at each of the benchmarks (providing
another perspective on the reading
demands of the benchmarks), and also dis-
plays student performance in each country
on the example questions.

PIRLS 2001 collected a wide array of infor-
mation about the home and school context
in which students learned to read (from
parents, students, teachers, and school prin-
cipals). The PIRLS international report sum-
marized much of this information,
combining data into composite indices
showing an association with achievement
where appropriate. In particular, student
reading achievement is described in relation
to literacy-related activities in the home,
the school curriculum and organization for
teaching reading, teachers and reading
instruction, school contexts, and students’
reading attitudes, self-concepts, and out-of-
school activities.

Additional information about the countries
participating in PIRLS 2001 may be found in
the PIRLS 2001 Encyclopedia (Mullis, Martin,
Kennedy, Flaherty, 2002), a volume provid-
ing general information on the cultural, soci-
etal, and economic situation in each country,
as well as a more focused perspective on the
structure and organization (of their respec-
tive educational systems as it pertains specif-
ically to the promotion of reading literacy).
Consisting of a chapter from each country,
the PIRLS 2001 Encyclopedia describes pri-
mary/elementary schooling as it pertains to
reading within each educational system —
including teacher education and training,
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reading curricula, classroom organization
and instruction, and assessment practices. As
such, it is an extremely valuable companion
publication to the international report pro-
viding insights and detailed information
about the policies, practices, and resources
within each country.

1.15 The Trends in IEA’s Reading
Literacy Study

While PIRLS 2001 is the first in a cycle of
assessments designed to measure trends in
reading achievement, some countries also
measured achievement trends from 1991 to
2001. Countries that participated in the
IEAs 1991 Reading Literacy Study were eli-
gible to administer the 1991 reading test
and student questionnaire to a sample of
students in 2001 so that they could obtain
information about how their children’s read-
ing literacy today compares with that of ten
years ago. The following countries partici-
pated in the trend study:

Greece Singapore
Hungary Slovenia
Iceland Sweden

Italy United States

New Zealand

Countries sampled every other PIRLS school
for the trend study, resulting in a sample
size of at least 75 schools. In each school,
one target-grade classroom was sampled and
administered the 1991 test and student
questionnaire. For some countries, the 1991
target grade and the PIRLS target grade
were not the same. Statistics Canada worked
with these countries to tailor the design so

1
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as to achieve a representative sample of stu-
dents. The IRT scaling methodology used
with PIRLS 2001 also was applied in the
trends in reading literacy study. The results
of the trend study are presented in Martin,
Mullis, Gonzalez, and Kennedy (2003).
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Marian Sainsbury

Jay Campbell

Developing the
PIRLS Reading Assessment

2.1 Overview

The development of the PIRLS reading assessment took place over a
two-year period, from 1999 to 2001. The work was undertaken by a
team from the National Foundation for Educational Research in
England and Wales (NFER'), with support and advice at all stages
from the PIRLS Reading Coordinator,? the Reading Development
Group (RDG), the National Research Coordinators (NRCs), the PIRLS
Project Management Team, and staff of the PIRLS International
Study Center at Boston College. Test development was based firmly
on the Framework and Specifications for the PIRLS Assessment 2001
(Campbell, Kelly, Mullis, Martin, & Sainsbury, 2001). The frame-
work presents a view of reading literacy as a complex interactive
process. It identifies two main purposes for reading relevant to the
age group selected for the assessment: reading for literary experi-
ence, and reading to acquire and use information. The framework
specifies four principal comprehension processes that readers use to
construct meaning that are the same for both reading purposes. The
assessment requires passages that offer students an authentic
engagement with text, and items that draw upon the central quali-
ties of that engagement.

The aim was to produce a set of reading passages and items (ques-
tions) related to those passages, arranged in a collection of blocks, or
units — as described in the framework. Each block was to consist of
one or more passages and accompanying items that would yield at

1 The members of the NFER team were Chris Whetton, Marian Sainsbury, Jenny Bradshaw,
Anne Kispal, Jenny Phillips and Jane Sowerby.

2 Jay Campbell of Educational Testing Service served as the PIRLS Reading Coordinator.
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least 15 score points. The initial develop-
ment task was to develop 16 blocks, eight
literary and eight informational, for field
testing. Following the field test, four liter-
ary and four informational blocks were
selected for use in the main survey from
among the original 16 blocks.

The development of these reading literacy
blocks involved, first, the selection of pas-
sages, and only then the generation, revi-

sion, and selection of items. This structure

Exhibit 2.1: Overview of the Test Development Process

sets it apart from assessments in other cur-
riculum areas such as mathematics or sci-
ence, where items can be generated to an
initial specification. For PIRLS, passages
had to be selected before work could begin
on the items.

Test development in an international con-
text is an ambitious undertaking; a variety
of cultural and linguistic factors must be
considered in selecting passages and devel-
oping items. Moreover, the need to translate

Group and Purpose of Meeting

Reading Development Group:

May 1999 Initial drafting of the PIRLS assessment framework
National Research Coordinators:
July 1999 Review of the draft PIRLS assessment framework

Reading Development Group:
October 1999

Initial review of field-test passage pool, and feedback on the passage selection process

Initial approval of the PIRLS assessment framework

Initial review and selection of field-test passage pool and draft items

National Research Coordinators:
November 1999

Final approval of the PIRLS assessment framework

Review and final selection of field-test passage pool

Review of draft items and scoring guides

Reading Development Group:

January 2000

National Research Coordinators:
March 2000

National Research Coordinators:
July 2000 Training on field-test scoring guides

December 2000 Reading Development Group:

Review and initial selection of field-test item pool and scoring guides

Review and final selection of field-test item pool and scoring guides

Review of field-test results, and initial selection of operational passages and items

January 2001 National Research Coordinators:

May 2001 National Research Coordinators:

Training on operational scoring guides

Final review of field-test results, and selection of operational passages and items



both passages and items into numerous lan-
guages required extreme sensitivity to the
effects of sociolinguistic differences on
assessing reading comprehension. As such,
the development process required ongoing
involvement of both the RDG (a seven-mem-
ber multinational group of literacy experts)
and the NRCs. Exhibit 2.1 provides a brief
overview of the iterative process character-
izing the development of this international
assessment instrument. As suggested by
this display, the process involved initial rec-
ommendations and guidance of the RDG,
and final approval of the NRCs.

2.2  The PIRLS Assessment Framework
The PIRLS assessment development effort
was guided by the description of reading
literacy in the PIRLS assessment frame-
work. The framework provided a theoreti-
cal understanding of reading literacy, and
specified the types of reading materials
and questions that were developed and
selected for the assessment instrument.
Central to the framework is its definition
of reading literacy:

The ability to understand and use those written
language forms required by society and/or valued
by the individual. Young readers can construct
meaning from a variety of texts. They read to
learn, to participate in communities of readers,
and for enjoyment.

The view of literacy embodied in this defi-
nition — and described in more detail
throughout the framework — is derived
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from and informed by numerous theories
of reading. The framework was not intend-
ed to reflect any single theory of reading
or approach to reading instruction. Rather,
it was based on a multinational consensus
about the nature of reading literacy, the
goals of reading instruction, and the
expectations for developing readers in a
literate society.

Development of a thorough and theoretical-
ly cohesive framework was a necessary first
step in the instrument development process.
The framework provided explicit descrip-
tions of the types of reading material that
were to be represented in the assessment,
and the types of comprehension questions
that were to be developed to measure stu-
dents’ understandings of the reading mate-
rial. In describing the types of reading
materials to be used in the assessment, the
focus was on purposes for reading. Because
readers often approach different types of
texts for different reading purposes, and
because it is expected that students by age
9 should have developed the ability to read
for a variety purposes, the characterization
of test types by purposes for reading pro-
vided assurance of broad construct coverage
in the assessment. While reading for differ-
ent purposes, readers engage in a variety of
processes to comprehend text. As such, a
description of comprehension processes was
included in the framework to guide the
development of test questions.

The following sections provide a descrip-
tion of the text types (purposes for reading)
and the item types (processes and strate-

15
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gies) that were included in the framework —
and that guided the instrument develop-
ment process.

2.2.1 Text Types

Readers interact with text in different ways
to construct meaning. Their approach to con-
structing meaning varies by the purpose for
reading and the type of text being read.
Certain purposes for reading are associated
with certain types of text. For nine- and
ten-year-old students, the two most com-
mon purposes for reading are reading for
enjoyment and reading to learn. As such,
the PIRLS framework specifies the inclusion
of two broad types of text in the assess-
ment: literary texts read for literary experi-
ence or enjoyment, and informative texts
read to acquire and use information.

In reading for literary experience, readers
engage with the text in order to become
immersed in the world portrayed by the
author. Readers may vicariously experience
a world unfamiliar to them, or make con-
nections and find similarities between the
text and their own experiences. Young read-
ers by age 9 have already developed an
awareness of narrative text structures and
use of language, upon which they draw to
construct meaning and to react to the text.
The PIRLS framework called for the inclu-
sion of literary texts that represent the
types of narrative structures and language
usages most common to 9-year-old readers.
The main form of literary text used in the
assessment was narrative fiction.

In reading to acquire and use information,
the reader is mostly focused on understand-
ing the aspects of the real world described

in the text. In addition, depending on the
nature of the text and the reader’s orienta-
tion, the text may evoke an action or
response — as in following a set of directions
or reacting to a persuasive argument or
appeal. The type of texts that fall into this
category may be structured chronologically
or logically. Examples of texts that may be
structured in a chronological manner
include biographical accounts of the lives of
contemporary or historical figures and pro-
cedural documents that detail step-by-step
directions to be followed in sequence.
Examples of texts that are structured logi-
cally many include those that are written to
provide information about a given topic and
those that are intended to persuade or con-
vince the reader to think and act in a cer-
tain manner. Often, these texts include
adjunct aids (such as charts, pictures, and
graphs to convey information). The PIRLS
assessment included both chronologically
and logically structured informational texts,
some of which incorporated various types
of adjunct aids.

2.2.2 Processes and Strategies

Across text types and purposes for reading,
the reader engages in a variety of compre-
hension processes and strategies to gain and
construct meaning from text. The PIRLS
assessment framework described four spe-
cific processes of comprehension, which
vary in terms of the degree of inference or
interpretation required and in the focus on
text content or structural features of the
text. This description of comprehension
processes in the framework served as a
guide for developing the comprehension
questions used to assess students” under-
standings of texts. Each question was writ-



ten to engage students in one of four
processes: 1) focus on and retrieve explicitly
stated information, 2) make straightforward
inferences, 3) interpret and integrate ideas
and information, and 4) examine and evalu-
ate content, language, and textual elements.
A brief description of each process is pro-
vided below.

In focusing on and retrieving explicitly
stated information, the reader locates spe-
cific information or an idea in the text that
is relevant to understanding the text’s
meaning. Little or no inference is required
to understand the meaning of such informa-
tion — it is explicit, and may be viewed as
existing at the surface level of the text.
Most often, the retrieved information
resides locally in the text, within a specific
sentence or phrase. A competent reader’s
understanding of the retrieved information
is typically immediate or automatic.

In making straightforward inferences, the
reader goes beyond what is stated explicitly
in the text and infers some implied meaning
or connection between textually-based
ideas. Although not stated explicitly, the
inference is very much constrained by the
text. The text provides fairly obvious cues
to guide the reader in making this type of
inference. As such, skilled readers will
often make such an inference automatically
as they become engaged in constructing
meaning within a specific part of the text,
or as they develop a more global under-
standing of the text’s overall meaning.

In order to construct a more complete and
richer understanding of the text, readers
must be able to interpret and integrate ideas

Chapter 2 - Developing the PIRLS Reading Assessment

and information. With this type of process,
the reader moves beyond the phrase or sen-
tence level of text to make connections
between textual ideas, synthesize informa-
tion, or consider the broader implications
of textual meaning. In doing so, readers
often draw on their background knowledge
and experiences to develop interpretations,
which may vary slightly — depending upon
the reader’s perspective.

Readers shift from constructing meaning to
a critical consideration of the text as they
examine and evaluate content, language,
and textual elements. The reader recognizes
that the text has been written to convey
ideas, feelings, and information. The textual
content may be evaluated for its overall
value, believability, or relevance to the
reader. Its structural and linguistic features
may also be judged for its effectiveness,
completeness, or impact. In examining and
evaluating the text, readers may draw upon
their understanding of the world, and on
their past reading experiences.

2.2.3 Test Booklet Design

The test booklet design used in the opera-
tional PIRLS assessment was based on sev-
eral considerations. First, in order to ensure
broad coverage of reading comprehension
(as described in the PIRLS framework) a
total of eight reading blocks — each block
consisting of a single passage or set of pas-
sages accompanied by comprehension ques-
tions — were developed. Each block was
developed to assess a single purpose for
reading; a total of four literary blocks and
four informational blocks comprised the
operational assessment. Secondly, it was
acknowledged that the burden required for

17
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Exhibit 2.2: Distribution of Literacy and Informational Blocks Across Booklets

L1 L2 L3 11 12

Assessment Block

L2 L3 11 12 13

each student to take the entire assessment (a
total of more than five hours testing time)
would be too great. Consequently, a matrix
sampling technique was employed so that
each student would take only a portion of
the assessment (two reading blocks), and
that an appropriately representative sample
of students would be administered to each
portion. Finally, it was important to ensure
adequate linking of results across blocks,
since each student would not be adminis-
tered the entire assessment.

With these considerations in mind, the
four literary blocks and four informational
blocks were distributed across 10 assess-
ment booklets. Each student participating
in the assessment was administered one of
the 10 booklets. Because students were
given 40 minutes to complete each block,
the total assessment time was 80 minutes.
(An additional 15 to 30 minutes was devot-
ed to having students complete a back-
ground and instructional experience
questionnaire.)

Exhibit 2.2 illustrates the distribution of lit-
erary and informational blocks across the 10
test booklets. The block designations L1, L2,

Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet Booklet | Booklet R
1 2 3 4 ) 6 7 8 9 (Reader)

L1 11 L2 L3 14

L3, and L4 refer to the four literary blocks.
The block designations I1, 12, I3, and 14
refer to the four informational blocks.

Although this booklet design does not pro-
vide for all possible combinations of liter-
ary and informational blocks (which would
have resulted in twice the number of test
booklets), it was determined that the block
combinations represented here were more
than adequate to provide for suitable link-
ing between blocks. Each block appears in
three booklets, and each block is combined
with at least one block assessing the same
purpose for reading, and at least one block
assessing the other purpose for reading.
Note that the nature of booklet 10 (the
PIRLS Reader), which links one specific
literary and informational block, and made
it impossible to link these blocks to others
in the design without substantially
increasing student assessment time.
Consequently, booklet 10 was distributed
across sampled students at three times the
rate of the other booklets.



2.3 Finding and Selecting
the Passages

Finding a selection of passages that would
suit the purposes of the PIRLS assessment
was a major challenge. At each stage of
the test development process, review by
the RDG and the NRCs played a central
part in ensuring the suitability of the
materials. The passages had to be appro-
priate for valid assessment of reading lit-
eracy in all participating countries. The
test materials, taken overall, had to be
interesting and accessible for all the par-
ticipating students — not favoring any
particular national or cultural group.

2.3.1 The Initial Search for Passages

In order to achieve this, great import was
placed on seeking passages that originated
in the participating countries. Even before
their first meeting, NRCs received a request
to contribute to the pool of texts for consid-
eration. This request incorporated the fol-
lowing criteria used throughout the test
development process.

All passages:

e Must be suited in their content and read-
ing level to 9- and 10-year-olds

* Should be well written in order to foster
authentic engagement in the reader and
to facilitate questioning across the PIRLS
processes and strategies

* Could be either literary or informational,
and should include as wide a range as pos-
sible within these two broad categories
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* Should not exceed 1200 words in length

* Should avoid specific cultural references
and material offensive to particular cul-
tural or religious groups.

Representatives from participating coun-
tries were asked to contribute texts that
met these criteria, and that would be typi-
cal of the reading matter available to stu-
dents at the appropriate age and grade level
in their countries.

The first meeting of the RDG, in May 1999,
recommended an innovative approach to
international literacy assessment, in the
form of a “Reader.” This was a reading
booklet, produced in full color, including a
number of different passages — both literary
and informational — following a unifying
theme. The questions on these passages
appeared together in a separate question
booklet. This approach found favor
because of the attractive and authentic
appearance of the Reader, and the possi-
bility for thematic links between literary
and informational reading. In searching
for passages, therefore, ideas suitable for
generating Readers were also sought.

At the first NRC meeting in July 1999, par-
ticipants considered 68 passages that had
been contributed by 11 different countries:
Albania, Australia, Austria, Cyprus, France,
Italy, Hungary, New Zealand, Russia,
Singapore, and the United Kingdom. These
comprised passages sent in advance or
brought to the meeting by the NRCs them-
selves; texts suggested by members of the
RDG; and passages found by the NFER
research team. Although this collection
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already represented a wide range of material,
it was agreed, at that meeting, that further
texts should be sought and reviewed by the
NRCs following the meeting.

2.3.2 Reviewing the Passages

The review materials presented at the

July 1999 NRC meeting contained passages
arranged for the first time as assessment
blocks. Some of these blocks consisted of a
single passage; others were combinations of
shorter passages. There were 11 literary
blocks, 12 informational blocks, and three
possible Readers. Each Reader was the
equivalent of two blocks, one literary and
one informational. The texts ranged in
length from 181 to 1,103 words. Passages for
literary experience included contemporary
realistic narrative, fantasy narrative, tradi-
tional tales, and myth and fable. The pas-
sages assessing the use and acquisition of
information included instructions, explana-
tory texts, biographies, newspaper reports,
information leaflets, tables, texts including
diagrammatic information, and one that had
originated as part of a website. The passages
in these review books represented contribu-
tions from 14 countries: Australia, Austria,
Canada, Cyprus, France, Iceland, Italy, The
Netherlands, New Zealand, Russia,
Singapore, the Slovak Republic, Sweden,
and the United Kingdom.

NRCs responded to the review materials
with a wide range of views. Their com-
ments were summarized for discussion at
the next meeting of the RDG, which took
place in October 1999. Here, a shorter list of
passages was agreed upon for consideration

by the NRCs at their November meeting. At
this stage, the passages were also illustrated
and presented as they would be to students.
In some cases, the illustrations were found
in the original passage; in others, illustra-
tions were specially commissioned. The
illustrations were designed to support the
reading of the text, without giving informa-
tion that would distract or mislead the stu-
dent. The passages proposed for the Readers
had full-color illustrations.

The goal at the November 1999 NRC meet-
ing was to arrive at final decisions about the
16 blocks to be used in the field test. Eight
of these were to be literary blocks and eight
informational. The two Readers were each
to comprise one literary and one informa-
tional block, both taken from the 16.
Exhibit 2.3 sets out the titles of the 16 pas-
sages finally chosen at the meeting, together
with an indication of the textual features of
each. The passages listed in the table were
originally suggested by eight different
countries: Canada, Iceland, Italy, New
Zealand, Russia, the Slovak Republic,
Sweden, and the United Kingdom. The
involvement of participating countries from
the earliest stage of development gave the
resulting assessment its unique internation-
al flavor.

A comparison with the PIRLS framework
shows that the passages selected at the end
of the initial development process were a
good reflection of the principles established
there. All of the literary texts were narra-
tive fiction, but within this overall category
they represented a wide variety — in terms
of story type, setting, characterization, plot



Exhibit 2.3: Passages Selected for Field Testing
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Literary Blocks

"The Upside-Down Mice"
"Flowers on the Roof"

"The Dressmaker"

"Fathers and Sons"

"The King with Dusty Feet"
"Punch’s Escape”

"Hare Heralds the Earthquake"

"The Little Lump of Clay"

Informational Blocks

“Leonardo da Vinci"

"Introducing Antarctica”

"Night of the Pufflings"

"Puppy Walking"

"River Trail"

"Read Dinosaur Pox"

"Finding Out About the Weather"

"All About Mobiles"

structure and length. The informational 2.4

Modern fable with a twist

Contemporary realistic story set in Iceland

Contemporary realistic story set in Africa

Traditional fable (The Farmer and his Sons); Traditional moral tale (Equal Inheritance)
Traditional tale from India

Fantasy tale from Italy about puppets

Traditional tale

Contemporary moral tale

Biography

Nonchronological expository text including diagrams; letter

Mainly chronological informational text

Explanatory text

Informative/persuasive leaflet

Book review information in a variety of forms, drawn from a website
Information in chronological, nonchronological, and tabular forms

Information, biography, and instructions with diagrams

Developing the Items

passages included both chronologically and
nonchronologically organized texts with a
variety of purposes and presentational fea-
tures. Discussions with the RDG and the
NRCs confirmed that this collection of pas-
sages adequately represented the range of
purposes for engagement with texts envis-
aged for the PIRLS study.

Item development started as soon as there
began to be a consensus on the selected
passages in August 1999. Once again, the
writing, review, and revision of the items
was closely guided by the principles estab-
lished in the PIRLS framework. Repeated
review by international reading experts,
and by representatives of participating
countries, provided valuable comments for
improving the item pool.
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There were two main types of items: multi-
ple-choice questions, and constructed-
response questions. The multiple-choice
items offered students four plausible
response options of which only one was
correct or was clearly the best response to
the question. Each of these carried one
score point. Constructed-response items
could yield one, two, or three score points.
They were used in order to allow students
to explain their interpretations and evalua-
tions of the text, to show their reasoning,
and to find for themselves the textual evi-
dence that supported these views and rea-
sons. In a typical block of 15 score points,
the aim was to have seven multiple-choice
items, two or three short-answer items of
one or two points, and one extended-
response item worth three points.

The items were written to address systemati-

cally the four PIRLS processes and strategies:

* Focus on and retrieve explicitly stated
information (20%)

* Make straightforward inferences
(30%)

* Interpret and integrate ideas and infor-
mation (30%)

* Examine and evaluate content, language
and textual elements (20%).

The varying nature of the texts, however,
(in both the literary and informational cate-
gories) meant that the interpretation of
these four comprehension processes also
varied. For example, in a literary text with
strong characterization, interpreting and
integrating ideas and information would

suggest some items addressing character
and motive. In an informational piece, by
contrast, items addressing this same process
would be more likely to require the synthe-
sis of information from different parts of
the passage. The framework gives further
details of these issues. The development of
items was guided by the features of the
text, on the one hand, and the PIRLS
processes and strategies, on the other.

2.4.1 Item Piloting

Early drafts of items were reviewed by the
RDG in October 1999, and by the NRCs in
November 1999. At about the same time,
these early drafts were subjected to some
limited testing by NFER in schools in
England, to check the suitability of the pas-
sages and to gauge student responses to the
questions. The findings from these trials
were mainly qualitative in nature.

On the basis of comments from the RDG
and NRCs, and the findings from the small-
scale trials, a major revision of the items
was conducted in December 1999. This
addressed a number of difficulties that had
been identified by the reviews and trials of
the early drafts. In some cases, styles of
questioning were found to be inaccessible
to some groups of students. In others, ques-
tion wordings proved ambiguous. Some
items were rejected because they were not
central to important ideas in the texts, or
were regarded as addressing peripheral
aspects of the subject matter. At this stage,
also, the proportion of multiple-choice items
for each block was increased to about 50
percent from the previous target of 30-40
percent — because of feedback from partici-
pating countries.



2.4.2 Item Review and Revision

The revised assessment blocks were again
reviewed in January 2000, at a meeting of
the RDG. At the same time, the NRCs were
consulted by means of a postal review, to
which 22 countries provided responses.

Also in January, further trials were con-
ducted by NFER in schools in England.
Although these were again small in scale
and conducted in only one country, they
provided some valuable evidence as to how
students responded to the passages and
items — which were now approaching their
final shape. A sample of 70-100 students
completed each block. They were in Year 5,
aged between 9.4 and 10.3 years.

The schools were not a representative sam-
ple; rather, they covered the full range of
circumstances found in England, including
students from socioeconomically deprived
backgrounds, from ethnic minorities, and
students for whom English was not their
first language. A basic statistical analysis of
the results showed that, in general, the
draft blocks proved fairly easy for the
sample, and that most of the blocks had a
reasonable reliability index (Cronbach’s
alpha >0.70). Most students reached the
end of the blocks in the time allowed.

2.4.3 Finalizing the Items

Once again, in February 2000, the items
were revised to reflect the judgements of
reviewers, paying attention (where appro-
priate) to the findings from the small-scale
trials. In March 2000, the proposed blocks
for the field test were submitted once more
to the NRCs for a final review. After a final
round of revisions (in response to these
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comments), the blocks were finalized and
sent to the countries for translation in time
for the field test.

2.5  Field Test

In order to ensure that the passages and
items had good measurement properties in
each country, PIRLS conducted a full-scale
field test in September 2000. For the pur-
poses of the field test, the 16 assessment
blocks were divided among eight student
booklets — six booklets containing passages
and items, and two readers with accompany-
ing answer booklets. Since a student was
expected to complete only one booklet,
countries were requested to draw probabili-
ty samples of at least 1,600 students for the
field test, so that at least 200 students would
respond to each of the student booklets.

Approximately 48,000 students from almost
1,100 schools in 30 countries participated in
the field test, providing about 6,000 student
responses to each booklet. The field-test
data showed that the passages and items
generally had very good psychometric char-
acteristics, with a wide range of difficulty
levels and good discrimination indices, and
would form a very good pool from which to
select the passages and items for the main
PIRLS assessment.

23
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Exhibit 2.4: Blocks Selected for Main Survey

Literary Blocks

"The Upside-Down Mice"
"Flowers on the Roof"
"The Little Lump of Clay"

"Hare Heralds the Earthquake" (Reader) Traditional tale

Informational Blocks

"Leonardo da Vinci" Biography

"Introducing Antarctica”
"River Trail"

"Night of the Pufflings" (Reader)

2.6 Selection of Blocks for
Main Survey

The results of the field test were reviewed
at a meeting of the RDG in December 2000,
and the assessment blocks for the main sur-
vey were selected. These were reviewed and
approved (with minor modifications) at a
meeting of the NRCs in January 2001. The
blocks selected are listed in Exhibit 2.4.

2.7 Developing the Scoring Guides
for Constructed-Response Items

For PIRLS, as with all tests of reading litera-
cy with open response items, the develop-
ment of the scoring guides was a major
undertaking, and had to be informed by
actual responses from students in test trials.
The scoring guides needed to be explicit
enough to credit all appropriate responses
while ruling out all inappropriate responses.

Modern fable with a twist

Contemporary moral tale

Contemporary realistic story set in Iceland

Nonchronological expository text including diagrams, letter
Informative/persuasive leaflet

Mainly chronological informational text

However, students expressed these responses
in a wide variety of ways. The scoring
guides had to provide clear criteria against
which the scorer could judge student
responses, and these criteria needed to be
supported by examples of actual student
responses. At the item writing stage, it was
impossible to envisage all the possible ways
in which a student might express his or her
understanding. Scrutiny and analysis of
responses produced in test trials were essen-
tial in order to finalize the criteria and select
the examples. In the PIRLS tests, the scoring
guides were supported by scorer training
materials consisting of anchor papers and
practice papers.

2.7.1 Early Development of Scoring Guides

The initial development of scoring guides
occurred while the corresponding con-
structed-response items were being devel-
oped. Items and scoring guides were
developed concurrently so that item writers



and reviewers would view the scoring crite-
ria as an essential component of developing
a reliable and valid constructed-response
question. Drafting of scoring criteria must
be part of constructed-response item devel-
opment and review processes, so that
thoughtful and ongoing considerations of
how student responses will be scored can
sharpen the focus and increase the measure-
ment value of these open-ended item types.

The early drafts of the PIRLS items, in
October-November 1999, had draft scoring
guides describing the criteria to be applied
in scoring the items, but without examples
of student responses. The criteria were
derived from a consideration of the process
being assessed by means of one item in its
relationship to the text, and specified the
response (or a range of responses) expected
to each open-ended question. These draft
criteria were discussed alongside the items
themselves during this review process, and
were correspondingly revised afterwards.

2.7.2 Student Responses

The small-scale trials in January 2000 pro-
vided the first collection of student
responses that could be used to develop
and illustrate the criteria. The revision of
the items in February 2000 included sub-
stantial attention to the scoring guides,
aimed at clarifying the criteria and exem-
plifying a range of acceptable and unac-
ceptable responses. Responses were listed
and scrutinized against the draft criteria.
At this stage, some appeared clearly
acceptable and some clearly unacceptable.
There were others that possessed some of
the characteristics of an acceptable
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response, but not all, and so could be clas-
sified as borderline. For items carrying
more than one score point, these classifica-
tions were made at each level of scoring. In
the light of this collection of responses, the
criteria were revisited and the fine distinc-
tions that emerged were articulated. In
many cases, it became clear that there were
different ways of achieving the same score,
for example, by choosing different but
equally valid aspects of the text to support
an answer. Examples of student responses
were chosen to illustrate each level of scor-
ing, demonstrating both frequent and
unusual ways in which students expressed
an acceptable response.

2.7.3 Finalization of Scoring Guides

Following the review meeting in March
2000, the scoring guides took on their final
shape, giving fuller information and a wider
range of examples. These examples were pro-
vided by further test trials that took place in
May 2000, in four countries: the United
States, Canada, Singapore, and England.
They gave rise to at least 200 student
responses to each item in its final form. Once
again, responses were listed and classified,
leading to a revision of the criteria and an
increase in the number of listed examples.

The final scoring guide for each item was
structured in the following way:

¢ Identification of the purpose for reading
(literary or informational) being assessed

* Description of the comprehension process
the item addressed
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In addition, the following elements were
included in each scoring guide in order to
ensure that the scoring of students’
responses was clearly related to the PIRLS
framework, and to provide explicit guid-
ance to scorers that would ensure reliability
of scoring:

* The score to be awarded for each level of
acceptable response

* The scoring criteria for each level of
acceptable response

* The specific evidence to show that a
response met the criteria; in many cases,
this evidence could be in one of several
forms, all of which were specified

* A series of example responses at each
level of scoring, including examples for
which no points were awarded.

To provide additional guidance and practice
for scorers, further collections of student
responses were assembled as anchor papers
and practice papers. These were introduced
to the NRCs at the scorer training meeting
in July 2000. The anchor responses formed
the basis for sometimes lengthy discussion
and agreement by the NRCs, which served
to clarify the distinctions between levels of
scoring, and demonstrated the wide variety
of ways in which acceptable responses
might be framed. The practice papers gave
opportunities for the NRCs to work through
responses on their own, and to check their
scoring against the agreed points.

In finalizing the scoring guides, the anchor
papers were viewed as a critical extension
of the scoring guides — providing further
elaboration and more concrete examples of
the levels of responses described in the
scoring guide. The anchor sets were con-
structed to illustrate the expected range of
responses and the most common approach-
es taken by students in answering the con-
structed-response questions. In addition,
two sets of practice papers were compiled
for each item. The first set represented the
most common types of responses observed
in the pilots and field test. The second set
provided examples of student responses
that might present some challenge in mak-
ing scoring decisions. Taken together, the
two practice sets were designed to prepare
scorers for making appropriate and consis-
tent decisions on the most common types
of student responses, and on the types of
responses that may fall close to the line
separating the scoring guide levels. For fur-
ther clarification, both the anchor and
practice sets of sample responses included
explicit annotations explaining the ration-
ale for the assigned score.

2.7.4 Training Scorers

National Research Coordinators were
responsible for training scoring staff and
for conducting scoring in their countries.
To prepare them for this task, the PIRLS
International Study Center held a scoring
training session in May of 2001. The pri-
mary purpose of this training session was
to ensure that representatives of each par-
ticipating country fully understood the
scoring standards that were to be applied
consistently and without variation after
the collection of data was completed in



each country. The representatives attend-
ing this training session were to train the
group(s) of scorers in their respective
countries, ensuring the comparability of
scoring across countries.

At the May 2001 training session, NRCs
were instructed on each constructed-
response scoring guide. After an initial
introduction to each scoring guide, the
anchor papers were presented and a discus-
sion of the annotated scoring rationales for
each anchor paper ensued — to check that
NRCs fully understood how the scoring
standards were to be applied. For the major-
ity of constructed-response items, the NRCs
also practiced applying these standards
with the sets of practice papers that had
been compiled. During the practice scoring,
NRCs were not shown the previously
assigned scores or score rationales so that
their ability to apply the scoring standards
consistently could be verified.

During the same training session, NRCs
were instructed on the specific procedures
to be followed in training scorers, and to
monitor intra- and inter-country reliability
of scoring. NRCs were instructed to follow
the same basic procedures in introducing
and practicing scoring guides with their
own scorers that were followed during their
training session. The need for absolute stan-
dardization of scoring across countries was
emphasized, and all NRCs acknowledged
their responsibility for accomplishing this
task. This, of course, meant that NRCs and
their scorers could make no further changes
to scoring guides or annotated sample
papers after the May 2001 NRC meeting.
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Dana L. Kelly

Developing the PIRLS
Background Questionnaires

3.1 Overview

Children are exposed to language and print at home and at school;
receive formal reading instruction; and see others reading for recre-
ation and to perform tasks. These and other experiences and activi-
ties at home and school combine to influence how well children
read and how they feel about reading by the end of fourth grade.
Beyond influences within the home and at school are those in the
wider environments in which children live and learn. Community
size and resources, organization of the educational system, and edu-
cational decision-making affect homes and schools, and thus chil-
dren’s literacy development. To be sure, not all children have the
same experiences. Children have varying levels of home support for
reading, and different levels of exposure to language and print
throughout their lives. They also attend schools with different
approaches to learning and resources with which to teach.

By gathering information about children’s experiences in learning to
read together with reading achievement on the PIRLS test, it is possi-
ble to identify the factors or combinations of factors associated with
a high degree of reading literacy. The PIRLS design includes a set of
questionnaires targeting important factors related to reading literacy.
PIRLS administered four questionnaires to the tested students and
their parents, reading teachers, and school principals. This chapter
describes the conceptual framework underlying the questionnaires,
the process used to develop them, and their content.

1 See Framework and Specifications for the PIRLS Assessment 2001 (Campbell, Kelly,
Mullis, Martin, & Sainsbury, 2001) for more information about the conceptual frame-
work underlying the questionnaires.
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Exhibit 3.1: Contexts for the Development of
Reading Literacy

s N\
National and Community Contexts

Home School

Student
Reading Outcomes

3.2 Framework for the Questionnaires
The PIRLS questionnaires are grounded

in a conceptual model relating reading out-
comes — students’ reading literacy achieve-
ment and attitudes — to home, school, and
community and national contexts. Exhibit
3.1 illustrates how PIRLS conceptualizes the
influences on children’s reading by depict-
ing the relationship between home and
school, and how both are situated within
the community and the country.

The PIRLS questionnaires address factors
within each of the aspects that are deemed
important for the development of reading
literacy. In addition to reading achieve-
ment, reading outcomes include students’
reading attitudes and behaviors. The fac-
tors within the home, school, and national
and community contexts addressed by
PIRLS are shown in Exhibit 3.2.

Exhibit 3.2: Factors within the Home, School, and
National and Community Contexts Addressed
by PIRLS

National and Community Contexts

Demographics and resources
Governance and organization of educational system

Curriculum characteristics and policies

Home Contexts

Activities fostering reading literacy
Language in the home

Home resources

Home/school connection

Students out-of-school literacy activities

School Contexts

School environment and resources
Teacher training and preparation
Classroom environment and structure
Instructional strategies and activities

Instructional materials and technology
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3.3  Process for Developing
Questionnaire Items and
Final Forms

The PIRLS questionnaires were developed
through a collaborative process involving
the PIRLS International Study Center, the
National Research Coordinators (NRCs), the
Questionnaire Development Group (QDG),
the Reading Development Group (RDG),
and the IEA Data Processing Center (DPC).
The process included a series of reviews of
draft instruments, a field test of five ques-
tionnaires in 30 countries, a review of
field-test data, and a revision of the field-
test questionnaires.

3.3.1 Plan for Questionnaires

In developing the PIRLS questionnaires, the
aim was to create instruments that could be
used to collect reliable information related
to children’s reading literacy achievement
(as outlined in the framework) without
unduly burdening students and schools.
Altogether, the instruments were intended
to provide a picture of children’s experi-
ences from early language and literacy
development to the time of the PIRLS
assessment. The plan initially called for five
questionnaires:

* A student questionnaire to provide data
on home and school factors related to
reading

* A home questionnaire (to be completed
by the students’ parents or primary care-
givers) to provide data on home support
for literacy

* A school questionnaire to provide
information on school policies and
resources related to reading

* A teacher questionnaire to provide infor-
mation on instructional approaches and
resources at the fourth grade level

* An early-literacy instructional question-
naire to provide information on reading
instruction in the grades below the grade
tested (fourth grade).

This last questionnaire was originally
intended to be administered to a sample of
teachers in each of the grades prior to
fourth grade. However, early on it became
clear that this would be a burden for the
schools, and for the national centers prepar-
ing and disseminating the instruments.
Instead, a less burdensome approach was
taken, whereby the school reading coordi-
nator or a teacher familiar with the primary
school reading program would complete a
questionnaire about literacy instruction in
the early grades. All five questionnaires
were developed and field-tested.

3.3.2 Initial Item Development

Based on the home, school, and community
factors addressed by the framework
(shown in Exhibit 3.2), a detailed list of
potential variables was developed and
reviewed by the NRCs at their first meet-
ing —in July 1999. The list of variables
was refined and then used — together with
the questionnaires from the Trends in IEA’s
Reading Literacy Study — as the basis for
the initial questionnaire development.
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Questionnaire scales used in other reading
research studies also were consulted dur-
ing this initial development phase.

3.3.3 Iterative Review

In September 1999, drafts of student,
school, teacher, and home questionnaires
were distributed to the NRCs for within-
country review. At the same time, they
were reviewed by the Reading Development
Group. Comments from both reviews were
used to revise the questionnaires for a sec-
ond review by the NRCs in November

1999 — at their second meeting. The
Questionnaire Development Group, com-
prising NRCs from six countries, then met
with ISC staff in December 1999 to review
the drafts, and to develop the early literacy
instruction questionnaire.

In January 2000, the five draft field-test
questionnaires were sent to the NRCs for
within-country review, and also were
reviewed by the RDG. The drafts were
revised on the basis of these reviews. At the
third NRC meeting — in March 2000 — NRCs
reviewed the revised-draft field-test ques-
tionnaires, and suggested further revisions.
In April 2000, the final field-test question-
naires, were sent to their respective coun-
tries for translation and production.

3.3.4 Field Test

The PIRLS field test was conducted in
September 2000. Approximately 48,000
students from almost 1,100 schools in 28
countries participated, providing approxi-
mately: 1) 48,000 responses to the student
questionnaire and the learning to read sur-
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vey; 2) 2,000 responses to the teacher
questionnaire; and 3) 1,000 responses to
the school questionnaire and the early lit-
eracy instruction questionnaire.

3.3.5 Item Analysis and Finalization

of Questionnaires

After the field-test data files had been pre-
pared by each country, then checked and
processed by the IEA Data Processing
Center, the International Study Center
(ISC) prepared five data almanacs — one for
each questionnaire — to facilitate review of
the data. For each country, each almanac
displayed appropriate student-weighted
distributions of responses to each question
in the questionnaires. In the case of cate-
gorical variables, the weighted percentage
of respondents choosing each option were
shown together with the corresponding
average student achievement in reading.
For questions with numeric responses,

the mean, mode, and selected percentiles
were displayed.

The QDG met in December 2000 to review
the field-test data for the five question-
naires, and to recommend revisions to the
items. Committee members were provided —
in addition to the data almanacs — with
results from scale-reliability analyses con-
ducted by the DPC, analyses conducted by
the Swedish national center, and comments
from teachers in New Zealand — to inform
their review.
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In general, the committee recommended
few revisions of the field-test question-
naires; however, there were improvements
in the wording of some items in each ques-
tionnaire; the removal of as many “filter”
questions as possible; and the reordering
of items in the student questionnaire. The
most significant decision was not to
include the early literacy instruction ques-
tionnaire in the main survey. Field-test
data indicated that, in many countries, the
respondent (the school reading coordinator
or teacher familiar with early reading
instruction in the school) was not able to
provide the detailed information required
about reading instruction at each grade
level; and that the questionnaire (as field-
tested) was too burdensome — resulting in
unreliable data on many questions. For
these reasons, it was not taken forward to
the main survey (although six of the more
important questions were simplified and
included in the school questionnaire).

The ISC prepared drafts of the four main
survey questionnaires for review by NRCs
at their January 2001 meeting. NRCs recom-
mended few additional changes. Following
the meeting, the ISC produced the final
documents and electronic files, then distrib-
uted them to participating countries for
translation and production.

3.4 PIRLS Main Survey Questionnaires
The contents of the PIRLS main survey ques-
tionnaires used to collect information about
home, school, and community contexts for
learning to read are described below.

3.4.1 Student Questionnaire

Each student taking the PIRLS reading
assessment completed the student question-
naire. The questionnaire asks about aspects
of students” home and school experiences —
including instructional experiences and
reading for homework, self-perceptions and
attitudes towards reading, out-of-school
reading habits, computer use, home literacy
resources, and basic demographic informa-
tion. The questionnaire was designed to
take 15-30 minutes to complete. Exhibit 3.3
presents details regarding the items in the
questionnaire.

3.4.2 Learning-to-Read Survey (Home)

The learning-to-read survey was completed
by the parents or primary caregivers of each
student taking the PIRLS reading assess-
ment. It deals with child-parent literacy
interactions, home literacy resources, par-
ents’ reading habits and attitudes, home-
school connections, and basic demographic
and socioeconomic indicators. This question-
naire was designed to take 10-15 minutes to
complete. Exhibit 3.4 presents details
regarding the items in the questionnaire.
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Exhibit 3.3: Content of the PIRLS Student Questionnaire

Student Questionnaire

1 Gender Whether student is a boy or girl
2 Date of birth Month and year of student’s birth
3 Out-of-school activities Frequency student does various reading-related activities and watches television
4 Reading outside of school Frequency student reads different types of texts outside school
5 Use of library Frequency student borrows books from library for fun
6 Television watching Frequency student watches television on a normal school day
7-8 Instructional activities Frequency student does certain reading instructional activities in school
910 e —, ;r)ee%esnocr)]/ ::giigg L(())rnl::VT:rvlgork is assigned and amount of time student
1 Computer use Egﬁ;s{géfx{;ﬂer is used for different literacy activities, and where
12 Attitude toward reading Student’s attitude towards reading
13 Reading self-concept Student's self-concept regarding his/her reading ability
14 Feelings about school Student's feelings about school — safety, perception of students and teachers
15 School environment Student's reports of problematic behavior by other students at school
1618 Logueintierone S seol e atgeof bttt one et ity
19 e i i g Number_ of books i_n student’s home (used as indicator of home environment
and socio-economic status)
D Hemepusesons [Pt oo aronic ot (sed s ndctr
N2 pesontuinginbone STt ofpeore and e g e e (sed s it
9325 Student and parents born Provides information on immigrant status (used as indicator of home environment

in country and home support for reading in language of the test)

3.4.3 Teacher Questionnaire class size, and the reading levels and lan-

The reading teacher of each fourth-grade
class sampled for PIRLS completed a teacher
questionnaire, which was designed to gather
information about classroom contexts for
developing reading literacy. This question-
naire asks teachers to describe the general
characteristics of the class tested, such as

guage abilities of the students. Several ques-
tions in the questionnaire focus on factors
related to reading instruction, such as
instructional time, materials, grouping of
students for instruction, and activities to
teach reading and promote the development
of the students’ reading literacy. The ques-
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Exhibit 3.4: Content of the PIRLS Learning-to-Read Survey (Home Questionnaire)

Learning-to-Read Survey

Frequency parents engaged in different literacy activities with child

Whether, and for how long, child attended kindergarten (or equivalent)

Age when child began formal schooling

1 Respondent Who completed the survey

) Parent/child literacy : :
interactions during early childhood

3 Attend kindergarten

4 Age began school

5 Literacy skills when

began school

6 Home literacy activities
7 Home/school connection
8 View of school

9-10 Parents' literacy activities

Parents’ attitude towards

reading
12-13 Books in home
14 Parents' education
15-16 Occupational status
17-18 Wealth
19 Time

tionnaire also asks teachers about classroom
resources, assessment practices, and efforts
to maintain home-school connections. It also
asks teachers for their views about oppor-
tunities provided for cooperation and col-
laboration with other teachers, for
professional development, and for informa-
tion about themselves and their education
and training. This questionnaire requires
about 30 minutes of the teacher’s time.
Exhibit 3.5 presents details regarding the
items in the questionnaire.

Child's literacy skills when he/she began formal schooling
Frequency parent engages in different literacy activities with child (now)
Parents' perception of school’s connection with home

Parents’ opinion of school

Time parent spends reading for enjoyment, and frequency reading for
different purposes

Parents’ attitude toward reading

Number of books (total and children’s) in the home (used as an indicator of
home environment and support for literacy, and for socio-economic indicator)

Highest level of education completed by both parents (used as an indicator of
home environment and socio-economic status)

Employment status and type of profession of each parent
Perception of wealth relative to others and annual income

Amount of time required to complete questionnaire

3.4.4 School Questionnaire

The principal of each school sampled for
PIRLS responded to the school question-
naire. It asks school principals about
enrollment and school demographic charac-
teristics, such as school location, resources
available in the surrounding area, and indi-
cators of the socioeconomic background of
the study body. The school questionnaire
also asks principals about reading curricu-
lum policies and total instructional time for
the school year. It also includes questions
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Exhibit 3.5: Content of the PIRLS Teacher Questionnaire

Teacher Questionnaire

1 Class size Number of students total, and in the grade tested in the class

n Describes the students in the class with respect to reading level, language ability, and
= St s reading/language services received
Whether language instruction is conducted as part of instruction in different
6-7 Language instruction curriculum areas or as a separate subject, how much time is spent on
language instruction, and how frequently language homework is assigned

Whether reading instruction is conducted as part of instruction in different

E ol Listle) curriculum areas or as a separate subject
—_ " - Amount of time spent on reading instruction, and if that time is for
9 Reading instructional time o .
formal reading instruction
Reading instruction ot F A ]

10 frequency Number of days per week reading instruction is provided
" Instructional grouping Whether, and how, students are grouped for reading instruction

. . Frequency teacher uses different materials in reading instruction
12 Instructional material e s i 6, i)
13 Reading material Frequency teacher uses different types of texts in reading instruction

ol It L] How teacher uses reading instructional materials for students at

s ;nba;ltieéir;asls ) e different reading levels

15-17 Instructional activities Frequency teacher has students do different reading instructional activities
18 Instructional media Frequency, and how teacher uses media in reading instruction
19 Computer use Availability and use of computers and Internet for literacy activities
20 Classroom library Availability, size, and use of classroom library or reading corner
21 School library use Frequency teacher takes or sends students to the school library

24-25 Reading difficulties Resources ayailable to the teac_her to deal W!th stpd_ents_’ reading difficulties,

and teacher’s approach to dealing with reading difficulties

2628 T ;ﬁgclgsrr;;rﬁ:nocfediir]:ftreg:r;?na;sessment methods to monitor students’ progress
29 Professional development Teacher's perception of opportunities for professional development in school
30 Cooperation and Frequency teacher meets with other teachers to discuss and plan reading curriculum

collaboration or teaching approaches

31 Home/school connection Frequency teacher meets with parents or sends students’ work home
32 Expectations for success Teacher's expectations for students’ future success as readers

3334 Teaching experience Number of years teacher has been teaching altogether and teaching the

grade tested in particular

35-36 Age and gender Teacher's age and gender
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Exhibit 3.5: Content of the PIRLS Teacher Questionnaire (continued)

Teacher Questionnaire

Teacher's highest level of education, teaching certification, and academic preparation for

37-39 Education/training teaching reading
40 Professional development Time teacher has spent in professional development in the last two years
4 Reading habits Frequency teacher reads different material and reads for different purposes
Whether the class is taught by the teacher only, or by a team of teachers
£ sl s teaching different subjects
43 Time Amount of time required to complete questionnaire

about resources, the availability of materials
and staff, and perceptions of the school cli-
mate, as well as the interaction between the
schools and the students’ parents and fami-
lies. The school questionnaire was designed
to be completed in about 30 minutes.
Exhibit 3.6 presents detail on the items in
the questionnaire.
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Exhibit 3.6: Content of the PIRLS School Questionnaire

School Questionnaire

1 Grades Grades below the grade test that are present in the school
2-3 Enrollment Number of boys and girls in school, and in grade tested
4-5 Community Size and type of community in which the school is located
6 Community resources Resources available in the community in which the school is located

Describes students in the school with respect to stability of student body,

i S ol family socioeconomic status, and academic abilities
10 Tracking Whether classes are formed on the basis of ability/performance
. 8 Number of instructional days per year, amount of instructional time per week, and
i e liensl s number of days per week school is open
12 Years with same teacher Number of years students typically stay with the same teacher

Influence on the school’s curriculum at grade tested by national or regional
13 Influence on curriculum curriculum and examinations/assessments, standardized tests, and parents’ and
students’ wishes

14 Literacy skills of students

beginning formal schooling Literacy skills of the students in the school when they begin formal schooling

Relative emphasis placed on reading, writing, and oral language skills by school,

I ol bty @i el presence of own reading curriculum and programs in support of reading education

17 Coordination of reading Whether school has a policy to coordinate reading instruction across primary
instruction school grades

18 Instructional materials Ewnﬁ::i:cﬁgjizirsgzgpes of reading material in reading instruction for

19 Instructional emphasis Emphasis on different literacy skills and activities at different grades in primary school

20 Reading instruction and How reading instructional program is implemented for students at different
different abilities reading levels

21 School library Availability, size, and staffing of school library

22 Classroom libraries Availability of classroom libraries in school

23 Conpte: el ot Availability of computers and access to the Internet for instructional purposes

Internet access
24 Instructional resources Material factors affecting school’s capacity to provide instruction

" Availability of programs offered by the school to families, frequency of activities involving
e i) e parents, and percentage of parents involved in school activities
8 Principal’s perception of teachers’, parents’, and students’ attitudes and the
e Sl clinae severity of students’ problem behavior
Existence of a school policy to promote cooperation and collaboration among teachers
30-31 Teacher collaboration and the frequency with which teachers meet to share or develop instructional materials
and approaches

32 Principal’s time Percentage of time the principal spends on various roles and functions

33 Time Amount of time required to complete questionnaire
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Dana L. Kelly

Barbara Malak

Translating the PIRLS Reading
Assessment and Questionnaires

4.1 Overview

Since English is the working language of IEA studies, the PIRLS
reading assessment and background questionnaires were developed
in English, and then translated by the participating countries into
their local languages of instruction. In all, the PIRLS data collection
instruments were translated from English into 31 languages. Five
countries administered the assessment in two languages, and seven
countries administered one or more questionnaires in more than one
language. The languages in which the test was administered most
often were English (seven countries), and Arabic (three countries).
In translating the instruments, each country followed procedures
established by the PIRLS International Study Center (ISC), and
described in the Survey Operations Manual — Main Survey

(PIRLS, 2001).

Before the translated instruments were used in schools, they were
put through an exhaustive process of review and verification. This
process — managed by the IEA Secretariat in Amsterdam — was
intended to ensure that the instruments had been translated accu-
rately and in accordance with the PIRLS guidelines, and that the
translated versions were comparable to the originals (in terms of
reading difficulty level and accessibility). As an essential compo-
nent of the verification process, IEA engaged Berlitz GlobalNet (an
independent translation company) to review and verify the transla-
tion and layout of each country’s instruments. Verifiers reviewed
the translated instruments and documented any deviations from
the international versions in their reports to IEA. National Research
Coordinators received a Translation Verification Report that listed

1



corrections or improvements considered
necessary by the verifiers. When all correc-
tions had been completed, the ISC
reviewed the revised instruments and gave
final approval to the countries to print and
administer the materials.

For the participating countries, the bulk of
the translation effort took place prior to the
field test. After the field test, countries
needed only to make any changes to the
items or passages that resulted from analy-
sis of the field-test data. The PIRLS data-
collection instruments were verified twice
— the field-test versions before the field
test, and the final versions before the main
data collection. Countries, therefore, had
the benefit of two careful reviews of their
translations. They also had the benefit of
diagnostic item statistics from the field-test
data analysis, which helped to identify mis-
translations that could be corrected before
the main data collection.

4.2 PIRLS Instruments to Be Translated

The instruments to be translated included
the PIRLS reading assessment (passages and
accompanying questions); the student,
teacher, school, and learning-to-read survey
questionnaires; and the administration man-
uals. Countries testing in English did not
have to translate the instruments, but did
need to adapt the American English of the
originals to the vernacular, and make what-
ever adaptations were necessary for cultural
reasons. The reading assessment and ques-
tionnaires were put through the verification
process, but not the administration manuals.
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4.2.1 Reading Assessment

The PIRLS reading assessment comprises
ten booklets. Each contains two “blocks” of
assessment material. A block is composed of
a story or an article (referred to as a “pas-
sage” in this chapter) and accompanying
questions or items. Nine of the assessment
booklets comprise two blocks, each with a
passage followed by test items. The tenth
booklet contains stories and articles in the
PIRLS Reader, a magazine-style booklet, in
color, designed to create a more authentic
reading experience for students. The ques-
tions for the Reader are presented in a sepa-
rate booklet. Each student completes one of
the ten booklets.

While there are ten assessment booklets
altogether, there are just eight different
blocks of assessment material, four for
each reading purpose.' The eight blocks
are systematically distributed across the
ten booklets. Most of the blocks appear in
three booklets; two blocks appear only in
the PIRLS Reader and accompanying
question booklet. The ISC provided each
country with electronic files containing
all of the material to be translated.

Translation of the reading assessment was
based on blocks rather than booklets.
Countries translated each block once and
entered the translated text into the elec-
tronic file for the appropriate test
booklet(s). In addition to the assessment
blocks, the directions included in each of

1 PIRLS assesses students’ reading literacy for two pur-
poses — reading for literary experience and reading to
acquire and use information. See Chapter 2 for more
information about the PIRLS test.
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the ten booklets had to be translated. The
directions were the same in each booklet,

and thus needed to be translated only once.

4.2.2 Questionnaires

PIRLS administered four questionnaires: to
the tested students, their parents, their
reading teachers, and their school princi-
pals, to gather information about home and
school contexts for learning to read.? Each
questionnaire contained directions to
respondents followed by the questionnaire
items. Countries were provided with the
electronic files for the questionnaires and
entered translated text into the files.

4.3 Translation and Adaptation
Guidelines

The survey operations manual developed by
the PIRLS ISC provided countries with
guidelines for producing a high-quality
translation of the instruments and making
appropriate cultural adaptations where nec-
essary. These guidelines are summarized in
the following sections.

4.3.1 Translating Text

A good translation follows the conventions
of the target language and the cultural con-
text while conveying the same essential
meaning as the source text. This also is true
of good adaptations of the American

2 See Chapter 3 for more detail about the PIRLS
questionnaires.

English of the international version to the
variant of English used in another country
or cultural context. More specifically:

* Translated text should have the same reg-
ister (language level, degree of formality)
as the source text.

* Translated text should have correct gram-
mar and usage: subject/verb agreement,
prepositions, verb tenses, etc.

* Translated text should neither clarify nor
omit text from the source text, nor add
information not given in the source text.

* Translated text should contain equivalent
qualifiers and modifiers, in the order
appropriate for the target language.

* Idiomatic expressions should be trans-
lated appropriately, not necessarily
word-for-word.

* Spelling, punctuation, and capitalization
in the target text should be appropriate
for the target language and country/cul-
tural context.



4.3.2 Adaptations in Passages and Items

In order to make valid comparisons, it is
important to ensure equivalence of the pas-
sages and items across languages. At the
same time, it is important to acknowledge
that there are differences in expressions
across countries, and to incorporate those
differences in the translations. Countries
were advised to keep modifications to a
minimum, but to make changes where nec-
essary and appropriate. In particular,
vocabulary, expressions, and names of peo-
ple and places could be changed.

Countries were allowed to change particular
words in a passage or item so that students
would not be faced with unduly unfamiliar
vocabulary or expressions. At the same
time, the new word could not change the
meaning or difficulty of the text. The pri-
mary concern was to convey the same
meaning and style as the source text. In
addition, the guidelines called for national
conventions (such as measurement units,
date formats, and punctuation to be fol-
lowed). For example, miles could be
replaced by kilometers, and quotation
marks could be replaced by dashes to indi-
cate dialogue.

The passages in the PIRLS reading test were
collected from the countries participating in
the study, and represent a range of cultural
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contexts. They contain names of characters,
real people, and places from around the
world. Still, in some instances the names of
people and places may have been so unfa-
miliar to students that they could interfere
with reading of the text. Countries were
provided with a list of acceptable changes
to the names of people and places in the
passages. As with changes to vocabulary
and expressions, these were not to affect the
text in terms of meaning, context, or level
of difficulty.

The translation of the questionnaires
involved another type of adaptation: there
are items in the questionnaires where
adaptations were required. In the interna-
tional version of the questionnaires, some
items appear with carets (< >) around the
text. The text in carets had to be replaced
with a country-appropriate term. For
example, <country> in the international
version was replaced with “Iceland” in the
Icelandic version. Questions about the
highest level of education parents and
teachers had completed were based on the
ISCED-1997° system. Countries were
required to replace the generic ISCED
terms shown in carets (for example,
<ISCED 3>) with country-appropriate
names. For example, in the United States,
<ISCED 3> was replaced with “high
school.” The Operational Manual for ISCED-
1997 (UNESCO, 1999) was provided to

3 ISCED (International Standard Classification of
Education) was developed by UNESCO for cross-
national comparisons. The Operational Manual for
ISCED-1997, provided to each PIRLS country,
describes the nine levels of education in that system.
Each country identified the levels of education that
corresponded to the ISCED levels.
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countries to help them determine the cor-
respondence between ISCED levels and
their specific educational system.

Countries received detailed information
about how to adapt each item requiring
modification. This information also clarified
what information the item was designed to
collect — to help translators select the
appropriate word or expression.

4.4  Translation Procedures

The Survey Operations Manual — Main
Survey also detailed the procedure to be
followed in each country in translating the
PIRLS instruments. This involved identify-
ing the test language, engaging qualified
translators, arranging for two independent
translations to arrive at one final transla-
tion, documenting all adaptations, produc-
ing the translated test booklets and
questionnaires, and submitting all materials
to the IEA for review and verification.

4.4.1 Identifying the Target Language

In most cases, identifying the language to
which the instruments should be translated
was quite straightforward. Many countries
have one predominant language that is used
throughout their educational system. In
some countries, however, there is more than
one major language of instruction, and
instruments needed to be prepared in those
languages. For example, in Canada, French-
speaking and English-speaking schools par-
ticipated in the assessment, and so both
French and English versions of the booklets
were prepared. In some countries, one lan-
guage is taught in schools and other lan-

guages are spoken in homes. In Singapore,
for example, students are taught in English,
but Chinese, Tamil, and Malay are common-
ly spoken in their homes. Some countries
administered the reading assessment in
more than one language, and some coun-
tries provided more than one language ver-
sion of the home questionnaire — for
parents for whom the language of the
school was not their primary language. For
each country, exhibit 4.1 shows the lan-
guages used for each PIRLS instrument.

4.4.2 Engaging Translators

The quality of a translation rests primarily
on the ability of the translator. Therefore, it
is important to hire experienced translators
who can accomplish the task. To ensure
high-quality translations of the PIRLS
assessment and questionnaires, countries
were advised to engage translators with the
following characteristics:

* An excellent knowledge of English

* An excellent knowledge of the target
language

* Experience in the country and cultural
context

* Experience with students in the target
population

* Familiarity with test development.

To accomplish the task of producing two
independent translations, countries were
advised to engage at least two translators
for each target language.
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Exhibit 4.1: Languages in which PIRLS Instruments Were Administered

X indicates that the instrument was administered in that language

Country

Argentina
Belize
Bulgaria

Canada (Ontario and
Quebec)

Colombia
Cyprus
Czech Republic
England
France
Germany
Greece
Hong Kong
Hungary
Iceland
Iran

Israel

Italy

Kuwait
Latvia

Lithuania

Macedonia
Moldova

Morocco
Netherlands

New Zealand
Norway
Philippines’
Romania

Russian Federation

Scotland

Singapore

Language

Spanish
English

Bulgarian
English

French
Spanish
Greek
Czech
English
French
German
Greek
Modern Chinese
Hungarian
Icelandic
Farsi
Hebrew
Arabic
Italian
German
Arabic
Latvian
Russian
Lithuanian
Macedonian
Albanian
Romanian
Russian
Arabic
Dutch
English
Maori
Bokmaal
Nynorsk
Filipino
English
Romanian
Hungarian
Russian
English
English
Chinese
Malay
Tamil

x X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X x Xx

x X X X X

-- indicates that the instrument was not administered in that language

1

The Philippines translated the PIRLS instruments into Filipino, but did not complete data collection.

Student

Questionnaire

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

x X X X X

School
Questionnaire

> > > > > > > > > > > > > H > > > > > > > > > > > > >

Teacher
Questionnaire

> > > > > > > > > > > > > H > > > > > > > > > > > > >

Home
Questionnaire

x X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X Xx

x X X X X X X X
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Exhibit 4.1: Languages in which PIRLS Instruments Were Administered (continued)

Student School Teacher Home

Slovak Republic Slovak X
Hungarian X
Slovenia Slovene X
Sweden Swedish X
Turkey Turkish X
United States English X
X indicates that the instrument was administered in that language
-- indicates that the instrument was not administered in that language
4.4.3 Producing Independent Translations

Countries provided their translators with
the international versions of the instru-
ments, the PIRLS translation guidelines,
and a blank set of Cultural Adaptation
Records to document all adaptations. The
two translators were each to translate the
same document independently, and then
come together to reconcile any differences
into a single, finalized version. One set of
Cultural Adaptation Records recorded
adaptations, and was used during the
translation verification to evaluate the
quality of the translations.

Countries were allowed to add extra ques-
tions to the questionnaires — to collect infor-
mation relevant to their country or
educational system, provided the extra ques-
tions were included at the end of the ques-
tionnaire. These questions, often referred to
as “national options,” were to be document-
ed on the Cultural Adaptation Records.

X X X X X Xx

X X X X X Xx
X X X X X Xx
X X X X X Xx

4.4.4 Submitting Materials for External

Verification

After translating the test and question-
naires, and producing the booklets in the
final layout, countries sent one set of trans-
lated and assembled booklets to IEA
Headquarters to be verified by Berlitz
GlobalNet.

With the exception of six countries (Cyprus,
France, Greece, Hong Kong, Norway, and the
United States), all countries submitted their
instruments for translation verification twice:
before the field test, and before main data
collection. As those six countries did not par-
ticipate in the field test, their instruments
were verified before the main survey only.
For all field-test participants, verification was
completed beforehand, and necessary correc-
tions were made before printing instruments.
For the main study, due to a tight time sched-
ule, some countries had to print and begin
administering the assessment before the veri-
fication was completed. For these countries,
the results of the international translation
verification were used a posteriori.



4.5 International Translation
Verification

Each country’s translated documents went
through a rigorous verification process that
included verification by Berlitz translators;
review by the ISC; and a final check by
quality control monitors engaged by the ISC.
In addition, item analyses were used to
search for any items that had unusual psy-
chometric properties for any country, which
could indicate mistranslation.

4.5.1 Process of Translation Verification

IEA Headquarters managed the external
verification of the PIRLS instruments.
Translators from Berlitz GlobalNet were
engaged to review the translated instru-
ments, document all omissions and devia-
tions from the international versions of the
instruments, and make suggestions for
improvements. Generally, a single verifier
reviewed the instruments for each country.
However, if a country was administering
PIRLS in more than one language, a verifi-
er was engaged for each language. The
documentation prepared by the verifiers
went to the National Research Coordinators
(NRCs) and was used by them to revise
their instruments.

The international translation verifiers for
PIRLS were required to have the target lan-
guage as their first language, to have formal
credentials as translators working in
English, to be educated at the university
level, and to live and work in the country
for which the verification was carried out.
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Verifiers were given general information
about PIRLS, together with a description of
the translation procedures used by the
national centers. They also received detailed
instructions for reviewing the instruments
and registering deviations from the original
versions. The standard package of materials
for each verifier consisted of the following:

¢ The international version of each survey
instrument (10 test booklets, 1 Reader, 4
questionnaires)

¢ One set of translated instruments to be
verified

* Cultural Adaptation Records completed
by the team that prepared the national
version of the instruments

* Instructions for verifying translation and
layout of the national version

* Guidelines for translation and cultural
adaptation of the instruments (as provid-
ed to national translators)

¢ Blank Translation Verification Records to
be used to document verification.

The main task of the translation verifiers
was to evaluate the accuracy of the transla-
tion, the justification for and adequacy of
any cultural adaptations, and the compara-
bility of layout of the survey instruments.
The instructions emphasized the impor-
tance of maintaining the meaning, difficulty
level, and format of the text passages and
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related questions in the student assessment,
as well as related questions included in each
of the four questionnaires. Verifiers were
also warned to pay attention to correspon-
dence between the reading passages and the
accompanying questions. Specifically, veri-
fiers had to ensure that:

* The translation had not affected the
meaning or difficulty of the text

¢ The questions had not become easier or
more difficult when translated/adapted

e No information had been omitted or
added in the translated text

e The assessment booklets contained the
correct passages and all items

* The questionnaires contained all items

* The order of items placement on the
page, and order of response options to
items, were the same as in the interna-

tional version

* Font, font size, paragraph spacing, and
margins were the same

* Page order and numbering were the same

* Text placement on the pages was the
same

* Graphics looked the same and were
placed correctly

* Uses of boldface, shading, italics, etc.,
was the same.

4.5.2 Translation Verification Records

Translation Verification Records were used
by verifiers to register all deviations in each
participating country’s translated or adapt-
ed instruments, including: additions, dele-
tions, mistranslations, and changes in
layout. There were separate forms for:
assessment booklet directions, each of the
eight blocks of assessment material, each of
the four questionnaires, and assessment
booklet layout and content.

For each form, the verifier completed the
form header indicating whether or not devi-
ations were found. If the verifier judged the
translated or adapted version to be equiva-
lent to the international version, no further
entry was needed. If the verifier judged
them to be different, an entry was made in
the translation verification form — giving
the location of the deviation (page #), the
severity of the deviation (using the severity
code below), a description of the deviation
and a suggested change that would improve
comparability. An example form for an
assessment block is shown in Exhibit 4.2.

Severity codes were used to indicate the
extent to which the translated text or for-
mat differed from the international version.
The severity codes ranged from 1 (major
change or error) to 4 (acceptable change).

* Major Change or Error: Examples
include: incorrect order of choices in a
multiple-choice question, omission of a
graphic, omission of a question, incorrect
translation resulting in the answer being
revealed by the question, incorrect trans-
lation that changes the meaning or diffi-
culty of the passage or question, and
incorrect ordering of questions.
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Exhibit 4.2: Example Translation Verification Record Form — Assessment Block
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* Minor Change or Error: Examples
include: spelling errors that do not affect
comprehension, misalignment of margins
or tabs, inappropriate changes in font or
font sizes, discrepancies in the headers
and footers of the document.

* Suggestion for Alternative: The transla-
tion may be adequate, but verifier sug-
gests a different wording.

* Acceptable Change: Change is accept-
able and appropriate. For example, a ref-
erence to winter is changed from January
to July for the Southern Hemisphere.

The completed Translation Verification
Records were sent to the NRCs and to the
ISC at Boston College. The NRC was respon-
sible for reviewing the report forms and
revising the instruments based on the trans-
lation verifiers” suggestions. The NRC was
not required to accept all recommendations
made by the verifier; if a change did not
seem warranted or appropriate, the NRC
documented the disagreement along with a
rationale for not changing the text.

4.5.3 Final Review by the International

Study Center

After implementing the suggestions made
by the verifier, the NRC submitted the
translated assessment booklets and ques-
tionnaires to the International Study Center
for final review. At the International Study
Center, staff examined the translated ver-
sions of the instruments, using the
Translation Verification Records and any
documentation provided by the NRC. Any
errors that were identified were reported to

the NRC. When there were no remaining
issues to resolve, the NRC could print the
booklets and administer the assessment.

4.5.4 Quality Control Monitor Review

As part of the PIRLS quality control pro-
gram, Quality Control Monitors were
engaged by the ISC to visit each country
and document the quality of the PIRLS
assessment. One of the important tasks for
the Quality Control Monitor during the
visit was to check the translation of the
PIRLS instruments by reviewing the
Translation Verification Records alongside
the translated instruments actually used in
each country — to ensure that changes rec-
ommended by the verifier were indeed
implemented in the final versions of the
translated instruments.
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