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CHAPTER 2: PERFORMANCE AT INTERNATIONAL BENCHMARKS
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Exhibit 2 1: Performance at the International Benchmarks of  
Reading Achievement
Exhibit 2.1 presents the percentage of students reaching each PIRLS 2016 International Benchmark. 
The results are presented in descending order according to the percentage of students reading the 
Advanced International Benchmark. The percentage of students reaching the Advanced Benchmark 
is indicated in the bar graph with a black dot. Because students who reached the Advanced 
Benchmark also reached the other benchmarks, the percentages illustrated in the exhibit and shown 
in the columns to the right are cumulative. More than one-fourth of the fourth grade students 
reached the Advanced International Benchmark in Singapore (29%) and the Russian Federation 
(26%).

As a point of reference, Exhibit 2.1 provides the median percentage of students reaching each 
benchmark at the bottom of the four right-hand columns. By definition, half the countries will 
have a percentage in that column above the median and half will be below the median. The median 
percentages of students reaching the International Benchmarks were as follows: Advanced—10 
percent, High—47 percent, Intermediate—82 percent, and Low—96 percent. About half the PIRLS 
countries (24) had more than 96 percent of their students reaching the Low Benchmark, and in five 
countries, essentially all the students (99%) reached this benchmark—the Russian Federation, Hong 
Kong SAR, Norway, Latvia, and the Netherlands.
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3 Singapore 29 (1.6) 66 (1.6) 89 (1.0) 97 (0.5)
Russian Federation 26 (1.2) 70 (1.3) 94 (0.6) 99 (0.3)
Northern Ireland 22 (1.4) 61 (1.3) 87 (0.8) 97 (0.4)
Ireland 21 (1.2) 62 (1.6) 89 (0.9) 98 (0.4)
Poland 20 (1.1) 61 (1.3) 89 (0.7) 98 (0.4)
England 20 (0.9) 57 (1.1) 86 (0.7) 97 (0.4)
Bulgaria 19 (1.3) 55 (2.2) 83 (1.6) 95 (0.9)

2 † Hong Kong SAR 18 (1.3) 65 (1.8) 93 (0.9) 99 (0.3)
Finland 18 (0.8) 62 (1.3) 91 (0.8) 98 (0.3)
Hungary 17 (1.2) 56 (1.7) 85 (1.0) 97 (0.5)

† United States 16 (1.3) 53 (1.6) 83 (1.2) 96 (0.5)
Australia 16 (1.0) 51 (1.4) 81 (1.0) 94 (0.5)
Norway (5) 15 (0.9) 58 (1.7) 90 (0.9) 99 (0.3)
Chinese Taipei 14 (1.1) 59 (1.5) 90 (0.7) 98 (0.2)
Sweden 14 (1.4) 57 (1.6) 88 (0.9) 98 (0.3)

2 Latvia 14 (1.0) 57 (1.3) 90 (0.8) 99 (0.2)
3 Israel 13 (0.9) 46 (1.3) 75 (1.0) 91 (0.7)

1 2 Canada 13 (0.7) 50 (1.0) 83 (0.9) 96 (0.4)
Lithuania 12 (0.9) 52 (1.6) 86 (1.1) 97 (0.5)
Slovenia 11 (0.8) 49 (1.3) 83 (0.9) 96 (0.5)

2 Denmark 11 (1.0) 52 (1.3) 86 (1.0) 97 (0.4)
New Zealand 11 (0.6) 41 (1.2) 73 (1.0) 90 (0.7)
Germany 11 (0.8) 47 (1.4) 81 (1.4) 95 (1.0)
Italy 11 (0.8) 52 (1.7) 87 (1.0) 98 (0.5)
Slovak Republic 10 (0.8) 47 (1.4) 81 (1.3) 93 (1.1)
Czech Republic 10 (0.7) 49 (1.3) 85 (0.9) 97 (0.5)
Macao SAR 10 (0.6) 50 (0.8) 86 (0.5) 98 (0.3)

2 Austria 8 (0.8) 47 (1.5) 84 (1.1) 98 (0.4)
† Netherlands 8 (0.6) 48 (1.3) 88 (0.9) 99 (0.3)

Kazakhstan 7 (0.8) 42 (1.8) 84 (1.5) 98 (0.3)
2 Portugal 7 (0.9) 38 (1.3) 79 (1.3) 97 (0.4)

Spain 6 (0.4) 39 (0.9) 80 (1.0) 97 (0.6)
United Arab Emirates 5 (0.3) 20 (1.0) 43 (1.4) 68 (1.3)
Trinidad and Tobago 4 (0.5) 24 (1.2) 55 (1.7) 80 (1.2)
Belgium (Flemish) 4 (0.4) 35 (1.3) 80 (1.3) 97 (0.4)
France 4 (0.6) 30 (1.3) 72 (1.2) 94 (0.5)
Chile 3 (0.4) 25 (1.3) 61 (1.5) 87 (1.1)
Qatar 3 (0.3) 17 (0.6) 42 (1.1) 66 (0.9)

2 Belgium (French) 3 (0.4) 22 (1.2) 65 (1.4) 92 (0.9)
1 Georgia 2 (0.4) 22 (1.3) 60 (1.6) 86 (1.1)

Bahrain 2 (0.3) 14 (0.6) 41 (1.0) 69 (1.0)
Oman 2 (0.3) 10 (0.8) 32 (1.3) 59 (1.3)
Azerbaijan 2 (0.3) 18 (1.1) 54 (2.0) 81 (1.7)
Iran, Islamic Rep. of 1 (0.2) 11 (0.6) 37 (1.3) 65 (1.5)
Saudi Arabia 1 (0.4) 11 (1.2) 35 (1.7) 63 (1.8)

2 Malta 1 (0.2) 13 (0.7) 45 (1.1) 73 (0.7)
Kuwait 1 (0.2) 6 (0.8) 22 (1.5) 51 (1.7)
Egypt 0 (0.1) 3 (0.4) 11 (1.2) 31 (1.8)
Morocco 0 (0.1) 3 (0.4) 14 (0.8) 36 (1.5)
South Africa 0 (0.1) 2 (0.4) 8 (1.0) 22 (1.5)
International Median 10  47  82  96   

See Appendix C.1 for target population coverage notes 1, 2, and 3. See Appendix C.4 for sampling guidelines and sampling participation notes †,  ‡, and ≡.

( ) Standard errors appear in parentheses. Because of rounding some results may appear inconsistent.
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Moscow City, Russian Fed. 43 (1.5) 84 (1.0) 98 (0.3) 100 (0.1)
Ontario, Canada 14 (1.5) 50 (1.7) 82 (1.4) 96 (0.6)

≡ Quebec, Canada 11 (1.2) 50 (1.8) 87 (1.5) 98 (0.4)
Dubai, UAE 11 (0.6) 40 (1.0) 69 (0.9) 87 (0.6)

2 Madrid, Spain 9 (0.7) 51 (1.4) 89 (0.9) 99 (0.3)
2 Denmark (3) 6 (0.8) 29 (1.6) 65 (1.3) 88 (0.9)

Andalusia, Spain 5 (0.5) 37 (1.2) 78 (1.2) 97 (0.7)
Norway (4) 5 (0.6) 34 (1.2) 74 (1.1) 94 (0.6)
Buenos Aires, Argentina 3 (0.4) 20 (1.1) 55 (1.5) 83 (1.4)
Abu Dhabi, UAE 2 (0.4) 11 (1.1) 31 (1.7) 55 (2.1)
Eng/Afr/Zulu - RSA (5) 2 (0.4) 9 (1.3) 26 (2.3) 51 (2.4)

Benchmarking Participants

Exhibit 2.1: Performance at the International Benchmarks of Reading Achievement 
(Continued)
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