Framework
and Specifications
for PIRLS
Assessment

2001
Jay R. Campbell
Dana L. Kelly
Ina V.S. Mullis
Michael O. Martin
Marian Sainsbury

International Association for the
Evaluation of Educational
Achievement

P I R L S
Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study
Second Edition
March 2001

PIRLS International Study Center
Lynch School of Education
Boston College
Chestnut Hill, MA, USA

Framework and Specifications for PIRLS Assessment 2001
by Jay R. Campbell, Dana L. Kelly, Ina V.S. Mullis, Michael O. Martin,
and Marian Sainsbury.
Publisher: International Study Center, Lynch School of Education,
Boston College.
© 2000, 2001 by the International Association for the Evaluation
of Educational Achievement (IEA), Amsterdam, the Netherlands.
First edition 2000
Second edition 2001
The Dressmaker is an extract from Elden’s Hemlighet by Henning
Mankell, published by Rabén & Sjögren, 1998. Contact the IEA for
copyright permission.
Puppy Walking is reproduced by kind permission of the publishers
Learning Media Limited, on behalf of Ministry of Education,
PO Box 3293, Wellington, New Zealand, © Janice Marriott, 1997.
Photos © Chris Traill.
Printed and bound in the United States.

For more information about PIRLS:
PIRLS International Study Center
Lynch School of Education
Boston College
Chestnut Hill, MA 02467
United States

tel: +1·617·552·1600
fax: +1·617·552·1203
e-mail: pirls@bc.edu
http: //isc.bc.edu

Boston College is an equal opportunity, affirmative action employer.

Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . v

1

Overview of PIRLS Assessment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
The IEA and Reading Literacy
A Definition of Reading Literacy
Overview of Assessment Areas and Weightings
Student Population Assessed

CC oo nn t t ee nn t t s s
2

PIRLS Aspects of Reading Literacy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9
Processes of Comprehension
Purposes for Reading
Reading Literacy Behaviors and Attitudes

3

Contexts for Learning to Read . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21
National and Community Contexts
Home Contexts
School Contexts

iii

4

Assessment Design and Specifications . . . . . . . . . . 33
Test Booklet Design
Selecting Reading Passages for the Assessment
Question Types and Scoring Procedures
Reporting Scales
Releasing Assessment Material to the Public
Measuring 10-Year Trends in Reading Literacy:
1991 to 2001
Background Questionnaires
Encyclopedia of Reading Education
Electronic Text Study

Endnotes and References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47
Appendix A: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55
PIRLS National Research Coordinators
Contributors To PIRLS Development

Appendix B: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61
Example Reading Passages and Items

Appendix C: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83
Comparison of the Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study (PIRLS) and the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA)

iv

The ability to
read is universally regarded as
fundamental to all forms of personal
learning and intellectual growth. In the
modern world, a literate population
is essential for a nation’s social and

P R E F A C E
P R E F A C E

economic development. Therefore,
knowing how well their students can
read and understanding how to
improve reading achievement is of
vital interest to policymakers and
researchers in every country. It is for
this reason that the IEA General
Assembly has approved reading
literacy as an essential component of
its regular cycle of core studies, which
also includes mathematics and
science.
IEA, the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, was founded in
1959 for the purpose of conducting
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comparative studies focusing on educational policies and practices
in various countries around the world. Over the past 40 years, IEA’s
membership has grown to more than 50 countries. It has a Secretariat
located in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, and a data processing
center in Hamburg, Germany. IEA studies have reported on a wide
range of topics and subject matters, each contributing to a deep
understanding of educational processes within individual countries
and within a broad international context.
The IEA scheduled the data collection for its Progress in
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) for 2001 to coincide
with the 10th anniversary of its 1991 Reading Literacy Study. As
such, it provides an opportunity for countries to obtain a measure of
trend from 1991. At the same time, however, PIRLS 2001 is intended
to be the first in a continuing four-year cycle of trend studies in
reading literacy, and has been designed at the outset to monitor
progress in reading achievement into the future.
The PIRLS Framework and Specifications is intended as a
blueprint for IEA’s future work in assessing reading literacy. The
framework grew from a collaborative process involving many
individuals and groups — notably the PIRLS Reading Development
Group (RDG), and the National Research Coordinators (NRCs) of
the almost 40 countries participating in PIRLS. All told, the framework underwent several iterations in response to the comments and
interests of the PIRLS countries and the reading research community,
and embodies the ideas and interests of many individuals and
organizations around the world.
Support for developing the PIRLS framework was provided
by the National Center for Education Statistics of the U.S. Department
of Education and the participating countries. The work contained in
this document represents the efforts of a considerable number of
people. I would like to express my thanks to the Reading Development
Group, the PIRLS Reading Coordinator, Jay R. Campbell, the staff
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involved from the National Foundation for Educational Research in
England and Wales, the IEA Data Processing Center and Secretariat,
Statistics Canada, and the International Study Center at Boston
College, especially the Study Coordinator, Dana L. Kelly. I appreciate
in particular the contribution of the National Research Coordinators,
and of the PIRLS Study Directors, Ina V.S. Mullis and Michael O. Martin.
Hans Wagemaker
Executive Director, IEA
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1
OVERVIEW OF
PIRLS
ASSESSMENT
The IEA and Reading Literacy
Reading literacy is one of the
most important abilities students acquire
as they progress through their early school
years. It is the foundation for learning
across all subjects, it can be used for recreation and for personal growth, and it
equips young children with the ability to
participate fully in their communities and
the larger society.
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Because it is vital to every child’s development, the International
Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) has
undertaken an investigation of children’s reading literacy and the
factors associated with its acquisition in countries around the world.
The IEA’s Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS)
focuses on the achievement of young children (ages 9 and 10 years)
and the experiences they have at home and school in learning to
read. Designed to measure trends in reading literacy achievement,
the first PIRLS assessment will take place in 2001, with future assessments planned for 2005 and 2009.

Throughout t he framework,
various sour ces that have
provided a r esearch and
scholar ly basis for t he
framework are referenced
and cited in the endnotes.
These references are only a
sample of the volumes of literature and research that
have infor med the PIRLS
framework.
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IEA’s 1991 Reading Literacy Study
served as a foundation for PIRLS. It
provided a basis for the PIRLS definition
of reading literacy and for establishing
the framework and developing the
assessment instruments.1 Although the
1991 study provided the groundwork for
PIRLS, the PIRLS framework and instruments
are new and reflect the IEA’s commitment
to be forward-thinking and incorporate in
PIRLS the latest approaches to measuring
reading literacy.
Many of the countries participating
in PIRLS 2001 also participated in the
1991 study. These countries will be able
to measure trends in reading achievement
from 1991 to 2001 by administering the
1991 test to a sample of students in
2001, in addition to administering the
PIRLS assessment.
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A Definition of Reading Literacy
In naming its 1991 study, the IEA decided to join the terms
reading and literacy to convey a broad notion of what the ability to
read means — a notion that includes the ability to reflect on what is
read and to use it as a tool for attaining individual and societal
goals. “Reading literacy” is again used for PIRLS, as it remains the
appropriate term for what is meant by “reading” and what the study
is assessing.
In developing a definition of reading literacy to serve as the
basis for PIRLS, the IEA looked to its 1991 study, in which reading
literacy was defined as “the ability to understand and use those
written language forms required by society and/or valued by the
individual.” The Reading Development Group (RDG) elaborated on
this definition for PIRLS, so that it applies across ages yet makes
explicit reference to aspects of the reading experience of young
children. For PIRLS, reading literacy is defined as
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.
This view of reading reflects numerous theories of reading
literacy as a constructive and interactive process.2 Readers are
regarded as actively constructing meaning and as knowing effective
reading strategies and how to reflect on reading. They have positive
attitudes toward reading and read both for recreation and to acquire
information. Meaning is constructed in the interaction between
reader and text in the context of a particular reading experience.
The reader brings a repertoire of skills, cognitive and metacognitive
strategies, and background knowledge. The text contains certain
language and structural elements and focuses on a particular topic.
The context of the reading situation promotes engagement and
motivation to read, and often places specific demands on the reader.

3

CHAPTER 1

Overview of Assessment Areas and Weightings
PIRLS focuses on three aspects of reading literacy:
• processes of comprehension;
• purposes for reading; and
• reading behaviors and attitudes
Processes of comprehension and purposes for reading are
the foundation for the PIRLS written assessment of reading comprehension. Figure 1 portrays the interaction of the two: each process is
assessed within each purpose for reading. The percentages of the
test devoted to each of the processes and purposes are shown in
Figure 2. The written assessment is discussed in detail in the next
section and example reading passages and items are presented in
Appendix B.

Figure 1: PIRLS Reading Assessment –
Reading Purposes and Processes
Purposes for Reading
Processes of
Comprehension
Focus on and
Retrieve Explicitly
Stated Information

Make
Straightforward
Inferences

Interpret and
Integrate Ideas
and Information

Examine and
Evaluate Content,
Language, and
Textual Elements

4

Literary
Experience

Acquire and Use
Information
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Figure 2: Percentages of Reading Assessment
Devoted to Reading Purposes and
Processes

Purposes for Reading
Acquire and Use Information

50%

Literary Experience

50%

Processes of Comprehension
Focus on and Retrieve
Explicitly Stated Information

20%

Make Straightforward
Inferences

30%

Interpret and Integrate
Ideas and Information

30%

Examine and Evaluate
Content, Language, and
Textual Elements

20%

A student questionnaire will address students’ attitudes
towards reading and their reading habits. In addition, questionnaires
will be given to students’ parents, teachers, and school principals to
gather information about students’ home and school experiences in
developing reading literacy. To provide information about national
contexts, an encyclopedia of reading education in each country will
be compiled.
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Student Population Assessed
PIRLS will assess the reading literacy of children ages 9 and
10 years old. The target population is defined as “the upper of the
two adjacent grades with the most 9-year-olds.” In most countries,
this is the fourth grade. This population was chosen for PIRLS because it is an important transition point in children’s development as
readers. Typically, at this point, students have learned how to read
and are now reading to learn.
By assessing the fourth grade, PIRLS is providing data that
will complement the IEA’s Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS, formerly named the Third International
Mathematics and Science Study), which regularly assesses achievement at fourth and eighth grades. By participating in PIRLS and TIMSS,
countries will have information at regular intervals about how well
their students read and what they know in mathematics and science.
PIRLS also complements another international study of student
achievement, the OECD’s Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA), which assesses the reading literacy of 15-yearolds. In Appendix C, the similarities and differences between PIRLS
and PISA are discussed in more detail.
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PIRLS ASPECTS OF READING LITERACY

2

P I R L S A S P E C T S OF
R E A D I N G L I T E R ACY
PIRLS examines three aspects of
reading literacy: processes of comprehension, purposes for reading, and reading
literacy behaviors and attitudes. These
aspects are described separately in the
following sections; however, they do not
function in isolation from each other or
from the contexts in which students live and
learn. The first two aspects, processes of
comprehension and purposes for reading,
form the basis of the written test of reading comprehension. The last aspect, behavior and attitudes, will be addressed by
the student questionnaire.
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Processes of Comprehension
Readers construct meaning in different ways.3 They focus on
and retrieve specific ideas, make inferences, interpret and integrate
information and ideas, and examine or evaluate text features.
Transcending these processes are the metacognitive processes and
strategies that allow readers to examine their understanding and
adjust their approach. In addition, the knowledge and experience
that readers bring to reading equip them with an understanding of
language, texts, and the world through which they filter their comprehension of the material.
The four types of comprehension processes are described
below. They are used in the PIRLS assessment to develop the comprehension questions for the passages presented to students. Across the
assessment, a combination of questions, each dealing with one of
the processes, enables students to demonstrate a range of abilities
and skills in constructing meaning from written texts. Along with each
process and its components, examples of questions that may be used
to assess that process are discussed.

Focus on and Retrieve Explicitly Stated Information
Readers vary the attention they give to explicitly stated
information in the text. Some ideas in the text may elicit particular
focus and others may not. For example, readers may focus on ideas
that confirm or contradict predictions they have made about the
text’s meaning or that relate to their general purpose for reading. In
addition, readers often need to retrieve information explicitly stated
in the text, in order to answer a question they bring to the reading
task, or to check their developing understanding of some aspect of
the text’s meaning.
In focusing on and retrieving explicitly stated information,
readers use various ways to locate and understand content that is
relevant to the question posed. Retrieving appropriate text information
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requires that the reader not only understand what is stated explicitly
in the text, but also how that information is related to the information
sought.
Successful retrieval requires a fairly immediate or automatic
understanding of the text. This process needs little or no inferring or
interpreting. There are no “gaps” in meaning to be filled – the
meaning is evident and stated in the text. The reader must, however,
recognize the relevance of the information or idea in relation to the
information sought.
Focus on the text typically remains at the sentence or phrase
level in this type of text processing. The process may require the
reader to focus on and retrieve several pieces of information; but in
each case the information is usually contained within a sentence or
phrase.
Reading tasks that may exemplify this type of text processing
include the following:
• identifying information that is relevant to the
specific goal of reading
• looking for specific ideas
• searching for definitions of words or phrases
• identifying the setting of a story (e.g., time, place)
• finding the topic sentence or main idea
(when explicitly stated)

Make Straightforward Inferences
As readers construct meaning from text, they make inferences
about ideas or information not explicitly stated. Making inferences
allows the reader to move beyond the surface of texts and to fill in
the “gaps” in meaning that often occur in texts. Some of these
inferences are straightforward in that they are based mostly on
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information that is contained in the text: the reader may merely need
to connect two or more ideas or pieces of information. Although the
ideas may be explicitly stated, the connection between them is not,
and thus must be inferred. Straightforward inferences are very much
text-based. Although not explicitly stated in the text, the meaning
remains relatively clear.
Skilled readers often make these kinds of inferences automatically. They may immediately connect two or more pieces of
information, recognizing the relationship even though it is not stated
in the text. In many cases, the author has constructed the text to lead
readers to the obvious or straightforward inference. For example, the
actions of a character across the story may clearly point to a particular
character trait, and most readers would come to the same conclusion
about that character’s personality or viewpoint.
With this type of processing, the reader typically focuses on
more than just sentence- or phrase-level meaning. The focus may be
on local meaning, residing in part of the text, or on more global
meaning, representing the whole text. In addition, some straightforward inferences may call upon readers to connect local and global
meanings.
Reading tasks that may exemplify this type of text processing
include the following:
• inferring that one event caused another event
• concluding what is the main point made by a
series of arguments
• determining the referent of a pronoun
• identifying generalizations made in the text
• describing the relationship between two characters
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Interpret and Integrate Ideas and Information
As with the more straightforward inferences, the reader
engaging in this process may focus on local or global meanings, or
may relate details to overall themes and ideas. In any case, the reader
is processing text beyond the phrase or sentence level.
As readers interpret and integrate ideas and information in
the text, they often need to draw on their understanding of the world.
They are making connections that are not only implicit, but that may
be open to some interpretation based on their own perspective. When
they interpret and integrate text information and ideas, readers may
need to draw on their background knowledge and experience more
than they do for straightforward inferences. Because of this, meaning
that is constructed through interpreting and integrating ideas and
information is likely to vary among readers, depending upon the
experiences and knowledge they bring to the reading task.
By engaging in this interpretive process, readers are attempting to construct a more specific or more complete understanding of
the text by integrating personal knowledge and experience with
meaning that resides in the text. For example, the reader may draw
on experience to infer a character’s underlying motive or to construct
a mental image of the information conveyed.
Reading tasks that may exemplify this type of text processing
include the following:
• discerning the overall message or theme of a text
• considering an alternative to actions of characters
• comparing and contrasting text information
• inferring a story’s mood or tone
• interpreting a real-world application of text
information
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Examine and Evaluate Content, Language, and
Textual Elements
As readers examine and evaluate the content, language,
and elements of the text, the focus shifts from constructing meaning
to critically considering the text itself. In terms of content, readers
draw on their interpretations and weigh their understanding of the
text against their understanding of the world — rejecting, accepting,
or remaining neutral to the text’s representation. For example, the
reader may counter or confirm claims made in the text or make
comparisons with ideas and information found in other sources.
In reflecting on text elements, such as structure and language, readers examine how meaning is presented. In doing so,
they draw upon their knowledge of text genre and structure, as well
as their understanding of language conventions. They may also
reflect on the author’s devices for conveying meaning and judge
their adequacy, and question the author’s purpose, perspective, or
skill.
The reader engaged in this process is standing apart from
the text and examining or evaluating it. The text content, or meaning,
may be examined from a very personal perspective or with a critical
and objective view. Here the reader relies on knowledge about the
world or on past reading.
In examining and evaluating elements of text structure and
language, readers draw upon their knowledge of language usage
and general or genre-specific features of texts. The text is considered
as a way to convey ideas, feelings, and information. Readers may
find weaknesses in how the text was written or recognize the successful use of the author’s craft. The extent of past reading and
familiarity with the language are essential to this process.
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Reading tasks that may exemplify this type of text processing
include the following:
• evaluating the likelihood that the events described
could really happen
• describing how the author devised a
surprise ending
• judging the completeness or clarity of information
in the text
• determining an author’s perspective on the
central topic
• describing how the choice of adjectives
affects meaning

Purposes for Reading
Reading literacy is directly related to the reasons why people
read. Broadly, these reasons include reading for personal interest
and pleasure, reading to participate in society, and reading to learn.
For young readers, emphasis is placed on reading for interest or
pleasure and reading to learn.
4

The PIRLS assessment of reading literacy will focus on the
two purposes that account for most of the reading done by young
students both in and out of school:
• reading for literary experience; and
• reading to acquire and use information
Because both types of reading are important at this age, the PIRLS
assessment contains an equal proportion of material assessing each
purpose. Although the assessment distinguishes between purposes
for reading, the processes and strategies readers use for both
purposes are perhaps more similar than different.

15

CHAPTER 2

Each of these purposes for reading is often associated with
certain types of texts. For example, reading for literary experience is
often accomplished through reading fiction, while reading to acquire
and use information is generally associated with informative articles
and instructional texts. However, purposes for reading do not align
strictly with types of texts. Because people’s tastes and interests are
so varied, almost any text could meet either purpose. The content,
organization, and style that may be typical of a particular text genre
have implications for the reader’s approach to understanding the
text. It is in the interaction between reader and text that meanings
are made and purposes are achieved.
The early reading of most young children centers on literary
and narrative text types. In addition, many young readers also enjoy
acquiring information from books and other types of reading material.
This kind of reading becomes more important as students develop
their literacy abilities and are increasingly required to read in order
to learn across the curriculum.
Within each of the two purposes for reading, many different
text forms can be identified. Texts differ in the way in which ideas
are organized and presented and elicit varying ways of constructing meaning. Texts also differ in the use of adjunct aids like pictures,
graphs, and tables. In selecting texts for the PIRLS assessment, the
aim is to present a wide range of text types within each purpose for
reading. Texts will be selected only from sources typical of those
available to students in and out of school. The goal is to create a
reading experience for students participating in the assessment that,
as much as possible, is similar to authentic reading experiences they
may have in other contexts. The two purposes for reading and the
different types of texts included within each are described in the
following sections.
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Reading for Literary Experience
In literary reading, the reader engages with the text to
become involved in imagined events, settings, actions, consequences,
characters, atmosphere, feelings and ideas, and to enjoy language
itself. To understand and appreciate literature, the reader must bring
to the text his or her own experiences, feelings, appreciation of
language and knowledge of literary forms. For young readers,
literature offers the opportunity to explore situations and feelings
they have not yet encountered, and to experience imaginatively an
autonomy not yet available to them. The main form of literary texts
used in the PIRLS assessment is narrative fiction.
Events, actions, and consequences depicted in narrative
fiction allow the reader to experience vicariously and reflect upon
situations that, although they may be fantasy, illuminate those of real
life. The text may present the perspective of the narrator or a principal character, or there may be several such viewpoints in a more
complex text. Information and ideas may be described directly or
through dialogue and events. Short stories or novels sometimes
narrate events chronologically, or sometimes make more complex
use of time with flashbacks or time shifts.

Reading to Acquire and Use Information
In reading for information, the reader engages not with
imagined worlds, but with aspects of the real universe. Through
information texts, one can understand how the world is and has
been, and why things work as they do. Readers can go beyond the
acquisition of information and use it in reasoning and in action.
Information texts need not be read from beginning to end; readers
may select the parts they need. These texts take many forms, but one
major distinction is that between chronological and non-chronological organization. The two make different demands on the reader,
although there are no hard and fast distinctions, and a single text
may use both.
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Chronological texts. Texts ordered chronologically present
their ideas as a sequence ordered in time. Such texts may recount
events, for example as historical facts or as diary entries, personal
accounts, or letters. Biographies and autobiographies, detailing the
events of real lives, are a major group of texts of this type. Other
chronologically organized texts are procedural, for example recipes
and instructions. Here, the imperative form is often used and the
reader is expected not just to understand but to act in accordance
with what is read.
Non-chronological texts. In these texts, ideas are organized
logically rather than chronologically. Any number of subjects may be
described as explained; arguments and counterarguments may be
presented or a viewpoint may be put forth with supporting evidence.
Persuasive texts aim directly at influencing the reader’s view. In
discussion and persuasion, the reader must follow the development
of ideas and bring to the text a critical mind in forming his or her
own opinion. Documents that also are non-chronologically ordered
are those that give information in different forms, such as lists,
diagrams, charts and graphs, and some that call for actions on the
part of the reader.

Reading Literacy Behaviors and Attitudes
Reading literacy involves not only the ability to construct
meaning from a variety of texts, but also behaviors and attitudes that
support lifelong reading.5 Such behaviors and attitudes contribute to
the full realization of the individual’s potential within a literate society.
A positive attitude toward reading may be among the most
important attributes of a lifelong reader. Children who read well
typically display a more positive attitude than do children who have
not had a great deal of success with reading. Children who have
developed positive attitudes and self-concepts regarding reading are
also more likely to choose reading for recreation. When children
read on their own time they are not only demonstrating a positive

18

PIRLS ASPECTS OF READING LITERACY

attitude, they are also gaining valuable experience in reading
different types of texts that further their development as proficient
readers.
In addition to reading for enjoyment, reading for knowledge
and information is a hallmark of reading literacy acquisition. Knowledge-seeking through informational texts may help children to
develop a confidence in their abilities that helps them to attain their
goals. Furthermore, the knowledge gained through such reading
enhances subsequent reading, broadening and deepening the
reader’s interpretation of texts.
Discussing one’s reading, orally or in writing, establishes the
reader as a member of a literate community. Readers can further
develop their understanding of texts and explore various perspectives
and interpretations by talking with other readers. These exchanges
of ideas sustain a literate community, which in turn can lend society
an intellectual depth and openness to new ideas.
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3

CONTEXTS
FOR LEARNING
TO READ
Young children acquire reading
literacy through a variety of activities and
experiences within different contexts.6 At
fourth grade, children develop the skills,
behaviors, and attitudes associated with
reading literacy mainly at home and in
school. There, various resources and activities foster reading literacy. Some of the
experiences are very structured, particularly those that occur in classrooms as part
of reading instruction. Others, less structured, occur as a natural and informal part
of the child’s daily activities. Both are critical in helping young children develop
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reading literacy. Moreover, each environment supports the other,
and the connection between home and school is an important
element in learning.
Beyond the direct home and school influences on children’s
reading are the broader environments in which children live and
learn. Children’s schools and homes are situated in communities with
different resources, goals, and organizational features. These aspects
of the community will likely influence children’s homes and schools
and thus their reading literacy. Even broader, yet as important, is
the national context in which children live and go to school. The
resources available in a country, government decisions about
education, and the curricular goals, programs, and policies related
to reading education will influence the school and home contexts for
learning to read.
The relationship between the home and school and how they
are situated within the community and the country is shown in Figure 3
to illustrate how PIRLS conceptualizes the influences on children’s
reading. Since the outcomes — students’ reading literacy achievement
and attitudes — also feed back into the home and school contexts to
some degree, this model can be viewed as a system of reciprocal
influences.
PIRLS will use questionnaires completed by the students
tested, their parents or caregivers, their teachers, and their school
principals to gather information about the home and school factors
associated with the development of reading literacy, as well as
about the larger contexts in which children live and learn. To provide
information about the national contexts in which children’s homes
and schools are situated, PIRLS is developing an encyclopedia of
reading education in the participating countries.
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Figure 3: Contexts for the Development of
Reading Literacy

National and Community Contexts

Home

School

Student
Reading Outcomes

National and Community Contexts
Demographics and Resources. The success a country has in
educating its children and producing a literate population depends
greatly on the resources it has available. Countries with a large and
diverse population and few material and human resources will have
greater difficulty than those with more favorable circumstances.
Generally, the characteristics of a country’s population, the system of
governance, and the national economy will affect the resources
available for education. Diversity of languages used in the country,
levels of adult literacy, and other social and health demographics
also influence the difficulty of the educational task. Many of these
issues are relevant to the local context in which children live and
learn as well.

23

CHAPTER 3

Governance and Organization of Education System. How
educational policies are established and implemented can have a
tremendous impact upon how schools operate. Some countries have
highly centralized systems of education in which most policy-related
decisions are made at the national or regional level and there is a
great deal of uniformity in education in terms of curriculum, textbooks,
and general policies. Other countries have much more decentralized
systems in which many important decisions are made at the local and
school levels, resulting in greater variation in how schools operate
and students are taught.
The way students proceed through school (also referred to
as “student flow”) is a feature of education systems that varies across
countries. Particularly relevant for a study of fourth-grade reading
achievement are the age of entry to formal schooling and the age
when formal reading instruction begins. In addition, for a study of
children at this level, the type of school that students generally attend
during the early years and whether students will eventually move
into a tracked or comprehensive program of study are of interest.
Curriculum Characteristics and Policies. Curricular policies
are shaped in many different ways. At the highest level, they may be
established in some detail by government and jurisdictional requirements. These may range from policies that govern the age or grade
in which formal reading instruction begins to those that prescribe the
types of material and the methods to be used in teaching reading.
Even where external control over the curriculum is strong, the way the
curriculum is implemented may be affected by local school characteristics and practices. Curricular aspects and governing policies
particularly relevant to the acquisition of reading literacy include
standards or benchmarks established for reading development,
testing and promotion practices, policies for classroom assignment
or grouping, instructional time, methods and materials, and ways of
identifying students in need of remediation.
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Home Contexts
Much research has provided insight into the importance of
home environments for children’s reading literacy. Long before
children develop the cognitive and linguistic skills necessary for
reading, early experiences with printed and oral language establish
a foundation for learning. Particular home characteristics can create
a climate that encourages children to explore and experiment with
language and various forms of texts. As young children engage in
more challenging and complex activities for play and recreation,
both alone and with peers, the time devoted to literacy-related
activities becomes critical. Throughout a child’s development, the
involvement of parents or caregivers remains central to the acquisition of reading literacy. The following discussion highlights some of
the major aspects of the home that contribute to reading literacy
development.
Activities Fostering Literacy. Central to the home environment
are the literacy-related activities that parents or caregivers engage in
with children or encourage and support. As children develop their
capacity for oral language, they are learning the rules of language
use — this knowledge will be translated into expectations for printed
language as well.
Perhaps the most common and important early literacy
activity involves adults and older children reading aloud to young
children. When children are read aloud to and encouraged to engage
in the text and pictures in books, they learn that printed text conveys
meaning and that being able to read is valuable and worthwhile.
Other encounters with print also help to establish children’s
awareness of and familiarity with text. Writing activities such as
writing names or forming letters reinforces young children’s developing awareness of text. Drawing, especially in connection with stories
and storytelling, may also promote literacy. Research also indicates
that children’s play with books and other print material helps to lay
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the foundations of reading literacy. Moreover, early associations of
enjoyment with printed text establish a positive attitude toward
reading that will motivate young readers.
Language in the Home. Because learning to read is very
much dependent on children’s early experience with language, the
language or languages spoken at home, and how language is
used, are important factors in reading literacy development. Children
whose knowledge of the language used in formal reading instruction is substantially below that expected of children of that age are
likely to be at an initial disadvantage. In addition, use of different
languages or dialects at home and school may cause problems for
young students learning to read.
Home Resources. As children mature, the support and
guidance provided at home contributes to literacy development in
many different ways. An important aspect of the home environment
is the availability of reading material and educational resources.
Research consistently shows a strong positive relationship between
achievement and socioeconomic status, or indicators of socioeconomic status such as parents’ or caregivers’ occupation or level
of education. Research also shows that ready access to various types
of printed material is strongly associated with literacy achievement.
Homes that make such material available convey to children an
expectation that learning to read is a desirable and worthwhile goal.
Parents and caregivers engaging in many literacy activities
fosters children’s positive attitudes towards reading. For most children,
the home provides modeling and direct guidance in effective
literacy practices. Young children who see adults and older children
reading or using texts in different ways are learning to appreciate
and use printed material. Beyond modeling, parents or other
caregivers can directly support reading development by expressing
positive opinions about reading and literacy.
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Home-School Connection. Across all of the home factors
associated with acquiring reading literacy, parents’ or caregivers’
involvement in children’s schooling may be key to literacy development. Research shows that students who discuss their school studies
and what they are reading with their parents or caregivers are higher
achievers than those who do not. Involved parents or caregivers can
reinforce the value of learning to read, monitor children’s completion
of reading assignments for school, and encourage children through
praise and support.
Students’ Out-of-School Literacy Activities. As children
continue to develop reading literacy, the time they devote to reading
and other recreational activities becomes significant. The child not
only enjoys reading for recreation but also practices skills that are
being learned. Reading for fun or to investigate topics of interest is
the hallmark of lifelong reading. Thus, children may choose to spend
their out-of-school time reading books or magazines, looking up
information on the Internet, or going to a local library to read or
take out books. The home environment can be fertile ground for
developing such behaviors and attitudes. The influence of peers may
also be important.
At home, balancing the time spent on literacy-related activities
with that spent on perhaps less enriching pastimes is important. Some
research indicates a negative correlation between time spent watching television and reading achievement, while time spent reading for
fun is positively correlated. Also, discussing reading with friends helps
young readers understand how text may be interpreted in different
ways by different readers.
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School Contexts
Although the home can be a rich environment for developing
reading literacy, for most children school remains the main location
for formal learning and educational activities. By fourth grade (ages
9 and 10), most students have acquired basic reading skills and are
beginning to read more complex material with greater independence.
This is due in part to the changed curricular demands placed on
students at this level. At this point, children are transitioning from
“learning to read” to “reading to learn.” Students’ educational
experiences may be especially significant at this point in their
reading literacy development.
Many factors in school affect reading literacy acquisition,
directly or indirectly. The general environment and resources of the
school set the tone for accomplishment in the classroom, although
their impact may be less direct than students’ day-to-day activities.
The behaviors, attitudes, and literacy level of classmates can
influence a student’s development. Clearly, one of the most direct
influences is the teacher. His or her preparation and training, as
well as the instructional approaches and materials used, are clearly
important to the classroom environment. Some of the main school
factors that contribute to the acquisition of reading literacy are
discussed below.
School Environment and Resources. The school environment
encompasses many factors that affect a student’s learning. The sense
of security that comes from having few behavior problems and little
or no crime promotes a stable learning environment. School-wide
programs that provide for the basic needs of students and their
families (e.g., before- or after-school child care programs) may also
be important. Other school-wide programs, which focus specifically
on reading and literacy development, may directly support the
acquisition of skills and attitudes toward reading literacy. The school
environment is also enhanced when staff members show positive
attitudes toward students and collaborate in curricular and extracurricular activities that foster learning.
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The extent and quality of school resources are also critical.
These may include resources as basic as trained teachers or adequate
classroom space as well as less essential but beneficial resources like
comfortable furniture and surroundings. The presence of a library or
multi-media center may be particularly relevant for developing
reading literacy. In addition, a reading specialist or language arts
curriculum director can be important in strengthening the reading
curriculum.
Teacher Training and Preparation. The qualification and
competence of teachers can be critical. Much has been written about
what makes a teacher effective. One issue is the nature, amount, and
content of teachers’ training and education. For example, whether or
not a teacher has been extensively trained in teaching reading may
be especially relevant for students’ acquisition of reading literacy.
The extent of teachers’ continuing education and exposure
to recent developments within the field of teaching reading is also
important. Professional development through seminars, workshops,
conferences, and professional journals can help teachers to increase
their effectiveness and broaden their knowledge of reading literacy
acquisition. In some countries and jurisdictions, teachers are required
to participate in such activities. Moreover, it has been suggested that
the profession of teaching is one that requires lifelong learning, and
that the most effective teachers continue to acquire new knowledge
and skills throughout their careers.
Classroom Environment and Structure. Young students
spend many hours each day in one or more classrooms. Classroom
environment and structure have a significant influence on reading
literacy development. The classroom can vary greatly, from highly
structured and teacher-centered to more open and student-centered.
One fundamental characteristic that may dictate how teachers
approach instruction is class size, or teacher-to-student ratio. Some
research has indicated that smaller class sizes during the early years
of schooling may benefit students’ reading development.
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Other aspects of the classroom that are relevant for reading
literacy include the extent of the reading material available to
students. The presence of a classroom library or a special place for
independent reading may foster positive reading habits and attitudes, in addition to giving students ready access to a wide variety
of texts and text types. Also related to reading development is the
interaction among students, informally and in classroom discussion of
reading and literacy-related activities. Classrooms that encourage
language development and establish a supportive environment for
talking about reading may be especially effective.
Instructional Strategies and Activities. There are innumerable
strategies and activities that teachers may use for reading instruction.
Much research has been devoted to investigating which are most
effective. Most educators and researchers agree that using elements
of various approaches may be best, particularly when teachers
tailor them to the needs of their students.
The activities most relevant for reading literacy development
include those that pertain to word recognition, comprehension,
cognitive and metacognitive reading strategies, writing activities such
as story construction, and integrating all of the language processes —
reading, writing, speaking, and listening. The way in which reading
is assessed in the classroom is also important.
Instructional Materials and Technology. The reading
material and technology that teachers use in reading instruction form
the core of students’ reading experience in school. The material
can range from a single textbook or “reading series” containing a
variety of text types, to several books and other print materials
compiled by the teacher. Regardless of format, research has indicated that the students’ exposure to a variety of texts and text types
is associated with achievement in reading.

30

CONTEXTS FOR LEARNING TO READ

The use of electronic texts and other technologies is emerging
as an important part of students’ literacy learning. Reading “on-line”
may soon become an essential literacy skill as more and more
diverse types of texts and information are made available to students
through the Internet.
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4

ASSESSMENT
DESIGN AND
SPECIFICATIONS
To measure students’ reading literacy achievement and gather information
about the contexts for developing reading
literacy, the 2001 assessment of PIRLS includes a written test of reading comprehension and a series of questionnaires focusing on contexts for reading literacy
development. In addition, for countries that
participated in the IEA’s 1991 reading literacy study, PIRLS includes a 10-year trend
study. The following sections describe the
design and specifications for operationalizing each component of the study.
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Test Booklet Design
Given the broad coverage goals of the PIRLS framework
and its emphasis on the use of authentic texts, it was inevitable that
the specifications for the item pool would include extensive testing
time. The PIRLS Reading Development Group found that a valid
assessment of two purposes for reading — reading for literary experience and reading to acquire and use information — required at least
four hours of testing time, two hours for each purpose. While the
assessment material that can be presented in that time should provide
good coverage of the reading material children meet in their everyday lives, it is not reasonable to expect to administer the entire set of
reading passages and test items to any one child. Because of the
difficulties of scheduling student assessments and because young
children cannot be subjected to long testing periods, the testing time
is limited to 80 minutes per student, with an additional 15–30
minutes for a student questionnaire.
With a total testing time of four hours but just one hour and
twenty minutes per student, the assessment material must be divided
among students in some way. The PIRLS design uses a matrix sampling technique, whereby the passages and accompanying items are
divided into groups or blocks, and individual student booklets are
made up from these blocks according to a plan. In PIRLS, the four
hours of testing time is divided into eight 40-minute blocks of passages
and items, labeled L1–L4 for the literary passages and I1–I4 for the
informational texts (see Figure 4).

Figure 4:

PIRLS Matrix-Sampling Blocks

Purpose for Reading
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In the PIRLS design, the eight blocks will be distributed
across 10 booklets (see Figure 5). Each student booklet will consist
of two 40-minute blocks of passages and items, followed by the
Student Questionnaire. So as to present at least some passages in a
more natural, authentic setting, two blocks (one literary and one
informational) will be presented in color and a magazine-type
format with the questions in a separate booklet. This booklet is
referred to as the PIRLS “Reader.”

Figure 5:

PIRLS Test Booklet Design
Booklet

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

L1

L2

L3

I1

I2

I3

L1

I2

I3

L4

L2

L3

I1

I2

I3

L1

I1

L2

L3

I4

Reader

To enable linking among booklets, at least some blocks must
be paired with others. Since the number of booklets can become
very large if each block is to be paired with all other blocks, it was
necessary to choose judiciously among possible block combinations. In the ten-booklet design used in PIRLS, nine test booklets are
derived by combining three literary (L1, L2, and L3) and three
informational (I1, I2, and I3) blocks. The tenth booklet, the Reader,
accounts for the remaining literary block, L4, and informational
block, I4. The Reader will be distributed at three times the rate of the
other booklets to ensure enough students take blocks L4 and I4.
In this design, which contains half of the possible links
between blocks L1 through I3, each block appears in three of the
nine booklets. Blocks L1 and L2 are linked by appearing together in
booklet 1, and blocks L2 and L3 are linked by appearing together
in booklet 2. Since block L2 is common to both booklets 1 and 2, all
three literary blocks can be linked through these two booklets.
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Through a similar arrangement involving booklets 4 and 5 the three
informational blocks can be linked together. Booklets 3, 6, 7, 8, and
9 ensure that there are good links between the literary and informational blocks. The blocks in the Reader, L4 and I4, are not linked to
any other blocks.

Selecting Reading Passages for the Assessment
To reach the goal of approximating an authentic reading
experience in the assessment, the reading passages presented to
students must be typical of those read by students in their everyday
experiences. Texts that exist for students to read in and outside school
have typically been written by successful authors who understand
writing for a young audience. These are more likely than passages
written specifically for a test to elicit the full range of comprehension
processes. Furthermore, they are more likely to engage students’
interests, and to yield assessment questions that will elicit a range of
responses to text that are similar to those elicited in authentic reading
experiences. In the context of an international study, attaining
authenticity in the assessment reading experience may be somewhat
constrained by the need to translate a text into numerous languages.
Thus, care is taken to choose texts that can be translated without loss
in meaning or in potential for student engagement.
In selecting texts for use in an international survey of reading
literacy, the potential for cultural bias must be considered. The set of
texts used must range as widely as possible across nations and
cultures. No country or culture should be over-represented in the
assessment texts. Text selection thus involves collecting potential
stimulus texts from as many countries as possible. The final selection
of texts is based, in part, on the national and cultural representation
of the entire set of assessment texts. Texts that depend heavily on
culture-specific knowledge are excluded.
The appropriateness and readability of texts for assessing
9-year-olds is determined through review by educators and curriculum specialists from countries participating in the assessment.
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Among the criteria used to select texts are topic and theme appropriateness for the age group; fairness and sensitivity to gender, racial,
ethnic, and religious considerations; nature and level of linguistic
features; and density of information. In addition, the time constraints
of the test situation place some limits on the length of texts. Generally, texts selected will be no longer than 1,000 words so students
have time to read the entire passage and answer the comprehension
questions. However, length will vary somewhat because other text
characteristics also affect rate of reading.

Question Types and Scoring Procedures
Students’ ability to comprehend text through the four comprehension processes is assessed via comprehension questions that
accompany each text. Two question formats are used in the PIRLS
assessment — multiple-choice and constructed-response. Each
multiple-choice question is worth one point. Constructed-response
questions are worth one, two, or three points, depending on the
depth of understanding required. Up to half of the total number of
points represented by all the questions will come from multiple-choice
questions. In the development of comprehension questions, the
decision to use either a multiple-choice or a constructed-response
format is based on the process being assessed, and on which format
best enables test takers to demonstrate their reading comprehension.
Multiple-Choice Questions. Multiple-choice questions
provide students with four response options, of which only one is
correct. Multiple-choice questions can be used to assess any of the
comprehension processes. However, because they do not allow for
students’ explanations or supporting statements, they may be less
suitable for assessing students’ ability to make more complex interpretations or evaluations.
In assessing 9-year-olds, it is important that linguistic features
of the questions be developmentally appropriate. Therefore, the
questions are written clearly and concisely. The response options are
also written succinctly in order to minimize the reading load of the
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question. The options that are incorrect are written to be plausible,
but not deceptive. For students who may be unfamiliar with this test
question format, the instructions given at the beginning of the test
include a sample multiple-choice item that illustrates how to select
and mark an answer.
Constructed-Response Questions. For this type of test item
students are required to construct a written response, rather than
select a response from a set of options. The emphasis placed on
constructed-response questions in the PIRLS assessment is consistent
with the definition of literacy underlying the framework. It reflects the
interactive, constructive view of reading — meaning is constructed
through an interaction between the reader, the text, and the context
of the reading task. This question type is used to assess any of the
four comprehension processes. However, it is particularly well-suited
for assessing aspects of comprehension that require students to
provide support or that result in interpretations depending upon
students’ background knowledge and experience.
In the PIRLS assessment, constructed-response questions will
be worth one, two, or three points, depending on the depth of understanding or the extent of textual support the question requires. In
these questions, it is important to provide enough information to help
students understand clearly the nature of the response expected.
Scoring guides for each constructed-response question
describe the essential features of appropriate and complete responses.
They focus on evidence of the type of comprehension the question
assesses. They describe evidence of partial understanding and
evidence of complete or extensive understanding. In addition,
sample student responses at each level of understanding provide
important guidance to raters.
In scoring students’ responses to constructed-response
questions, the focus is solely on students’ understanding of the text,
not on their ability to write well. Also, scoring takes into account the
possibility of various interpretations that may be acceptable, given
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appropriate textual support. Consequently, a wide range of answers
and writing ability may appear in the responses that receive full credit
to any one question.
Score Points. In developing the assessment, the aim is to
create blocks that each provide, on average, 15 score points — made
up of approximately 7 multiple-choice items (1 point each), 2 or 3
short-answer items (1 or 2 points each), and 1 extended-response
item (3 points). The exact number of score points and the exact
distribution of question types per block will vary somewhat, as
different texts yield different types of questions.

Reporting Scales
As each student will respond to only part of the assessment,
these parts must be combined for an overall picture of the assessment
results for each country. Individual student responses to the items
related to each purpose for reading will be placed on a common
scale using item response theory methods. There will be separate
scales for the two purposes for reading:
• reading for literary experience
• reading to acquire and use information
Results will be reported separately for each purpose, and for
reading literacy overall.
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Releasing Assessment Material to the Public
The PIRLS data collection in 2001 is intended to be the first
of a regular four-year cycle of studies that will provide data on
trends in reading literacy. PIRLS will be administered again in 2005,
2009, and so on into the future. The design provides for the release
of many of the passages and items into the public domain as the
international reports are published, while safeguarding the trend
data by not releasing a substantial proportion of the items. As
passages and items are released, new assessment material will be
developed to take their place.
According to the PIRLS design, one block of literary passages
and one block of informational passages from the assessment will be
published after the first data collection. These will be replaced with
new passages and items before the next survey cycle. The contents
of the PIRLS Reader also will be released, providing further information to the public. It too will be replaced before the next data
collection. This plan will provide the public with one half of the test
items, while keeping the other half secure to enable the measurement
of trends in reading literacy. Following the second data collection,
another two blocks from the original assessment, and the Reader,
can be released and replaced before the third survey in the series.
The entire item pool will be replaced with new material over the
course of four data collection cycles.
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Measuring 10-Year Trends in Reading Literacy:
1991 to 2001
Since the data collection for PIRLS 2001 is scheduled to
take place 10 years after IEA’s 1991 Reading Literacy Study, it is not
surprising that there is great interest in finding out how student
performance may have changed in the intervening period. Accordingly, for countries that participated in the earlier study, PIRLS is
providing an option to measure trends in their children’s reading
literacy since 1991. This will be done by administering the 1991 test
to a representative sample of students under the same conditions
used in 1991. It will then be possible to estimate how students in
2001 perform on the 1991 reading literacy test, and to compare
this with the performance of students in 1991.
The 1991 Reading Literacy Study test for 9-year-olds contains texts representing three domains — narrative, expository, and
documents. There are 15 passages across the three domains, with
66 questions. The test was organized in two booklets (each student
completed both booklets) and administered in 75 minutes. It was
preceded by a short word recognition test and followed by a
questionnaire about students’ reading habits and home and school
contexts for learning to read. The re-administration of the 1991 test
in 2001 will include the word recognition test and the two booklets
with reading passages and test questions. Timing and directions to
students will be identical to the 1991 administration.
Working with the public-use data sets created for the 1991
study and with the data collected in 2001, item response theory
(IRT) scaling methods will be used to place both sets of data on a
common scale. It will then be possible to compare the performance
of fourth-grade students in 2001 with that of their peers in 1991, for
countries that participated in both studies.
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Background Questionnaires
An important purpose of PIRLS is to study the home and
school factors associated with children’s reading literacy by the
fourth grade. To that end, PIRLS will administer questionnaires to
students, their parents, their teachers, and the principals of their
schools. The questions are designed to measure key aspects of
students’ home and school environments.
Student Questionnaire. This questionnaire will be completed
by each student who takes the PIRLS reading test. It asks about
aspects of students’ home and school lives, including classroom
experiences and reading for homework, self-perception and attitudes
toward reading, out-of-school reading habits, computer use, home
literacy resources, and basic demographic information. The questionnaire requires 15-30 minutes to complete.
Learning to Read Survey. This short questionnaire is addressed
to the parents or primary caregivers of each student taking part in
the PIRLS data collection. It investigates child-parent literacy interactions, home literacy resources, parents’ reading habits and attitudes,
and home-school connections. Also, it collects basic demographic
and socioeconomic information. Together with information collected
from the students, parents’ responses will provide a more complete
picture of an important context for learning to read. This questionnaire is designed to take 10–15 minutes to complete.
Teacher Questionnaire. The reading teacher of each fourthgrade class in PIRLS will be asked to complete this questionnaire,
which is designed to gather information about classroom contexts for
developing reading literacy. The questionnaire asks teachers about
characteristics of the class tested, such as size, reading level and
language ability of the students; instructional time, materials, and
activities for teaching reading and promoting the development of
students’ reading literacy; grouping of students for reading instruction; classroom resources; assessment practices; and home-school
connections. It also asks teachers their views on their opportunities
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for collaboration with other teachers and for professional development, and for information about themselves and their education and
training. This questionnaire requires about 30 minutes of the
teacher’s time.
School Questionnaire. The principal of each school in PIRLS
will be asked to respond to this questionnaire. It asks about enrollment
and school characteristics, such as location, resources available in
the surrounding area, and indicators of the socioeconomic background
of the student body; instructional time; emphasis and materials used
in reading instruction for students in primary grades; school resources,
such as the availability of instructional materials and staff; homeschool connections; and school climate. It is designed to take about
30 minutes.

Encyclopedia of Reading Education
The PIRLS encyclopedia of reading education will provide a
profile of each country’s education system, with a particular focus on
reading education for primary-school children. The volume will
provide general information about population, government, economy,
and resources and describe how the education system is organized
and how decisions about education are made. The reading curriculum, including goals, materials, and instruction, will be discussed,
along with information on assessment of reading achievement.
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Electronic Text Study
At home and at school, children are increasingly using new
electronic technologies to search out, assess, and synthesize a
variety of written and visual material. They use computers to explore
the Internet, communicate with friends and family, and read and
write texts of various types. We know that the presentation of the
texts read in schools and elsewhere will gradually evolve toward
more electronic formats, with literacy being gauged increasingly in
relation to text presented on screen. Sometimes the text layout of onscreen information can be very similar to that in paper documents,
but often it is different, requiring different reading processes.
To provide relevant information about current and future
levels of reading literacy achievement, it is very important for PIRLS
to begin to examine children’s ability to read electronic text. Due to
the growing prevalence of electronic texts in children’s everyday
experience, PIRLS is developing a study of children’s literacy with
electronic texts. This study, while exploratory, will provide important
information about children’s ability to read and use information on
the Internet. Of course, familiarity with computers and with reading
electronic texts will likely be a prominent factor in how well students
read and construct meaning from such texts. PIRLS will gather
information about the ways children use computers and the Internet,
and about their attitudes towards texts presented in this way.
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PIRLS Example Passage and Items
• Reading for Literary Experience •

The Dressmaker
by
Henning Mankell

W

hen Sofia arrived at Totio’s hut he was already
out of bed and sitting outside the hut on the
wooden bench by the sewing machine. Sofia felt
anxious. Maybe he had changed his mind?
When she came up to
him, he nodded at her and
made room on the bench so
that she could sit down. Neither of them said anything.
Sofia looked over to Totio, who
seemed to be lost in thought.
The sewing machine was
covered by its brown, wooden
hood. The sound of Fernanda’s
snoring could be heard from
within the hut.
“The day when life becomes different always comes,”
Totio said suddenly. “You know it’ll happen, but it takes you by
surprise anyway.” He bent over the table and removed the
wooden hood from the sewing machine. Then he passed his
hand over its shiny surface.
“For the last thirty-five years I’ve been using this machine,” he said. “I don’t know how many miles of thread have
wound through the needle, and in and out of trousers, dresses,
shirts and caps.”
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Sofia could hear that Totio was sad. She thought that it
must be hard to grow old and not be able to work any more.
Totio bent down and picked up something which had
been lying under the bench. Then he gave it to Sofia. It was a
sign made out of hard, white cardboard. On the sign, somebody had written in block letters “Dressmaker’s Workshop:
Sofia Alface.”
Sofia noticed that her heart
was beating harder. She started
to smile with joy. It was true
then. She would take over the
machine and the hut. Tomorrow.
“Remember that customers
who are content will come back,”
said Totio. “Unhappy customers
will only come once, and then
never return. When you arrive
tomorrow, this sign will be hanging there. In the morning, my
sign will be gone. And we will be gone, Fernanda and I. The
hut is yours. And the sewing machine. And all the customers.”
“There are so many things I still need to learn,”
Sofia said.
“This is also true of me,” Totio answered. “You
never know everything there is to know.”
The snoring from within the hut stopped, and Fernanda
soon came out.
“I think you should know that it was Fernanda’s idea,”
said Totio. “When I felt that my eyes couldn’t see anymore, I
said that I would sell the sewing machine. But Fernanda
thought it better that you be the dressmaker, sending us
money now and then.”
Fernanda had sat down on the bench. Sofia was
sandwiched between her and Totio.
“A sewing machine is meant for sewing,” Fernanda said.
“You shouldn’t sell it.”
“I don’t know how to thank you,” Sofia said softly.
“All you have to do is sew,” said Fernanda.
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Sofia stayed at Totio and Fernanda’s house all day. She
helped them pack their things.
Early the next day, they would leave.They would travel
for many days to the faraway Mueda, where they had once
lived.
During the day, many people from the village came to
say goodbye. All the time, Totio talked about what a clever
dressmaker Sofia was. He told them they should come to her
when something needed to be sewed or mended.
Late in the afternoon they bade farewell. Fernanda
patted Sofia on the cheek. Totio shook hands with her with his
wrinkled but strong hand. His hand held hers for a long time.
Sofia walked home knowing she would miss Totio and
Fernanda very much. But she also knew she would think of
them every time she used the sewing machine that waited
quietly under its brown, wooden hood.
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Questions

The Dressmaker

1. Where does this story take place?
at Sofia’s family house
in a town called Mueda
outside a dressmaker’s hut
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*

in a dressmaking shop

*
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2. At the beginning of the story, why was Totio
‘lost in thought’?
He was thinking about the changes in
his life.

He was happy to be leaving the village.

He was tired of sewing for other people.
He was thinking about selling the
sewing machine.

3. Why was Sofia worried about Totio changing his
mind?
She was nervous about being the
new dressmaker.

She did not want to live in the hut.
She wanted Totio to stay.

*
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She was looking forward to taking over
Totio’s work.
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4. How will life become different for Totio after he
moves?
He will live in a nearby hut.
He will have a new job in Mueda.
He will live somewhere he has never
lived before.
He will no longer be a dressmaker.
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5. What was Totio going to do to let people know that
Sofia was the new dressmaker?
give her the sewing machine

*

put a sign outside the hut

tell people to treat her well
tell everyone in Mueda

6. Why had Totio thought about selling the sewing
machine?
He did not like sewing any more.

Fernanda thought it was a good idea.

*

He could not see very well.

His customers liked Sofia better.

* correct answer
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7. How did Fernanda help Sofia?
She sat down on the bench with Totio and
Sofia.

*

She told Totio that Sofia should be the new
dressmaker.
She helped Sofia to pack her things.
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She slept in the hut so Sofia and Totio
could talk.
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8. Why did Totio tell Sofia to look after the
customers well?

9. When Totio said goodbye to Sofia, he held her hand
for a long time. What does this show you about
Totio’s feelings?

10. What was the most helpful thing that Totio did for
Sofia? Explain why this was the most helpful.

11. Sofia had different feelings in the story. Write three
different feelings she had, and explain why she had
each feeling.
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12. How was Totio’s life going to be better because Sofia
was there to be the new dressmaker?

*

He would not have to work anymore.
He would get more customers.
He would be able to make more dresses.
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He would not have to live in the
dressmaker’s hut.

Th
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13. Why would Life Changes and Goes On be a good
different title for this story?

* correct answer
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Scoring Criteria

The Dressmaker

8. Why did Totio tell Sofia to look after the customers
well?
Acceptable Response, 1 Point—Provides an appropriate
inference for why Totio gave this advice to Sofia. Demonstrated in one of the following ways.
• The response demonstrates understanding that Totio
wanted Sofia or the business to be successful.
• The response may focus on how customers would respond
to being treated well.
• The response may focus on the result of Sofia being successful in her new business.
• The response may focus on Totio’s feelings about the
business or the customers, wanting the business that he
had built to continue.

9. When Totio said goodbye to Sofia, he held her hand for
a long time. What does this show you about Totio’s
feelings?
Acceptable Response, 1 Point—Provides an appropriate
interpretation of Totio’s feelings when saying goodbye. Demonstrated in one of the following ways.
• The response demonstrates understanding that Totio liked
Sofia or wished her well.
• The response demonstrates understanding that Totio
trusted Sofia to take over the business.
• The response may focus on Totio’s feelings about leaving
Sofia and the dressmaking business – it was difficult for
him to leave.
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10. What was the most helpful thing that Totio did for
Sofia? Explain why this was the most helpful.
Complete Comprehension, 2 Points—Demonstrates complete
comprehension by integrating ideas from across the story to
interpret the significance of Totio’s actions. The response
identifies one way in which Totio helped Sofia become a
dressmaker and explains why it was the most helpful. The
explanation makes a connection between Totio’s help and
Sofia’s future success as a dressmaker.
Partial Comprehension, 1 Point—Demonstrates partial
comprehension of the significance of Totio’s actions in one of
the following ways.
• The response identifies one way in which Totio helped Sofia
become a dressmaker. However, no explanation is provided
for why it was helpful.
• The response may attempt to provide an explanation for
why it was helpful. However, the explanation does not
make a connection between Totio’s help and Sofia’s future
success as a dressmaker.

11. Sofia had different feelings in the story. Write three
different feelings she had, and explain why she had
each feeling.
Extensive Comprehension, 3 points—Demonstrates extensive
comprehension by integrating ideas from across the text to
explain Sofia’s feelings throughout the story. The response
describes three appropriate feelings, and provides an appropriate explanation for each feeling.
Satisfactory Comprehension, 2 points—Demonstrates satisfactory comprehension by integrating ideas from across the text
to explain Sofia’s feelings in more than one part of the story.
The response describes at least two appropriate feelings, and
provides an appropriate explanation for two feelings.
Minimal Comprehension, 1 point—Demonstrates minimal
comprehension by integrating ideas to explain Sofia’s feeling
in one part of the story. The response describes at least one
appropriate feeling, and provides an appropriate explanation
for one feeling.
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13. Why would Life Changes and Goes On be a good
different title for this story?
Complete Comprehension, 2 points—Demonstrates complete
understanding of the story’s theme by evaluating an alternative title. The response demonstrates understanding that the
story is both about change and continuity and describes
elements of the story related to both aspects of this theme.
Partial Comprehension, 1 Point—Demonstrates partial
understanding of the story’s theme by evaluating an alternative title. The response demonstrates understanding of only
one aspect of the story’s theme—change or continuity.
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PIRLS Example Passage and Items
• Reading to Acquire and Use Information •

Puppy
Walking
by
Janice Marriott
In many countries, some people who are blind have
special dogs called guide dogs that help them find their
way around. In New Zealand, when guide dogs are
puppies they live with “puppy walkers.” Puppy walkers
take care of the puppies and help get them ready for
guide dog training.

T

im and Whitney Trout are puppy walkers. They look
after Goldie, a Labrador retriever puppy. When
Goldie is a year old, she will start training to become a
guide dog for a person who is blind. Until then, Whitney and
Tim and their parents make sure that she has a happy and
healthy life. It’s a big responsibility.
Tim and Whitney are two of the most experienced puppy
walkers in New Zealand. Goldie is their fourth puppy. They
have photos of the three other puppies they have looked
after—Alda, Lacey and Tulcie.
Goldie is now nine months old. She was seven weeks old
when she first arrived and, even though she looked just like a
small, cuddly soft toy, she started her training straight away.
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Whitney and Tim have to teach Goldie to understand and
obey three commands.

“Busy, busy.” This means “Go to the toilet.”
This is an important command because
guide dogs must learn not to foul footpaths
and public places.
“Sit.” A guide dog must learn right from the
start to sit when it is told to do so.
Whistle. Whitney and Tim need to teach
Goldie table manners—well, bowl manners.
First Tim tells Goldie to sit. Then he puts the
bowl of food on the floor. Goldie has to wait
until Tim or Whitney blow a whistle before
she is allowed to eat her food.

As well as these three commands, Goldie has to learn
that her place in the car is on the floor. She also has to learn
not to jump up when she greets people.
Tim and Whitney have to be well trained, too.
They can’t feed Goldie tidbits or any food by hand. If
Goldie brings them a stick, they mustn’t throw it for her to
fetch. And they mustn’t play ball games with her. It’s difficult,
but they know they are helping to teach her to be completely
trustworthy.
There are still lots of ways to have fun with Goldie. She
wakes Tim and Whitney up in the mornings. She is allowed to
play tug-of-war with a ball inside a sock.
Whitney and Tim and their family can take Goldie to all
sorts of places where dogs aren’t usually allowed to go, like
inside supermarkets, on planes and to school. When she goes
out, Goldie wears a red coat which shows she is a special dog.
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Goldie’s favourite place is the
butcher’s shop. But she has to
remember to obey commands, and
she must never be fed tidbits by hand.
She just looks around longingly.
She also goes with Tim to soccer
and tennis and with Whitney to ballet
and gym.
Like all puppies, Goldie can be
naughty. She likes to take smelly socks
outside and hide them. And if no one’s
looking, she tries to lick the plates in
the dishwasher. Once, she managed to
reach up to the kitchen counter and nibble the tops off a
batch of newly-baked muffins.
All too quickly, the days, weeks and months pass. Tim
and Whitney know that when Goldie is a year old, she will go
to the guide dog training school, and they will probably never
see her again. When she graduates from training and becomes
a guide dog, her photo will join those of Alda, Lacey, and
Tulcie.
Whitney and Tim will be sad to see Goldie go, but they
will know that they have helped teach her to be friendly and
confident. Only dogs that have had happy times as puppies
will be able to cope with guide dog training. They will then go
on to become much-loved essential companions for people who
are blind.
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Questions

Puppy Walking

1. What is Goldie being trained to become?
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2. How old was Goldie when she first went to live with
Tim and Whitney?

*

seven weeks

nine months

Th
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one year

two years

3. Write the command that tells Goldie to do each of
these things. Number 1 has been done for you.
1. sit down:

sit

2. eat her food:

3. go to the toilet:

4. Why is it important that a guide dog learns to do as
it is told?
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5. Goldie ‘just looks around longingly’ in the butcher’s
shop. What does this tell you about her?

*

She is well-behaved.
She is always happy.
She is very lively.
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She is often lonely.

6. What does Goldie sometimes do that is naughty?
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goes in the butcher’s shop
plays with a ball in a sock

wakes Tim and Whitney in the mornings

*

licks plates in the dishwasher

7. When Goldie leaves Tim and Whitney, what will she
do next?
live with a blind person

*

go to guide dog training school
move to another country

spend time with another family

8. How will Tim and Whitney feel when Goldie leaves?
Describe the different feelings they will have, and
explain why they will feel that way.

* correct answer
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9. Tim and Whitney are good puppy walkers. Give
three things that you have read about them that
show this.
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10. Why do Tim and Whitney sometimes find it difficult
to be puppy walkers?
They have to take Goldie to school.
They have looked after a lot of puppies.

*

They have to follow a lot of rules.
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They have to play with Goldie a lot.

11. Do you think Goldie had a happy time when she was
a puppy? Use information from the article to explain
why or why not.

12. What is the main purpose of the article,
Puppy Walking?

to tell a story about a guide dog puppy
to make you want to be a guide dog
puppy walker

to describe how you should treat guide
dog puppies

*

78

to explain how guide dog puppies
are trained
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13. How does the author try to make the article, Puppy
Walking, interesting?
by describing in detail what the puppy
looks like
by explaining exactly what guide dogs
do for blind people
by writing about children who really
are puppy walkers
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by making a list of all the things puppy
walkers must do

* correct answer
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Scoring Criteria

Pupppy Walking

1. What is Goldie being trained to become?
Acceptable Response, 1 point—Identifies explicitly stated
information about Goldie’s training. The response states that
Goldie is being trained to become a guide dog or the response
states that Goldie is getting ready for guide dog training.

3. Write the command that tells Goldie to do each of these
things. Number 1 has been done for you.
1. Sit down:

sit______

2. Eat her food: ____________
3. Go to the toilet: ______________
Acceptable Response, 1 Point—Identifies the explicitly stated
commands given to Goldie. The response accurately identifies
both of the commands listed below for the appropriate action.
2. Eat her food: whistle
3. Go to the toilet: busy, busy

4. Why is it important that a guide dog learns to do as it
is told?
Complete Comprehension, 2 Points—Demonstrates complete
comprehension by integrating ideas from across the text to
interpret why it is uniquely important for guide dogs to be
well-trained. Demonstrated in one of the following ways.
• The response demonstrates understanding that guide dogs
live with or assist people who are blind and conveys an
understanding of the guide dog’s responsibility for providing protection or for helping people find their way.
• The response may describe the level of trust that is necessary between a guide dog and a blind person as the reason
for it needing to be well-trained.
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Partial Comprehension, 1 Point—Demonstrates understanding that guide dogs live with or assist people who are blind.
The explanation for why a guide dog needs to be well-trained
is general. It does not convey an understanding of the guide
dog’s responsibility with respect to providing protection,
helping people find their way, or needing to be trustworthy.

8. How will Tim and Whitney feel when Goldie leaves?
Describe the different feelings they will have, and
explain why they will feel that way.
Complete Comprehension, 2 Points—Demonstrates complete
comprehension by inferring the complex feelings Tim and
Whitney will have when Goldie leaves.
The response describes a mixture of both positive and negative feelings that Tim and Whitney will have. The positive
feelings focus on their pride in working with Goldie, or on the
fact that she will have good life. The negative feelings focus
on their sadness that she is leaving. At least one of the
feelings is explained using information from the text.
Partial Comprehension, 1 Point—Demonstrates partial
understanding of the feelings Tim and Whitney will have
when Goldie leaves.
The response describes only one aspect of Tim and Whitney’s
feelings. The feeling described is explained using information
from the text. It may focus only on the positive or negative
feelings they will have or may describe both positive and
negative feelings, but provide no explanation based on information in the text.
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9. Tim and Whitney are good puppy walkers. Give three
things that you have read about them that show this.

Extensive Comprehension, 3 Points—Demonstrates extensive
comprehension of the article by interpreting all of the information given about Tim and Whitney that shows they are
good puppy walkers. The response describes three appropriate
ideas from the article as evidence that Tim and Whitney are
good puppy walkers.
Satisfactory Comprehension, 2 Points—Demonstrates satisfactory comprehension of the article by interpreting most of the
information given about Tim and Whitney that shows they are
good puppy walkers. The response describes two appropriate
ideas from the article as evidence that Tim and Whitney are
good puppy walkers.
Minimal Comprehension, 1 Point—Demonstrates limited
comprehension of the article by interpreting some of the
information given about Tim and Whitney that shows they are
good puppy walkers. The response describes one appropriate
idea from the article as evidence Tim and Whitney are good
puppy walkers.

11. Do you think Goldie had a happy time when she was a
puppy? Use information from the article to explain why
or why not.
Acceptable Response, 1 Point—Provides an appropriate textbased inference about whether Goldie was happy. The response states an opinion, supported with appropriate information from the text, about whether or not Goldie was happy.
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APPENDIX C
Comparison of the
Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study (PIRLS)
and the
Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA)
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Reading Assessment Frameworks
The OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA) in reading literacy for 15-year-olds being is being conducted
in 2000, to be followed soon after by PIRLS, in 2001. It is important
that participants and policymakers understand the relationship
between the two studies, and in particular the policy-relevant characteristics that are unique to PIRLS.
PIRLS was designed to provide comparative information on
the reading literacy of fourth-grade students (ages 9 to 10), with a
particular focus on the factors, at home and in the school, which
facilitate the acquisition of literacy in young children. By targeting
children of primary-school age and making the acquisition of literacy
a principal study goal, PIRLS seeks to complement the work-oriented,
across-the-curriculum perspective on literacy offered by PISA. While
PISA is concerned with the literacy needs of students as they make
the transition from the world of school to the world of work, PIRLS
addresses progress at the equally important stage when students
move from learning to read to reading to learn.
The skills that form the foundation for later literacy are learned
at this time, so that improvements in curriculum or instruction at this
stage can be expected to yield great dividends later on. PIRLS plans
extensive investigations into the reading curriculum and instructional
practices used not just with fourth-grade students, but with students in
the earlier grades also. This is in contrast to PISA, which collects little
information about curriculum or instructional factors within schools.
For countries participating in both studies, therefore, PIRLS will provide
a wealth of information that can be used not only to improve the
reading curriculum and instruction for younger students, but also to
help in interpreting the results of PISA for 15-year-old students.
Although the central goal of both PIRLS and PISA is to inform
participating countries about the reading literacy achievement of
their students, differences in curricular demands and developmental
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expectations placed on 9-year-olds and 15-year-olds result in a slight
difference in emphasis. As 9-year-olds commonly have just reached
the end of their early reading instruction, PIRLS focuses more on the
acquisition of reading literacy. In contrast, 15-year-olds typically are
preparing to enter the workforce or higher education; thus, PISA
examines reading literacy as an indicator of civic and employment
preparedness. This nuance of difference in focus demonstrates how
the two programs complement each other by addressing the reading
literacy development of students at two very different developmental
milestones.
Central to both the PIRLS and the PISA assessment frameworks
is the definition of the construct being assessed. For both programs,
the definition is based on an expanded notion of reading – hence
the term “reading literacy” in both cases, rather than simply “reading.”
Both definitions include not only the processes and skills of reading
comprehension, but also the uses of and attitudes toward reading
that characterize proficient readers. Both PIRLS and PISA view
reading as an interactive, constructive process and emphasize the
importance of students’ ability to reflect on reading and to use
reading for different purposes.
For the PIRLS assessment, reading literacy for 9-year-olds is
defined as:
...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.
For the PISA assessment, reading literacy for 15-year-olds is
defined as:
...understanding, using, and reflecting on written
texts, in order to achieve one’s goals, to develop
one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate in
society.
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Both definitions take into account the range of material
students choose and are required to read. By doing so, they suggest
that reading is not a unitary skill, but rather a set of processes,
approaches, and skills that vary across readers, text types, and
purposes or situations for reading. While social, personal, and
curricular elements of reading literacy are also emphasized in both
definitions, the developmental differences between the two age
groups are apparent here. For 9-year-olds, PIRLS emphasizes the
typical environment in which they read. Furthermore, while PISA stresses
students’ readiness to participate in the larger society, PIRLS emphasizes students’ ability to participate in “communities of readers....”
(home and classroom).
Reading Purposes/Situations and Text Types. In describing
the purposes or situations for reading and the types of texts associated with each, the PIRLS and PISA reading frameworks diverge
somewhat, reflecting the developmental differences of the two groups.
For 9-year-olds, PIRLS emphasizes purposes for reading, describing
two of the most common for this age group — reading for literary
experience and reading to acquire and use information. For 15-yearolds, PISA describes situations for reading, reflecting the broader
uses of reading at this age level — reading for private use, for public
use, for work, and for education.
Processes/Aspects of Comprehension. Both frameworks
describe ways of understanding or responding to texts that provide
specifications for the type of comprehension questions posed to
students. For PIRLS, these are described as four “processes of
comprehension.” The PISA framework distinguishes between “macro
and micro aspects of understanding text.” The five macro aspects are
very similar to the PIRLS’s four processes of comprehension. As an
additional dimension of the PISA framework, the micro aspects are
related specifically to the demands of the individual comprehension
questions. Figure C.1 lists the four PIRLS reading processes and the
comparable macro aspects of reading described in the PISA framework.
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Figure C.1: Comparison of PIRLS Processes of
Comprehension and PISA Macro Aspects
of Understanding Text

PIRLS

PISA

Processes of
Comprehension

Macro Aspects of
Understanding Text

Focus on and Retrieve Explicitly
Stated Information — locate and
understand relevant information or
ideas that are explicitly stated in
text.

Forming a Broad General
Understanding — initial reading
to determine whether text suits
intended goals; consider texts as
a whole, make predictions about
text.

Make Straightforward Inferences — move beyond surface
meaning to make straightforward,
text-based inferences.
Interpret and Integrate Ideas
and Information — draw on
understanding of the world,
experience, or other knowledge
to find connections between
ideas and information in the text.
Examine and Evaluate Content,
Language, and Textual
Elements – critical consideration
of the text; reflect on and evaluate
text content; consider and
evaluate text structure, language
use, literary devices, or author’s
perspective and craft.

Retrieving Information — scan,
search, locate, and select relevant
information.
Developing an Interpretation —
develop a more specific or
complete understanding; understand interaction between local
and global cohesion within text;
use information and ideas
activated during reading yet not
explicitly stated in the text.
Reflecting on the Content of a
Text — connect information found
in text to knowledge from other
sources; assess claims made in
text against own knowledge.
Reflecting on the Form of a
Text — stand apart from the text
and consider it objectively;
evaluate text’s quality and
appropriateness; understand text
structure, genre, and register.
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