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CHAPTER 1: STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT
PIRLS 2016 INTERNATIONAL RESULTS IN READING
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Exhibit 1.1: Distribution of Reading Achievement
Exhibit 1.1 shows distributions of student achievement for the participants in PIRLS 2016, including 
the average scale score with its 95 percent confidence interval and the ranges in performance for the 
middle half of the students (25th to 75th percentiles) as well as the extremes (5th and 95th percentiles). 
The PIRLS achievement scale summarizes fourth grade students’ performance answering questions 
designed to measure their reading comprehension across two overarching purposes for reading—
literary and informational purposes, as well as a range of comprehension processes. The results for 
countries participating in PIRLS as well as its less difficult version, PIRLS Literacy, are reported on 
the PIRLS reading achievement scale. Both the PIRLS and the PIRLS Literacy assessments included 
12 passages (6 literary and 6 informational) with four passages in common. PIRLS included 175 
items and PIRLS Literacy included 183. 

The PIRLS reading achievement scale was established in PIRLS 2001, based on the achievement 
across all participating countries, treating each country equally. The scale has a typical range of 
achievement between 300 and 700. A centerpoint of 500 was set to correspond to the mean of overall 
achievement in 2001, with 100 points set to correspond to the standard deviation. Achievement 
data from each subsequent PIRLS assessment have been reported on this scale, so that increases or 
decreases in achievement may be monitored across assessments. PIRLS uses the scale centerpoint 
as a point of reference that remains constant from assessment to assessment.

The results show that a number of countries performed quite well in PIRLS 2016, with 34 
countries having higher achievement than the centerpoint of 500. The results also reveal that 
although the differences from country to country were small, there was a substantial range in 
performance from the top-performing to the lower-performing countries.
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Country Reading Achievement Distribution

Russian Federation 581 (2.2) h
3 Singapore 576 (3.2) h

2 † Hong Kong SAR 569 (2.7) h
Ireland 567 (2.5) h
Finland 566 (1.8) h
Poland 565 (2.1) h
Northern Ireland 565 (2.2) h
Norway (5) 559 (2.3) h
Chinese Taipei 559 (2.0) h
England 559 (1.9) h

2 Latvia 558 (1.7) h
Sweden 555 (2.4) h
Hungary 554 (2.9) h
Bulgaria 552 (4.2) h

† United States 549 (3.1) h
Lithuania 548 (2.6) h
Italy 548 (2.2) h

2 Denmark 547 (2.1) h
Macao SAR 546 (1.0) h

† Netherlands 545 (1.7) h
Australia 544 (2.5) h
Czech Republic 543 (2.1) h

1 2 Canada 543 (1.8) h
Slovenia 542 (2.0) h

2 Austria 541 (2.4) h
Germany 537 (3.2) h
Kazakhstan 536 (2.5) h
Slovak Republic 535 (3.1) h

3 Israel 530 (2.5) h
2 Portugal 528 (2.3) h

Spain 528 (1.7) h
Belgium (Flemish) 525 (1.9) h
New Zealand 523 (2.2) h
France 511 (2.2) h
PIRLS Scale Centerpoint 500  

2 Belgium (French) 497 (2.6)  
Chile 494 (2.5) i

1 Georgia 488 (2.8) i
Trinidad and Tobago 479 (3.3) i
Azerbaijan 472 (4.2) i

2 Malta 452 (1.8) i
United Arab Emirates 450 (3.2) i
Bahrain 446 (2.3) i
Qatar 442 (1.8) i
Saudi Arabia 430 (4.2) i
Iran, Islamic Rep. of 428 (4.0) i
Oman 418 (3.3) i
Kuwait 393 (4.1) i
Morocco 358 (3.9) i
Egypt 330 (5.6) i
South Africa 320 (4.4) i

h

i

 

( ) Standard errors appear in parentheses. Because of rounding some results may appear inconsistent.
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Average
Scale Score

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 ≡.

The PIRLS achievement scale was established in 2001 based on the combined achievement distribution of all countries that participated in PIRLS 2001. To provide a point of 
reference for country comparisons, the scale centerpoint of 500 was located at the mean of the combined achievement distribution. The units of the scale were chosen so that 100 
scale score points corresponded to the standard deviation of the distribution.

Note: Five countries and one benchmarking entity participated in the PIRLS Literacy assessment: Egypt, Iran, Kuwait, Morocco, and South Africa as well as Denmark (3).
Iran and Morocco also took part in the fourth grade assessment and their results are based on an average of both assessments.

Country average significantly lower than  
the centerpoint of the PIRLS scale  

Country average significantly higher than  
the centerpoint of the PIRLS scale  
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Country Reading Achievement Distribution

Benchmarking Participants

Moscow City, Russian Fed. 612 (2.2) h
2 Madrid, Spain 549 (2.0) h

≡ Quebec, Canada 547 (2.8) h
Ontario, Canada 544 (3.2) h
Andalusia, Spain 525 (2.1) h
Norway (4) 517 (2.0) h
Dubai, UAE 515 (1.9) h

2 Denmark (3) 501 (2.7)  
Buenos Aires, Argentina 480 (3.1) i
Abu Dhabi, UAE 414 (4.7) i
Eng/Afr/Zulu - RSA (5) 406 (6.0) i

Exhibit 1.1: Distribution of Reading Achievement (Continued)

Average
Scale Score

Country average significantly lower than  
the centerpoint of the PIRLS scale  

Country average significantly higher than  
the centerpoint of the PIRLS scale  SO
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